
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Chapter 158 - Bringing It Down 
 
      
 
      
 
    The high-pitched screams of Graebern echoed through the halls of Rathcearta. Their tone had changed, no longer filled with aggression and premature triumph but utter confusion and terror. A blood-red shadow moved through their ranks, swallowing the pale-skinned humanoid naked mole-rats like a tidal wave. All that remained in its wake were the equipment they scavenged from the dwarves and their bare bones, picked clean as if by time itself. 
 
    Graebern don't fear the dark, for they are born in it and surrounded by it all their lives. But the appearance of this new foe, a veritable force of nature, sent them scrambling for their tunnels. They learned that the darkness harbored a monster beyond imagining. Under the mountains where the menace from below used to reign supreme, a new creature showed them their place in the food chain. 
 
    Asoko had been thawed from her prison of Eternal Ice, and she was starving after her eight-month-long hibernation. All she needed to know was that the dwarves and fire giants are their allies, and the rat-men that her other half told her about are the enemy. Then she got to work. 
 
    Riding on her momentum, the dwarves made a counterattack and quickly beat the enemy back to the lower floors. Wherever Asoko went, the Graebern fled like rats from a fire, and soon, the royal palace of Rathcearta was cleansed of their presence. 
 
      
 
    "We have beaten them back!" Deaglan proudly proclaims while standing beside Asoko in the palace's main hall. She's in her golden armor now, but the demons know that she only put on this appearance when appearing before the dwarves. Lenoly and the others glimpsed her form in the hallways when Asoko thought herself alone and unseen. 
 
    "The palace should be free of them now. The next step is retaking the city." The Crawling Chaos pumps her fist and declares, earning a resounding cheer from the gathered dwarven warriors and civilians alike. "And finally, removing them from these lands once and for all." 
 
    The dwarves give a round of thunderous applause and stomp their steel-capped boots in an earth-shaking rhythm that could be heard throughout Rathcearta. But the demons exchange nervous glances with each other. They can understand that Asoko would want to help her benefactors, but their contract with the dwarves was to help them beat back the Graebern attack, not to fight this war for them. 
 
    "I know what you're thinking." As the dwarves leave the room with their morale soaring high, Asoko turns to the demons. "But I can't leave them to it after helping them this far." 
 
    When they left the Dominion, the invasion had just started. By now, it must have progressed into an all-out war, and every day sees more casualties for the demons. The expedition sailed halfway across the world to thaw out Asoko because she's currently recognized as the heir to the throne. She should return and unite the Dominion rather than stay here to fight another people's war. 
 
    "It won't take long." Asoko declares with a self-confident smile, and all but Lenoly and Ninlil seem convinced. The two exchange a look before staring at the false princess with doubtful expressions. The Graebern may pose no threat to her, but their endless tunnels are said to be impossible to navigate. 
 
    "We have to think of the return journey." Ninlil glances around to make sure the dwarves are out of earshot before crossing her arms and asserting in a severe tone. 
 
    "You do not have to worry." Flann suddenly appears beside them and states in a level tone. Everybody flinches in surprise, but they're able to avoid screaming. "I have told you that once the princess is back, I can transport all of us back to the Dominion." 
 
    "I've had a lot of bad experiences with transportation circles." Asoko furrows her brow and stares at the black-haired girl who wields Mithra's staff. Lenoly has informed her of who she is, although this is the first time the false princess and Flann have met. 
 
    "I do not require a transportation circle." Either not understanding Asoko's implication or willfully ignoring it, Flann responds in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    "I'm referring to teleportation in general. Your father has a lot of explaining to do." Crossing her arms in defiance, the Crawling Chaos glares down Flann. By now, Asoko knows that Queen Pelomyx is dead, and Mithra supposedly was nowhere to be seen during the battle. This fact, coupled with his cryptic statement that she isn't the result of a mere teleportation accident, only makes her doubt his motives. Who knows what would happen if they used Flann's teleportation powers? 
 
    "The Graebern are swarming the mines." Nezera suddenly announces. She has deciphered some of the mole rats' primitive language, and her impeccable hearing allows her to discern their hidden commands. "They're talking about collapsing the mountain." 
 
    "We need to warn the dwarves!" Lenoly exclaims and motions to run after them, but Ninlil holds her back. 
 
    "No, we need to know for certain. It might cause a panic." She argues, glancing across the otherwise empty room to make sure nobody overheard them. The dwarves are steadfast and unlikely to falter, but learning of the enemy's grand scheme might cause them to make fatal mistakes in their rush to stop it. 
 
    "Or we go and stop it right now." Tamariki suggests while glancing at Asoko. The Rangatira is uninjured and seemingly never tires, so she's the only person among the demons who can continue fighting by the false princess's side. The others need a well-deserved break after joining the counteroffensive despite their fatigue. 
 
    Ninlil regards her charge with narrowed eyes, but she understands that Tamariki has grown beyond her ability to confine her. If she wants to follow Asoko into battle, who is she to stop her? It would seem that Tamariki sees through the catgirl's resigned sigh, causing her to pump her fist in joy. 
 
    "Let's go then!" Slapping Asoko on the back so hard that the sound echoes through the halls, the towering red demon turns to leave. 
 
    "Wait, do you even know where to go?" Lenoly asks in place of Asoko, who has a coughing fit from having had all the air pressed out of her lungs. 
 
    "Down, right?" Tamariki returns the question with another and shrugs. Her simplistic thinking makes Ninlil shake her head, but Asoko's coughs turn into laughter. 
 
    "Exactly. That's all we need." She grins at the demon maids and gestures at Tamariki to leave with her. Then she turns back to the others and gives them a warm smile. "You deserve some rest. Stay here and await our glorious return." 
 
    Hearing this, Lervia and Nezera round their shoulders and slouch, but the others try to maintain an attentive façade despite their readily visible exhaustion. Asoko's awakening may have given them a second wind, but their stamina has burned out now. 
 
    "Be careful." Lenoly can't bring herself to stop Asoko when she's this raring to spread her wings after being out of commission for so long. Not overthinking the little bakari's worried expression, the Crawling Chaos nods with a confident grin and heads out. 
 
    Asoko and Tamariki leave the main hall and descend the stairs. Remnants of battle and the Graebern tunneling can be seen everywhere around them. Some dwarves are already fixing the holes and cracks in the walls with bricks and mortar, but most of them are gathered at the pathways leading to the Hub. Aside from the elevator, there are a few corridors and the new tunnels that the Graebern dug. 
 
    Deaglan is giving out orders, splitting his forces to cover as many openings as possible. The dwarves have been fighting almost nonstop for the past few days, but their physiology allows them to persevere where humans and most demons falter. Only the Graebern are more persistent due to their adaptation to stale underground air. Thus, the well-ventilated caverns of Rathcearta must present even better conditions for them. 
 
    When Asoko passes the gathered dwarves, they cheer for their savior and drown out Deaglan's orders. The steward grumbles when nobody listens to him, but he doesn't begrudge the princess for it. If not for her, they would have been overrun by now. 
 
    "Where are you headed, Your Highness?" Some of the dwarves ask when they see Asoko head in the direction that leads underground. She announced that they would retake the city, but her speech implied that she would leave the planning to the steward and guard captain. 
 
    "Apparently, the Graebern are cooking up something." She answers truthfully and goes on to explain what Nezera overheard. Although Ninlil said this knowledge could cause a panic, it's still better to inform the dwarves. They're masters of tunneling, so they might know how to stop the Graebern. 
 
    "Bollocks!" Deaglan exclaims when he hears of the mole rats' plan to collapse the entire city. It would also deal with the fire giants patrolling the streets, who would fall to their deaths if the ground gave away underneath their feet. "We have to stop them!" 
 
    "That's what we're going to do. But maybe you know the places they're most likely targeting. This way, we don't have to chase them through their network of tunnels." Asoko suggests with a thoughtful tilt of her head. Nezera could surely help them in the search, but it's too dangerous to take her along in her exhausted state. 
 
    "If they want to cause a cave-in, any number of places at any depth could be used." The steward explains with a distant but grim look in his eyes. He must be visualizing a map of the mines beneath Rathcearta and imagining how the Graebern plan to bring it all down. 
 
    "We have to speak to the fire giants." Cadhan asserts while letting his gaze sweep across the anxious faces of the dwarven warriors. 
 
    "You don't mean..." One of the dwarven militia who wields a pickax for mining as a makeshift weapon speaks up, and a nervous murmur runs through the crowd. 
 
    "No, we cannot do that!" Deaglan turns to his captain and protests in a severe tone. 
 
    "What is it?" Asoko looks across the faces of the dwarves, wondering what radical idea Cadhan might be suggesting. 
 
    "Flooding the lower levels." Despite the steward's objection, the captain replies to Asoko's question. The latter puts two and two together and concludes that he's not referring to water when he speaks of flooding. 
 
    "With magma." She mutters, shocked. "Are you sure you want to do that?" 
 
    "It may be the only way if the Graebern have given up on takeover and seek only destruction." Cadhan ignores Deaglan's clamor in the background and explains further. 
 
    "How will you achieve that? Tunnel all the way to the caldera?" Tilting her head, Asoko tries to calculate the depths of the volcano and Rathcearta. She only saw the caldera in passing, but it looked like the magma flowed far below the city. 
 
    "Centuries of work would be undone, Cadhan!" Deaglan stomps his steel boot and shouts, but Asoko narrows her eyes at those words. 
 
    "It would be either way. And if we can't stop the cave-in, it will be the end of all of you as well." She points at the steward and declares in an angry tone. Her choice of words implies that she won't be going down with them, and the dwarves grasp that fact. "As long as you live, you can rebuild." 
 
    Asoko is reminded of what Lenoly told her. When the Hub was close to being overrun, Deaglan and many of the older dwarves were ready to fight to the bitter end rather than retreat. Their pride often seems stronger than their sense of self-preservation. 
 
    "I will talk to the fire giants." Without waiting for Deaglan to come around, Asoko turns to head for Aslaug's workshop. She's the only fire giant she knows, although maybe the guard captain Hakon would be the better choice. 
 
    "Wait, I cannot let you do that! Guards, stop her!" The steward shouts, but Cadhan puts a hand on his shoulder and shakes his head. It would seem that the guard captain has the last word in this matter, as none of the soldiers move. Deaglan exchanges a look with his captain and realizes that popular opinion seems to agree with Asoko's course of action. 
 
    The dwarves want to put an end to this ancestral war against the Graebern once and for all. Even if it means sacrificing whatever work they have been doing in the mines for the past few centuries. Many lost their lives over the millennia, but this latest attack is the most devastating in their long history of strife. They stand at the precipice, so even extreme solutions seem reasonable now. 
 
    "I guess we won't be doing pest extermination now." Tamariki says with a shrug while following Asoko as she heads for Aslaug's workshop. 
 
    "We will, but not personally." Winking, the princess states with a grin. She can imagine the smell of grilled meat wafting up from the depths, but it will most likely not be as she envisions it. "I'm quite interested in learning how they will do it." 
 
    The fact that Deaglan knew immediately what Cadhan was referring to gives Asoko reason to believe that they have a system in place that allows them to flood the underground with magma. However, considering that humanity in her past world couldn't achieve such engineering marvels even with advanced technology, she wonders what the mechanism looks like. 
 
    The pair makes its way down the long halls, coming across signs of battle here and there even so deep in the palace. Finally, these signs disappear as they approach the threshold between the dwarven city and natural rock. The temperature increases noticeably, but it affects neither Asoko nor Tamariki. 
 
    Walking along the inside of the caldera, the towering demon peeks over the edge curiously. The red hot molten rock below is bubbling and stirring under intricate currents, in constant albeit slow motion. How long would it take to cool and harden if it were poured into the tunnels beneath Rathcearta? The mines might be inaccessible for decades or even centuries. 
 
    "Don't fall in. I doubt you can adapt to that." Asoko calls out to Tamariki, who turns around to look at her with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    "I can adapt to anything as long as I don't die from it." She shrugs in response. "But I wouldn't want to try it." 
 
    "I heard it's very painful." Asoko smiles wryly when she remembers half her body being melted by Kiamedras's plasma breath. She imagines falling into magma to be a similar experience but drawn out over time. 
 
    They soon reach the other side of the caldera and approach the giant silver door covered in runes that lead to Aslaug's workshop. Pushing open the door without knocking, Asoko looks around to find that the workshop owner appears to be absent. Given the situation in Rathcearta, it's not surprising for the fire giants to hold their very own crisis meeting. Still, the female fire giant didn't seem the type to care about such matters. 
 
    "Hoh, the demon and the princess. What brings you here?" One of Aslaug's dwarf assistants calls out to them from atop the massive stone table. "I hear the Graebern have been beaten back." 
 
    "I wanted to talk to Aslaug, but I see she's gone." Asoko doesn't ask whom he heard the war situation from and gets to the point. They came a pretty long way, so going back empty-handed would feel like a waste. "Do you know how we can go about flooding the lower levels?" 
 
    "Huh, what's this about?" Scratching his sparse and singed beard, the dwarf wonders. "Didn't you win?" 
 
    "I'll come up." Finding communicating over two stories to be a bother, Asoko adjusts parts of her golden armor and grows boosters similar to those in the Dragon Jet Engine. Ascending using several bursts of flames in them, she reaches the top of the table and lands next to the dwarf, who stares at her with eyes round like saucers. 
 
    "Was that magic? Show me how it works!" Forgetting their earlier conversation, the dwarf engineer runs around Asoko and tries to discern how she flew using explosions. Given the technological prowess of dwarves, they might replicate her magic through science. 
 
    "Let's get back on topic. Time is of the essence." Furrowing her brow, the Crawling Chaos chastises him with her arms crossed. But then she eases up and smiles. "Once this is over, I'll teach you." 
 
    This promise ignites a flame in the dwarf's heart. Being the first to learn a concept that could become a new technology excites any member of his people, and more so an engineer willing to sacrifice their beard in the pursuit of knowledge. 
 
    "The Graebern intend to cave in all of Rathcearta after their crushing defeat earlier. To prevent that, Cadhan has decided that it will be best to flood the mines." Asoko doesn't mention that Deaglan was opposed to this plan. 
 
    "I see. Well, it's a shame that we'll lose the mines either way, but volcanic rock brings new minerals." Shrugging, the dwarven engineer takes the news in stride. He most likely never had to work in the mines before, so he doesn't feel as strongly about its destruction as those who did. "Aslaug should be back here soon. She proposed this solution a long time ago, so she's the only one who knows how it works." 
 
    The dwarf takes off his work apron and washes his soot-covered face in a bucket of water while explaining that Aslaug is responsible for most inventions in Brandhjem, the home of the fire giants. Although dwarves are curious and have the industriousness to back it up, their minds lack the flexibility to think outside tradition. It's Aslaug's innovations that make daily life in Leimuseldfjall so comfortable. 
 
    "We have runecraft and make good weapons." The dwarf engineer states with a wry smile. "But things like the elevator and the thawing pods are her creation." 
 
    Suddenly, the giant silver door opens, and a wave of heat spreads through the workshop. Aslaug slips in with a house-sized box made from stone under her arm and quickly closes the door behind her again. She places the box down with a resounding thud and opens its lid to reveal clear water. There's so much that Asoko could use it as a pool to swim inside. 
 
    "Oh, you're here." With a dismissive glance at Asoko, Aslaug walks over to her chair and plops down on it, causing a small quake to run through her workshop. 
 
    "We were waiting for you." Tamariki calls out to the giant inventor. The latter turns to the red demon and looks her over with her glowing hot eyes. 
 
    "Your princess is back. What more do you need?" Gesturing at said princess as if she were a vase on the table, Aslaug inquires with a tired undertone in her voice. Fire giants eat minerals to replace the matter that their hot bodies evaporate over time, but they don't sleep. It's weird to see one of their kind appearing fatigued. 
 
    "The dwarves want to flood the mines." Asoko answers, drawing Aslaug's full attention with that statement. "And you seem to be the one to ask about it." 
 
    "Yes, I am." After a short pause, the female giant expels a blast of hot gas from her mouth in a sigh and tilts her head back. "But I thought you won." 
 
    Exchanging an exasperated glance with Tamariki, Asoko explains once more that the Graebern are preparing to bring down all of Rathcearta. Aslaug's reaction is milder than expected, but her furrowed brow shows that something is bothering her about the dwarves' decision. 
 
    "It will take some time. How long do we have?" She doesn't reveal her thoughts and asks instead. Aslaug notices that Asoko seems impatient and feels compelled to explain. "I need to call my mother to do this, and we're not exactly on the best terms." 
 
    "Oh, I see." Averting her gaze, Asoko thinks of her own mother, Queen Pelomyx. She never had the time or chance to get as close to her as her other half did. Hearing of her death either hasn't registered yet, or she doesn't feel strongly about it. Still, one part of her heart seeks revenge. "If you want, I can talk to her instead." 
 
    "No, that would be worse. She's... complicated." Shaking her head, Aslaug seems lost for words. 
 
    "She doesn't like demons." Tamariki assumes, and judging by the fire giant averting her gaze, she's on point. But that only raises another question. "Why did she allow you and the dwarves to help us then?" 
 
    "She didn't. She doesn't know you're here, and it's best it stays that way." Aslaug replies while leaning back on her chair and sighing again. It would seem that her mother more than just dislikes demons; she might try to kill them on sight. "I'll get to it, so you better go back to Rathcearta and hide." 
 
    "That only makes me want to meet her even more." Asoko tilts her head back in defiance, earning her a red-hot glare from the fire giant. This causes her to raise her hands and smile wryly. "But seeing that you feel so strongly about it, I'll leave." 
 
    Of course, Asoko wouldn't be Asoko if she didn't cook up a scheme to pop out in front of Aslaug's mother and give her a piece of her mind. She can't stand prejudiced people, and she will make sure to let her know that, for better or for worse. But she's not so ignorant that she would let that jeopardize Rathcearta's salvation; it will have to wait until after she has helped the dwarves. 
 
    "Are you sure about backing off so easily?" Tamariki asks Asoko on their way back from Aslaug's workshop with an eyebrow raised in dissatisfaction. 
 
    "Just wait and see." The Crawling Chaos grins mischievously and begins to whistle a whimsical tune. 
 
    "I want in." The red demon's expression lights up in anticipation when she realizes that the princess is up to no good. 
 
      
 
    Asoko and Tamariki return to report that Aslaug will be on it but can't tell when it will happen yet. For the time being, Nezera has confirmed that a mass of Graebern has started their nefarious work in the mines. 
 
    "Won't they die from the cave-in as well?" Lenoly wonders while scratching her chin. She feels strangely calm about this dire situation, and she knows the reason for it well. Asoko's confidence lets her believe that everything will be alright. 
 
    "Given how they've been fighting so far, I'm not sure they care." Ninlil interjects and glances out the palace window overlooking the city. Since the Graebern retreated, the fire giants have returned to Brandhjem, and the dwarves are now working hard to put out the fires. Countless charred mole rat corpses lie strewn across the streets, and hundreds more are piled up on carts to be thrown into the caldera later. 
 
    During the fighting before Asoko was thawed, thousands must have fallen to the numerically inferior defenders. They cared little for their losses until a certain monster appeared and showed them true terror. Only then did they decide that taking Rathcearta wasn't worth leading this dangerous existence to their home and initiated this alternative plan. 
 
    "Their tunnel system extends across almost the entire continent." Cadhan explains while pointing at the map of Blereath on the meeting table. The two dozen dwarven holds in the Kongensgrad are marked with their sigils, while only the largest human settlements have been labeled at all. Aside from Rathcearta, none of the other holds remain in dwarven hands. "Their numbers must be uncountable." 
 
    "It must be a maze down there." Asoko has her arms crossed with a thoughtful look at the map. "If I had a way to navigate this place, I could find their queen and end it once and for all." 
 
    The irony of this proposal isn't lost on her, and the demons seem to notice it as well. But they understand that this is unlike how the humans think about the Dominion. After all, humans and demons could communicate and had short-lived peace treaties in the distant past. The Graebern seem to be driven by a hatred for everything that isn't them and can't be negotiated with. 
 
    "Killing one queen won't be enough. Every nest has one, and we know from their appearances and the markings on their bodies that there are at least five nests involved in this war." The guard captain shakes his head and denies Asoko's idea. "Over the millennia, we've only ever killed six Graebern queens. They're hidden in the deepest reaches of their empire and protected by their strongest warriors." 
 
    Lenoly exchanges a glance with the princess, but they don't say anything. Chloe told them that she and her companions encountered a Graebern queen in Rathgolim, who came out on her own to put an end to the adventurers disturbing their home. Maybe they merely mistook the massive beast for a queen, or they were incredibly lucky - or unlucky, depending on one's point of view. 
 
    "Flooding the mines won't be a permanent solution." Ninlil raises this point with a meaningful glance at Asoko. She's implying that this is a matter that the dwarves will need to deal with on their own eventually. 
 
    "It'll be good enough for a number of summers, I presume." Cadhan shrugs, grasping the connotation in the catgirl's expression and words. "You already fulfilled your part of the contract by beating back their attack." 
 
    "We will stay until we know for sure that this is over for now." Asoko declares with a straightforward look into the guard captain's eyes. But in reality, she's directing it at Ninlil, who has been impatient about getting back to the Dominion as soon as possible. 
 
    "As you wish." Nodding, Cadhan shows that he has no objections to the princess's decision. His expression implies that he's confident of their success even though he said that flooding the mines with magma has never been done before. Maybe the dwarves believe that the fire giants are infallible in their delivery. 
 
    "A message from Aslaug!" A dwarf soldier enters the room and reports. Normally, he would be speaking to Deaglan, but after being overruled by his captain and his people, he has shut himself in his quarters and refuses to participate in any more strategy meetings. "The flooding will commence before nightfall." 
 
    "Good! The Graebern won't be able to finish their vile work before then." Slamming his palm on the table, Cadhan stands up and cheers. 
 
    "Are you sure about that?" Asoko wonders with her head tilted slightly. Something tells her that treating everything as solved and sitting back to wait for the show will only invite disaster. 
 
    "From an engineering perspective, it's impossible that they hollow out enough of the earth to collapse the mines within a day or two." The guard captain explains with complete confidence in his voice. 
 
    "And the Graebern could never make it all the way into the royal palace of Rathcearta because the dwarves are better equipped and have unwavering discipline." The Crawling Chaos jeers, causing Cadhan to narrow his eyes in displeasure. 
 
    "You got me there." But he shakes his head and sighs, admitting that the dwarves may have been too complacent in their thinking. It's rare for a dwarf to do that, as they're usually too stubborn to accept their mistakes even when the consequences glare them in the face. 
 
    "That just means we need to go down there and delay their work." With a grin, Asoko turns to Tamariki. The red demon's eyes light up at those words, and she cracks her knuckles. As always, she's up for more carnage.

  

 
   
    Chapter 159 - Through Fire And Flames 
 
      
 
      
 
    Asoko and Tamariki have left for the Graebern-infested mines, carrying a map that details the likely places where they could be trying to dig. Although the Crawling Chaos and the Rangatira can quickly dispatch swathes of the naked mole-rats, their sheer numbers mean that all the duo can do is delay. After all, the moment they clear one dig site and move to the next, others will emerge from the tunnels and continue the work. 
 
    Meanwhile, Deaglan has emerged from his chambers and is ready to resume his duties after cooling off. He has come to terms with having to start from scratch in the mines but also considered that magma will carry valuable minerals to the surface. 
 
    "We need to make sure everybody is evacuated. Survivors could have hidden elsewhere in the city and the lower levels." The steward suggests at the meeting with the other dwarven dignitaries and the guard captain. 
 
    "We will help in locating survivors." Ninlil asserts in a confident tone. She and Lenoly have been chosen as representatives for the princess in her absence. "Do you know what levels will be flooded beside the mines?" 
 
    From their talks, Ninlil has noticed that despite mentioning a means to flood the mines with magma from the volcano, the exact mechanism appears to be out of the dwarves' hands. 
 
    "We believe it will be everything below the Hub." Cadhan explains but doesn't sound entirely sure about the specifics. 
 
    "Wouldn't it be best to evacuate everybody outside Rathcearta for the time being until it's done?" Lenoly wonders, drawing everybody's gazes to her. The attention causes her to shrink in her chair, and her eyes dart left and right in panic. She knows that it sounds like she's suggesting that the dwarves abandon the city in case things don't go according to plan. It's part of the reason, but she's more worried about the rising heat from the magma. 
 
    "We will not leave our ancestral home!" Although Deaglan calmed down earlier, his personality hasn't changed. As with the advice to retreat from the Hub when they were overrun, he stubbornly holds onto pride and tradition over survival instincts. 
 
    "The little miss is right. It might be best to evacuate across the valley." But Cadhan arrives to the demons' help once more, agreeing with Lenoly's idea. "We don't know how the magma flooding works, so there could be complications." 
 
    The fact that he mentions the other side of the green valley gives Deaglan pause. The only reason they would have to move this far away is if the volcano were about to erupt. But not once in their millennia of coexistence with the fire giants has the Leimuseldfjall shown activity that would have led them to believe it could be dangerous. 
 
    "Do you believe the fire giants will cause an eruption?" The steward wonders with a shocked expression on his face. This thought hasn't crossed his mind once since Aslaug told him of the possibility to utilize magma as a last resort against a full-blown Graebern invasion many centuries ago. 
 
    "All I'm saying is that we should be prepared rather than sorry." With a sideways glance at Lenoly, the guard captain tries to alleviate Deaglan's misgivings. The other dignitaries murmur among each other, discussing the implications of a full-blown eruption. They would lose their home. 
 
    "I will go and ask Aslaug." The little bakari stands up from her chair and declares. Asoko and Tamariki are too hotheaded to consider the dangers of relying on what is essentially a force of nature, so they never even thought about asking for details. They must have assumed that everything would be wrapped up neatly with the intervention from the fire giants. "You should prepare to evacuate." 
 
    Lenoly's demeanor stuns the dwarves, but her fluttering cape is already out of the room before anybody can respond. Her tone of authority made it sound like she was giving an order to the steward and ministers. She did it so naturally that none could offer any complaint. 
 
    Ninlil leans back on her chair with her arms crossed, hiding her thoughts. She's impressed with Lenoly's growth, and it's all thanks to Chloe and Asoko. However, she has mixed feelings about the former's influence since that caused the little bakari to attack the professors of the Royal Academy. 
 
    Lenoly walks past the field hospital, where Chialdara is still busy despite her visible exhaustion. Asoko knows healing magic of the light element, but she has to fight at the frontlines. Otherwise, she could have replaced Chialdara and let her rest. 
 
    "Where are you going?" Lervia peeks her head out from the field hospital where the bakari maid has been helping ever since the fighting ended. She may have no healing spells, but every member of the Maid Corps knows basic first aid. 
 
    "To Aslaug's workshop." Waving to her fellow bakari, Lenoly signals for her to stay here. Without waiting for an answer, she continues down the corridor according to Tamariki's directions. The Rangatira may seem like a musclehead, but her memory is quite reliable. 
 
    The little bakari begins to feel the temperature rising when she leaves behind the dwarven architecture and comes upon bare volcanic rock. The change in scenery denotes the boundary between the two domains. She passes by the small guard station that Tamariki mentioned without stopping. As a member of the Bakari clan, the heat from the volcano is at a comfortable level for her, so she has no need for water or taking off some clothes. 
 
    Finally, she reaches the caldera and is instantly overcome by curiosity despite the time constraints. She walks to the edge of the path and looks inside. It's quite a way down before a sea of bubbling magma radiates heat all the way up to her. 
 
    Then, Lenoly looks up at the hole above. It shows the afternoon sky, something she hasn't seen in days. Unfortunately, the small circular cutout isn't enough to still her desire to see the vast openness. Still, she prefers this over the eternal light of the lamp crystals in Rathcearta any day. 
 
    Sighing to herself, she continues down the path to Aslaug's workshop. She thought that they would come here, have Asoko thawed out, and then return to the Dominion right away. Instead, they fight for the dwarves even as their people are beset by the Alliance invasion. One part of her wonders what Chloe would have done in this case; would she have left the dwarves to their fate after fulfilling their initial arrangement, or would she be going all the way too? 
 
    To Lenoly, Chloe seemed more like a princess than her other half does. There's something decidedly different between them that anybody who knows both can tell quite easily. The maids haven't noticed because they didn't spend long enough with either. Eventually, they will have to learn the truth, though. 
 
    The little bakari reaches the massive silver gate to the workshop and pushes on the small door. It's cool to the touch, protected from the heat by many runes covering its surface. On the other side, she finds a giant-sized room with the furniture to match. A female giant sits at the table, resting her head on it as if asleep. 
 
    "Hello, umm..." Lenoly calls out to the fire giant gingerly. She talked to Hakon and the others who rescued them from the frost giants without reservation. They were friendly and forthcoming, and she felt at ease despite their massive height difference. 
 
    But from Tamariki's explanation, it seems that Aslaug is an eccentric. She treats the princess the same way she does everybody else: In a dismissive and impatient tone. The fire giant inventor doesn't care for wasting time on conversations that don't further her research. And she thinks that the demons have nothing to contribute. 
 
    "She's drained." A female dwarf covered in soot and grease calls out to her and walks over from a dwarf-sized workbench in one corner of the room. She's one of Aslaug's assistants, all of whom are almost as eccentric as the fire giant herself. "Talking to her mother is always a battle for her." 
 
    "I came to ask what the flooding of the lower levels entails." Lenoly glances up at Aslaug one more time before turning to the dwarf engineer. "Rathcearta is preparing to evacuate right now." 
 
    "Oh, that won't be necessary." The dwarf waves off her concerns and grins with two rows of white teeth lighting up in a soot-covered face. "I know you demons don't believe in the gods, but their powers are quite real." 
 
    The little bakari's eyes narrow at those words, and she stares at the female dwarf for a moment. Her mind is racing, but all her thoughts reach the same conclusion. 
 
    "What do you mean?" She has to ask to be certain. 
 
    "Oh, you didn't know?" The dwarf engineer looks at Lenoly with a surprised expression. Then she gives a smile devoid of any deception and proceeds to explain. "Aslaug's mother is the Bearer of the Flame." 
 
      
 
    The dwarven mines are a multi-leveled maze with small tunnels and massive caves. In the largest caverns, the dwarves have hollowed out spaces that rival Rathcearta's main cave in size. The ceilings are supported by gigantic pillars of bedrock left standing, and it is those that the Graebern are targeting now. 
 
    Asoko and Tamariki have split up, each heading for two of the four caverns that Cadhan marked on their maps. If either of them is caved in, a vast sinkhole will open in Rathcearta; if more than two are collapsed, the entire city will be doomed. Of course, the dwarves knew the dangers and reinforced the pillars with brickwork. Tamariki moves slower than Asoko, so she will take care of the upper two while the Crawling Chaos climbs down into the depths. 
 
    According to Cadhan, she won't be able to miss the two large caverns even in this maze of tunnels because they're at the very bottom of their digging efforts. So as long as she's heading down, she will reach them eventually. That's why she doesn't waste time trying to decipher the runic markings on the walls that point the way and travels without pause. 
 
    Practically rolling down the incline or stairs cut from the mountain itself, Asoko moves as a mass of tentacles rather than in a humanoid form. Faster than a vularen or even a bird, she flies through the darkness like a living shadow of red and black. Along the way, she encounters a few Graebern scouts who are doubtlessly on the lookout for the dwarves in case they attempt to stop them. She consumes the naked mole-rats so swiftly that they don't even have time to make a sound before they're swallowed whole by her unfathomable depths. 
 
    When surrounded by darkness, time seems to disappear. Without clocks or windows through which one can see natural light, Asoko can't tell how long she has been traveling through the sheer endless tunnels. They have a time limit, and if she's at the very bottom of the lower levels, she might not make it back out once the magma comes flooding in. 
 
    She reaches the first cavern and encounters a mass of Graebern using scavenged tools to chip away at the seven pillars supporting the ceiling. They appear to have tried using their claws and teeth but were unable to penetrate the brickwork. If not for the tools that the miners abandoned during their escape, the mole rats would have no chance to threaten the superior dwarven construction. 
 
    The Graebern notice her, and high-pitched screams echo through the cavern. Most mole rats stop their work in dread, but they don't scatter and run for the tunnels. Instead, they chitter and roar at Asoko, trying to intimidate her while readying their weapons. 
 
    The Crawling Chaos lets out her otherworldly voice in a soul-piercing scream. Countless Graebern drop their tools in utter terror, but as she surmised, they appear to have an instinctual drive to protect their swarm that is stronger than their individual sense of self-preservation. Their warriors stand their ground and return Asoko's war cry. 
 
    "You want it the hard way then." Asoko consolidates into a humanoid form made from countless strands of tentacles covered in red, and a grin splits her head horizontally. Feeling the fear from her would-be victims washing over her has flipped a switch. Tentacles whip about her as she spreads her arms, and she lets out a shriek to show her lust for carnage. 
 
      
 
    Tamariki may be an imposing sight to behold, but the Graebern don't regard her might with as much respect as she would have liked. She saw Asoko's true form chase the otherwise seemingly fearless naked mole-rats through the tunnels, but they stand and fight wherever the Rangatira encounters them. 
 
    Still, they pose no threat to her, and she barrels through the ranks of their regular-sized variants like a charging bull. Her bare-handed strikes dent armor and break bones, and weapons bounce off her skin as if they were mere wooden toys. 
 
    In the first massive cavern indicated by Cadhan's map, she comes across thousands of Graebern working on weakening the support pillars. It's a testament to the mole rats' instincts or engineering skills to be able to discern the weak points in dwarven architecture. Perhaps the true master of the underground is this ancient race that has lived in eternal darkness since before humanity came into existence. 
 
    The young Rangatira's magic could be considered potent, but she's not as powerful as those who specially trained in them, such as Lenoly's fire spells or Chialdara's water healing. She can clad herself in flames because of her clan's tribal magic and wield all elements except for light and space. But unlike mages who spend all their lives studying the arcane, she has her overwhelming physical strength to make up for any weaknesses. 
 
    As she clashes with one of the giant Graebern variants, she unleashes a wave of stone spikes around her feet that spread out and impale many of the small mole rats trying to swarm her. Throwing the musclebound hulk over her shoulder and slamming it into the spiky ground head-first, she puts it out of commission in an instant. 
 
    Despite seeing her prowess, the enemies don't show any fear. After all, she's only one opponent, so the others can continue to work on breaking the pillars as long as they keep her in check. But it would seem that they underestimate her as she quickly pushes through the defensive line and approaches the gigantic pillar. 
 
    Tamariki stomps her feet, speaks an incantation, and slams both her palms against the wall. For a moment, seemingly nothing happens. But then, tiny spikes shoot out from the pillars, stabbing the clawed hands and feet clinging onto the gaps between the bricks. Over a hundred Graebern lose their grip and fall to their deaths around the red demon. 
 
    An angry mole rat roar echoes through the cavern, and the Graebern working on the pillars abandon their work to swarm Tamariki. Now that they know she can permanently hinder their work by making their targets inaccessible, they need to kill her before resuming. That's fine by her, as her goal is only to slow them down. 
 
    "Bring it, you ugly rats!" Tamariki pumps herself up and bursts out in flames, but they don't dissuade the enemies from continuing to charge at her. She spreads her arms and faces them down with a fearless grin. If they abandon their work and concentrate on her, she will be able to stop them all at once. "You will learn the power of the Rangatira!" 
 
      
 
    The Bearer of the Flame, known as Leimu in the Kingdom of Lares, and Fraglantia to the empire and the Dominion. She's the Goddess of Fire, the primordial flame that burns beneath the land, the patron deity of smiths, and the goddess of home and hearths. She created the fire giants and appears to be the mother of Aslaug in particular. 
 
    Leimuseldfjall, meaning Leimu's volcano, did raise some suspicion in Lenoly when she first heard it, but she thought it was merely the name of this particular volcano. Now, she knows that it's Leimu's home, and the goddess herself is coming to save it from the Graebern invasion. 
 
    Lenoly remembers when they fought Leimu in the halls of Arkaim. The combat maids were no match for her, and even Rewera couldn't defeat her despite being a Rangatira. Her enraged attack turned several maids to ash and melted part of the castle. It would have killed Lenoly and Lervia if not for the maid leader shielding them with her body. 
 
    She knows the power of the Bearer of the Flame well, and she has a bad feeling about this situation. If they come face to face with her, a battle will be inevitable, and she's not sure that Asoko can defeat her. The best-case scenario would be to stay hidden for as long as Leimu is here or slip away unnoticed while she's busy. 
 
    Why did neither the dwarves nor Aslaug mention that they knew Leimu? One would think that if they shared a volcano with the Bearer of the Flame, they would let visitors know. There are no statues dedicated to the patron deity of smiths, even though dwarves value that profession highly. And Flann didn't warn them of the possibility that they might run into her either. 
 
    But now, Lenoly realizes that this may be the reason why Aslaug knows a way to thaw people who have been frozen in Eternal Ice. To undo the power of a god, the power of another god is needed. Or, in this case, the daughter of a goddess. 
 
    Leimu stands opposite Rimfryst, Winter's Frost. They're locked in a constant battle for dominion over Blereath - be it through the giants they created or the climate that their powers influence. It's not surprising then that Aslaug has developed a piece of technology that can break Rimfryst's magic, even if only a little. 
 
    However, demons are a common enemy for the two gods. The expedition, feeling safe in Rathcearta due to the warm welcome and helping hand extended by the fire giants, should consider itself in enemy territory now. 
 
    As Lenoly hastily makes her way back along the caldera, she feels terrified at the possibility that Leimu could emerge from the fiery depths below and incinerate her with a simple gesture. Since she traveled among demons, she didn't bring her pointy hat to hide her horns in the Royal Academy. Anybody can see that she's not human. 
 
    The little bakari looks up at the distant sky and realizes it's beginning to turn red from the setting sun. The time limit for when the flooding will occur is fast approaching, so she needs to get back to the others and warn them about her discovery. Although Rathcearta apparently doesn't need to be evacuated, the demons might be better off gone when Leimu comes around. 
 
    Reaching the dwarven corridors causes Lenoly to breathe a sigh of relief. Although she knows that Leimu can appear as a girl around Asoko's age, something tells her that she won't ever walk the halls of the dwarves. After all, she's Aslaug's mother, so maybe her true form is a fire giant. Pacing herself and calming her breathing, she heads for the conference room. 
 
    "So, what is it?" Deaglan asks with his eyes narrowed in displeasure when Lenoly enters. He was against this whole operation, so if she reports that the city might get flooded with magma, he will be able to say that he told them so. 
 
    "There's no need for evacuation. Leimu herself will come and use her divine powers to flood the lower levels." The little bakari explains while shooting Ninlil a sideways glance. The former maid leader's eyebrows twitch, but she doesn't comment on it. "But it might be best that we leave before then." 
 
    "I see. I apologize; we should have told you." Cadhan sighs and shakes his head. Then he looks at Ninlil. "We have our own ancestral gods that came before those that the humans worship, so we have little to do with Leimu. But it is true that we settled here in the Leimuseldfjall with her blessing." 
 
    Maybe they never mentioned that this is Leimu's home because the thought that this could pose a problem down the line truly never crossed their minds. After all, the average dwarf in Rathcearta most likely never met the Bearer of the Flame even once in their long lives. 
 
    "Then we shall take the prepared provisions and leave once the princess and Tamariki have returned." The former maid leader doesn't comment on the dwarves' apology and stands up from her seat. They prepared to leave after confirming that the Graebern had been beaten back, but the situation has changed. 
 
    "It's a shame that you couldn't stay for the victory feast. Although I guess being gifted a victory by a goddess is no reason for celebration." Deaglan expresses his regrets but adds a very dwarf-like statement at the end. He can't help but feel grumpy about relying on external help to fight their ancestral war. The demons could be considered mercenaries working in exchange for thawing their princess, but divine intervention is a different matter. 
 
    "We have received so much from you already. I pray for success in your future endeavors." Ninlil bows before the steward and the other dignitaries, then heads for the door. Lenoly follows her example and bows but doesn't speak a word. The dwarves stare at them in silence, stunned by the suddenness of their departure. 
 
    "Please wait." Cadhan glances at Deaglan and the ministers then runs after the two demons. The expedition fought and bled by their side, so seeing them off with all the honors they could spare under these circumstances is the least they can do. "I will have soldiers escort you to your ship." 
 
    "Thank you, but that won't be necessary." Ninlil denies the guard captain's goodwill with a wry smile. "You will need all hands to rebuild your city." 
 
    It's only part of the reason why she doesn't want an escort. Asoko will transform into a dragon and carry them back to the Catty Shark within a day, but she can't do that if they have dwarven soldiers guarding them. So far, they haven't seen her true powers, and the former maid leader would prefer for it to stay that way. 
 
    But Cadhan wouldn't be a dwarf if he didn't stubbornly insist on expressing his gratefulness. He even says that he would go with them and see them off at the shores personally if not for his duties as the guard captain. Lenoly can tell that he's genuinely feeling indebted for what the demons and the princess did for his people. It's unfortunate that they have to part on such a note. 
 
    Suddenly, the ground under their feet begins to tremble ever so slightly. Cadhan is the first to notice, and he stops in his steps to concentrate on the sensation. Ninlil and Lenoly turn around in surprise, then sense the tremor as well. 
 
    "One of the pillars must have been toppled." He says in a grim tone. "Three are enough to bring one of the caverns down. And then, it's over for Rathcearta." 
 
    They don't know the state of the other pillars, so it could happen at any moment. The confidence from knowing that the Bearer of the Flame will take care of matters soon is blown away by the sense of imminent doom. If Asoko and Tamariki fail to delay the Graebern, the expedition will also be caught up in it. 
 
    Suddenly, a bright flame explodes in the center of Rathcearta's cave, hovering over the main square and illuminating the city like a miniature sun. Lenoly and Ninlil peer out from the palace's window but have to shield their eyes due to the brightness. Still, the little bakari can already guess the cause for this phenomenon. 
 
    "Hear me, dwarves! Stay away from the vents and wells. I will commence the cleansing momentarily!" A female voice booms across Rathcearta, magically enhanced to carry across distances no living being could shout. 
 
    As the luminosity of the flame fades, a woman in a red bodysuit covered in glittering rubies floats in midair. Her flaming red hair is combed back and reveals a large forehead. She appears to be human, but upon closer inspection, one can see that rather than a bodysuit, it's her red skin that's covered in rubies. 
 
    It's Leimu, the Bearer of the Flame, coming to save the dwarven city in its time of need. 
 
    "The princess and Tamariki haven't come back yet!" Lenoly turns to look at Cadhan and Ninlil with a shocked expression. Then, before either can react, she runs off and heads for the stairs. Between intermittent views of Leimu floating above the city while waiting for the dwarves to clear the area, the little bakari rushes to the palace entrance and sprints down the main street. 
 
    The dwarves are evacuating in an orderly fashion, but Lenoly runs in the opposite direction of the flow of people. Some stop to look at her; others raise a hand to greet her but realize that she appears frantic. The little bakari looks up at the Bearer of the Flame, surprisingly patient despite her fiery nature. 
 
    When the little bakari reaches the main square below Leimu, she peers up at the Goddess of Fire and is lost for words. She ran all this way to delay her, but what can she say to do so? Leaving aside the fact that she met her before as an enemy in Arkaim castle, why would the Bearer of the Flame listen to a demon's pleas? 
 
    "Huh, are you a demon?" Suddenly, Leimu's voice pulls Lenoly from her spiraling thoughts. "What are you doing here so far from the Dominion?" 
 
    Although the goddess's voice always sounds slightly aggressive, she doesn't seem angry about the presence of a demon in this dwarven city. Instead, her tone is filled with genuine curiosity as she regards the little bakari with her glowing red eyes. 
 
    "Please delay! My... friends are still down there!" Overcoming her fear and uncertainty, Lenoly desperately yells up at Leimu. The latter raises an eyebrow, then lowers both together. 
 
    "Are they demons as well?" She asks, and a shiver runs down Lenoly's back. Although she's the goddess that represents fire, her tone is freezing cold. And from her gaze, she can tell that Leimu has forgotten about their encounter. For her, the little bakari in Arkaim castle must have been nothing more than a fly buzzing around the edge of her fight against Rewera. "Your silence is answer enough. I will not bother to hunt you down, so scram." 
 
    With these words, Leimu floats down from above the square and lands at its center. This causes Lenoly to inch back in fear even if she understands that the goddess is overlooking her presence because she has more important things to do. 
 
    With a gesture, a hole opens up in the ground before Leimu. It looks like earth magic but is far more refined than what she saw students at the Royal Academy perform. The perfectly circular hole didn't meld together the cobblestones making up the floor and appears to have merely moved them aside instead. 
 
    Leimu extends a hand toward the hole and unleashes a torrent of heat. The roar of the flames emerging from her palm is deafening, showing that it's different from fire magic or Dragonbreath Throwers. This is the primordial flame that shaped the world, and it has the power to undo creation itself. 
 
    Moments later, pillars of fire spew from every vent and sinkhole left by the Graebern in Rathcearta. The overwhelming heat emanating from Leimu reminds Lenoly of that time in Arkaim castle. Rather than flooding the mines with magma from the caldera, as the demons and dwarves thought, this is more akin to melting everything down there to create new magma. 
 
    One part of the little bakari wonders whether this is the right thing to do. Won't weakening the supports in the mines cause a cave-in after all? But the dwarf engineer in Aslaug's workshop puts his trust into the Bearer of the Flame. She is a goddess and should know what she's doing. 
 
    Standing in the middle of the street leading up to the central square, Lenoly can only pray that Asoko and Tamariki will be able to get out alive. Rewera weathered stone-melting heat in her battle against Leimu, so there's no reason why another Rangatira shouldn't be able to. All she can hope for is that the false princess has the means to survive it as well. 
 
    Time passes as the little bakari is rooted in place, watching the spectacle of Leimu pouring immeasurable heat into the hole before her. Could she be aiming for the Graebern tunnels further below as well? Perhaps she wants to root out the vermin issue by burning their entire colony. And given her status as a goddess, she could surely achieve that. 
 
    Once again, Lenoly is reminded of the power of the gods. Even with her most potent spell, she couldn't compete with Leimu's seemingly effortless display. She's the creator of the chain of volcanoes that separate the frozen wastes of the north, the domain of Rimfryst and his frost giants, and the inhabitable south of Blereath. She holds an unfathomable amount of energy in her slender body. 
 
    Suddenly, something bursts out from one of the nearby pillars of flames. The familiar rolling thunder of many chained explosions echoes through Rathcearta, accompanied by an angry roar that overpowers even the noise from Leimu's flames. 
 
    It's the Dragon Jet Engine, a flying shape Asoko can turn into that barely resembles a dragon at this point. Riding in it is a naked and bald Tamariki, glowing from head to toe while her blonde hair quickly grows back. Lenoly stares at the dynamic duo with widened eyes, then feels herself smiling in relief. 
 
    "Leimu!" Asoko and Tamariki howl in anger and head for the Bearer of the Flame. The latter stares at the incoming Dragon Jet Engine with visible surprise on her face. Not only did she not expect something to survive the heat of her fire, but Asoko's grotesque flying form is an exceedingly strange sight. 
 
    "Rangatira!" But she quickly gathers her thoughts and recognizes Tamariki's physical properties, identifying her as the kin of Rewera and Aldeath. Stopping the torrent of heat from her palms, she turns to face the incoming enemies with her arms spread out as if to welcome them into her fiery embrace. 
 
    As Tamariki jumps off Asoko's back, the latter opens her dragon mouth and unleashes a plasma breath at Leimu. With a wave of her hand, the Bearer of the Flame causes the beam of heat to veer off and melt through one of the dwarven buildings. Suddenly, the ground under her feet shoots up and forms a pillar, carrying Leimu toward Tamariki. She cast the earth spell to get to her opponent faster. 
 
    The red demon brings down a fist on the goddess, who catches it with her palm and delivers an uppercut into Tamariki's solar plexus. But the Rangatira grabs the wrist and stops the attack. In the same motion, she slams her horn-covered forehead into Leimu's with a resounding impact that seems to stagger the goddess. 
 
    However, she quickly catches herself and unleashes a blast of heat from both her palms that sends Tamariki flying backward. Right then, Asoko, still in her Dragon Jet Engine form, is upon Leimu. She bites into her midsection with her maw and sweeps her off the pillar. Even dragon teeth are no match for the hardness of the Bearer of the Flame's ruby-covered skin, and all Asoko can do is let go and propel her into a building. 
 
    Transforming in midair, the Crawling Chaos turns into a compact humanoid form clad in golden dragon scales. Boosters all across her body allow her to hover in place as she peers into the smoke-covered rubble Leimu disappeared into. She doesn't believe for a moment that this is enough to wound her, let alone take her out. 
 
    As expected, a burst of heat blows apart the smoke and reveals a glowing-hot Leimu glaring up at the hovering Asoko with eyes as bright as the sun. She leaps off the rubble and flies toward the Crawling Chaos, who draws back her dragon scale-covered fist to meet her. They clash in midair and are thrown in opposite directions, crashing through several buildings and leaving behind a trail of destruction. 
 
    "This seems pointless." Tamariki, who has landed on a nearby roof, comments when she looks left and right and sees the two fighters emerge from the ruins unscathed. They're too sturdy for their punches to hurt each other, so getting thrown through stone buildings doesn't affect them either. 
 
    "You! You're the princess of the Dominion!" Leimu points at the person in question and shouts. She didn't meet her on the day they attacked Arkaim, but she heard a description of the princess. The latter was frozen by Rimfryst but somehow managed to appear in the throne room shortly after. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    Any less hotheaded person would have associated coming all the way out here from the Dominion with wanting to use the thawing pods that Aslaug invented. But a combination of hearing that she was able to thaw herself out and the thrill of battle prevents her from making the right connections in her mind. 
 
    Before wasting any more time on thoughts, Leimu flies forward while emanating heat that can melt even rocks. Walls and windows glow under the heat, deforming as they lose their solid shape. It's not enough to melt entire buildings in passing, but it causes untold destruction to Rathcearta. 
 
    "You're causing trouble for the dwarves." Asoko follows her opponent's example and heads toward her. A choir of her voices speaks several incantations for different spells simultaneously through additional mouth growing on her body. It's hard to control the output this way, but she creates a massive blade of darkness in one hand, a spirit spear in the other, and shoots a jet of water forward. 
 
    As it comes into contact with Leimu, an ear-splitting high-pitched noise rings out as the water evaporates into a screen of steam. She stands on the other end of the spectrum in temperatures, but water magic seems to work against the Bearer of the Flame in the same way it does against Rimfryst. 
 
    "You think this-" The goddess speaks in a mocking tone, but she's interrupted when a burst of wind clears the steam to reveal Asoko already upon her. Light and darkness intersect in a cross slash through Leimu's chest. Rubies are shattered, and magma-like blood spurts from the wound. 
 
    However, it was a shallow cut, and Leimu grabs Asoko's wrists with her stone-melting palms. Despite being heat-resistant, her dragon scales don't isolate her insides from the overwhelming temperatures. The Crawling Chaos screams in pain as the heat travels up her arms, and she's unable to transform to escape. 
 
    The buildings on both sides distort and create two horizontal pillars that sandwich Leimu between them. The impact causes her to let go of Asoko, who quickly takes her distance and repairs the damage to her wrists. Tamariki's earth magic saved the false princess from being melted from the inside. 
 
    Leimu breaks out of the improvised vise and comes after the retreating Asoko, but Tamariki delivers a resounding spinning kick into the goddess's neck from above and propels her into the ground. Before the spreading dust from the impact reaches its apex, Leimu already shoots back out from it and latches onto the Rangatira's back. 
 
    "Let's see how far your adaptation goes." The Bearer of the Flame reveals her sharpened teeth in aggressive and slightly deranged laughter. The heat radiating from her body rolls through the city like a continuous wave and forces Lenoly to take cover. Being knocked around must have pushed Leimu's anger over the boiling point, and she's ready to unleash the attack that melted part of Arkaim castle. 
 
    "Let's see how hot you can make it." Tamariki looks over her shoulder with a fearless grin, although her body appears to be working hard to adapt to the immense heat. This is what it must feel like to fall into magma. 
 
    Reaching over her shoulder, the Rangatira grabs Leimu's head and tries to force her off herself. But the Bearer of the Flame locks her arms and legs together. The heat begins to eat into Tamariki's body noticeably, and she frantically tries to shake off the goddess. It would seem that her adaptation has reached its limits. 
 
    Suddenly, Asoko appears behind Leimu with her weapons of light and darkness. Her eyes widen when she looks over her own shoulder, but before she can react, Asoko's blades cut into her back and slash through her armor of rubies. This time, it appears to be a deeper wound. 
 
    The pain is enough to distract her for a moment, loosening her grip on Tamariki. The latter takes the opportunity to rip off the goddess clinging to her and slam her into a building by her wrist. For the first time, she doesn't immediately come back and appears to stay in the rubble for a while longer. 
 
    As the dust settles and the dynamic duo prepares itself for Leimu's wrath, the goddess bursts out from the ruins and roars in rage. She's bleeding from her chest and her back, the magma-like blood dripping onto the broken rocks around her and rapidly hardening as it cools. But instead of charging at them, she staggers while taking a step forward, then stops as if surprised by the damage she has sustained. 
 
    "Damn you..." Leimu mutters, swaying dangerously in place but refusing to fall. It appears that she's hurt and unable to regenerate, unlike Tamariki, whose back is already beginning to mend itself. 
 
    Asoko exchanges a glance with the red demon, realizing that their attacks are having an effect. Unlike Rimfryst, who barely even reacted to anything they threw at him, the Bearer of the Flame seems quite beatable. This is their opportunity to bring down one of the human gods then. 
 
    "What are you doing?!" Deaglan's voice echoes across the ruins of Rathcearta and causes the two demons to freeze. The steward has emerged from the palace and come down the main street behind Lenoly, accompanied by a contingent of dwarven warriors carrying guns and crossbows. They immediately aim at Asoko and Tamariki, making it clear that they're on Leimu's side. 
 
    "This goddess and her kind murdered my mother and countless demon civilians!" The Crawling Chaos declares while pointing at the weakened Leimu. "This is revenge. You won't stand in my way." 
 
    The steward stares at Asoko with wide-open eyes, visibly confused about what he should do with this knowledge. As a dwarf, he knows what it means to seek vengeance, but his people owe much to Leimu and her fire giants. It's a conflict between grudge and gratitude. 
 
    The earth suddenly begins to shake, and everybody looks around. Did the Graebern survive Leimu's inferno and manage to bring down the pillars supporting the mines? But then, a fire giant appears from between two buildings and glares at Asoko and Tamariki. They must have seen the two demons attack their creator and come to her aid. 
 
    The fire giant vomits a handful of molten rocks and throws them at the Crawling Chaos, who quickly blocks it with a light barrier. The ball splatters against the glowing sphere and slides down while slowly hardening. It would seem that this spell is coming in handy after all, even if it failed against Kiamedras's plasma breath. 
 
    "You are loved by many, Leimu." Asoko glances at the Bearer of the Flame and speaks in a sarcastic tone while lowering the barrier. She knows that Leimu killed several maids when they tried to stop her from advancing toward her mother's location. This is merely a reversal of that situation. "Just like my mother was." 
 
    Lifting her dragon arm cannon, Asoko unleashes a plasma breath that blows apart the fire giant's upper body. The legs perform one more step forward before falling over, spilling magma blood across the street. Leimu stares at the unmoving corpse in shock, seemingly not expecting this outcome. 
 
    The dwarves and Lenoly are equally stunned, but the little bakari gathers her thoughts faster. Fighting Leimu is one thing, but killing a fire giant, an ally of the dwarves, has forced their decision. She quickly ducks into an alleyway before anybody notices and leaves the carnage behind her. 
 
    More giants appear from all around the square, staring at their dead kin with their round glowing eyes. Then, their expressions shift to anger, and they spit flames in Asoko's direction. The latter flies up and turns her other arm into a dragon cannon, ready to unleash destruction on those who side with the goddess. 
 
    Suddenly, Tamariki jumps up and pulls Asoko back down. The latter is so surprised that she doesn't even think of fighting back against gravity before impacting the ground. Sitting up from the dent in the pavement, she glares at the red demon. 
 
    "What are you doing?" She yells, but Tamariki merely puts her over her shoulder and runs toward one of the streets where no fire giant bars their way. Molten rock rains down all around them as she heads away from the main square with the false princess. 
 
    "We're getting out of here." The red demon says while avoiding a collapsing building to their right. "I don't want to fight the dwarves and fire giants. We were allies." 
 
    "They're following the Bearer of the Flame. That automatically makes them enemies!" Asoko shouts in anger while struggling against Tamariki's grip. If she wanted to, she could easily escape, but her heart tells her to let this go. 
 
    The expedition was saved by fire giants. The demons fought to save the dwarves from the Graebern while Asoko was being thawed out. While their relationship based on goodwill has already been broken, she doesn't need to add mass murder to the list. 
 
    "Damn." Grumbling, Asoko lets herself get carried away toward Rathcearta's main gate.

  

 
   
    Chapter 160 - Linking The Fire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lenoly encounters Ninlil standing at the palace gate, from where she could see the situation unfold. The other members of the expedition are gathered behind her with their belongings packed and ready to depart. It would seem that the former maid leader and the little bakari thought along the same lines. 
 
    "Nezera and Zalnee have mapped multiple alternate routes outside Rathcearta." Ninlil explains, showing that she already planned for the possibility that they would have to escape from the dwarven city in a hurry. Whether that was because she wanted to slip out during the Graebern invasion or she had a hunch that things could turn sour after Asoko's thawing, it's now going to save their lives. 
 
    The confusion in the palace allows the expedition to reach one of the hidden paths and slip out unnoticed. They soon travel through what appears to be a service tunnel that hasn't been used in a long time. Dust covers the floor unlike everywhere else they've been in Rathcearta, which indicates that the clean freak dwarves might have forgotten about this route. 
 
    Lenoly explains the situation to those maids who didn't witness it as they travel through the dark tunnel. The fact that Asoko and Tamariki were close to defeating Leimu causes them to stare at her in wonder, but Ninlil remains skeptical. 
 
    "If the gods could be defeated by magic like that, they would have been killed a long time ago." She shakes her head and argues in a bitter tone. Aldeath was like a god on the battlefield, surpassing even the might of the legendary Ajura clan leader Chandra. And Pelomyx was rumored to be far more powerful than him. They were both killed, not by the hands of the gods themselves, but merely their champions. 
 
    She can't readily believe that their two children would be able to overcome one of the gods even if they put together their powers. Although Asoko is indeed an unknown factor, she lost against one of the gods before. According to Tamariki's begrudging confession, it was pretty one-sided, too. 
 
    As the formerly stale air grows colder and feels fresher, it's clear that they're approaching the exit. Having lived in the underground for the past ten days, the demons are reinvigorated by the fresh outside air and cease their muttered discussions to pick up their pace. 
 
    Soon, the narrow path opens up to a natural cave. Dwarven cities always have multiple entrances, but only the main one is covered in their distinctive architecture. All others are hidden behind natural rock formations and used in emergencies only. 
 
    As the expedition steps out of the cave, the cold evening air greets them. They're on the northern face of the Leimuseldfjall, where the slope is steeper than the western side they climbed when they first came to Rathcearta. Loose rocks and smooth hardened volcanic flows make for a perilous descent, but at least there is no snow to hinder their journey further. 
 
    "We need to make it to the forest." Ninlil points west to the green valley that half-surrounds the volcano. It's where the dwarves get all their agricultural produce from, and it will hide them from view. Furthermore, the fire giants never enter it due to the danger their constantly burning bodies present to the crops. So even if they're searching for the demons, they will have to avoid the forest. 
 
    Under the darkening sky, the expedition makes slow progress on the dangerous loose rocks of the Leimuseldfjall slope. Khuko could have used earth magic to create a path for them, but that would be akin to leaving a trail for any potential pursuers. Nezera has her ears trained on their surroundings, ensuring she doesn't miss even the most distant footsteps of angry fire giants or dwarven warriors with their steel-studded boots. 
 
    Tamariki must have taken Asoko and escaped toward their rendevous point with the Catty Shark. Anthera has been sent ahead to inform the ship if it's waiting for them. If not, things could get complicated, but whatever the case, they will meet up with the dynamic duo on the glacier where they landed or somewhere along the way. 
 
    "Such an inglorious departure." Helleis states with a sigh. As the defenders of Rathcearta, they enjoyed reverence from the dwarves. Now, they're running like petty criminals despite all they've done. Not one demon condemns Asoko for seeking revenge against the human gods, but they all silently agree that it wasn't the best time and place to do so. 
 
    As the last rays of the sun disappear in the west and color the sky a dark red, the expedition slowly crosses a groove in the volcano. For not having erupted in millennia, the formations on its surface look surprisingly recent. 
 
    "I hear shouting ahead." Nezera points forward, but the slope of the groove blocks their view on whatever it is that she's hearing. Khuko immediately takes to the air to scout it out, finding that the reddened sky isn't from the setting sun but a raging inferno engulfing the green valley. 
 
    In the distance, she spots dwarves running around frantically, trying to contain the flames. Machines similar to the Dragonbreath Throwers but spewing water have been deployed to combat the spreading fire. Asoko and Tamariki must have come through here, and the fire giants chased after them while blind to their surroundings. Indirectly causing the loss of the dwarves' most significant food source may be the final nail in the coffin for demon-dwarven relations. 
 
    "Guess we're not going through there." Lenoly reaches the top of the groove and peers across the burning landscape. Khuko lands beside her and stares at the last light disappearing in the west. 
 
    "Sorry, but tha's yer problem now." She says and makes herself as compact as she can before turning to stone. As an aberration among gargoyles, her life cycle is reversed from theirs. Whereas they are petrified under the sun, Khuko sleeps when it sets. At least she had the foresight to curl up into a form that makes it easier to carry her. 
 
    Helleis immediately gets to work tying a rope around the gargoyle maid before lifting her onto her back. Luckily, gargoyles aren't as heavy as they look when petrified, but it adds to their burden. Under normal circumstances, they wouldn't have left Rathcearta at such a time. 
 
    "What now?" Lervia asks while staring at the inferno and the tiny figures of the dwarves trying to put it out. 
 
    "We go around." Lenoly shrugs and glances at Ninlil, who only sighs in response. This fire only prolongs their journey back to the Catty Shark and has given the dwarves a reason to come chasing them as well now. 
 
    The former maid leader can't blame Asoko and Tamariki for wanting revenge on Leimu. They had many reasons, the latest of which was that they were almost killed when she spewed hellfire into the underground below Rathcearta while they were still inside. 
 
    As Chialdara creates a spyglass with water magic and plots their new route, the other demons check their equipment and provisions once more. Going around the valley might take them an extra day, so they need to account for that delay. 
 
    "I see them!" The medusa maid suddenly exclaims while looking through her water spyglass. "They are running up the slope on the other side of the mountain. Seven fire giants are chasing them." 
 
    Tamariki may seem the type to ignore the small details, including the way back to the ship that will return them to the Dominion. But she's a Rangatira; her kind learns fast and can vividly recall even the most mundane memories many winters after experiencing them. It's only a matter of how they use this ability. 
 
    "Wait, I do not see the princess. Tamariki is carrying a bundle of cloth on her shoulder instead." Chialdara narrows her eye and states in a skeptical tone. 
 
    "Sounds like a decoy to me." Helleis chimes in and suggests although she can't see what's going on in the distance. 
 
    "Why would they split up?" Lervia wonders while tilting her head, visibly racking her brain for an explanation. Lenoly can only think that Asoko is looping back around to finish her battle against the Bearer of the Flame. But it's unlikely that they left their wounded goddess without guards, so she would be fighting them alone. 
 
    "I know Tamariki won't get lost, but I'm not sure about the princess." Ninlil states with a less than amused expression. Their departure was already messed up; they don't need more complications. 
 
    "Is that how you think of me?" Suddenly, a voice from above accompanied by the flapping of gigantic wings breaks the silence. The expedition looks up to find Asoko with a pair of Fata wings descending near them. "And I even came back to get you." 
 
    The maids stare at the princess's unusual appearance with round eyes, but Lenoly and Ninlil are already familiar with it. They understand that Tamariki played the decoy so that Asoko could come back around on the relatively quiet Fata wings rather than the extremely noisy Dragon Jet Engine. 
 
    "I'll bring us to the ship. You only have to tell me where to go." The Crawling Chaos says and transforms into the giant golden-scaled elder dragon named Kiamedras. Lenoly feels taken back to their journey from the Kingdom of Lares to the Dominion when they rode on Asoko for over a fortnight. Everything considered it was a relatively comfortable journey. 
 
    As always, Helleis has strong reservations about riding on something moving. The centaur maid galloped across the Dominion next to a War Basilisk and tried to avoid getting onto the Catty Shark. From the land to the sea, and now the air, she will have to overcome herself for the most dangerous-seeming mode of transportation. 
 
    Ignoring her protests, Asoko grows tentacles from the side of her body and moves Helleis onto her back. As before, she secures her passengers with tentacle seatbelts, then runs down the slope while spreading her wings. Using the momentum, she begins to glide rather than give away their position through her loud wingbeats. 
 
    Moments later, they soar on an updraft and fly high above the ground before turning toward the burning valley. Even if the dwarves and fire giants notice the gigantic golden dragon, they have no means of bringing her down now. 
 
    "I'll swoop down and collect Tamariki." Asoko announces while keeping an eye on the running red demon. She's escaping up the slope, now having discarded the bundle of cloth used as a decoy to run faster. The fire giants are hot on her heels, melting the snow as they walk while Tamariki needs to plow through it under her own strength. 
 
    It doesn't sit well with the Crawling Chaos that they need to flee rather than finish off Leimu. Allowing her to recover will only make their next encounter harder, now that she knows what Asoko is capable of. But she can understand the demons' sentiment; they fought and bled with the dwarves, and the fire giants saved their lives. 
 
    Quickly descending, to the dismay of her passengers, Asoko approaches the spot where Tamariki will be soon. Roars from the fire giants tell her that they have noticed her, but she's too high up for their volleys of half-molten rocks to hit. 
 
    "Tamariki!" The Crawling Chaos calls out to the Rangatira, causing her to look over her shoulder. Then she extends a hand upward, and Asoko grabs it with a tentacle and pulls her up. Rising to avoid hitting the slope, she heads for the top of the mountain to clear it. Once they're over the summit, nobody will be able to catch up to them. 
 
    Suddenly, the tip of the mountain erupts in an explosion of fire and brimstone. From within emerges a distinctly female fire giant that resembles Leimu. She swipes at Asoko's neck with one hand, but the latter barely avoids it by rolling her entire body. Luckily, everybody on her back is secured, or they would have been thrown off. 
 
    However, something incredibly hot wraps around her leg and pulls on it hard, causing the Crawling Chaos to roar in pain. Looking back, she finds that Leimu has conjured a whip of lava that she's using to yank the dragon and her passengers back. 
 
    Asoko shrinks her leg and pulls it into her body, freeing herself from the snare. Still, she has already lost her momentum and is beginning to tumble down toward the mountainside. Quickly transforming her body as she spins around, she remakes her shape and spreads her wings again, catching her fall and gliding down the slope. 
 
    Behind her, Leimu jumps out of the newly-formed caldera and rides down the slope on a wave of lava. Her furiously-glowing eyes show that she won't stop chasing after them no matter where they go. Under these circumstances, they can't return to the Catty Shark. 
 
    As Asoko beats her mighty wings to soar upward again, Leimu extends her whip forward to snap at one of them. Throwing her tail around, the Crawling Chaos lets her catch that instead and undoes its transformation. Her entire body transforms, and the passengers on her back are covered with a thick membrane. She won't pull them inside her body as before because it could prove dangerous to their health and sanity. 
 
    With two explosions in her newly-grown boosters that make her jolt forward, Asoko turns into the Dragon Jet Engine and escapes Leimu's follow-up attack. 
 
    "What?!" Despite the loud engine noises, Asoko hears the Bearer of the Flame exclaim. But then she realizes that there was more in her voice than just surprise; it sounded like she was confused about the Crawling Chaos knowing how to do this rather than the technique itself. 
 
    In her fixed-wing form without a movable head, she has to make an eye near her tail end to look back. When she does, she finds that Leimu has grown boosters of her own and is flying after them with the roar of a continuous explosion. It would seem that her intuition was correct: The goddess appears to know about rocket propulsion. 
 
    With this, their assured escape has been turned into a frantic dogfight, as Leimu shoots beams of pure heat at them. They aren't as luminous as Kiamedras's plasma breath, but Asoko doesn't want to risk taking a hit while having passengers on board. Dodging with barrel rolls and other risky maneuvers, she avoids the goddess's angry attacks. 
 
    When she looks inside the cabin on her back, she realizes that the maids seem close to fainting from the G-forces. She can't keep up this acceleration with people who haven't trained for it. Even Tamariki lost consciousness once when she first tested the Dragon Jet Engine and had to adapt to it as if it were a danger to her life. 
 
    "Don't you dare put me under." The Rangatira points at Asoko's eye as if recognizing that she's watching them. "I'll fight with you." 
 
    "Alright, but the others will have to bear with it." Given Leimu's unrelenting pursuit, she most likely won't be able to outrun her. The passengers won't be safe until Asoko deals with the goddess once and for all. "Everybody, close your eyes." 
 
    With these words, she lets the demon maids sink into her body. Ninlil and Lenoly already experienced it once and suppress the urge to protest. Still, the other maids struggle against the unnatural sensation. 
 
    Once Helleis's head disappears, Asoko transforms once again. Shrinking down from a small private jet to a fighter aircraft, she puts Tamariki in the position of the superfluous cockpit. The Rangatira's eyes glitter in anticipation as she looks over her shoulder to see the chasing Leimu. 
 
    With a reckless maneuver that would have killed any passenger other than the red demon, Asoko swings around and unleashes two plasma breaths at the approaching Bearer of the Flame from each wing cannon. Although Leimu's eyes widen in surprise, she reacts quickly and swipes aside one of the beams while ducking under the other. 
 
    Knowing that her simple balls of heat and the whip are insufficient, Leimu grows a lava ax in her right and a lava pick in her left hand. With an explosion in her back, she propels herself toward Asoko, intending to get into melee range in midair. 
 
    Dodging the first swing by rolling sideways, the Crawling Chaos answers the goddess's intentions and initiates a transformation sequence with Tamariki at the center. Her body melds and deforms before turning into a heavily armored version of herself that stands at the same height as Leimu. She had plenty Graebern to eat in Rathcearta, so her mass is more than enough to turn gigantic. 
 
    "What are you?!" The Bearer of the Flame roars at Asoko and swings her ax, but the latter lets gravity drag her down to avoid it before activating her jets. 
 
    "Your worst nightmare!" The Crawling Chaos lets out her real voice, causing Leimu to grimace. Still, unlike humans or Graebern, she doesn't lose her wits and maintains control over her mind. 
 
    With boosters all over her body, Asoko controls her movements to perfection and charges at Leimu with a blade of light and darkness in her hands each. They appear to remind the goddess of her disgrace in Rathcearta earlier, and her expression grows ever more furious. 
 
    The two gigantic humanoids engage in a melee in midair, swinging their weapons wildly with few attempts to dodge. The thick and layered dragon armor in her giant form protects Asoko sufficiently from the heat and impacts, although they chip away at her nonetheless. She needs to mend the cracks and gouged-out pieces with matter from inside her. 
 
    Leimu appears to do the same thing with her wounds. They close up as if filled in by the lava that forms her body, but Asoko sees that pieces fly off here and there. This has become a battle of endurance and attrition, but she doesn't know her opponent's limits. She can't keep doing this. 
 
    With a roar and a heavy swing from both her weapons, the Crawling Chaos drives Leimu back, then unleashes a plasma breath from her chest. The Bearer of the Flame raises a hand to deflect the beam again, but Asoko closes the dragon teeth over the beam and turns it into a scattered shot. 
 
    Most are redirected, but some make it through and cut into Leimu's body. Lava scatters under the impacts and turns her body spotty, but it's clear that she doesn't have any vital points that could be damaged from this. Much like Asoko, this somewhat amorphous goddess in the shape of a fire giant will only die when wholly annihilated. 
 
    Repairing the damage within the blink of an eye, the Bearer of the Flame flies forward in an explosion of flames. She slashes at Asoko's head where Tamariki's cockpit is located, but to both their surprise, the Rangatira bursts out from behind the glass-like membrane. She swings her fist and punches through the lava ax with her bare hand. 
 
    Tamariki then climbs on and runs down Leimu's arm. The scavenged cloth wrapped around her body during the escape from Rathcearta catches fire from the overwhelming heat, but she makes it all the way across toward the goddess's head. With one final step that shakes the fire giant's entire body - indicating that she's using earth magic - the red demon delivers a devastating blow to her face that scatters the lava comprising it. 
 
    From within, the real Leimu is revealed, sitting in something akin to a cockpit made from lava. Her skin appears to be partially melded with the fire giant body she controlled, but her widened eyes show that she is still in possession of her original body's senses. 
 
    "Why you!" Breaking out from her shattered cockpit, she flies at Tamariki. The wounds from their battle earlier are still visible, although something akin to scab made from rough rubies has formed over them. Apparently, she can heal quickly as well, but it's not at the level of a Rangatira's regeneration. 
 
    Leimu throws a resounding punch at Tamariki, whose momentum and inability to fly has carried her above the goddess head-first. Her right horn breaks and flies off before the force throws her into Asoko's chest and embeds her in the dragon armor. 
 
    However, at the same time, Asoko's massive hand grabs the Bearer of the Flame and tries to crush her. The latter struggles against her grip then screams in anger and increases the output of her flames. The Crawling Chaos can feel the heat even through the layered dragon armor. It quickly surpasses her threshold for pain, and she's forced to let go. 
 
    But she doesn't want to lose this chance that Tamariki gave her and transforms her hand into the barrel of a plasma cannon. Before Leimu can escape it, she blasts her with a beam at point-blank range, propelling her into the mountainside. 
 
    From within the molten rock liquefied by the plasma, the Bearer of the Flame emerges as if rising from a pool. She looks unharmed, but the rubies covering her body have dulled under the heat. It shows why she redirected and dodged the beams so far; they're capable of damaging her after all. 
 
    Asoko touches down on the mountainside and peels Tamariki out of her chest while mending the damage to her body. The Rangatira appears quite shaken, but her horn is already in the process of regrowing. It will only be a moment before she can rejoin the fight. 
 
    The fire giant mecha that Leimu rode in has scattered into lava and rocks, showing no signs of reassembling itself. But that gives the Crawling Chaos a reason to believe that the goddess can immediately make a new one from the magma within the ground. 
 
    Screaming in rage, Leimu points in Asoko's direction and raises her palm. The latter braces for impact while charging up a plasma breath in her arm cannon. However, the ground under her feet gives way and causes her to sink in. Before she can activate her boosters, multiple earthen spikes shoot up to impale her and lock her in place. Then, the hole opens up further and turns into a volcano. Unlike a regular one spewing molten rocks, it emits overwhelming heat like the exhaust of a jet engine. 
 
    Her body's surface is heated up before she can transform and pull together her mass. She can feel her matter melting away, starting from her legs, and the pain causes her to panic and lose control over the affected parts. 
 
    Asoko throws the still stunned Tamariki outside with a flick of her fingers. Even though the Rangatira might be able to adapt to this heat, it's best not to test her limits. At the same time, she opens up her back and ejects the passengers inside her. If she's losing control, she might start to digest them to restore her diminishing mass. 
 
    The demon maids drop from a height of several meters, but the deep snow cushions their fall. They look around, disoriented by both the experience of being inside a Crawling Chaos and getting thrown out so suddenly. The first back on her feet is Ninlil, who's spent the most time inside Asoko among everyone. She has to shield her face from the immense heat radiation despite being thrown dozens of meters away from the roasting pit. 
 
    The formerly golden-clad giant form that Asoko took to fight Leimu on equal grounds has returned to the original appearance of a Crawling Chaos. It's writhing and growing bubbles on its surface to combat the heat, but it's clearly faltering. Unable to feel her surroundings, she can't even attempt to escape her confinement even though the spikes holding onto her are melting away already. 
 
    Tamariki gets back on her feet and shakes her head before touching the regrown horn. Looking around, she sees Asoko in her precarious position and quickly heads over despite the heat hitting her across her naked skin like a physical wave. Stomping on the ground and speaking an incantation, she attempts to use earth magic to cover up the hell pit. 
 
    Her spell activates, and the ground around the hole shifts and moves inward. But the immeasurable heat melts it away faster than it can fill up the space, rendering Tamariki's attempt fruitless. Shifting her focus toward Leimu, who stares at Asoko with deranged, sadistic laughter, she considers how to stop her. 
 
    Suddenly, a massive steel arrow impacts Leimu's shoulder and draws sparks before deflecting off into the distance. Helleis is already nocking a second shot despite seeing that it has no effect on the goddess. Lenoly and Lervia attempt to use fire spells to redirect the heat, but the Bearer of the Flame isn't using magic. 
 
    Still, for a moment, the wavering air around the writhing Crawling Chaos opens slightly - be it coincidence or the doing of the two bakari. However, she's in too much pain and too disoriented to notice the gap and slip out. Lenoly and Lervia's expressions falter as they desperately think of ways to help the princess. 
 
    That's when Chialdara finishes chanting her massive water spell in an attempt to douse the flames from the roasting pit underneath Asoko. The snow around her melts away and forms into a small tidal wave that washes up the slope. When Leimu sees this, her eyes widen. 
 
    "Stop! That will-" Before she can finish her warning, the water converges on the hole and rolls inside. A gigantic explosion occurs as a massive amount of water evaporates in an instant. The shockwave blows everybody off their feet and shakes the entire mountainside. An avalanche is unleashed from the surrounding slopes and pours into the valley between the mountains. 
 
    The strong winds quickly blow away the cloud of steam, revealing that the pit has been widened to several times its size but is now filled in with rubble. The expedition members are scattered in the snow, unconscious but alive. 
 
    "Damn these inferior creatures. They do not even understand such a simple concept." Leimu comments while looking around to behold the extent of damages to the surrounding landscape. Surprisingly, the two bakari who were the closest appear unharmed. However, the fact that the Rangatira is still standing and heading toward her with resolute steps is as expected. 
 
    There's no sign of the daughter of Queen Pelomyx, but she was right above the epicenter of the explosion. It must have ripped her already weakened form apart and scattered it into tiny pieces. 
 
    "Come, Rangatira." Wading out of the molten rocks around her feet, Leimu accepts Tamariki's challenging approach. She was wounded and lost her composure, but now that the most significant threat is gone, she can fight to her heart's content. Even if the Rangatira can seemingly adapt to anything, their kind pose no danger to her on their own. 
 
    Tamariki speeds up and charges toward Leimu. From an outside perspective, they might seem evenly matched; they're both sturdy and have regeneration. One heals faster while the other can take much more punishment. That is if it were only a fistfight. However, the Bearer of the Flame is not beyond using her godlike powers when she feels like she's losing. 
 
    The two fighters clash, sending out a shockwave that echoes across the mountains. Tamariki's blindingly fast punch has hammered Leimu into the ground face-first, cracking the rock. She immediately jumps back up, but a second punch propels her backward and makes her skip across the ground. 
 
    As she stands up on shaky feet, she stares into thin air before her, wondering what just happened. The Rangatira didn't show such power earlier when they clashed inside Rathcearta. But then she remembers that the red demon can't fly and only hit her in midair. So this is her full power when she can plant her feet. 
 
    Before she can react, Tamariki is back in Leimu's face and delivers a resounding strike to her cheek that spins her head around before her entire body follows. The goddess is smashed into the mountainside, but the Rangatira doesn't let up and slams into her with her whole body's weight. 
 
    What follows is a one-sided beatdown as Tamariki's every punch seems to cause the mountain under their feet to shake. Leimu is embedded deeper and deeper into the rock, unable to react. Although she appears to be sturdy enough to withstand this punishment, her pride has been thoroughly shaken - as has her brain. 
 
    Finally, Tamariki stops to regard her work. Leimu hasn't even tried to retaliate, so she may be thinking that the goddess has fallen unconscious or even died. Stepping back, the red demon takes a deep sulfur-laden breath and grimaces. Looking over her shoulder, she glances at the now filled hole that the Bearer of the Flame used to grill Asoko. The expedition members are slowly standing up, disoriented by the blast earlier, but there's no sign of the Crawling Chaos. 
 
    As the Rangatira turns back, a fist connects with her cheek and whips her neck around with an audible crack. Leimu has regained her composure and silently propelled herself upward by manipulating the rock under her back. Still, Tamariki stays on her feet and spins her head back like a pendulum, crashing it into her opponent's forehead. The impact rings out across the mountainside, but Leimu is barely staggered. 
 
    The noise allows Lenoly to orientate herself, and she looks around, trying to find fragments of Asoko. All the snow has been blown away or melted, exposing the black rock underneath. It's a fool's errand to search for the dark pieces of a Crawling Chaos under these conditions. 
 
    The other demons don't even know what the princess really was and only stare in stupefaction. They must think that Asoko has been evaporated in the explosion, which means their mission has failed. Not only have they lost their beloved princess, but the Dominion has lost its heir. 
 
    As Tamariki and Leimu continue to exchange blows, Lenoly frantically looks around, searching for Asoko's fragments. But she soon realizes that if there were any, she would have already reformed in some way. For a moment, she's stunned by the implication of this, but then a dark feeling rises inside her. 
 
    The little bakari runs up the rocky slope and heads for the battlefield with rage and hatred in her eyes. She's reminded of Vitalis, who died in a similar way back in the Royal Academy, blown to bits too small for her consciousness to reside in. The slime demon was her best friend, but Asoko was so much more. 
 
    As a devastating haymaker into Leimu's ribs sends her tumbling backward, Lenoly comes within a few steps of her. Tamariki turns around in surprise, staring at the little bakari, wondering if she has lost her mind. Perhaps the grief and anger have shut down her sense of self-preservation after all. 
 
    As Leimu gets back up, her hair flares up in flames, and she bellows in rage. The heat coming from her body begins to melt her surroundings, indicating that she's ready to unleash a cataclysmic explosion even beyond the force of the earlier accidental discharge. It would seem that she no longer cares about her surroundings. 
 
    But Lenoly extends her hands toward the Bearer of the Flame and begins to absorb the heat into her body. As any bakari, she has the power to manipulate flames, but Leimu is the origin of all fire in this world. Attempting to fight her in her own element should be pure folly. 
 
    However, be it anger breaking her limits or a yet unknown ability awakening within Lenoly, she takes all the heat Leimu put out into her petite body. What should have overloaded her and destroyed her flesh and bones now courses through her veins like pure energy, thoroughly revitalizing her. 
 
    "What have you done?!" The Bearer of the Flame looks down at herself, sensing that the fire inside her has been extinguished. The flame on her head has reverted to combed-back vermillion hair, and the rubies covering her skin have disappeared. She looks completely human. 
 
    Lenoly looks at her palms, feeling the heat inside her body. Could it be that she has stolen the flame of the goddess and made it her own? She can't think of a single reason why she, a simple bakari, should be capable of such a feat. 
 
    "This will not-" Leimu glares at Lenoly and begins, but something interrupts her. 
 
    "Make way!" A nerve-grating voice echoes across the mountains, and everybody covers their ears except for the little bakari. To her, the voice sounds strangely melodic, beckoning her eyes toward its origin. She looks up and sees a gigantic burning figure in black and red, trailing countless tentacles behind it, coming down like a falling star. It lacks facial features, but a giant tear runs across its head and opens wide into a mouth that leads into unfathomable depths. 
 
    The little bakari jumps away, leaving behind the unresponsive Tamariki. In the next moment, Asoko crashes onto Leimu, and an explosion of rocks and dust expands outward. The Rangatira is blown back by the shockwave and rocks rain down on the prone Lenoly, who covers her head and tries to make herself as small a target as possible. 
 
    As the debris settles and the dust is blown away, the false princess stands in the crater, reassuming her human form. She looks down at her chest, then her hands, as if unsure what to make of them. 
 
    "I don't feel any different." Asoko mutters, then furrows her brow. She has exchanged various templates with her other half, including some humans. As a Crawling Chaos, she can instinctively tell apart the genetic makeup of living organisms. The now wholly dissolved Leimu inside her was completely human. 
 
    What's going on? Wasn't she a goddess? How could she have the same genetic makeup as mortals if she had such overwhelming power? Or did Lenoly absorbing her flame turn her into one on a genetic level? That seems implausible even for a world filled with magic. 
 
    She was almost thrown into space by the earlier explosion and came down in time to witness the little bakari's newfound power. Having heard from her other half, she can tell that being with a Crawling Chaos must have given Lenoly a curse. That it would manifest itself in such a form and at this critical juncture was a godsent - however ironic calling it that may be. 
 
    Without her seemingly taking away the Bearer of the Flame's powers, Asoko would have never dared to swallow her. But indeed, achieving victory in this battle was thanks to everybody involved. If not for even the mistakes, they wouldn't have been able to overcome Leimu. 
 
    However, the victory rings strangely hollow now that Asoko knows what she was made of. While it's undeniable that this must have been the real Bearer of the Flame rather than a decoy, something doesn't sit right with the false princess. She needs to know the truth about Leimu being genetically human. 
 
    Does that mean Rimfryst and all the other gods are the same? The Winter's Frost was undoubtedly more powerful than Leimu, if not in his destructive prowess, then in his perceived invulnerability. Could there be a way to depower him as Lenoly did the Bearer of the Flame? 
 
    Suddenly, the little bakari jumps into Asoko's chest and nuzzles into it, pulling the latter out of her reverie. She buries her face in the Crawling Chaos's bountiful mounds and cries, relief washing over her. The other expedition members stare at the princess from the slope, both surprised that she survived the massive explosion and awed by her finally putting a stop to Leimu. 
 
    "I knew that wouldn't kill you." Tamariki walks up to Asoko and bumps fists with her. 
 
    "Be honest. You lost your composure and wanted to take revenge for me." The false princess peers up at the towering demon and grins sardonically. By the time Asoko had orientated herself in midair, she was already coming back down and saw Tamariki in a punchout with Leimu. It was an unrefined fight, filled with recklessness and anger. 
 
    "Nah, not me." Not getting flustered, Tamariki acts aloof. 
 
    But Asoko remembers that she rode on Dregana to chase after her. Back then, she mistook Asoko for her other half, who killed a professor the Rangatira was close with and couldn't control her anger. 
 
    "But she certainly did." Tamariki points at Lenoly, still buried between Asoko's mounds. 
 
    "I saw." Patting the little bakari's hair, the false princess smiles wryly. But then she looks across the others, who're approaching with relieved smiles, and puts on a chastising expression. "But I take exception to the fact that you thought I could be killed so easily." 
 
    Blinking their eyes in surprise, the maids stop in their steps and exchange timid glances with each other. Only the former maid leader continues toward Asoko with her giant weapon shouldered, wearing a less than amused expression. 
 
    "You're bad for my heart. Don't you ever do that again." Ninlil declares, seemingly ready to bring her hammer down on any backtalk from the princess. She's referring to the fact that Asoko didn't immediately announce that she was alright. Still, it's what allowed her to surprise Leimu at the final moment. 
 
    "Have you finally come around to loving me then, Ninlil?" Asoko asks with a grin, then ducks her head when the catgirl moves her hammer in a threatening gesture. But Lenoly is still clinging onto the false princess, so the former maid leader won't attack. 
 
    "We have to move." Tamariki points across the slope. The evening mist is illuminated by approaching flames, doubtlessly fire giants still trying to chase them. They might have heard the sounds of battle and must be rushing over to help their goddess and creator. 
 
    While Asoko could easily dispatch a few fire giants, the expedition members don't want to fight them. They don't feel bad for killing the Bearer of the Flame, but slaughtering their benefactors would make the demons precisely what the humans always thought of them. There's no way the fire giants will follow them across the world, so they can simply run from this battle. 
 
    "Alright, let's go." Asoko transforms into Kiamedras once again and lifts everybody onto her back with countless tentacles. She quickly takes to the air, spotting the more than two dozen fire giants crossing the bend of the slope and approaching the site of their battle against Leimu. 
 
    Surely, they will soon figure out that the demons have killed the Bearer of the Flame. Asoko can only hope that they won't take out their anger on the Dominion exiles living in Blereath. It would be regrettable, but if she ever learned of such things occurring, she would have to return and put an end to it - one way or another. 
 
    "Do you still refuse my service?" Flann suddenly appears on Asoko's back and asks. 
 
    "Yes. I'd rather not have another teleportation accident." Grumbling, the Crawling Chaos answers in a resolute tone. She never trusted Mithra, and she won't give her trust to his daughter until she proves herself worthy of it. "And I can't just leave the crew of the ship that brought me here behind." 
 
    Tamariki told her that the Catty Shark has a long history. The captain is unlikely to part with it even if it means not having to make the perilous journey back across the Solus Ocean. He would rather sail for half a year and sink to the bottom of the sea in a storm or under enemy fire than leave his ship behind on the shores of Blereath. 
 
    "Then our journey back will take a long time." Flann's words indicate regret, but her tone is as level as ever. Without waiting for another word from the false princess, she disappears in a vortex. 
 
    "The Dominion might fall by the time we return." Ninlil argues while glancing around, looking for Flann. She's aware that Asoko won't change her mind even with this argument. 
 
    "I trust that the Dominion is stronger than that." Without looking back, Asoko asserts in a confident tone. Even without a leader, the various demon clans are surely capable of organizing a defense on their own soil. All that the princess could do is give them the final push toward victory. 
 
    But she can feel the unease of the Maid Corps on her back. Their members are generally considered misfits among their clans, but they still care deeply about their people. Their journey here took them nine moons, so they expect something similar on their way back. At least in that regard, Asoko can alleviate their worries. 
 
    "I have an idea for traveling faster." The false princess announces in a reassuring tone and slowly shifts her shape into the Dragon Jet Engine. First, she will start by cutting down the time it takes to return to the ship. "Just leave it to me."

  

 
   
    Chapter 161 - The Ruins Of One's Home 
 
      
 
      
 
    We exit the stream of light from the teleportation spell, and the first thing I do is look around to make sure nobody is missing. We make for a sizeable group with Kamii's new companions, the four members of Rolan's party, and those I brought from Pacha. Including Neer, who I forced to come along, eighteen people stand within the transportation circle. In other words, everybody is present and accounted for, and I breathe an internal sigh. 
 
    The circular transportation room in Arkaim castle is still illuminated by the aftermath of our teleportation. I glance at the claw marks and cuts in the surrounding wall, remembering the first day when my mother brought me here. That was my first teleportation incident, with more to come. 
 
    Rolan's gaze is lowered in shame, remembering in what manner he came here the last time. A dusty and seemingly derelict interior greets us as we walk outside the room. No maids can be seen patrolling the corridors, and there's an overbearing sense of coldness and loneliness permeating the once warm and inviting castle. 
 
    After my mother was killed, Mithra teleported me away to safety. But I doubt he did the same for everybody else. My heart races when I consider the possibility that the humans slaughtered every last demon in Arkaim. 
 
    "The false gods and Chosen Knights retreated right after..." Rolan begins to explain but can't find the right words. I know that he's referring to my mother's death and raise a hand to stop him from trying to bring it up further. 
 
    "Could the invasion have made it all the way here?" Terog wonders while sniffing the air with his large hog-like nose. As a suhra, he has an incredible sense of smell, surpassing even that of bloodhounds. But I have my ways of scouting out things. 
 
    "There are three people in the castle, but nobody in the city beyond it." I point down the corridor after spreading out my life sense. Nobody questions how I know, and they merely follow me as I walk ahead. As far as I can tell, one small-bodied person is cooking in the kitchen, another rummages through the storage room, and the third is wandering the corridors of the east wing. 
 
    To satisfy my curiosity, we head for the kitchen first. Long before we're in the corridor leading up to it, I can already smell the mouth-watering food being prepared in it. I could understand looters making off with the royal family's riches or scavenging the long-lasting foodstuffs in the storage. But they shouldn't be staying long enough to cook. 
 
    That is unless demons have been squatting here after Arkaim was abandoned. It makes sense that they would do it in the castle because the rest of the city appears to have been burned down and is left in ruins. It's still weird for everything to be devoid of demons aside from those three, though. 
 
    I signal for everyone to stay back and walk toward the kitchen door. The sound of cooking tells me that the person inside hasn't noticed our approach yet, so I want to surprise them. I'm reminded of that fateful night I returned here to inform my mother of Mithra being an envoy of the gods, only to find her snacking in the kitchen. Wearing a wry smile on my lips, I consider that I must have truly overcome my grief if I can remember the old times in such a carefree manner. 
 
    Without warning, I throw open the door and step into the kitchen, ready for a fight. From what my life sense told me, my potential enemy is a diminutive demon only a little taller than the rabbit demon Ireyo. I doubt there will be a fight when they recognize me - if they recognize me. 
 
    A female demon with curly brown hair under a chef cap stares at me, dumbfounded. She's standing on a small step ladder to reach the top of the counter, holding a ladle in one hand and a small saucer in the other. Her age is indeterminate, but she has a distinctly motherly aura about her despite her expression of surprise. 
 
    "Airiunne?" I blink my eyes when I recognize the brownie demon, head chef of Arkaim castle, and inofficial vice-maid leader. According to my mother, she worked in the ancient ruins that stood here long before the first demon lord built this castle over them. She has been a constant throughout the entire existence of the Dominion. 
 
    "Your Majesty! You have returned!" Dropping her ladle into the pot, Airiunne covers her mouth and speaks my title. It reminds me once again that my mother is officially dead, and the maids have already come to terms with it. She quickly hops off the step ladder and runs toward me while lifting her long skirt to avoid tripping over its hem. The usually calm and unwavering head chef seems close to tears. As a brownie, she's devoted to the master of the house, which is now me. 
 
    "I'm back. But I'm not the queen yet." I squat down and embrace Airiunne, and she pats my hair. Even if she's short and has a petite build, she's the older of us two. 
 
    When we finally separate, I sense my companions approaching the door. They must have heard our exchange and guessed that there's no reason to hide. Daica steps through the door first and greets Airiunne in a familiar tone; apparently, she became acquainted with many members of the Maid Corps during my time in space. 
 
    Rolan and the others are waiting outside, most likely feeling too awkward about meeting with one of the demons that worked in Arkaim castle when they invaded it with the false gods back then. They will have to endure many glares - and potential attempts on their lives - in their time serving under me. 
 
    "Where are the former maid leader and the others?" Airiunne wonders when she sees my companions but doesn't recognize most of them. My eyebrows twitch, and I glance at the others. 
 
    "Who do you mean?" I ask, not letting my suspicion show on my face. The brownie maid is incredibly old, so she's not so easily fooled by my act. 
 
    "I know that You are Her Highness, Princess Chaos. But at the same time, You are not the one I last saw." Tilting her head questioningly, Airiunne asserts in a puzzled tone. She addressed me with my actual title this time, but I can tell that there's more to it. 
 
    "It's hard to explain." I admit, remembering that Asoko returned to Arkaim castle during my absence and essentially took over my role. Of course, it's confusing that there are two of me running around in this world; we're both equally Kuroe Makoto. Although I'm more Chaos than my other half. 
 
    "We have time." Sensing that it's a complicated topic, Airiunne eases up in her tone and smiles warmly. I don't know how she can tell that I'm the real Chaos, but if she believes me, I won't argue. 
 
    When I want to begin my explanation, a maid suddenly walks in from another door with dried ham and vegetables in her hands. She freezes upon seeing the gathering of unfamiliar people in the kitchen. Then her eyes widen when she sees me. 
 
    It's Petrine, a rougarou from the Adlynn clan. They're essentially werewolves, although they don't call themselves that. Blending in with her fluffy silver hair are two pointy wolf ears, which perk up in attention. Then, the realization hits her, and she drops the foodstuffs to run toward me. 
 
    "Chaos-sama!" She cries out but remembers her position and stops before me to bow deeply. I wouldn't have minded if she jumped into my arms and hugged me. "When did you return?" 
 
    "Just now, through the transportation network." I raise a hand for her to be at ease. She then glances across my companions and comes to the same conclusion as Airiunne moments ago. 
 
    "Where are the others?" She asks, a glint of suspicion appearing in her eyes. 
 
    I exchange a glance with Airiunne, then sigh with a wry smile and begin to explain. 
 
      
 
    "Then... the one who returned during Her Majesty's absence was another you?" Petrine stares off into space, racking her brain to understand how this works. "So you... split like a slime?" 
 
    "That's one way to look at it." I laugh, causing the werewolf maid to flinch. 
 
    "Oh no, I meant no disrespect." She apologizes frantically and bows. Although she's taller than me and has a lean body that even her plain maid uniform can't hide, she's unexpectedly timid in front of authority figures. 
 
    "It's alright. That's how I thought of myself for a long time, too." I give in to my urges and pat Petrine's hair, causing her ears to twitch. But she doesn't pull away and seems to enjoy the sensation. 
 
    "That means the expedition will return with your other half eventually." Airiunne wonders while continuing her cooking. She has added more ingredients and is preparing more dishes, most likely to celebrate my return with a feast. 
 
    "This reminds me, where is everyone?" I ask into the room. She and Petrine appear to be living here normally, but I can't imagine Rewera ever letting the castle fall into such dereliction during only a temporary absence. 
 
    "The Four Great Clans had Arkaim abandoned and temporarily moved the capital to Rodens. The Maid Corps are now stationed there as well." Petrine is the one to respond. I was already prepared to hear that only they survived, but I'm relieved to hear otherwise. 
 
    "Who is the other one that stayed behind?" I ask, earning a raised eyebrow from the werewolf maid. She must be wondering how I know about their presence without having seen them. 
 
    "It's Lady Otsuyu." Putting a hand on her cheek, Airiunne sighs as if in resignation. The lady in question is among those unique demons that only come into existence once a century. They're often very long-lived and can be extremely powerful - special creations by Alexander to satisfy his curiosity. Otsuyu is similar to banshee demons, so she is not exactly like the ghost that is her namesake. That's also the reason I could feel her life energy. "She has been mourning Her Majesty ever since She died." 
 
    I lower my gaze and take a moment. My mother told me that Otsuyu is in eternal mourning for her fated beloved, who passed away long ago. If she changed her target, it must mean that Otsuyu might have had a one-sided crush on my mother. 
 
    "Why did you stay here?" Daica suddenly joins the conversation. She's addressing Petrine, who has no reason to remain in Arkaim castle when the Maid Corps has moved to Rodens. She knows that Airiunne will never leave this place as if she's confined to it by invisible walls. 
 
    "Because this is where Maou-sama died." Sniffling, the werewolf maid declares. The Rougarou clan members have unwavering loyalty to those they consider their family and close friends. It would appear that Petrine has recognized my mother as one such person. I suppose she considers the castle her mausoleum and guards it like a watchdog. 
 
    "Now that I am back, we will reclaim Arkaim as the capital of the Dominion." I say quietly but with such unwavering conviction that Airiunne and Petrine stare at me in awe. "But first, I will go to Rodens and learn about the war situation." 
 
    "Please, at least stay for a meal, Your Highness." Airiunne raises a hand to stop me and points at the dishes she has already prepared. I glance at my companions, then shrug and agree. I'm sure partaking in the head chef's cooking will make me feel back at home again, even though I only ate it for three weeks in my nearly three years in this world. It's not like Rodens will go anywhere in that time. 
 
      
 
    "Does it suit Your palate, Your Majesty?" I ask Aurelia with an exaggerated bow. It's the first time I've seen her eat anything, and unlike her usual refined self, she has been scarfing it down as if having endured hunger for a long time. 
 
    "Do not tease me, Chaos." The Golden Queen glares at me with a slight pout and wipes her mouth. "I have not eaten in centuries. If not for you, I would have never regained a wish to do so." 
 
    "So your table manners are my responsibility? I apologize for them, then." Smiling wryly, I shake my head and shrug. This earns me another glare, but this time, I know that I shouldn't go any further with this. But honestly, Aurelia is cute in every way, even when she's angry. 
 
    "This is good food." Tahiri declares in the Tuwheranui tongue and takes another sip from the red wine brought forth from the cellars. "And an alcoholic drink I have never had before. Magnificent." 
 
    Although Airiunne doesn't understand this foreign language, she can tell that the God of the Sky is praising her. I give the head chef a smile of approval, and she suppresses the urge to grin. Under her motherly façade, she hides a young maiden who still gets giddy at receiving praise. 
 
    "I'll go get some more." Korenga offers after downing another cup of wine, but I hold her back. Knowing her, she would carry one of the massive car-sized barrels up the stairs - and finish it all by the end of the day. 
 
    "We still have something to do after this." I say and look out the window. It's the early afternoon, so we can get plenty of things done before the end of the day. We'll fly to Rodens after the meal and meet with Ophalen and Rewera. According to Petrine, the old Petsobek is the supreme commander of the unified Dominion forces, while Chandra of the Ajura clan is the field marshal. I will have to meet with both and make sure that I'm recognized as the heir to the throne. 
 
    By the time the largest and most influential clan leaders finally met to organize the defense of the Dominion, four moons had already passed. The Alliance was already knocking on the gates of Phoshand, but after Rolan and his party deserted the humans, their morale took a steep dive. It allowed the demons to regroup and slow the invasion to a standstill. After Phoshand was evacuated, the war turned into a stalemate. 
 
    Erbilan has been under siege for the past three moons, although it's not encircled and regularly resupplied. Due to the natural barriers that the surrounding mountains present, the fortress city is more akin to a layered wall across the valley than a stronghold. It bars the way into the Dominion heartlands, leaving the Alliance army to attack it from only one side. The invasion is stopped there, glaring down the demon defenders after several large-scale assaults on its first wall failed. 
 
    Although the three members of the Maid Corps can't be considered civilians, they don't know much more than the average demon citizen. Perhaps those living in Rodens are well-informed, but those that stayed behind in Arkaim only receive news on the war when Rewera sends them their monthly supplies. 
 
    I excuse myself from the table and leave the dining hall for a moment. Rolan and the others skulked off somewhere else to partake in their rations rather than eat with us. They don't want to show their faces in front of the demon maids yet. 
 
    Using my life sense, I find them sitting in a dark corridor a distance away, eating their cold food in silence. They make for a miserable appearance, but I don't feel much sympathy for them even now. 
 
    "We'll be going to Rodens. You stay here for now." I declare, implying that this isn't up for discussion. I'm sure everybody in the Dominion has at least heard a description of Rolan's appearance by now, and some of the Maid Corps have seen him with their own eyes. If I bring them to Rodens, they will most likely be lynched. 
 
    "I understand." Lowering his gaze, the fallen hero responds quietly. He has essentially put his life in my hands, so he's willing to follow any order I give him. It irks me to see him like this, but I can't deal with that attitude now. 
 
    "When the false gods are involved, I'll call upon you." With these words, I turn away to leave, but the bard stops me. 
 
    "Are they not involved already?" He says in a serene tone. It would seem that he will be staying this way from now on, and I think it's better than his previous flirty attitude. At least he's inoffensive like this. 
 
    "You said yourself that they're leaving the humans to their war." I assert with an eyebrow raised. The now-deceased Guide of Tomorrow, Yuna, announced that the gods wouldn't help the humans any further. That was after they flew their massive sanctum over Arkaim and aided in assassinating my mother. 
 
    "That was before Framtith died." Luna argues while staring me directly in the eyes. She won't accept that Rolan's fate is up to my whims and puts on a defiant air in front of me. Unlike her boyfriend, she holds onto her hope and pride, and I'm surprised to find I appreciate her all the more for that. It's far better than Rolan's depressing mood. 
 
    "Yes, but the Dominion still stands, and the world hasn't ended yet." I respond in a sarcastic tone. In reality, I know that Zeke may have the power to destroy the entire world if he so desires. At least that's what he threatened Aurelia with when she rebelled against him, but maybe it was nothing more than a bluff. "And although you might not believe me, I am looking out for you." 
 
    This seems to catch Luna by surprise, and she blinks a few times. Gram and Sigurd stare at me, and even Rolan looks up. Maybe they misunderstood, though, and I feel the need to correct myself. 
 
    "Rodens is the current headquarters of the Dominion army. I couldn't guarantee your safety even if you stick close to me." I explain while suppressing my irritation. The human nations seem to think of the Dominion as a monolithic entity of evil. Still, plenty of clans would be willing to stab the monarch in the back to increase their influence whenever the opportunity presented itself. 
 
    In the same vein, individual demons would brave any punishment to exact revenge on Rolan, the human hero that killed Queen Pelomyx. Even my orders might not be enough to protect them from retribution for their actions. I'll have to ease the demons into accepting it. 
 
    "I see." Luna looks at Rolan for a moment, then sighs in resignation. His expression suggests he already suspected that this was the reason. I'm surprised that she didn't think about it, considering they stayed out of view from the dining hall to avoid meeting the demon maids. "If we are to stay here, you will have to introduce us to the servants, though." 
 
    "That can be arranged." I don't like that she called them servants, but the concept of maids isn't commonplace in this world. Technically, they're the same thing, though. "Come with me." 
 
      
 
    During my absence, Otsuyu arrived in the dining hall. With this, all three remaining maids in Arkaim are present for the introduction of the fallen hero's party. But before I can say a word, Petrine's eyes widen. Then, she bursts out of her clothes while transforming into her towering werewolf form and lunges at him with a roar. 
 
    "Stop!" I order the werewolf maid, and she freezes. Turning to look at me with a flabbergasted expression, Petrine tries to discern my reason for stopping her. 
 
    "Chaos-sama, he is the human who killed Maou-sama!" She points a sharp claw at Rolan and argues in a deeper but still noticeably feminine pitch. I pause for a moment and look at the two other maids. 
 
    For the first time, I see Airiunne glare at somebody. Although she doesn't pull a grimace or raise her voice to speak, there's a terrifying air surrounding her. The usually motherly brownie maid doesn't have any impressive physical or magical capabilities, but the fierce wrath of an old housekeeper seems to be a universal phenomenon. Ninlil was the same, although she could easily back it up with her strength in battle. 
 
    If looks could kill, Otsuyu's would have eradicated Rolan's soul and removed it from the cycle of reincarnation. The ghostly mourning lady remains unmoving, staring at him with her pale blue eyes. Her expression shows that she's most likely cursing him in her head. 
 
    "Yes, and I have judged him." I respond to Petrine, who glances at Rolan with a perplexed face. She must be looking for wounds or scars that would show how I tortured him but can't find any. "He and his companions will help me bring down the human gods. Then, I will pardon them." 
 
    Now, Airiunne shifts her gaze to me as well, utterly shocked by my declaration. It would seem that Otsuyu isn't even listening, as she continues to glare at Rolan without moving a muscle. She might be the hardest to convince not to kill him during his stay in Arkaim castle. 
 
    "I will not explain everything in detail. I ask that you trust me." With regal bearing, I declare to the three maids. Finally, even Otsuyu turns to look at me, and I spy a hint of awe in her eyes. Petrine seems to accept my reasoning and closes her eyes for a moment. 
 
    "You are our queen." Airiunne bows and states with admiration in her voice. She appears to be impressed with my resoluteness. 
 
    Now that the three maids in Arkaim have accepted that Rolan and his party remain here, we can get ready to move out. The dishes on the table have been depleted for the most part since the four gods from Pacha continued to eat throughout the fallen hero's introduction. They don't understand the language, so they saw no reason to pay attention. 
 
    Only Kerry sat by silently and watched our exchange with great interest through the slits of their helmet. The God of Comets has been staying around Korenga for the most part, hiding in the Black God's shadow to avoid becoming the center of attention. 
 
    "Temper your expectations, Chaos." Aurelia suddenly warns me. I look at her with my brow furrowed, signaling that I don't understand what she means. "The servants may recognize you as the queen, but the current leaders of the Dominion may have other plans." 
 
    "I am well aware." I cross my arms and give her a confident smile. "When the time comes, I will make them understand that only I can lead them." 
 
    Now it's Aurelia's turn to be impressed with me. She already expected that I wouldn't give away my position so easily, but she thought I would have some doubts in my mind. After all, she knows that I have no experience leading a nation. 
 
    "To ruin?" Senka adds in a sarcastic tone, taking the wind out of my sails. But it helps lighten the mood in the room, even though it's at my expense. I couldn't become a magnanimous ruler if I felt that such jokes threatened my authority. 
 
    "I'll appoint you as my court jester once I'm on the throne." I strike back at the doll girl, who shrugs to indicate that I got her this time. 
 
    I glance at Hestia, who has been quiet ever since we returned to Arkaim castle. She barely touched her food and has a blanket wrapped tightly around her shoulders to hide her wing stumps. Dregana stays by her side like a faithful puppy, but she seems at a loss regarding how to treat the fallen Fata. 
 
    Right now, I have no solution to healing her wings. Telling her that one needs no wings or propellant to fly because one can use the Reality Engine won't alleviate her sadness. I will have to gather the most excellent magic doctors in the Dominion to find a way to restore her lost limbs. 
 
    It would seem that she notices something in my gaze as she suddenly jumps up and looks at me in desperation. For a moment, it appears that she's about to cry out something, but then she sits back down and averts her eyes. 
 
    "I'm not leaving you behind. It's more likely we can find a way to heal you in Rodens than here." I walk over to Hestia and state in a matter-of-fact tone. She spins her head around to me in surprise, then tears up and only nods in silence. I put an arm around her and pull her into my embrace, and she weeps quietly into my chest. 
 
      
 
    Rodens has no transportation circle, so we have to travel there by other means. Even without Rolan's party, we're a sizeable group, so I transform into the Chaos Jet to carry everybody. My sense of direction isn't great, but according to Petrine's description, I can't miss Rodens as long as I leave by Arkaim's east gate and travel in a straight line from the city. I'll have more leeway from the sky, as I'll be able to spot the large fortress city with its famous Blood Pits from afar. 
 
    Airiunne insists on having me bring food for the journey even though I told her that we'll reach Rodens before dinner and that they should keep the supplies for themselves. At times, the brownie maid is a motherly figure, at others a young maiden, and when it concerns food, she's a grandmother. And one can't argue against a grandmother's well-wishing insistence. 
 
    As I silently rise into the air, I look down to see Rolan and his party watching us from the windows. I assume they'll stay out of the maids' way until I return, as they are doing now. Turning toward the east gate, I slowly accelerate to accommodate those inside me who aren't used to traveling at these speeds. Even then, some would scream throughout the journey.

  

 
   
    Chapter 162 - The Shimmer 
 
      
 
      
 
    "What do you think the Alliance is planning?" General Ophalen, Lord of Rodens and Supreme Commander of the Dominion, looks across his fortress city with his sharp crocodilian eyes and asks into the room behind him. It has been three moons since Erbilan came under siege, and the Alliance shows no signs of changing its strategy. It's as if the humans are waiting for something. 
 
    "Our demise." Markor, leader of the Bakari clan, replies sarcastically and strokes his long white goatee. Since nothing is happening in the war, their discussions have been going around in circles for a while. With the lull comes idle thoughts, which can lead to conflict among allies. 
 
    "That's a given. But I can smell something in the wind." Kieran scratches his stubbly chin and adds to the conversation, ignoring Markor's biting sarcasm. The Rougarou chief is the youngest among the clan leaders gathered in Rodens castle. Still, he speaks freely and without showing any hint of restraint in front of the more senior leaders of the Dominion. His clan has contributed significantly to the war, so nobody doubts his leadership qualities. 
 
    "I may not have a nose like yours, but even I can tell." Ophalen turns around and regards the demons gathered in the conference room. "It has been too quiet at Erbilan." 
 
    "Our lookouts stationed across the edge of the Niverlant Sea of Trees haven't reported any Alliance activities." Pelial states in her usual straightforward tone that leaves no room for argument. She's a harpy demon and the chairwoman of the Avinea clan council. As the largest clan in the Dominion that consists of many demon races, they have no single leader and rely on an elected council. "If as much as a raiding party crosses the border, we will know." 
 
    The Avinea clan welcomes all flying demons that wish to join under its wings. Although the Rougarou may be better-suited for infiltration and covert operations behind enemy lines, winged demons are masters at gathering information. Some Avinea members can read lips from hundreds of paces high in the air, allowing them to spy on enemy strategy meetings held outdoors. 
 
    "Not like they could waltz in here anyway. These are the heartlands of the Dominion." Athilacia, the leader of the Lamia clan, asserts with a casual shrug. She doesn't need to explain to the clan leaders what she means by that; each of their capitals is an impenetrable fortress in their own rights. 
 
    Her home, Gorgonai, is surrounded by toxic swamps that can only be crossed in complex hidden pathways. Bakaran, the seat of the Bakari clan, is built onto the flank of an impassable mountain. Only those clans that are either not numerous enough to provide the labor for constructing a city or don't cultivate produce have no fortress to call their own and instead lead nomadic lifestyles. 
 
    The Suhra and the Rougarou clans are of the latter type, which has ensured their survival despite living predominantly east of the Erbilan defensive line. Of course, some clans have neither, relying solely on their obscurity or distance to Alliance invasions - such as the Ajura clan in the far southwest of the Dominion. 
 
    Still, unfortunate occurrences can happen regardless. A report that the famous Holai clan was wiped out reached command from one of the Rougarou's subclans and caused much grief. The rabbit demons were skilled smiths unparalleled in the entirety of the Dominion. At least their Master Smith is said to be still alive, so their craft hasn't been lost in its entirety. 
 
    "I would prefer if they came at us all at once. Then we could wipe them out at Erbilan." Ophalen begins to pace from one window to the next. With every other step he takes, the sound of metal hitting rock rings through the room. For the entire day now, he has been feeling phantom pain in his missing left foot. It has always been a sign that a storm is coming. "This stalemate is only detrimental to them, and they should know it. There's something going on." 
 
    "Maybe you're just paranoid." Athilacia flicks her split tongue across her ironically smiling lips and states in an offhand tone. "Such things have happened before. The Alliance might be about ready to pack up and go back home after another fruitless invasion." 
 
    "I wouldn't call over two million dead demons fruitless." Nilotec growls menacingly, earning a shrug from the lamia. Her clan has barely been affected by this invasion due to their western location in the Dominion heartlands. Many demons are cold-blooded toward those who are not their own, and the Lamia clan are among the coldest. 
 
    "They know that they can't hold what they have conquered." Markor joins the conversation again, seemingly to mediate between the two reptilians. However, his words imply that he's on Athilacia's side. "The villages and cities will be razed to the ground, and then they will leave. Settlements can be rebuilt." 
 
    "But the lives lost will take time to replenish." With a hawkish glare at the lamia and bakari, Pelial takes Nilotec's side. Although plenty of demons are relatively short-lived and reach maturity quickly, the Dominion's population is much lower than the Alliance's. Dwarves and high elves may have similar reproduction rates as some of the longest-lived demons, but they only make up a small portion of the Alliance forces. 
 
    "The Alliance will not leave this time..." Ophalen mutters and looks out the window again, deep in thought. They have invaded many times in the past. Even during Aldeath's long reign, they have repeatedly reached the Dominion heartlands, only to be beaten back in the end. However, demonkind has no king or queen to unite it and guide its war effort this time. 
 
    The princess was frozen in Eternal Ice, and the former maid leader Ninlil took some members of the Maid Corps and left the Dominion to free her. But it has been over fifteen moons since they left, and no word of their fate has reached them. At this point, Rodens being the capital of the Dominion may no longer be a temporary arrangement. 
 
    Ophalen turns his head slightly and glances at Rewera with one eye. She's Aldeath's younger sister but has renounced all claims to the throne to support Queen Pelomyx. Even now, she maintains that she will be faithful to her promise and remain the maid leader, awaiting the princess's return. 
 
    The old crocodilian general knows the Rangatira's stubbornness all too well. The only way she will change her mind is if she comes to a realization on her own. Until then, he has to play the role of the Supreme Commander despite his advanced age. 
 
    Outside the window is the bustling courtyard, and beyond lies the layered fortress city. Despite its reputation as a slaughterhouse, the Blood Pits lie within the second layer. It's more protected than the troop barracks behind the outermost wall. Rodens has been besieged many times by both humans and other demons in its long history. This arrangement has proven the most efficient and has been maintained even during the relatively peaceful times under Aldeath and Pelomyx. 
 
    Currently, the garrison consists of the Petsobek First Army under Nilotec and Ophalen's and Markor's personal troops. Athilacia's elite archers, the Weeping Rain, are stationed in Rodens while her main force is in Erbilan. Furthermore, a small contingent of ajura was left behind by Chandra, under the leadership of her deputy Taragasura. 
 
    To say Rodens is relatively lightly protected despite its position as the temporary capital of the Dominion would be an understatement. The reason is that Chandra has the bulk of the Dominion army stationed in Erbilan to oppose the overwhelming Alliance siege army. 
 
    Although the fortress city is the training and proving grounds of the Petsobek, only three thousand of the crocodilian elites remain here. Most are stationed in the various passes and fortresses in the Salter and Warlan mountains in case the Alliance attempts to bypass Erbilan with small forces to raid the heartlands. 
 
    Markor's personal army is also only a fraction of the true force the Bakari clan has fielded in this war. Again, most of his people are scattered across the mountain ranges separating the Niverlant Sea of Trees from the Dominion heartlands. It would be foolish not to utilize their mountain-climbing skills where they're most useful. 
 
    The Weeping Rain only numbers five hundred - enough to hold a castle, but not an entire fortress city. Finally, the hundred ajura left by Chandra may each represent a hundred humans in strength. Still, their commander, Taragasura, is known to be reckless despite being the level-headed Shugra's younger sister. She might leave Rodens to join her chief if she learns that battle has broken out in Erbilan. 
 
    All in all, the troops remaining in Rodens numbers barely twenty thousand. Although it's considered the capital of the Dominion now, most civilians have been moved deeper inland or into the Warlan mountains. Only the hard-headed and self-confident demons remain here to support the soldiers. 
 
    "... what is that?" Suddenly, Ophalen waves over his son and points toward the northeast. A strange shimmer is visible right over the horizon, like a mirage in a desert. However, the temperature is far too low for such a phenomenon to occur now. 
 
    "I don't know. Should I send scouts?" Nilotec comes up to his father's side and turns his head to look in the direction he points. The other clan leaders exchange confused or nervous glances, and Kieran quickly joins them at the window. 
 
    "I'll send mine." He narrows his eyes and furrows his brow, then grumbles under his breath. "Maybe start preparing for battle." 
 
    "Sound the alarm." Ophalen growls and stares at the eerie shimmer. "I have a bad feeling about this." 
 
      
 
    The shimmer appears to be a distortion of light, appearing as if bent by a soap bubble. Since Ophalen first noticed it and put Rodens on high alert, it approached the city within five leagues. The wind appears to swirl about the shimmer, making it impossible to smell what lies inside for even the rougarou. 
 
    Growing impatient, some of Kieran's scouts decided on their own to enter the shimmer, but none have returned. Furthermore, Pelial reports that her flying demons feel unwell when they fly above it as if the magnetic field is being bent around it. 
 
    At this point, there are no doubts that this is an Alliance machination. But given its strange nature, nobody even knows what to do. Although some skilled mages remain in Rodens, none can begin to fathom what manner of magic was used to conjure a spell this vast. If it is indeed merely magic and not the power of the gods themselves. 
 
    Thus, the Dominion high command can only watch the shimmer approach within one league and begin to spread out to encircle the city. This gives Ophalen a reason to believe that it at least can't roll over the fortress unhindered. There may be a way to combat whatever it hides within, after all. 
 
    As the defenders on the walls watch in anxious silence, the shimmer remains in place and seems to stop moving once it has achieved a half-circle around Rodens. Time trickles by slowly as all eyes remain on the strange phenomenon before the city. Pelial observes that it has stopped around the distance humans use when building a siege camp. If the Dominion had the forces to spare, they would send an army to halt whatever was happening inside. 
 
    Thus, none of the clan leaders are surprised when the shimmer opens to reveal a massive Alliance army. Wooden palisades have already been erected along its front, using the hilly region to their advantage to create a layered siege camp. 
 
    "You said you had lookouts posted around the Niverlant Sea of Trees?" Athilacia asks Pelial in a rhetorical tone without averting her eyes from the enemy ranks. 
 
    "This is why they were quiet for so long." Ophalen snarls in anger, not at the sly enemy but his own complacency. They should have used the opportunity to strike out from Erbilan while the enemy split its forces for this sneak attack. 
 
    "Meos estimates at least two hundred thousand enemies." A bakari soldier rushes into the command room unannounced and reports. The argos demon stationed on the tallest tower of Rodens castle has taken a quick tally of the enemy forces and given this initial projection. 
 
    It's a demoralizing number, considering that there are only twenty thousand defenders. Even if all able-bodied civilians were drafted for the defense, they would only number thirty thousand. Most demons may be physically stronger than humans, but a difference of more than six to one is hard to overcome. Especially when the enemy doubtlessly has at least one extremely powerful Chosen Knight with them. 
 
    The Alliance commanders used to hold long speeches or had their champions challenge the Dominion leaders to duels before sending forward the army in Aldeath's time. But ever since the start of Queen Pelomyx's reign, they stopped these practices. Now, they don't waste their breath or champions and maintain a pragmatic attitude toward war. 
 
    Contingents of soldiers flood from the siege camp and form into ranks. Trebuchets and siege towers are pushed forward, and many soldiers carry long ladders. Finally, Ophalen recognizes the flags flying over the enemy's command battalion. Among them are those of Fourth Prince Hector and Grand Duke Tycho. The latter is a veteran who was already a general during the final campaign against Aldeath thirty-three winters ago. 
 
    "So he has come again." Ophalen grips the wooden windowsill with so much force that his claws dig into it. His eyes are filled with a glint of anticipation rather than anxiety. "Perhaps I can have my revenge before old age takes us both after all." 
 
    Although crocodilians lack the many superfluous muscles for showing facial expressions that other demons have, Markor seems to recognize a smile on Ophalen's face. He knows the history between the supreme commander and the grand duke. His steel lower jaw and peg leg are both Tycho's doing, and in return, the Petsobek general has taken the human general's left hand and ripped off half of his face. 
 
    "You're not going out there." Nilotec puts a damper on his father's enthusiasm, causing the latter to glare at his son with his slit pupils narrowed as if seeing an enemy. "He won't be fighting on the front lines, and neither will you." 
 
    It has been twelve winters since they last encountered each other during Pelomyx's final large-scale campaign. Even back then, Tycho's hair was already graying, so it's unlikely for him to lead from the front. Furthermore, it's a siege this time, so it's even less likely that he would be coming out personally. 
 
    "You can't stop me!" Stomping his peg leg on the stone floor, Ophalen turns around and points at one of the kirali guards. "Bring my Crescent Reaver! I will personally lead the defense!" 
 
    "Please, Rewera." Pelial turns to the maid leader with an imploring look. Hearing this, Ophalen shoots the Avinea chairwoman a glare but knows that it's too late. The order has been given, and the Rangatira will listen. 
 
    "I am obliged to keep you in the command center, Supreme Commander Ophalen." Bowing before the crocodilian demon with a neutral expression, Rewera makes it clear that he won't be leaving this room for the time being. He knows best not to test her and grumbles to himself but glares at Pelial one more time. 
 
    Sighing in relief, Markor looks outside the window again. When he sees the sheer number of enemies, he can't help but wonder why they didn't circle behind Erbilan and attack it from the unprotected western side. If the Alliance broke through Erbilan valley, nothing could stop their advance into the Dominion heartlands. Rodens is well-fortified, and a protracted siege would allow reinforcements from Erbilan to hit the isolated human army's rear. 
 
    It could be considered a grave mistake to prioritize Rodens over Erbilan. Even if the Dominion high command is located here, only a few clan leaders are present. As long as Chandra Ajura is alive, the demons will have somebody to rally behind. 
 
    Perhaps this is a chance to eradicate a portion of the Alliance army. Pelial has already sent out messengers to inform the surrounding cities of the siege. It will only be a matter of days before kirali reinforcements from the Warlan mountains arrive. And if they hold out for seven days, even Erbilan could send help. 
 
    "Let us hope it will be that easy." Pelial's black eyes sweep across the enemy formations as they begin to approach the city walls. She must have had the same thought as the Bakari clan leader. The Alliance has shown itself capable of surprising even the most veteran generals of the Dominion in this invasion. 
 
    War drums announce the marching rhythm as the enemy army slowly approaches the city. Once the first soldiers get within range for the defenders' arrows, the drums pick up their pace. The humans loosen their formation and raise their shields before starting to run. A shower of arrows comes down on them, striking wood and steel more often than flesh. Hundreds of enemies scream, their wailing ringing across the field; thousands more continue toward the walls without slowing. 
 
    Trebuchets launch deadly projectiles both ways, but mages use barrier spells to block or redirect them. The siege towers slowly lumber across the uneven field, spreading out toward the wall to attack from many places at once. 
 
    Nilotec and Athilacia have descended from Rodens castle and assumed direct command on the gatehouse. The Petsobek commander has placed his troops behind the wall and at the gate. The crocodilian elite warriors are deadly in the field and perfect for establishing and holding breaches in enemy defenses. However, they do poorly on walls where they can't unleash their Crescent Reavers in fear of hurting their allies in close quarters. If the defenders on the wall should fall, the Petsobek will take their place and wreak havoc on the attackers unhindered. 
 
    Athilacia has stationed the Weeping Rain archers on the wall near the main gate. A giant ram drawn by several oxen and spewing steam is approaching alongside the many siege towers. It's of dwarven construction, doubtlessly far more potent in breaking through a gate than a hand-operated ram. 
 
    As the arrows fly and more approaching enemies fall, the first attack spells are hurled both ways. Some demon clans have tribal magic that requires no incantation, so they have the upper hand in sheer numbers. Among them are the bakari infantry, which set the docked ladders on fire while pushing them off the parapets. Flaming arrows rain down on the ram but bounce off the steel cover. 
 
    "Shoot the draft animals!" Athilacia screeches across the wall in a high-pitched tone that pierces everybody's ears. But her lamia troops understand the order immediately and lace their arrows with the deadly venom from their fangs. They aim and shoot at the gaps in the oxen's armor with pinpoint accuracy. 
 
    However, strong gusts divert the projectiles and cause them to veer off-course. Some find their ways into enemy soldiers unfortunate enough to be nearby, but most impact the ground or bounce off armor harmlessly. Those struck by the venomous arrows convulse and collapse moments later. 
 
    "Mages are protecting the ram." Athilacia peers across the enemies to identify the spellcasters in question, but they must be well-protected by shield-bearers and wear regular armor to blend in. 
 
    "Destroy that ram!" Nilotec smashes his armored fist onto the parapet and roars a desperate command, feeling out of options. The mages are stopped by counter-magic, and their trebuchet shots are redirected the same way as the lamia arrows. Although the Petsobek are behind the gate, and the heavy Samari warriors back them up, a breach this early into the siege would spell disaster for the defenders. 
 
    Suddenly, the crocodilian field commander notices the hard-to-miss contingent of one hundred blue-skinned demons on the walkway. Among them is one with flaming red hair, belonging to their leader, Taragasura. Although Nilotec had ordered them to stay in reserve, they have come forward. 
 
    Nilotec glances at Athilacia, who also noticed the ajura. She returns his gaze with a confused shrug, saying that she has no idea what the Dominion's elite is doing here at this point in time. Wordlessly, the commander storms off toward Taragasura, causing the demons in his way to jump aside in terror. A Petsobek is already imposing even when he isn't steaming in anger. 
 
    But as he rushes toward the ajura, some of them climb onto the recently docked enemy ladders and push themselves off the wall to jump down. Nilotec's eyes were already widened to their utmost, but his pupils turn into slits upon seeing this. 
 
    "What are you doing?!" He roars across the wall, causing the demon defenders to duck in fear. Taragasura turns to look at him with her purple eyes, surprise in her gaze. 
 
    "What, ya ask? Goin' out there and doin' somethin' about that ram." She responds casually, showing that she isn't surprised by Nilotec's apparent anger but rather his lack of understanding of her actions. Some of the ajura warriors around her seem to grasp the real reason, but they keep climbing over the wall. Ajura are quite smart despite their muscle-bound looks, so they know when to act dumb to avoid missing the action. 
 
    "Even if you're strong, you can't run out there with just one hundred men." Nilotec is well aware of the Ajura clan's might. Chandra is rumored to be as powerful as Aldeath was, and Taragasura is ranked second after her. Of course, that's according to Shugra, the chief's second-in-command and older brother of Taragasura. 
 
    "Oh, the cute lil' croc's worried about me?" Shrugging, Taragasura mocks her commanding officer, showing as little respect as any member of her clan does to those weaker than them. Considering only their own people are likely to be stronger than they are, it sums up any ajura's attitude toward other demons in general. "Watch me." 
 
    With these words, she jumps over the parapet and lands on a human soldier, crushing him into the dirt. She immediately gets to work with her six swords, cutting her way toward her allies already fighting among the onslaught of enemies. The little crocodile in question snaps his mouth shut in a loud pop that causes the demons around him to flinch. 
 
    Turning back, Nilotec finds that his eugon aide has followed him. The small and slender lizard woman is staring up at him with an expectant expression. If he could sigh, he would have, but instead, he peers out over the battlefield again. For now, the attackers don't fill the field in front of the walls yet. It allows Taragasura and her band of warriors to cut a bloody path through the relatively spaced-out humans toward the approaching ram. 
 
    However, he can see that a cavalry contingent is heading for the ajura. Most blades may bounce off their skin, but couched lances are known to be able to harm them. And so far, no Chosen Knights have shown themselves, but they're bound to be in this army. 
 
    "Tell Acutis to take three hundred men and follow them. Get her out of there when things go wrong." Nilotec gives the eugon aide these orders and sends her away. If the ajura were to be decimated here, the defending army's morale would take a heavy blow. 
 
    Walking back toward the gatehouse, Nilotec keeps an eye on Taragasura and her men. As the cavalry comes charging in, the ajura pick up the bodies or shields of the fallen humans and block the lances. Still, several ajura are injured, but they shrug off the damage and retaliate, turning the riders into a bloody mess without hurting any horses as if to show their skills. 
 
    Hopefully, they will return after destroying the ram instead of going out further. 
 
      
 
    "These are just plain ol' human soldiers, sis." A female ajura warrior comments with a bored expression while cutting her way through the enemies with her curved swords. The cavalry charge wounded some of them, but it was barely enough to slow them down. 
 
    "I'm waitin' for one of 'em Chosen Knights." Taragasura says while looking toward the enemy's command center, an elevated wooden platform in the very rear of the siege army. If she were to change their course and head over there, the champions of the gods would surely appear. But even she knows that it would be foolish to attempt that with only a hundred men. 
 
    The small force of blue-skinned demons cuts a path of death through the human army, making straight for the dwarven ram. Only fifty more paces and three times as many soldiers lie between them and their target. Nobody can even slow them, as fully armored foot knights are felled by well-placed stabs, and magic is dispersed as it touches their skin. 
 
    Taragasura's instincts suddenly tell her that something is coming from her right, and she raises her sword purely by reflex. She feels an impact on her weapon but can't see what hit it. In the next moment, the female ajura warrior beside her falls over with her head rolling across the ground. 
 
    The ajura immediately cease their advance and form into a defensive circle with their weapons pointed outward like a porcupine. The human soldiers quickly use the opportunity to surround them with shields and spears, but the demons ignore them and train their senses on the air before them. 
 
    "That was dishonorable, Folke." A reprimanding male voice resounds across the encirclement, and a slender man steps forward from among the humans. He has short blond hair and wears a suit of blue plate armor with a short white cape draped over his right shoulder. His left hand holds a rapier in a loose grip, and a small buckler covers his right. A fair complexion and refined features suggest a noble background, and his fearlessness despite facing the infamous Ajura clan implies that he's a Chosen Knight. 
 
    "They're demons. Honor is wasted on them." Next to the blue knight, a man in scavenged-looking rust-colored armor befitting a mercenary emerges from thin air. In his right hand is a sickle-like blade dripping with ajura blood. Although his face can't be seen under the full helmet, his tone suggests utter self-confidence in battle. 
 
    "Please excuse my colleague's unchivalrous behavior." With a nod, the first Chosen Knight offers an apology. "He grew up a peasant, so he-" 
 
    "Ya talk too much." Taragasura charges forward with all six of her curved swords aimed at the knight in blue. However, they bounce off an invisible wall half a step away from him and generate sparks. 
 
    "A lack of manners to be expected of a brutish she-demon. Alas, I shall not lower my standards to match yours." Without even flinching at the sudden and powerful attack, the blond man comments in a snobbish tone. Then, he rests the buckler on his heart, extends the rapier off to the side, and bows gracefully. "My name is Colart, Knight of the Iron Veil." 
 
    "I don't care." The Ajura commander clicks her tongue and thrusts a sword at the man, but it hits the invisible wall again and draws sparks. Her sharp eyes can tell that her steel blade isn't dulling from this, so whatever she's hitting is softer than her weapon. 
 
    "My uncouth companion is Folke, the Mirage Knight." Colart continues the introductions while ignoring Taragasura's attack, naming the man in the mismatched armor since he wouldn't do it for himself. 
 
    The ajura deputy commander immediately understands the situation and why these two are paired up. The one who just called himself the Knight of the Iron Veil must be using magic to create a barrier made from iron, and the Mirage Knight must be turning it invisible. 
 
    Then another realization hits her; the Mirage Knight is the one responsible for hiding this Alliance army within the shimmer. Maybe because it covered such a large area, he couldn't do it as perfectly as he does for himself and his partner's barrier right now. 
 
    The Dominion high command has intel on many Chosen Knights, but these two show up in none of them. It could mean that they never left survivors or were kept hidden for this very surprise attack. Whatever the case, taking out at least the Mirage Knight would save the Dominion from future surprises. 
 
    "I guess I'll play with ya." Taragasura remarks while glancing at the enemy ram only a few dozen paces away as it continues past them and moves toward the gate unhindered. Clicking her tongue, she frowns at the change in their objective. But then, a fearless grin appears on her lips. Killing two Chosen Knights is certainly more useful for the Dominion and definitely more fun. 
 
    "The boss's bad habit is coming out again." Despite losing one of their own, the ajura warriors beside Taragasura joke around casually. Even if their numbers are low, they live for combat and war, and they know the risks. "We'll keep 'em off ya, so have fun." 
 
    "I will." Licking her lips, the deputy commander readies her swords and shifts her gaze between Folke and Colart. But she knows that this will be a challenge; even the invincible seeming Chandra has fought hard-won battles against Chosen Knights in the past. 
 
      
 
    The other side of the wall is teeming with Alliance soldiers with raised shields to block incoming arrows. For every ladder thrown down, two more are put up. Mages throws spells back and forth, and archers increasingly keep the defenders behind the parapets. 
 
    The first human soldiers make it to the top of the walls and attempt to engage the demon defenders in close quarters. If they can establish a bridgehead, thousand of their allies will pour into the gap. But the bakari and other infantry backing them up quickly dispatch those few who weather the rain of arrows and rocks. 
 
    None have the leeway to look outside to behold the spectacle of the ajura fighting back to back while surrounded by countless enemies. Taragasura's fierce clash against the Chosen Knights goes under within the smoke and arrows flying across the battlefield. 
 
    But Nilotec watches from atop the gatehouse with worry. Division commander Acutis and his three hundred Petsobek have left through the gate and are fighting their way toward the surrounded ajura. Although they're like bladed whirlwinds, he can tell that some are getting wounded. 
 
    The Weeping Rain archers usually single out and shoot mages on a battlefield. But magic doesn't play as significant a role in sieges as manpower does; after all, if earth magic could tear down walls, every city would fall within a day. Rodens, like many other Dominion cities, have walls constructed from magic-resistant stone. Still, all permanent defenses have weaknesses, and for large cities, it's their massive gates. 
 
    The dwarven ram that Taragasura initially set out to destroy has reached the main gate and is pounding away at it with its fist-shaped tip. Rocks and burning tar rain down on its steel-plated roof, but the expert dwarven engineering makes it nearly impervious to such simple countermeasures. It's only a matter of time before the gate is breached. The second reinforced door will then be battered down as well. 
 
    Even if Acutis and his contingent can get Taragasura out of the encirclement, making it back inside the city will be difficult. Although the Weeping Rain is focusing their fire to clear their path, Nilotec sees some of his soldiers fall to coordinated attacks. What started as a reckless attempt to stop the enemy's siege engine has become a messy rescue mission. 
 
    If they weren't ajura, Nilotec would have let them die. But the Ajura clan provides more than just their fighting strength. Morale soars wherever they go, as their reputation alone can swing a battle in the Dominion's favor. Of course, it's less impactful during a siege where the defenders have the resolve to throw away their lives to protect the fortress. 
 
    The Petsobek field commander looks left and right along the walls, determining that the defenses are holding for the time being. But the siege towers are rolling closer, and only a few of them have been destroyed by trebuchet shots that the enemy mages were too slow to deflect. Once those are in place, the enemy will pour onto the walkways. 
 
    As Nilotec peers out across the battlefield toward the enemy command center, a report arrives from Meos, the argos demon on the lookout in Rodens castle. Now that he has had time to get a better view of the enemy formations with his more than a thousand eyes, he places the Alliance army numbers at about three hundred and fifty thousand. 
 
    It makes no real difference for the demons. Both the previous and new numbers present overwhelming odds, and they stand no chance with the defenders they have in Rodens. All they can hope for is stalling the siege long enough for reinforcements to arrive from the Warlan mountains and possibly even from Erbilan. 
 
    A cheer suddenly runs through part of the Alliance army, and Nilotec scans for its origin. To his dismay, it came from the encirclement around the ajura warriors. From this far away, he can't tell what exactly happened, but it doesn't bode well for Taragasura and her troops. 
 
    However, that's when Acutis breaks through the enemy and reaches the rear of the ring surrounding the ajura. Shredding their way through the heavy empire soldiers, the Petsobek link up with the blue-skinned demons and begin to fight their way out again. Something must have happened to Taragasura, as she would never accept retreat if the order didn't come from Chandra or herself. 
 
    Of the three hundred warriors under Acutis, only two-thirds made it on the way there. Perhaps another third won't see the inside of Rodens ever again. If he could, Nilotec would grind his teeth in anger; this is all the fault of Taragasura's recklessness.

  

 
   
    Chapter 163 - Duel Of Fates 
 
      
 
      
 
    "What were you thinking?" Nilotec slams his fist on the table and roars when Taragasura plops down on a chair across from him. She's pressing bloodied cloths onto the stumps that the lower two of her left wrists have been reduced to. Her body has sustained several deep cuts, but those are only minor injuries for her kind. 
 
    "Mind ya own business." The Ajura deputy commander clicks her tongue. Despite having lost two hands, she seems angry rather than in pain. Her attitude derives from the fact that she was bested by the Chosen Knights, lost twenty-three clan members, and then had to be saved by Acutis's troops. "We achieved somethin'!" 
 
    On their way back toward the main gate, they at least managed to disable the siege ram before returning to the safety of the city walls with the help of the Samari heavy infantry holding the line and covering fire from the Weeping Rain. It saved this foray from being a complete failure, but it cost both the Ajura and Petsobek dearly. 
 
    "If you can talk back like that, you seem to be fine." Glancing at the two missing forearms, Athilacia jibes. All demons know that ajura limbs regrow over time, which contributes to their longevity despite seeking battle recklessly. 
 
    "The gate is safe for now." Taragasura ignores the Lamia clan leader and throws a thumb in the general direction of the destroyed ram that blocks the main gate. The Alliance will have to clear away the debris under magic bombardment and arrow fire if they want to try again. 
 
    "At what cost?" Nilotec snarls. Acutis was wounded and almost lost his entire unit on the retreat. Of the three hundred that went to Taragasura's aid, only half returned. And less than a third of those are in any condition to continue fighting. "If you-" 
 
    "Fatas!" A loud voice interrupts the Petsobek field commander's attempt to put Taragasura in her place. He blinks his eyes and listens intently, finding that others repeat the warning call across the walkways. Dread fills the hearts of the defenders as those not already engaged in battle look up into the sky. 
 
    Flying overhead in a loose formation are the winged heralds of the human gods, numbering in the hundreds. They must have flown high in the sky and come over the mountain behind Rodens to avoid detection until now. It's the only explanation for why Meos hasn't spotted them on the approach. 
 
    The Fatas rain down javelins of light, targeting the archers on the walls. The latter return fire, but wind barriers or the sheer distance to the targets renders their attacks ineffective. Moments later, countless winged demons rise from within the city to fight this new threat. 
 
    If it weren't for Fatas, the Dominion would have aerial superiority even when facing the flight-enchanted armors of the empire's Electi. Their spirit spears can pierce even steel, and their wind magic shields them from projectiles. Their incredible speed and maneuverability make them near impossible to match in the air. The combination of those qualities makes them the rulers of the sky. 
 
    Soon, the airspace above Rodens is filled with the flutter of wings and alight with spirit spears. The Avinea clan warriors vastly outnumber the Fatas, but most lack magic or defenses against their light spells. Wounded or dead demons fall from the sky with every passing moment, while not a single Fata is hurt. 
 
    As the battle becomes more frantic, siege towers reach the walls. One is smashed by a trebuchet shot at the last moment, sending the troops already waiting at the top plummeting to their deaths among splinters of wood. But several others drop their hooked ramps onto the parapets, allowing the human soldiers to rush onto the wall. 
 
    However, the demons are already awaiting them and fling oil flasks into the openings. The earthen flasks shatter against the raised shields of the Alliance's heavy infantry, who quickly rush forward upon realizing what the defenders are trying to do. Flaming arrows ignite them on the spot and send the attackers tumbling off the ramps while screaming in pain. 
 
    In some instances, enemy archers inside the towers greet the oil-throwing demons with a volley of arrows instead. The ensuing chaos allows the attackers to make it on top of the walls, and organized defense becomes a messy scramble to stop them from establishing a breach. 
 
    Nilotec bellows commands, ordering his Petsobek to head for the wall sections in danger of falling. The bakari warriors attempt to set the base of the siege towers on fire but are held back by the enemy archers shooting at any heads popping up over the parapets. More and more humans make it to the top of the ladders, and the demons are slow in pushing them off. 
 
    The situation is taking a turn for the worse. 
 
    Suddenly, an explosion occurs in front of the main gate and blows apart the remains of the disabled ram. Nilotec looks down from atop the gatehouse and spots a single person standing between the billowing smoke. He wears brass-colored armor that makes him appear extremely rotund and wields a hammer with a hole through its head, which rests on the ground at the center of a small crater. Although the Dominion lacks intel on many Chosen Knights, this individual's name and powers are known. It's Clerebolg, the Blast Knight. 
 
    "Bring him down!" Nilotec roars at the Weeping Rain, which has sustained heavy casualties from the Fata attack run earlier. His tone is frantic, signaling Athilacia that this Chosen Knight is terrible news. She quickly takes her bow and leans over the parapets to shoot Clerebolg herself. 
 
    Arrows rain down on him but slide or bounce off his spherical brass armor harmlessly. Without a single gap, the lamia venom has no way to affect him. Athilacia aims at where she believes to be the eye slits in his ball-shaped helmet, but the Chosen Knight moves his head only slightly to deflect her masterfully placed arrow. Walking toward the already battered main gate, he draws back his two-handed hammer. 
 
    Tar rains down on him from the murder holes, and a bakari ignites it with a flicker of his tribal flame. But Clerebolg doesn't even slow down to acknowledge the fire clinging to him and swings his hammer at the gate. Nilotec peers through another murder hole and realizes that it's too late to stop him. He jumps away from the gatehouse and pulls Athilacia with him. 
 
    Then, a massive explosion bursts apart the gatehouse from below. Rocks and unfortunate demons are flung through the air and rain back down on both besiegers and defenders alike, crushing countless lives on either side. The force smashes open the inner gate and scatters the Samari heavy infantry on standby behind it. 
 
    For a moment, both sides stop fighting and only stare in shock. But soon, it dawns on the demons that the gate has been breached. At the same time, a thunderous cheer runs through the Alliance army. Without hesitation, enemies rush toward the opening to flood into Rodens. 
 
      
 
    Nilotec slowly gets up from among the rubble and shakes his head to clear it from the hazy mist in his mind. His ears are ringing from the explosion, and everything sounds muffled. Looking up, he sees demons fighting humans on the walkway nearby already. 
 
    For a moment, he fears that he was unconscious for a long time. A lot could have happened while he wasn't awake to give commands, and the first wall might have already been overrun in several places. But when he looks down from the wall, he finds demons rushing toward the broken gate. 
 
    Then he remembers that he pulled Athilacia away from the explosion and turns to look for her. The Lamia clan leader's tail is buried under a huge rock, and she's struggling to free herself. But that fact alone tells him that she's fine otherwise. 
 
    Nilotec quickly helps her out but notices the bruises and crushed scales on Athilacia's tail. She's unable to move it and stares at it in shock. A lame lamia is unheard of; the cold-blooded snake-like demons do away with their weak and infirm. If she can't recover from this, her days as the clan leader are over. 
 
    "You two, bring Athilacia to the castle!" The crocodilian commander waves over two demons running to help defend the walls. One is a bakari and the other a young kirali of an undetermined subspecies. If Nilotec had time to observe him, he would be able to tell what he is, but when the two soldiers run over and take care of his order, he turns away and climbs over the ruins of the gatehouse. 
 
    Looking over the edge, he sees only rubble and no signs of Clerebolg. The Chosen Knight must have been sent solely to destroy the gate and then pulled back again. Although one as powerful as the Blast Knight could do plenty of damage if he fought at the front lines, his explosions do have the drawback of inflicting friendly fire. 
 
    "Form ranks!" Nilotec raises his Crescent Reaver and bellows at the disoriented demons behind the broken gates when he sees a cavalry unit rushing toward the breach. The Samari heavy infantry quickly takes their positions, but they can't form their defensive line fast enough. 
 
    Nilotec recognizes the cavalry galloping through the gateway and tries to warn his troops. But their speed and momentum carry them forward faster than the Samari can react to his roar. The Electi cavalry, led by none other than Tycho himself, smashes through the defenders almost unhindered. Their enchanted horse armor makes their charge nigh unstoppable, knocking all demons aside or trampling them under their hooves. 
 
    The demons stationed to the sides of the gate rush over to the defense and use halberds and hooks to pull down the riders or trip the horses. The Electi are skilled veterans, so very few are caught by these tactics. Their explosive assault opens the path for the Alliance infantry to follow. 
 
    Grand Duke Tycho leads the Electi cavalry down the main street, aiming for the trebuchet emplacements deeper inside the city. Human soldiers from outside the walls quickly fill the gap he created, pushing into Rodens like a tidal wave. 
 
    Nilotec looks left and right on the wall, making sure that the defenders are still holding. As long as the enemies don't cut off the reinforcements and supplies to the walls, they should be able to stand their ground. That's why he needs to stop the flow of Alliance soldiers inside Rodens as quickly as possible. 
 
    Then, he descends from the remains of the gatehouse and heads for a Petsobek battalion held in reserve. When their field commander approaches, they understand that the time has come for them to join the battle. Their pupils narrow into slits, and they growl in anticipation. 
 
    "We will plug that gate." Nilotec announces simply, knowing that his soldiers don't need motivating or an elaborate plan; they will follow him to the death. With a low-pitched growl, he adds only one order. "Let blood flow." 
 
    The Petsobek let out a collective roar and begin to move. With their Crescent Reavers and the blades on their tails, the towering crocodilians head into battle like the living weapons that they are. The demons quickly make way for the Dominion's elite, even at the risk of letting through the humans pushing against their shields. 
 
    The crocodilian elite warriors turn into steel whirlwinds that cut through armor and flesh alike. At times biting, at times rolling in midair with their giant curved cleaver trailing behind them, they drive a wedge into the side of the invading enemies. Among the carnage, Nilotec notices Taragasura leading her ajura warriors to do the same from the other side. 
 
    The two commanders meet in the middle amidst a rain of blood and guts moments later. Coming to a wordless agreement, they continue their slaughter and hold back the tide of humans pressing through the destroyed gate. 
 
      
 
    Ophalen has spotted Tycho among the cavalry rampaging through the first ring of Rodens. At this point, Pelial no longer has an argument to hold him back and glances at Rewera with a shake of her head. Grasping the meaning of that gesture, the maid leader nods. 
 
    The grand duke isn't leading from behind his troops but is inside the city with fewer than a thousand Electi. It's the best opportunity to take out one of the Alliance's veteran generals - and the supreme commander won't let anybody else kill his archenemy. 
 
    Stomping out of the room, Ophalen takes up his Crescent Reaver with newfound vigor. Old age has taken much of his strength, but having the opportunity to face his fated foe one last time fills him with youthful energy. Surely, that's what Grand Duke Tycho came into the city to do, too. 
 
    Along the way, division commander Palus joins his general silently. He's the leader of the Crimson Storm, the sole elite unit within the Petsobek army and Ophalen's personal guards. Petsobek don't wear armor as their skin is incredibly resilient, so they don't have uniforms. However, they apply war paint, and the Crimson Storm members are covered in red stripes running along the patterns of their scales. Coupled with the blood-red Crescent Reavers they carry, the origin of their illustrious title is only evident. 
 
    Many of its members fought alongside the supreme commander during his many previous battles against Tycho. They understand that today may be the culmination of all those encounters. For that reason, they won't question any of his choices and merely accompany him to the battlefield to make sure he gets his duel. 
 
    Ophalen doesn't even seem to acknowledge the presence of his division commander, so focused is he on the task that lies before him. As they make their way through the castle, kirali and bakari run past him to report to the command center, understanding that the supreme commander is not available at the moment. 
 
    Few demons haven't heard of the Petsobek general. If the crocodilian demons were not under the Kirali clan, they would have made it to the position of a great clan all on their own. And much of that reputation is thanks to Ophalen's work under King Aldeath and Queen Pelomyx. Even without facial expressions, they can tell that he's setting out to add another chapter to his legend. 
 
    The Samari guards at the gate of Rodens castle watch the Crimson Storm approach with their general. Without wasting even a moment with words, they open the gates for their commander and salute silently. In their hearts, they wish the Petsobek good hunting. 
 
    Rodens has four layers when including the castle itself. From their elevated vantage point, Ophalen can see where Tycho's rampage takes him. It's still a long way down to the first ring, so he paces himself for their clash by walking rather than running. If he were any younger, he wouldn't have been able to hold himself back from sprinting all the way to meet his archenemy. 
 
    Watching the grand duke's every move, Ophalen realizes that age has barely slowed him. Although the supreme commander is more than twice his age, humans are more prone to weakening as they grow older. He catches himself feeling happy that he gets to fight Tycho at full strength after such a long time. 
 
    Normally, it would be laughable for a human to have a rivalry with a Petsobek. Even some Chosen Knights are no match for the crocodilian demons in a purely physical fight. But Tycho is the uncle of Lucianus V, the Emperor of Terminus - and by extension, a progeny of Kael, Lord of the Sky. To say that Ophalen is the underdog in this situation would be no exaggeration. 
 
    As Ophalen and the Crimson Storm move through the residential district toward the next wall, civilians and soldiers running around delivering supplies watch in utter silence. They grasp the significance of the Supreme Commander leaving the keep with his personal guards. The gatekeepers open the gates without question, sensing the general's unwavering focus and not wishing to disturb it. 
 
    The Blood Pits are silent for the first time in decades. As Ophalen marches down the winding roads leading past the slaughterhouses and fighting pits, he takes in the smell of blood and flesh. It drives his lust for carnage to the brink - precisely what he will need for his battle against Tycho. 
 
    Then, the supreme commander reaches the last gate that separates him and his archenemy. The moment the two wings swing open, the sounds of battle wash over him. His tail with the blade attachment quivers in anticipation as he turns his head left and right to find where Tycho and his cavalry went. 
 
    Screams resound unexpectedly nearby, and the noise of wood breaking tells him that another trebuchet emplacement has been hit by the grand duke. Without even giving any orders, Ophalen begins to sprint in the direction, closely followed by the Crimson Storm. The elite unit's members move like their general's limbs, spreading out to the parallel alleyways and keeping pace with the main force on the main street. They fan out to surround Tycho's troops. 
 
    When Ophalen reaches the small square where the noises are coming from, he spots Tycho cutting the ropes of a trebuchet in passing while knocking aside the siege engineers with a thick cavalry shield strapped to his left hook hand. The delicate siege construct snaps and breaks apart when the taut ropes holding it together are severed. 
 
    As if compelled by an invisible signal, the grand duke turns toward Ophalen. He wears an open helmet to show off the missing right half of his face, part of which is covered by his white mustache connecting with his sideburns. A glass monocle sits over his lidless right eye, attached to his exposed cheekbone and brow. It's a gruesome appearance that could have been healed by the mages of the empire, but he refused them to keep it as a reminder of his rivalry. 
 
    "Tycho!" The supreme commander roars across the plaza. 
 
    "Ophalen! The time has come!" The grand duke returns the greeting in a gravelly voice. Only the left corner of his mouth can move, showing a crooked grin that makes him look unhinged. But it takes an unhinged man to challenge a Petsobek to a duel repeatedly. 
 
    "Grand Duke!" The Electi around him seem to think differently as they surround their commander to shield him from the advancing crocodilian demons. 
 
    "Get out of my way!" Tycho swings the flat of his heavy sword and unhorses two of his personal guards standing in front of him. The mounts whinny and buck in surprise, nearly trampling their riders under their hooves. "You lot go fight those in red. The metal jaw is mine." 
 
    The Electi that fought alongside the grand duke during his last encounter with Ophalen died in that battle, retired since then, or were promoted into commanders themselves. Although they may be the empire's elites, none remain who know the deep connection the two fated opponents share. Thus, they all try to object to Tycho putting himself in danger. 
 
    "I am your commander! Obey or die!" Raising his sword, the grand duke makes his position very clear. He then points his weapon at the Crimson Storm, which stands behind their general and awaits the beginning of the battle. "See, the demons know the drill. Now get moving!" 
 
    Finally, the Electi obey the order and fan out to meet the Petsobek troops on the square. Although the Crimson Storm numbers only a third of the elite cavalry unit under Tycho, they understand that this will be a hard battle. Even the regular Petsobek are dangerous to veteran Electi, but these are the elites among the elites. 
 
    "Do not worry, old friend." Ophalen walks forward with his Crescent Reaver at the ready. "I will let some of them go. I need them to tell your people how I beat you here, once and for all." 
 
    "Ha! Come and finish your meal of Linebreaker." Tycho raises his runic sword that looks too heavy to be carried with a single hand and points it at Ophalen. The Petsobek general recognizes the sword he once tried to wrestle from the grand duke's hand by biting it. He paid for it with his lower jaw. 
 
    With a roar, the old crocodilian demon charges forward, and the progeny of Kael drives on his stallion. Moments later, they clash. 
 
      
 
    Corpses, both demon and human, pile up into hills that block the gate. The defenders have beaten back the onslaught of enemies pouring through the broken gate. The Alliance soldiers desperately try to link up with Grand Duke Tycho, who has charged into the city with relatively few troops. He did succeed in destroying most trebuchets within the first ring but is now isolated among demons. That desperation made them run into the Petsobek meat grinder recklessly. 
 
    "Soldiers, to me!" Nilotec roars while looking through the gate. The other side is still teeming with enemies, but they appear to be waiting for something. One or more Chosen Knights will likely take over the assault and establish the bridgehead that the regular soldiers were unable to. 
 
    The Petsobek field commander looks around to find that not many of his troops are gathering around him. They may have killed thousands of enemies, but they lost hundreds of their own in the process. If they keep trading equally at this rate, nobody will be left by the end of the siege. 
 
    "Organize the Samari. Have the ajura back them up." Nilotec gives out quick and concise orders while keeping one eye on the humans. "Get firebombs on the broken gatehouse." 
 
    He uses the short break in the assault to regroup the troops and form a proper defense. The explosion that destroyed the gatehouse earlier turned every semblance of organization on its head, so he has to patch it up again as quickly as possible. 
 
    "I'm going to get something to plug the hole." The crocodilian commander declares when he notices some questioning gazes among his troops. He did give out several orders at once so that he could leave the defenses for a moment. "Keep them out until I return." 
 
    With these words, he walks away from the gate by himself. Although there are enemies within the walls, he smells something in the wind coming down the cliffs. It brings with it a familiar scent - one he grew up with. The Crimson Storm left the castle and is very close now. 
 
    Whatever the case, his target lies elsewhere. Rodens is a fortress city first and foremost and is the training grounds for the Petsobek. It houses the Blood Pits where demons of all kinds prove themselves or die trying. As such, the city has very few decorative elements. Yet, one gigantic humanoid statue stands in the main square two hundred paces beyond the now broken gate. It's distinctly female but looks strangely unrefined as if worked by unskilled hands. Demon visitors pay it no attention, as it's neither in the image of a Kirali clan member nor does it honor a past champion of the fighting pits. 
 
    "Ghann, wake up!" Nilotec roars up at the statue, calling out a name. For a moment, there's only silence. The nearby demons stare at the Petsobek commander in wonder, unsure what to make of his behavior. 
 
    Suddenly, the statue's surface cracks and light shines from within. They run all the way up to its crude face and form two holes for its eyes. Then, the statue comes to life, and the ground begins to shake as it stands up to its full height, towering at over five times Nilotec's height. 
 
    The stone colossus steps forward and creates a tremor that travels across the entire square. Roof tiles clatter and the pavement is shaken out of alignment. Sand and pebbles rain down from the living statue's body as it leans over Nilotec and appears to scrutinize him with its glowing eyes. 
 
    "It's time for you to fulfill your purpose, Ghann!" He declares with his arms spread out. The stone elemental, Ghann, is one of the best-kept secrets of the Kirali clan. The Warlan mountains are home to ancient ruins that predate the Dominion. Within those, the lizardfolk have discovered several others like Ghann and brought them to their cities. They are incredibly slow and can't be used for battle, but they can serve one purpose. 
 
    But Ghann doesn't react and simply continues to stare down at the crocodilian. The stone elementals possess some level of intelligence, but they can't or don't want to communicate. They follow orders and can perform simple tasks such as walking somewhere or tearing down buildings by pushing through them. 
 
    "Did she go senile?" Nilotec tilts his head and wonders to himself. But as if hearing those words was a signal, Ghann rights herself and begins to walk. Her lumbering steps shake the ground, their sound rolling across the area like distant thunder. At this point, the humans must have spotted the stone giant from outside the walls and charge into the breach once more. 
 
    They have yet to understand what purpose Ghann serves. Still, the Alliance won't sit and wait until this gigantic enemy begins to rampage through their ranks. The Fatas still circling in the sky above rain down spears of light on the stone elemental, but their magic dissipates upon contact with her surface. Seemingly unaware of the attacks on her, Ghann unerringly continues toward the broken gate. 
 
    Her dragging pillar-like feet push aside the mounds of corpses in her path. The demons nearby stare at the living statue in stupefaction; only the clan leaders, the sub-clan leaders, and their heirs know about the elementals. For everybody else, this is the first time they've seen one. 
 
    As the defenders behind the wall hold back the onslaught of humans trying to pour through the gate once more, Ghann approaches with no regard for friend or foe. When the enemy soldiers see her, they quickly fall back and run away from the broken gates. This gives the demons time to clear the path for the stone elemental. 
 
    Finally, Ghann reaches the destroyed gate and kneels between the two separated sections. Both humans and demons watch in awe as the stone elemental's form dissolves and connects with the surrounding wall. Moments later, she has turned into a perfect copy of a wall section, complete with parapets and stairs leading up to it. 
 
    This newly-formed wall has all the anti-magic properties of the other sections - something that the gates lacked. This fact is made clear when a massive explosion shakes the air on the other side of the wall. Clerebolg must have come to break through Ghann, but not even a crack appears on her surface. 
 
    The hole in their defenses has been fixed, but Rodens no longer has a gate now. Nevertheless, it's a small price to pay for stalling out the siege for at least a while longer. If not for this, the city may have been overrun within the day. 
 
    "Well done, Ghann..." Nilotec mutters while looking at the tiny cracks on the inside of the wall from which the last light fades as they close up. Having fulfilled her purpose, the stone elemental's life has now come to an end. The earliest of her kind were squandered on building vanity projects within the Warlan mountains, and only a few remain that can still be used like Ghann has been today. 
 
    A cheer runs through the demon defenders; they have held the broken gate and stopped the onslaught. 
 
      
 
    The Electi is the absolute elite of the Empire of Terminus, consisting of veterans who have distinguished themselves in battle when serving in various roles. They wear runic armor crafted by the dwarves and carry enchanted trinkets from the elves that boost their combat prowess. 
 
    However, the Crimson Storm is only second to the Ajura clan in power. Their three hundred equal a hundred ajura, and the latter have shown many times that they're capable of handling even a thousand Electi on an open battlefield with few losses. Unfortunately for the empire elite, they were fighting in the middle of a city square, half-surrounded by the Petsobek. 
 
    The only clashing weapons echoing across the square are Ophalen's Crescent Reaver and Tycho's Linebreaker. The two archrivals continue to fight even as their surroundings have gone silent. The Crimson Storm has made short work of the Electi, losing fewer than a hundred against their one thousand enemies. Three human soldiers have been subdued and are kept in place by the crocodilian demons holding their weapons at their throats. They shall serve as witnesses. 
 
    At first, they struggled and attempted to break free despite the danger to their lives. But after watching the two duelists for a moment, they grew silent and now stare in awe. The Crimson Storm does the same, drawing a large circle around the archrivals and observing without moving a muscle. Even cheering for their general could be seen as interference in their fated battle. 
 
    Tycho's cape is in tatters, and his runic armor has been cracked in several places. His shield is broken and hangs onto his hooked prosthetic left arm by a single strap, but the grand duke doesn't even pay it any attention. So far, he has avoided taking a hit to his body, whereas Ophalen is bleeding from many shallow cuts in his scaly skin. The crocodilian demon's pupils are narrowed into slits, showing his utter focus on his opponent while ignoring his wounds. He has shrugged off far worse. 
 
    Ophalen didn't purposefully target Tycho's stallion, but a Petsobek's way of attacking and their weapon of choice makes it nearly impossible to use pinpoint strikes. As such, the grand duke has already been unhorsed and is fighting his much taller opponent on foot. The fact that he can keep up despite looking like the lesser of the two when it comes to physical appearances shows that he's more than human. 
 
    Although Ophalen is considered very old for a Petsobek, members of the kirali clan do not weaken as significantly with age as humans do. Despite lacking one foot, he performs death rolls with the same vigor as any young crocodilian does. His Crescent Reaver never ceases to move, spinning like a whirlwind around the towering general. 
 
    But Tycho's steadfastness pays off when he finds an opening and strikes with Linebreaker. The heavy sword comes down on Ophalen right as his weapon swings about, but the human wins the clash and crushes through. A deep gash opens on the demon's left arm, but it stops bleeding immediately. Most kirali can cut off blood flow by tensing their muscles; even entire lost limbs will barely bleed. 
 
    Still, the wound slows him down, giving the grand duke the initiative. Charging in, he bashes Ophalen with his broken shield, causing it to come dislodged from his hooked hand. As if that was planned, he keeps going and uses his freed hook hand to catch one of the Crescent Reaver's three grips. Forcing it down, he prepares to cut off the general's head with Linebreaker. 
 
    Ophalen delivers a punch to Tycho's face with his wounded left arm, stunning him momentarily. Then, he kicks him in the chest with his peg leg and forces him back. Remaining connected through the hooked hand on the Crescent Reaver's grip, the grand duke stumbles forward again but narrowly avoids the crocodilian demon's murderous bite. 
 
    In the same motion, he stabs Linebreaker into Ophalen's thigh, severing muscles and hitting bone. But as if the Petsobek was waiting for that, he bites Tycho's sword arm and swings him about while letting go of his own weapon. Slamming the grand duke into the pavement, he spins in place and brings down his thick tail. The ax on its end cracks the human's runic armor and finally finds flesh. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was only Tycho's already amputated left arm, raised in time to block the blade. He lost it above the wrist, so sacrificing more of it to save his more essential body parts doesn't cost him much. Still, the blood flowing from the deep gash means that he's on a timer now. Unlike a kirali, he can't stop bleeding with a flex of his muscles. 
 
    The grand duke sweeps away Ophalen's peg leg with a kick, forcing the demon to catch himself with his free right hand. But that gives Tycho an opening to bring up Linebreaker and attempt to bring the general to impale himself on it. The latter performs a death roll while falling, barely deflecting the blade on his scales. 
 
    The two combatants lie on the ground for a moment, breathing hard from the exertion of their battle. But on a soundless signal, they both roll to the side and quickly get back up. Ophalen grabs the dropped Crescent Reaver and takes his distance, observing his archenemy from a few paces away. 
 
    Not one of the Crimson Storm could say who will win this fight. Most of its members are far younger than Ophalen, but they feel they would be no match for Tycho despite being physically fitter than their general. Ophalen is only keeping up with the progeny of the Lord of the Sky because of his experience fighting him in the past. 
 
    Suddenly, the sky darkens, and some of the Petsobek look up in surprise. The Fatas and Avinea clan demons are still fighting above, but it's not they that have covered the square with their shadows. A thick thundercloud has pushed itself in front of the sun, promising rainfall soon. 
 
    "Lord Kael is watching!" Tycho pronounces proudly and raises both his arms in a challenging gesture. His crooked grin is a display of genuine enjoyment; a human of his age would typically be retired at home, nursing their increasingly more common ailments. Few people in the Alliance would consider dying in combat against a demon a glorious death, but few are of the grand duke's caliber. He would be content with either outcome in this duel, but he does not intend to die here. "I shall show him a battle worthy of being his descendant!" 
 
    With this, the two combatants charge forward once more and clash. The clanging of their weapons rings across the square, now darkened by the heavy clouds above. Armor is shredded, scales are cut, blood flies. Every passing moment drives the battle closer to its conclusion. 
 
    Finally, Ophalen manages to overwhelm Tycho with a three-step assault. With his first strike, he forces the grand duke on the defense with Linebreaker. Spinning around in a sideways death roll, he swings his bladed tail, willingly sacrificing it to the sword to get it out of position for the subsequent strike. 
 
    As blood spurts and a third of the Petsobek's tail flies off, the Crescent Reaver comes back around and crushes through Tycho's left pauldron, cleaving deep into his shoulder. Collarbone, ribs, and part of his lung are cut in half, marking the end of the duel. 
 
    But Tycho wouldn't be Ophalen's archenemy if he went down even after all this. He raises his ruined left arm and hooks onto the embedded weapon in his shoulder to keep it in place. Then, he lifts Linebreaker high above him as if pointing at the sky to bring it down on Ophalen's skull. 
 
    Suddenly, lightning strikes the runic sword and blinds everybody. Tycho's body glows from within, and he feels a surge of vitality despite his mortal wound. He's as stunned as Ophalen, feeling an overwhelming sense of power. Power he can use to win this duel. 
 
    "Cease this, Lord Kael! I do not need Your help!" Tycho bellows up into the sky. For a moment, there's utter silence, as even the breeze blowing across the square ceases. It could be seen as a sign that the Lord of the Sky is surprised by his progeny's declaration. Then, the light fades from the grand duke's body and sword. Pain and exhaustion rush back into Tycho, who grunts as if satisfied. He then looks at Ophalen with a fearless smile. "Let us end this, old friend!" 
 
    The grand duke swings his sword down, and the Petsobek general pulls back on his Crescent Reaver with all of his strength. Linebreaker nicks Ophalen's right eye at the same time as the massive curved blade is ripped out of Tycho's shoulder in one last death roll. Falling to the floor, the crocodilian demon quickly slides back and jumps up to meet his opponent's blade. 
 
    Then he stops. The human commander has ceased all movements, standing in place with Linebreaker pointing forward. His torso has been cleaved open down to the center of his chest, revealing the human body's inner workings. The left corner of his mouth is drawn up to show his pearly white grin. 
 
    "You look satisfied, old friend." Ophalen mutters and lowers his Crescent Reaver. But Grand Duke Tycho can no longer answer; he died standing, at the end of his final meeting with his archenemy of nearly four decades. In the last moment, he rejected the blessing from his god and ancestor, considering it an infringement on the sanctity of his duel. 
 
    "Grand Duke!" The three remaining Electi scream as one, tears filling their eyes. Although they understand that they witnessed the end of a legend and should pay it the same respect as the demon commander does, they can't hold back their grief. 
 
    For a moment, all that permeates the air is the sobbing of the human soldiers. Then, the sound of a droplet hitting metal rings across the square. It's soon joined by several more before rain begins to fall on Rodens, quickly turning into a heavy downpour. Even Kael is lamenting the loss of his progeny. 
 
    With this, the first day of the siege has concluded.

  

 
   
    Chapter 164 - The Darkest Hour 
 
      
 
      
 
    The assault on the walls has ceased with the beginning of the downpour. The three Electi left as witnesses to the duel of the ages are allowed to depart Rodens with Tycho's corpse and head for the Alliance camp with the grim news. At the same time, Ophalen hobbles back up toward Rodens castle, using his Crescent Reaver as a crutch but not letting any of his guards help him. His wounds are severe, but he's a Petsobek; he will survive. 
 
    Under normal circumstances, the Alliance would take a night to mourn the death of a commander, especially when it's a member of the imperial family. However, given the location of this siege, they can't waste any of their precious time on ceremonies. Isolated behind Dominion lines, the human army will be surrounded by demon reinforcements if they can't take the city soon. 
 
    It would appear that Kael knows that as well, as the rain soon ceases, and the assault resumes even as the sun nears the horizon. But it seems that the Alliance is not attempting another gambit using the Chosen Knights for the time being. Instead, they must be cooking up a plan in their siege camp while the troops keep the demons busy across the city walls. 
 
    Most buildings of the first ring are on fire by now. Even with the bakari running around absorbing the flames, the enemy continues to shoot burning projectiles into the city to keep its inhabitants busy. It serves as the perfect illumination for the upcoming night siege as well. 
 
    As the sun sets, the Fatas retreat and give the members of the Avinea clan a breather. Without the constant threat of aerial bombardment, the demons on the wall are emboldened in their actions. Soon, the outer wall is painted in the blood of humans climbing to the top and getting cut down the moment they peek over the parapets. 
 
    The Alliance army has the numbers to employ wave tactics while the demons are forced to stay in combat throughout the night. Many make fatal mistakes in their exhaustion and pay with their lives for them. Even as the uninjured or recovered members of the Ajura clan are scattered across the walls to help in the defense, the situation grows more and more desperate. 
 
    By dawn, it becomes apparent that the building fatigue in the demons will be their eventual downfall. Most civilians are helping in the defense, be it by taking up arms or carrying supplies. Still, they aren't trained in combat and grow exhausted even faster than the soldiers fighting since the previous day. 
 
    The Alliance must recognize that fact, but the humans suddenly pull away from the walls, taking the siege ladders with them. Then, they regroup and form into neat ranks outside the range of the demon archers, seemingly to prepare for another gambit. 
 
    The sea of soldiers parts, and a lone man steps forward. Blond hair, fair skin, and a suit of blue plate armor announce him as Colart, the Knight of the Iron Veil. He walks toward the walls fearlessly while drawing his rapier and performing a half-circle with it before him. 
 
    The ground around him rips open and shapes into countless round iron shields that float with him at their center. As a hail of arrows flies toward him, he uses his rapier the same way a conductor would his baton, making the shields move around to block the projectiles. As with Clerebolg, Colart shows why all Chosen Knights are fearsome forces on the battlefield. 
 
    "What is he doing?" Nilotec, standing on the section that Ghann formed with her own body, peers out at the Knight of the Iron Veil as he approaches them. 
 
    "I have a bad feeling about this." Rougarou clan leader Kieran growls while sniffing the air. The battlefield is laden with the stench of blood and death, so it's hard for even the best noses in the Dominion to make out individual smells. He's looking for Folke, the Mirage Knight, who is Colart's designated partner, according to Taragasura's report. 
 
    This is the first time the Knight of the Iron Veil's magic is exposed, meaning that Folke must be busy elsewhere. Since he can turn invisible, he will most likely attempt to infiltrate Rodens castle to assassinate the Dominion high command in whatever chaos Colart will cook up. 
 
    The Knight of the Iron Veil approaches to about fifteen paces before the walls. The demons have already stopped wasting arrows on this Chosen Knight, and he appears to appreciate that with a bow as the shields surrounding him open up. Then, he raises his rapier and slowly waves it in front of him as if conducting a choir only he can see. 
 
    For a moment, there's only silence. But then, the ground near the walls begin to shake. As did the iron shields floating about him earlier, iron breaks through the surface of the dirt and rises upward. A ramp made from iron takes shape across a large section of Rodens's outer wall. It leads all the way to the parapets with only a tiny gap between it and the anti-magic wall as if looking out for its spell-canceling properties. 
 
    Nilotec and Kieran's jaws drop at this sight, as do many others. Earth mages have attempted to build ramps many times in many sieges across the centuries. As long as there are demons with the earth affinity among the defenders, such spells can be undone immediately. However, this Chosen Knight possesses a kind of magic the demons can't cancel. 
 
    Colart has single-handedly rendered the first wall useless by providing the Alliance army with an unobstructed path onto its walkway. As the last parts of the iron ramp move into place, the Knight of the Iron Veil bows before the demons as if thanking them for watching his performance. 
 
    That appears to have been the signal for the humans. They charge forward in a massive onslaught the defenders will have no chance of stopping. Rooted in place, both Nilotec and Kieran watch in disbelief as the Alliance sets foot on the bottom of the ramp and begins to ascend it. Then, they regain their wits. 
 
    "Retreat! Retreat to the second wall!" The Petsobek field commander roars, but the sound of thousands of steel greaves hitting the iron ramp drowns out his voice. 
 
    The Weeping Rain unleashes a volley at the approaching enemies, felling many who forgot to keep their shields raised in their eagerness to be the first on the walls. Then, the other demon archers snap out of their stupor and follow the example of the lamia rangers. Soon, demon mages join in with their spells. 
 
    Fifty paces are quite a distance when running under enemy fire. Colart had the foresight to make the surface of the ramp rough, as it soon overflows with the blood of felled humans. Climbing over their brethren's corpses, the humans reach the top of the ramp and jump across the small gap into the midst of the demon defenders. 
 
    Whereas they had to climb a ladder and attack one by one before, they now charge in formation almost as if on level ground. The Alliance washes over the walkways like a wave of steel and flesh. Many are pushed over the edge and fall to their deaths in their zeal, but those are only a tiny dent in their sheer numbers. 
 
    The demons are overwhelmed by the sheer mass, and entire wall sections are overrun instantly. The heavy Samari bear the brunt of the attack as they help let the other defenders escape down the stairs and into the city beyond. 
 
    Nilotec and Kieran, accompanied by only a few of their personal guards, carve a bloody path of retreat from the wall. The ajura recognize the hopelessness of the situation and jump off the walkways to help coordinate the fleeing soldiers and conscripted civilians. 
 
    "The first wall has fallen! Retreat to the second wall!" Nilotec bellows across the city once more, and his voice is finally heard and repeated by the section captains. As both demons and humans are pushed down the walls and fall to their deaths, the other sections unleash arrows into the flanks of the Alliance soldiers as they continue to ascend the ramp. "Petsobek to me!" 
 
    With a battle roar, the crocodilian demons gather around their field commander and form a loose line of defense on the main street, through which the fleeing demons escape. The humans that follow hot on their heels are shredded by the Petsobek Crescent Reavers. They fight best on even ground, and when not surrounded by allies they could hurt accidentally. 
 
    But human archers make it to the walkways and start pelting the crocodilians with arrows. Most bounce off their hard scales harmlessly, but some find their way into weak spots such as their eyes and joints. One after another, the mighty warriors fall, and gaps open up in their line that allow humans to pass through. 
 
    "Fall back!" Nilotec decides that they have bought enough time for their retreating troops and orders his men to abandon the defense. There are more demons trapped among the enemies on several wall sections, but they will share their doomed fate if they don't leave now. 
 
    Arrows continue to claim escaping demon lives as they run up the main street. Petsobek and Samari use their large bodies and thick scales to shield weaker demons during the escape. The Weeping Rain, which already retreated before the enemies reached the battlements, has taken their position on the second wall and cover their retreat with arrow fire. 
 
    Suddenly, a War Basilisk comes charging down the streets, causing the demons to jump out of the way. The massive beast barrels through the human pursuers while the eugons manning its howdah unleash arrow fire on those who avoid the giant clawed feet. 
 
    Almost all War Basilisks were taken to Erbilan, and only three remain in Rodens. The same last-ditch attack is happening on the other two large roads leading to the second wall. Although War Basilisks are powerful, they are best used on open fields where they can maneuver quickly. In the streets of Rodens, they will soon be cornered and overwhelmed. 
 
    But Nilotec knows that their sacrifice won't be in vain. With the giant lizards keeping the Alliance army busy behind them, the demons finally make it to the gates of the second wall and pour through them into safety. Archers rain down death on those humans who manage to give chase despite the circumstances. 
 
    As the Petsobek field commander turns around to look across the first ring of Rodens, he sees a sea of flames overrun by enemies. One of the three War Basilisks is stabbed by pikes all over and falls. Another is blinded by arrows and crashes into a building, crushing the eugon riders on its back. The third has disappeared behind the smoke, its fate most likely as grim as that of the others. 
 
    Saluting to the small-bodied kirali that laid down their lives and that of their spirit-bound war beasts to let the other demons escape, Nilotec turns away and walks through the gate. 
 
      
 
    Fighting in the streets of Rodens's outermost ring continues into the morning as pockets of demons too slow to escape fight to their last. The other wall sections, pincered from without and within, fall before long, allowing more enemies to pour into the city. 
 
    The host of Fatas rejoins the battle at first light, raining death from above on the defenders atop the second wall. In the meantime, human mages already get to work on putting out the flames within the city. It shows the Alliance's intent to occupy Rodens once it has been cleared of all demons. 
 
    Even before the humans have snuffed out all the resistance remaining in the first ring, Clerebolg appears at the central gate of the second wall. It would seem that the Alliance command is hoping to end this siege in one push now. 
 
    This time, Taragasura and her ajura warriors jump off the gatehouse and confront him first. Although she has lost two of her six hands, she's still a formidable warrior. If someone can discover a hole in the Blast Knight's round armor, it has to be the ajura. 
 
    However, Colart and Folke appear alongside a contingent of Electi to guard Clerebolg. It's a repeat of the previous day's attempt to disable the giant dwarven ram, but the Weeping Rain can support the Ajura clan this time. As the bloody battle rages in front of the central gate, the Alliance soldiers bring in ladders to scale the second wall. 
 
    Only half of the defenders of the first ring have escaped to the second ring. Meanwhile, the Alliance still has plenty of troops outside the city, held in reserve for the final assault on Rodens castle. 
 
    Suddenly, clamor rises at the west gate. Nilotec looks over to find that enemies are already pouring in through the broken gate. The three Chosen Knights may have been nothing more than a diversion, allowing the Alliance to break through elsewhere. 
 
    Only moments later, the same happens at the east gate, leaving only the main gate intact. The Dominion high command already considered that there would be more Chosen Knights among this siege army, but the enemy kept them well-hidden until this moment. 
 
    With this, the second ring housing the Blood Pits will soon be overrun as well. As it stands, all of Rodens will be lost before the end of this day. It will be a fatal blow to the Dominion. 
 
    The demons mount a desperate defense and turn the area behind the gates into a meatgrinder, much like Nilotec did the previous day after Clerebolg made a breach. However, it's only a matter of time until the humans can break through with the help of their Chosen Knights. 
 
    The Petsobek field commander bellows orders across the wall while the Weeping Rain is beset by the Fatas. With the diminishing ranged support for the ajura warriors, they're slowly overwhelmed in their battle against Colart and Folke. One after another, the blue-skinned warriors fall, pushing them back to the gate. 
 
    However, not all is lost. In the chaos of the melee, Taragasura slips through the enemy ranks and flanks Clerebolg. The lumbering Chosen Knight is no match for the ajura's speed, and she stabs her four blades into one gap between his armor pieces each. 
 
    To her surprise, Clerebolg suddenly rolls across the ground and evades her pinpoint attack with unexpectedly nimble movements. Even though his brass armor looks unwieldy, he's capable of acrobatic feats unthinkable for regular humans. The Dominion may have had intel on his powers, but nobody knew that he was physically fit like this. 
 
    Still, Taragasura wouldn't be an ajura if she didn't react quickly in the middle of battle. She chases after the Blast Knight, but he only continues to jump and roll away. A few times, her blades scrape across his armor, but not once does she land any meaningful hit. Finally, he comes to a stop and raises his hammer, ready to fight. 
 
    "Ya cheater." Taragasura grins wryly when she realizes that he led her away from her allies. She's now surrounded by Electi, facing a Chosen Knight with yet unknown combat prowess all by herself. 
 
    "Everybody underestimates the fat man." Clerebolg comments in a grim tone that carries a lot of baggage. He must be as overweight as the shape of his armor suggests, but becoming a Chosen Knight has allowed him to overcome such physical limitations. 
 
    Taragasura glances left and right, realizing the hopelessness of her situation. Her warriors are far behind her, being held back by the soldiers surrounding them. Even if Nilotec sends out help once more, it will be too late for her. 
 
    "And even more so the infirm." Raising her bandaged stump arms, the ajura deputy commander adds to Clerebolg's earlier statement. She grins fearlessly, intent on fighting to her last breath and taking down as many enemies with her as she can. 
 
    But before either can make a move, a high-pitched horn echoes off the walls of Rodens and the cliff beyond. It's one any demon knows, and all human veterans dread - and its call is repeated by hundreds more. The crisp tone instills the defenders with newfound hope, and the Alliance army ceases fighting to look around in confusion. The remaining ajura warriors raise their weapons and let out a roaring cheer despite their many wounds. 
 
    "The boss is here!" Many of them exclaim, and the human soldiers who didn't understand before immediately grasp the implication in their words. 
 
    Nilotec looks east, across the fields teeming with Alliance troops surrounding Rodens. Over the hill in the distance, he spots countless figures forming ranks under the light of the rising sun. Among them are minotaurs, centaurs, and the famous Ghost Riders on their burning nightmares. And at their center stands Chandra of the Ajura, Field Marshal of the Dominion army, leading a thousand ajura warriors. 
 
    She can't have come all this way from Erbilan after being informed of the siege of Rodens. It means that Chandra must have discovered this Alliance detachment and moved out to intercept it. In the Dominion's darkest hour, the Ajura chieftain has arrived to save the day as she has done so many times in the nation's history. 
 
      
 
    The reinforcements under Field Marshal Chandra stare at the army outside of Rodens in awe. Although the Avinea messengers that found them when they were on their way to Erbilan informed them of the Alliance detachment's overwhelming numbers, seeing them before their eyes is stunning nonetheless. 
 
    "Hear me!" Chandra bellows in a clear voice that carries across her troops, calling them to attention. Everybody knows that she's not one for speeches, especially when Rodens is being overrun by the enemy right before their eyes. "Rankud! Take ya men to the right and cut 'em off from their camp." 
 
    "Understood!" The dark brown minotaur named Rankud, chief of the Drazera Minotaur Coalition, grunts and stomps off. The proud minotaurs would usually not subject themselves to the orders of other demons, but the Ajura clan is an extraordinary exception. They would follow Chandra to the ends of the world and fight for her if she were to make a bid for the Dominion throne. 
 
    "Kethorn! Charge along the wall and secure the city." The field marshal addresses a female centaur in heavy armor that extends all the way across her horse lower body. She wordlessly bangs her breastplate in response and gallops off to lead her troops. 
 
    The dark red-haired centaur named Kethorn is known as the Great Conqueror of the Degar steppes and chieftain of the newly established centaur clan. For many centuries, her people were scattered nomads and marauders that fought among themselves. In the past seven winters, she unified the various bands and clans under her name and now fields the most powerful cavalry force in the Dominion. If not for the Alliance invasion, she would have attempted to take the throne for herself. 
 
    "Aydan, Nadya! Ride down the center with us." Chandra declares without turning around to look at the twin commanders of the Ghost Riders. The two fully armored and masked knights riding on the nightmares with their burning manes and hooves raise their bladed lances in response. Finally, she glances at the red-bearded ajura beside her and speaks in a quieter tone. "Ya with me, Shugra." 
 
    "Of course, boss." Calm as always, the bald ajura replies with a nod. But the ajura warriors behind her raise their various weapons and roar as one to declare their readiness. 
 
    "Time for a brawl!" Chandra raises one of her two tridents and bellows. Shugra blows the hollow dragon claw, the war horn of their clan, and its call is repeated by many more. 
 
    The minotaurs join with the horns of their ancestors, and the centaurs blow their brass trumpets. A wave of sound washes over the Alliance army as it hastily forms ranks against the new enemies. The noise that declares the demons' readiness instills fear in the hearts of the humans, who didn't expect enemy reinforcements so soon. 
 
    The Fatas bombarding the defenders in the city quickly disengage to attack Chandra's troops before they begin their charge. However, countless shrieks from the skies above announce the appearance of yet more Dominion reinforcements. A massive host of winged demons of the Avinea clan appears over the Warlan mountains, having flown day and night to heed Pelial's call. 
 
    As the battle in the sky breaks out, Chandra's troops begin to move. Thousands of feet and hooves march together and evoke the sense of a rolling earthquake. The demon army, nearly twenty thousand strong, surges down the gentle slope toward the Alliance army. 
 
    Countless arrows fly at Chandra and her troops. Few are wounded, fewer fall to the attack, but the rain of projectiles doesn't slow the charge at all. When it dawns on the humans that the enemy will crash into their ranks like a wave of steel and muscles, terror grips their hearts. 
 
    The Dominion field marshal is the first to reach the enemy lines, and with a single swing of her two tridents, half a dozen humans are ripped to shreds. Then, the entire Ajura clan smashes through the enemies' long pikes and into their wielders. Under the whirlwind of blades, blood and body parts fly, painting the blue-skinned gods of the battlefield red within moments. 
 
    The Ghost Riders under Aydan and Nadya are second in connecting with the enemy. The Alliance infantry, consisting predominantly of conscripted peasants, are utterly terrified by the appearance of the burning nightmares and drop their weapons to run away. It makes it easier for them to be pierced and cut through by the bladed lances of the Dominion's elite heavy cavalry. 
 
    Moments later, Rankud's troops crash into the human army's rear with their spiked tower shields. The massive demons fling aside even the most heavily armored soldiers and throw them through the air like ragdolls. Cleaving the enemies into pieces with their giant axes, the minotaurs don't fall behind the ajura in their advance. 
 
    Kethorn's horde charges into the flank of the enemies still entering the city. They're too slow in responding to the demon reinforcements, allowing the centaurs to drive a wedge deep into their ranks. Like a ship cutting across the open sea, the Great Conqueror's army moves through the enemy lines unhindered. 
 
    Thousands of humans perish within moments of the charge, and the besiegers' morale is instantly shattered. Only very few try to stand and fight, but most drop their weapons and flee for their lives. The defensive line breaks with little resistance, allowing the demon reinforcements to trample the unprepared forces beyond. 
 
    Along the entire Alliance army's flank, peasants begin a mass rout that affects even the most hardened career soldiers. Many drop their weapons and helmets in an attempt to lighten their load so that they can run away faster. Fewer than twenty thousand demons break the will of three hundred thousand humans with a single charge. 
 
    "Run 'em down!" Chandra's voice echoes across the battlefield and further raises the already skyrocketing morale of her troops. A storm of blades, hooves, and horns decimates the fleeing Alliance soldiers, and its momentum shows no signs of slowing. "Secure the city!" 
 
    Kethorn and her horde cut off the reinforcements into Rodens and swing around to pursue the enemies fleeing toward their center where Chandra, the ajura warriors, and the Ghost Riders rampage. Rankud's minotaurs cut off their retreat route to their siege camps, forcing the humans to run westward. 
 
    Soon, the fields outside Rodens are painted red in the blood of the fallen Alliance troops. Trampled dirt turns to mud as the scattering humans are chased down by the demons relentlessly. The Fatas, overwhelmed by the sheer number of Avinea warriors, break off and fly back toward the palisade-walled Alliance camp. The siege has been broken. 
 
    But when hope seems restored at last, deep and droning horns blast across the battlefield. Chandra turns in the direction where they came from and narrows her eyes. She has heard their pitch many times before, made through specific instruments unique to a particular unit in the Alliance. 
 
    The field marshal spots three dozen human figures on the palisade walls, each blowing a man-sized horn fashioned from wrapped wood. Their unwieldy shape and deep sound serve not only to announce the presence of this unit but also as a warning to their allies to make way for them. 
 
    The horns soon cease, and the men and women put them aside. Climbing onto the palisades, they look across the battlefield with sharp eyes. They all wear only simple clothes and wield no weapons, but their demeanor suggests that they are ready to head out for battle. 
 
    "Form up!" Chandra yells, understanding precisely what is about to happen. The ajura warriors with her know from experience as well and quickly relay her orders. It soon reaches Rankud, who knows better than to question the field marshal's decisions. He may be the chieftain of the largest minotaur coalition in Dominion history, but everybody knows that Chandra has fought in wars since the dawn of the Dominion itself. 
 
    The men and women on the Alliance camp's palisades leap off and explode into fire. From within the balls of flames, wingless dragonkin emerge and impact the ground. Their roars echo off the mountainside, announcing their approach better than their horns ever could. Their massive claws grind into the dirt as if readying themselves like loaded springs. 
 
    From within the camp's wooden gate, one more dragonkin emerges. This one is larger than the others, with pitch-black scales and a harness on its back. Upon it sits a female knight wielding a massive silver lance with a spiral shape. Her armor and kite shield seem to be made from crimson dragon scales, giving her a rough and aggressive overall appearance. Her face is rimmed by curly blonde locks that spill forth from her spike-covered helmet, and intense blue eyes glare across the battlefield. 
 
    She wordlessly raises her spiral lance and points it forward. This is the signal for her mount and the other dragonkin to charge down the slope toward the Dominion's reinforcements. As the three dozen dragonkin barrel toward the battlefield on all fours, they snap with their jaws in an intimidating display of their destructive power. 
 
    Within moments, the dragonkin are upon the demons, and this time the latter are helplessly flung through the air. Even massive minotaurs and large-bodied centaurs are but toys before the beasts that the Lord Creator modeled after the most powerful beings in this world, the dragons. Belching flames and ripping with their front claws, they rage through their enemies unhindered. 
 
    Chandra laughs maniacally as she charges at a dragonkin approaching her. Rolling out of a flame breath's way and dodging under massive claws that send half a dozen of her soldiers flying, she reaches the flank of the beast and slashes into the softer underbelly with her tridents. It roars in pain and snaps its neck around to bite the field marshal, but she drops her weapons and grabs the massive jaws with all six of her hands. 
 
    "This is more like it!" She exclaims in joy and tries to force the jaws apart. When she sees fire building inside the dragonkin's throat, she reverses the force of her hands and snaps its maw shut. Then, she pulls its head down and slams it face-first into the dirt. The fire breath explodes inside the beast's closed mouth, and flames flare from its nostrils. "It wouldn't have been a challenge otherwise!" 
 
    Stunned by its own fire emerging from a place it wasn't intended to, the dragonkin staggers and coughs. Chandra uses all three of her right arms to deliver an uppercut into its chin, rattlings its brain and forcing its head upward. Then, she kicks up both her tridents and strikes at the exposed throat with a cross slash. Dragonkin blood rains down on her from above, and she quickly sidesteps the falling beast as it writhes in its final death throes. 
 
    However, her troops don't fare as well against the other dragonkin. Their gigantic size makes them sheer unstoppable once in motion, and their claws shred even steel armor. Minotaurs are a menace against regular humans and their cavalry, but the situation is reversed when they face opponents far bigger than themselves. The same goes for centaurs and the Ghost Riders, who have no answer to the charge of the dragonkin, who are unexpectedly nimble for their size. 
 
    What appeared to turn into a sweeping Dominion victory has now become a dire fight for survival once more. The siege army that routed earlier is regrouping under the quick-witted orders of their commanders. Once those troops rejoin the battle, Chandra's reinforcements will be overwhelmed on both sides. 
 
    But the field marshal cares little for the overall battle situation; she has tasted dragonkin blood and craves more. However, her prowess has drawn the attention of the knight in crimson dragon armor, who charges straight for her on the back of her powerful black dragonkin. 
 
    "I am the Dragon Knight, Svanhild Akerman. Come and face your death, Chandra of the Ajura!" The female knight's face and voice still hold youth, but her tone is firm and speaks of her resolve. She must know Chandra's might but still dares to challenge her head-on. 
 
    "Oh, my. A noble girl." The field marshal looks up in feigned surprise, then smiles sardonically. She has fought plenty of humans who overestimated their abilities due to being born wealthy and never having to overcome any hardships in their lives. Such hardships, at times, shape even peasants into more formidable warriors than nobles. 
 
    Of course, Chandra can tell that Svanhild is different because she carries a gigantic lance that should be too heavy for humans to wield - let alone with only one hand. Moreover, she introduced herself as the Dragon Knight, meaning that she's a champion of the gods. Even if many of their kind are overconfident, they are still forces to be reckoned with. 
 
    "Ya seem to know me already, so I'll spare ya the introductions." Spinning the two tridents through all six of her hands before bringing them both forward in a challenging gesture, Chandra announces. Wordlessly, Svanhild raises her lance, and a powerful whirlwind begins to swirl around its entire length like a spinning drill. "Ohh, fancy." 
 
    With a kick of her greaves, the Dragon Knight drives on her mount, which lunges at Chandra while breathing fire. The field marshal charges straight through the flames fearlessly and engages the Chosen Knight in a duel. 
 
    As the two clash, the other dragonkin wreak havoc all around them. The Dominion is on the back foot once more. 
 
      
 
    The troops under Chandra are rapidly losing ground as the dragonkin unit tears into their ranks. Seeing this, the routed human forces make a comeback and return with a vengeance. Overwhelmed by the ensuing half-encirclement, the demons are pushed toward Rodens's walls, where enemy archers have taken up positions and pick them off unhindered. 
 
    The Avinea clan tried its best to help clear the outer ring of the city when the Fatas retreated, but the invading humans have become deeply entrenched already. Now, the winged heralds of the human gods return once more, and the battle in the skies above Rodens rages again. 
 
    Taragasura's unit of ajura warriors is all but spent. While they held the main gate against the three Chosen Knights, Colart, Folke, and Clerebolg, the gatehouse is surrounded by enemies. As the fighting spills into the last layer before the castle walls, Nilotec and his troops continue to hold their position so that the ajura deputy commander is not attacked from atop the gate. 
 
    "Push out! Go to Chandra's aid!" Supreme Commander Ophalen roars while slamming his right fist onto the stone windowsill. Although he survived a duel to the death only the previous day, and his wounds haven't healed yet, his spirit runs as high as ever. 
 
    However, nobody is left to take his orders, and he's well aware of that fact. Even the Crimson Storm has already been sent out to defend the civilians in the third ring of Rodens. Markor and Pelial have left the command center and taken to the field as well, so only a few aides remain. 
 
    The dragonkin unit is tearing into Chandra's troops on an open field while the latter has no War Basilisk support. Even if she makes it out alive as she always does, if these reinforcements are all but wiped out, not only Rodens but all of the Dominion may be lost. 
 
    "Now would be a good time for the Kinslayer to appear..." The crocodilian demon mutters, half in jest and half in desperation. He heard the reports of a winged dragonkin who had been given that title when she helped in the defense of Phoshand alongside a Fata with black wings called the Black Valkyrie. However, they left the city with several other warriors of renown to catch the human hero who killed Queen Pelomyx and Gelvath, the second coming of King Aldeath. 
 
    That band of unlikely companions hasn't been heard of since, and the likelihood that they died in their quest is relatively high. To invoke their memory now shows how dire Ophalen thinks the situation to be. His mind is swirling with curses against the champions of the human gods and their unfair powers that allowed such a massive force to reach the lightly defended Rodens with impunity. At this point, he can think of nothing else they could do to turn this battle around. 
 
    Suddenly, the sky flickers with lightning. Kael, the Lord of the Sky, is making his watchful presence known to the humans. The drumroll-like thunder boosts their morale, and they fight their physically more powerful but less numerous enemies with unwavering resolve. 
 
    A battle in which the gods themselves interfere seems unwinnable for the side that doesn't enjoy their favor. Ophalen is once again reminded of Aldeath and Pelomyx's sheer force of will in leading a nation into repeated wars against enemies who are backed by these gods. Despite his advanced age and the experience that comes with it, he can't shake the primeval fear of his mortality in the same way the two previous monarchs did. 
 
    "What is that...?" Meos, the argos demon, mutters and points out the window while blinking with his many eyes in sequence. He descended from the tallest tower of Rodens castle in fear of being shot at by the Fatas. If not for his presence, nobody else would have been made aware of the black flying object approaching from the distant blue skies in the west just beyond the storm clouds. 
 
    Ophalen peers out from the window and shields his remaining eye from the constant lightning flickering across the sky above, but his sight can't compare to that of an argos demon. But even Meos appears unable to identify the black shape in the distance. 
 
    He can tell that its body is as large as a dragon, but its wingspan is far too small and unmoving to support its flight. It also moves faster than even the fastest demon. Furthermore, its front appears to be made from glass, as lightning is reflected in it. 
 
    "Is this another human machination?" Ophalen growls, now able to see it himself. He has heard the report about the flying island that attacked Arkaim - a sanctum of the human gods harboring an entire army of Electi and Chosen Knights. This black object is far smaller, but it could carry something equally dreadful. 
 
    Rewera appears beside the crocodilian demon and looks straight at the flying object with narrowed dark-red eyes. Ophalen shoots her a glance and notices that the corners of the maid leader's lips curl up ever so slightly. 
 
    "What do your Rangatira eyes see?" He asks carefully, unsure what to make of Rewera's expression; he has never seen her smile before. 
 
    "It reminds me of something the queen showed me once." Finally, the maid leader breaks out into an unmistakable bright smile. Ophalen would raise an eyebrow if he had any, but Rewera continues. "There is hope yet."

  

 
   
    Chapter 165 - Chaos Returns 
 
      
 
      
 
    A massive battle rages both outside and inside the layered fortress city of Rodens. Humans and demons fight in the burning streets and on the trampled fields, and a host of Fatas dominates the skies above. Three dozen dragonkin rampage among the diminishing demons as they make their stand in front of the city walls. 
 
    If I hadn't fought in Pacha, I would have been overwhelmed by this sight. Now, I calmly analyze the situation and decide where to land. I bring with me several forces of nature, myself included. If we strike the rear of the Alliance army with all our might, it should rout them quickly. 
 
    The sky above Rodens is alight with flashes of lightning. Considering Tahiri is inside the Chaos Jet right now, it's clear that this is Zeke's doing. He must be watching the battle from his bed of clouds and enjoying the spectacle. The God of the Sky seems to agree with my assessment, as her eyes show a dangerous glint. She clearly wants to go and have a word with her ex-husband. 
 
    As we approach the hill on the western flank of the Alliance army, humans not engaged in battle notice the Chaos Jet. Not one of them has any idea what I am, so they're slow to react. I land silently on the slope outside their view and open up to let my passengers disembark. 
 
    We climb the few paces to the top of the hill, a dozen people facing the tens of thousands of enemies that lie between us and the demon forces. The humans who see us must be thinking that we're demons as well, but they sneer at our insignificant number. That gives me plenty of time to hold a short strategy meeting. 
 
    "Hestia, provide long-range support with Tokomaha from here." I begin to give out everybody's roles. The wingless Fata stares at me with sunken crimson eyes for a moment before realizing that I'm telling her to fight rather than stay back and hide. Her face lights up, and I give her a reassuring smile. I'm not going to treat her as the infirm she seems to consider herself to be now. 
 
    "Are you sure you should leave her with me?" Tokomaha asks in the Tuwheranui language and looks up at me with a smug grin. Although she doesn't understand Imperian, she heard her name and grasps the meaning behind my gesture when I pointed at the ground. "I might seriously eat her up." 
 
    "We can do that together after this battle." I respond to her in all seriousness, causing the little goddess to blink her eyes in surprise. 
 
    "That's a death flag." Senka suddenly adds, and I spin my head around to her. 
 
    "Since when do you speak this language?" I'm seriously shocked, even though I shouldn't be when it comes to the living doll's many hidden talents. Senka only stares at me, then shrugs while mouthing 'duh' as if to say that it's self-evident. 
 
    "I'll take you up on that then, Kaos." Tokomaha's smugness explodes when she overcomes her initial surprise, and she glances at Hestia with unexpectedly lecherous eyes. The God of Growth has been eyeing the fallen Fata since she first laid eyes on her in Rikshakti. Clearly, she feels attracted to her. 
 
    "Anyway..." Clearing my throat, I signal that I want to move on with the strategy meeting. The battle is still raging, and with every wasted moment, more blood is spilled. "Aurelia, lead those on the ground to battle. Prioritize getting through to the demons over there." 
 
    I point at the contingent of blue-skinned people surrounded by enemies and dragonkin. I know that the Ajura clan is often considered the backbone of the Dominion. If they all fell here, morale would surely take an irreversible hit. I'm sure my companions and I could win this war on our own, but it would make things harder later down the line. 
 
    Aurelia is the only other person besides Senka and me who speaks both Imperian and the Tuwheranui language. And I intend to keep the doll girl with Hestia. This leaves the Golden Queen as the only person who can coordinate with Korenga, who stares out at the battlefield without even trying to listen to our conversation. She's ready to bash some skulls. 
 
    The Golden Queen in question only nods, not showing any thoughts on her face. But I can tell that she doesn't appreciate the notion of me so casually ordering her around. After all, she was a queen who led armies into battle in a time when she was still mortal. She knows more about strategy and tactics than I do, and that's why I let her take the lead. 
 
    "Tahiri and Aratio." I call out to the two goddesses, but they're already looking up at the lightning in the sky. Aratio appears uncharacteristically focused; the prospect of meeting her father seems to hold her random impulses in check. They both already know what to do. 
 
    "They're coming." Kamii mutters and points down the slope. A contingent of light cavalry is riding toward us, numbering about three for each of us. I commend their foresight of not underestimating demons and sending more than equal numbers. Still, they can't know that their entire army won't be enough to stop us. 
 
    Around our feet, the dirt shifts and breaks to reveal roots growing at an unnatural rate. They form vaguely humanoid shapes reminiscent of the God of Growth and grow javelins and spear-throwers from their branch-like arms. The charging cavalry slows down in confusion, but it's already too late for them. 
 
    A volley of wooden projectiles rips through them without hitting a single horse. The tree clones' pinpoint accuracy is almost scary, and that's coming from me, who's on her side. It must have been an incredible shock for the humans beyond who witnessed the short work she made of their vanguard. 
 
    "Follow the Golden Queen." I turn to Kamii and Daica. The latter's expression lights up when she realizes that I'm depending on her. But after what she achieved in the Death Moon, she has certainly proven herself a capable fighter. 
 
    Finally, I glance at Dregana, who keeps sticking with Hestia. I doubt she will head off into battle, so I'll let her stay with the fallen Fata as her protector. Still, I trust that when push comes to shove, Tokomaha will do a better job at it. 
 
    Kerry is flying somewhere high above the clouds, but one call from me will let them know that it's time for their involvement. Last time, they single-handedly disabled the massive Death Moon, but this is a battlefield of flesh-and-blood beings. If they came down on it like a comet, the collateral damage would be devastating. 
 
    Ascertaining that everybody is ready one last time, I clad myself in golden dragon armor. Then, I raise my hand and signal to move out. To my surprise, Tokomaha's tree clones uproot themselves and charge into battle. More grow from the ground and do the same until several hundred run down the slope alongside the others. Indeed, the little goddess is a veritable force of nature herself. 
 
    "What are you doing?" Senka asks when I peer across the battlefield instead of moving out. 
 
    "I have business over there." I point at the wooden command platform near the rear of the Alliance army above which several flags fly in the breeze. I don't know about their heraldry, but I can tell that somebody of importance will be there. "To negotiate." 
 
      
 
    As my comrades crash into the Alliance army's flank with their small but powerful numbers, I fly over the heads of the humans. I have to suppress the urge to unleash magic in their teeming ranks even as they shoot arrows that whiff past my ears or bounce off my armor. My Crawling Chaos instincts scream at me to sow death and destruction; it's like the temptation of unleashing a nuclear bomb in a videogame the moment one sees a congregation of enemies. 
 
    But I'm not here to commit genocide. It would be exceedingly easy to do so, but that would make me no better than the humans, both old and new. Instead, I head straight for the enemy's command center, where I can see the soldiers growing restless. The elevated wooden platform where the commanders of this Alliance army are overseeing the battle is teeming with guards carrying heavy shields. 
 
    I see several people in their midst who appear to be nobles and officers. One man wears armor clearly meant to be ornamental rather than practical. It's covered in an elaborate golden relief depicting Fatas and human soldiers charging across a battlefield heroically. A red cape is draped over his shoulders, and his helmet is decorated with an oversized red comb like that of a rooster. 
 
    A fireball flies at me, but I swing my hand effortlessly and disperse it a few meters away from me. Arrows follow, but I wave my other hand and create a gust of wind that causes them to veer off. At this point, I should have made my power clear, but it obviously makes the humans more desperate to stop me from attacking their commander. 
 
    Before anybody can react, I drop out of the sky and land in the middle of the Alliance command center. Countless tentacles shoot out from my body, each flinging one of the guards off the wooden platform until only those looking like officers remain. 
 
    "Hear me, humans!" I announce loudly. My voice is enhanced by giving myself greater lung capacity than is physically possible for my body. It stops the soldiers scrambling back up the steps to defend their superiors in their tracks. "I am Chaos, daughter of Queen Pelomyx and Crown Princess of the Dominion!" 
 
    For a moment, there's only silence. I see the terror rise in the gazes of the officers when they realize the implication of my title. If I'm the daughter of Queen Pelomyx, I must be similarly powerful. They should know that the Chosen Hero could only defeat her with the aid of their gods. 
 
    "You seem to be in charge. Let us talk this out." I point at the man in the ornamental armor, who flinches at the sudden attention. "What is your name?" 
 
    "I am Hector, Fourth Prince of Terminus." Raising an eyebrow, he introduces himself in a practiced manner. He's in control of his voice despite his apparent fear, showing that he must have been taught how to deal with unforeseen situations such as this. "You wish to negotiate?" 
 
    "No, I wouldn't call it a negotiation." I tilt my head and look aside as if searching for the right words. My mother has taught me how to project power with simple gestures, and I'm making full use of this knowledge. "I'm making you an offer that you cannot refuse." 
 
    "What would that be?" Hector asks, his confidence faltering under my uncaring attitude. I'm standing in his command center, doubtlessly surrounded by his most elite soldiers and mages to protect him. But my demeanor makes it look like I'm taking a stroll in my backyard. He's right in fearing me. 
 
    "Take your troops and leave." I turn aside and gesture at his massive army. They outnumber the Dominion forces nearly ten to one; it's an insurmountable difference in power. I'm aware that no sane commander would give up when they appear to have the upper hand. 
 
    "What if I refuse?" Looking straight into my eyes, Hector probes for my reaction. 
 
    "You do not seem to understand what I mean by an offer you cannot refuse." My tone doesn't change, but my expression grows cold. "There are no other options left for you. Unless, of course, you wish to see your entire army destroyed." 
 
    "Hah! The walls have fallen, the city is being taken as we speak, and we have the numerical advantage." The fourth prince declares with inexplicable self-confidence. Somewhere in his mind, he must have come to the conclusion that I'm bluffing. "The gods themselves are on our side." 
 
    I look up into the sky, where the lightning has stopped. I assume Tahiri and Aratio are confronting Zeke right now. But it would seem that Hector hasn't caught on to that fact yet. He also has yet to notice the change on the western edge of the battlefield where Tokomaha's tree clone army is multiplying and advancing. Soon, they will link up with the demons fighting outside the wall and initiate a counter push. 
 
    "Shall I assume that this is your final answer?" I ask with a sigh, and Hector stares at me with a hint of confusion. He must be racking his brain to understand why I'm so confident in presenting my terms when he seems to have the upper hand in this battle. 
 
    "If you're the spawn of that monster. There's no more reason for talk!" Suddenly, a young woman in pitch-black armor leaps onto the platform behind the fourth prince and points an equally black sword at me. From her unique equipment, I presume that this is a Chosen Knight. 
 
    "Who are you?" I furrow my brow in displeasure, which visibly alarms Hector. Now I'm beginning to enjoy myself; I feel the rising fear in the people around me as it slowly dawns on them that their lives are in my hands. 
 
    "I am Tephna of the Triarchy, the Dark Knight!" She announces her name and title with pride and brandishes her sword. I raise an eyebrow; she may wear black armor, but her skin is almost pale white, and the hair I see spilling from her helmet is silver. She reminds me of Hestia before her corruption. "You will die here, spawn of evil!" 
 
    She charges forward with a fearless battle cry, but I recognize a hint of something else in Tephna's eyes. That's when I notice the almost invisibly tiny black tendrils extending across her face from below. I grab the black blade with my hand, causing its wielder to stare at it in surprise. Then I pull it out of her hand and toss it off the platform before unleashing countless tentacles from my hand that pour into her armor. 
 
    A moment later, her entire suit of armor comes undone, revealing the girl's slender form underneath. She looks around in terror, then falls to her knees and begins to cry like a child. The blackness from the armor draws back like countless ants from a clean carcass to reveal regular steel. It pulls together into a pool between the silver-haired girl and me, then begins to rise like a drop of crude oil that moves against gravity. 
 
    "Impressive." A deep and alluring female voice comes from within the darkness as it takes the shape of a person. The blackness fades to reveal a voluptuous woman with long black hair. It drapes over her shoulders and seamlessly connects with her dress. Then I realize it's moving, running across her curves like a waterfall that remains in an undulating pool at her feet. "How did you know?" 
 
    Her purple lips are curled into a smile, and her half-closed green eyes reveal the slightly glittery purple eyeshadow. She exudes sensuality and mystery, and her intense gaze scrutinizes me like that of a predator. 
 
    "Call it intuition." I casually lift a hand and turn it into a spike that stabs through the real Tephna's chest. But black liquid spills from the wound rather than red blood. She doesn't even flinch and walks forward, impaling herself deeper on the spike. 
 
    "What now, princess?" She asks with a self-assured smile, confident because she thinks she's impervious to physical attacks. This Chosen Knight may be an attempt of the Old Humans to create something like my mother or me. But there's one big difference; I can tell that she's still human. 
 
    "Are her actions in line with your decision, Fifth Prince Hector?" I ignore Tephna and turn to the commander of this Alliance army. He stares at his Chosen Knight and me in turn, attempting to determine which of us would come out on top if we fought seriously. 
 
    I haven't shown my full power, although I did reveal myself to be the daughter of Queen Pelomyx. Meanwhile, he should know the extent of this Dark Knight's abilities. I wouldn't fault him for taking his chances with the latter. 
 
    "Kill this creature, Tephna." Hector makes his decision, and I sigh once more. This makes things more complicated. 
 
    "Who is your second-in-command?" I ask the fifth prince before Tephna can move, causing him to furrow his brow in confusion. "No, the better question is, where is your second-in-command?" 
 
    "Why do you want to know?" He asks, now clearly shaken by my calm demeanor. I'm but one demon in the middle of his camp, with a powerful Chosen Knight who seems to be impervious to my attacks guarding him. 
 
    "Perhaps they will be more willing to call a retreat." I state with a shrug. This causes Hector to glance aside into the distance for only a moment, but that's enough for me. "Thank you for your time." 
 
    With these words, I spread the spike still stuck in Tephna's chest out into the shape of a gigantic spatula that bisects her vertically. Her form turns into black liquid and splashes down into the puddle on the floor. I can tell that this didn't kill her. 
 
    Without waiting for her to reform, I grab the crying silver-haired girl Tephna used as a puppet and float up into the air with her under my arm. My eyes are fixated on Hector, who seems to realize that he may have made the wrong choice. I grow a cannon from my left hand and disintegrate the command center and its surroundings under plasma fire before he has time to regret it. 
 
      
 
    Korenga barrels through armored soldiers on a direct path toward the center of the battlefield. She has yet to unleash her black form as she doesn't need it against humans or the giant lizards fighting on their side. Around her neck floats a golden trinket that Aurelia gave her. The Golden Queen uses it to point her in the right direction: The Dominion's reinforcements surrounded by enemies. 
 
    Aurelia is riding a horse made from pure gold across the battlefield. Of course, she would never walk in the muck with her beautiful greaves and stain them with blood and dirt. Floating blades dance around her, cutting a path for her comrades to follow into. The enemies are humans indoctrinated by the false gods, so she is apprehensive about unleashing her full strength against them. 
 
    Kamii and Daica don't fight along the way and only follow Aurelia's path. Getting embroiled in battle could result in them getting left behind in the middle of the enemy forces. 
 
    Tokomaha's tree clones wash over the humans like a tidal wave. Her long-range support from the hill moves after them while throwing volleys of spears. As the God of Growth slowly advances, she continues to watch Hestia. The fallen Fata shoots black spirits spears at important-looking targets from afar, hitting them with pinpoint accuracy. It would seem that she has pulled herself out of the hole she fell into after losing her wings. 
 
    Dregana uses only wind magic, avoiding fire because of Tokomaha's tree clones. She fought the Alliance army in Phoshand without hesitation, and her attitude doesn't change now. As long as her beloved Hestia wills it, she will do anything. 
 
    The Black God is the first to reach the surrounded ajura warriors. When the blue-skinned demons see the towering tattoo-covered human-looking woman, their first impression is that she's a Chosen Knight. However, judging by the battered human soldier still in her grip, they conclude that she must be on their side. 
 
    "Uh, how do I do this?" The Black God scratches the back of her head and wonders in the Tuwheranui language, which no demon understands. But then she throws the human at an approaching dragonkin's face, causing the latter to flinch from the impact. 
 
    That gives the ajura certainty. And even the last doubters are appeased when Korenga charges past them and delivers a jumping haymaker at the dragonkin's jaw. The giant beast's head is snapped backward by the impact, breaking its neck in an instant. In its death throes, its tail whips about and rips through human soldiers too slow to dodge. 
 
    "Ya here to help us." An exceptionally muscular male ajura with purple eyes, who stands at a height not much shorter than Korenga, asks in a rhetorical tone. But the latter doesn't understand a word and only shrugs while shaking her head. "I think she doesn't speak our language." 
 
    "Where ya think she's from then?" Another ajura asks while fending off an enemy soldier effortlessly. 
 
    "She said something before. Couldn't tell what it was. Not a language I've ever heard." A third member of their clan adds while kicking away a human's shield, sending the latter tumbling backward into his troops. 
 
    The fact that the ajura can chat like this in the middle of a battle shows that they aren't in much of a pinch. They may have become surrounded, but their fighting prowess is still unmatched. As long as their enemies are conscripted peasants, they can fight nearly indefinitely. 
 
    "You are of the Ajura clan!" Aurelia cuts her way through the encirclement on her golden mount and calls out to the demons in question. She had seen them in the war against Rannoz when she helped Vanadia take the Dominion throne. 
 
    The ajura witnessed her fight her way through the human troops, so they know that she's not a Chosen Knight either, even if her appearance is much closer to one than Korenga's. But this time, they clearly heard her speak in Imperian. 
 
    "Who are ya?" The first male ajura, who appears to be in charge of this isolated detachment, asks with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    "Kamii!" Suddenly, another ajura yells and cuts off Aurelia's answer when she sees the little dark elf come in through the gap the Golden Queen left behind. 
 
    "Mukasura." Kamii acknowledges the battalion commander under Chandra with a nod. She then turns back to look for her sister, who reaches them shortly after. 
 
    Suddenly, an explosion of light and flames erupts at the enemy's command center. It would appear that Chaos has concluded her negotiations. She hasn't mentioned what she would do after, so her companions will continue to play their part in this battle. 
 
    "Follow me." Aurelia announces while pointing at Rodens. "We will regroup with the others at the wall and retake the city." 
 
    "Who made ya boss?" One of the ajura beside Mukasura points at the Golden Queen with a short spear. 
 
    "Princess Chaos." Although the Golden Queen dislikes the notion of invoking another person's name to assert authority, she does so for the sake of swinging this battle. "Your princess has returned." 
 
    For a moment, there's only silence - as silent as an active battlefield can be. Mukasura scrutinizes Aurelia with suspicion written on his face but doesn't immediately decide that she's lying. 
 
    "Is this goldy telling the truth?" He turns to Kamii and asks her. The little dark elf was universally loved in Ajurai, and Chandra put a lot of time into training her personally. She left with Queen Pelomyx and went to Arkaim on the day the human gods attacked, meaning that she had a connection with the late queen as well. They will trust Kamii's word in this. 
 
    "Yes." She points at the fire and smoke rising from where the Alliance command center used to be with her cursed arm. "That was the princess." 
 
    Once again, there's only silence. Then, a cheer runs through the ajura that causes the surrounding humans to shy away in surprise. Aurelia recognizes that the blue-skinned demons will now cooperate with them and rides through their ranks toward their other side, in the direction of Rodens. Mukasura bellows orders for his troops to follow the Golden Queen, and they move out for the final push.

  

 
   
    Chapter 166 - Siegebreaker 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Hear me! Here speaks Chaos, Crown Princess of the Dominion!" I roar across the battlefield at a volume that would burst my eardrums if I didn't plug them with matter from inside me. After setting down the peasant girl a distance from the battlefield and fruitlessly searching for a person likely to be Hector's second-in-command, I gave up and decided to appeal to the human group survival instinct instead. 
 
    This time, my voice appears to be loud enough to cause everybody to cease fighting momentarily. It's not often that humans hear a loud voice in the sky that announces itself to be from the crown princess of the enemy. Usually, it would be the voices of Fatas that encourage them to fight harder for their gods. 
 
    "Fourth Prince Hector is dead. Continue to fight, and you shall share his fate." I declare and point toward the crater I left behind where the Alliance command center used to be. "Surrender now, and I promise you safe passage to Pontis Daemonis." 
 
    I put much thought into what I would say in this situation. Giving the enemies a concrete way out is always better than pure intimidation. I know that if cornered by a seemingly invincible enemy, I would still lash out for even the tiniest chance at survival. 
 
    "Leave this land and never return. We shall have peace, then." I close my short announcement on a hopeful note. Of course, peace will never come as long as the Old Humans control the Alliance. But at least we may be able to end this battle before more need to die. With that, I glance at the sky above, where the clouds loom but no lightning crackles. 
 
    Suddenly, something tugs at me from below, and I look down to find myself getting pulled into a tornado. The wind direction appears reversed, sucking me toward the ground. I could fly out of this quite easily, but I'm interested in learning who has control over the wind like this. Zeke wouldn't be on the ground, so it must be a Chosen Knight, but I can't see it due to the dust surrounding me. 
 
    The tornado narrows the closer I get to its origin, and I find that it comes from a giant spinning drill. Floating in place for a moment to appreciate its design, I decide that I'm even more interested now. There's just something about drills that causes my heart to beat higher. Mecha anime often employ them to great effect, after all. 
 
    Breaking out of the wind tunnel effortlessly, I find myself in a larger but slower storm spinning around the wielder of the drill. It's a young woman riding on the back of a black dragonkin. She's covered in full crimson armor that seems to be made of dragon scales. 
 
    "You..." The crimson knight looks at me with a surprised expression in her intense blue eyes. 
 
    "Do I know you?" I feel compelled to ask. 
 
    "What?! How dare you forget... no, it matters not." Lowering her massive drill lance and dispersing the tornado, the Chosen Knight points it at me and introduces herself. "Dragon Knight, Svanhild Akerman. I shall take your head, demon." 
 
    "Drills?" When she introduces herself, I finally recognize the golden drill-like locks spilling from underneath her helmet. She's the noble girl at the Royal Academy who tried to bully me when I just joined her class. Ironically, it turned out that she was lousy at magic and only got in because of her status. "You became a Chosen Knight? You, of all people?" 
 
    "What?! I was chosen on the same day as you! But you wouldn't know because you declined the gods and left before it was over!" Svanhild stabs her lance forward with an angry roar, and a torrent of wind flies toward me. I stand still and enjoy the breeze. 
 
    "I guess the gods are running out of talented people if they had to bring you in." I state with a shrug, reveling in her rising anger. Her childish attempts at bullying didn't bother me much since they mostly backfired on her. But I do feel like teasing her back for it. 
 
    "You dare look down on me?" Svanhild drives her dragonkin onward. Its front paw comes down on me, but I lift my hand and catch it with my palm as if giving it a high-five. Despite my outward appearance, my mass is immense right now, so I can take the weight without budging. 
 
    "He's well-trained." I smile, acting as if the dragonkin just gave me paw on purpose. That aggravates both the mount and the rider. The former opens its jaws to rip me apart, but I grow spikes from my golden armor and turn into Hedgehog Mode. It has been a while since I last used this. 
 
    The dragonkin notices quickly enough and avoids gettings the interior of its mouth skewered. I have to remember that this massive, flightless dragon is essentially a human on the inside, just like Dregana. Of course, it would have the intelligence to look out for potential dangers like this. 
 
    But when the dragonkin moves to the side to avoid biting me, Svanhild is put in the perfect position to stab at me with her spinning drill lance. I draw back the spikes into a smooth breastplate and let the weapon scrape across it without sustaining any damage. As it does, a whirlwind shoots out from the drill grooves and generates a horizontal blast that rips through the human soldiers behind me. 
 
    It's similar to Vanadia's Will but far less destructive. The wind alone can't shred steel, but it flings people through the air and causes them to crash into each other. Svanhild did indeed improve immensely in the two years since I last saw her. She has become a veritable Chosen Knight who can influence a whole battle on her own. 
 
    "I wonder, what makes you the Dragon Knight? Other than that you ride a dragonkin, that is." I wonder while tilting my head with a smile. I might be having too much fun with this in the middle of a life-and-death battle. Then I stare the dragonkin in the eyes and stop smiling. "What would happen if I killed it?" 
 
    A Crawling Chaos is a wondrous existence. If they let their disguise slip even slightly, living beings are instantly hit by instinctive terror. Longer exposure causes insanity and death, but short doses can be used to throw enemies off for a moment. 
 
    The dragonkin suddenly disappears in an explosion of fire, causing Svanhild to drop into the mud of the battlefield. The dragonkin is a muscular man with harsh facial features, but before me, he is like a terrified child hiding from the monster under the bed. He stays curled up in the dirt, trying his hardest to avoid looking in my direction. 
 
    "What have you done?!" The Dragon Knight scrambles back to her feet and shifts her gaze between me and her mount. If she were better at reading a person's expressions, she would have realized the truth. But she's still Drills, the noble girl lacking common sense. 
 
    "Surrender, Svanhild. For the sake of our... old friendship." I raise a hand toward the drill-haired Chosen Knight and give her the warmest smile I can muster. She's taken aback by it but then visibly tenses her jaw and glares at me with a furious expression. 
 
    "You speak of friendship, demon?" She points her giant lance at me and asks in an angry tone. "The academy accepted you with open arms, and you repaid it in blood!" 
 
    With these words, she locks her triangular shield with her lance. It begins to spin loudly, expelling wind backward instead of forward. Be it her own invention or something she learned after hearing of my battle at the Royal Academy, but she uses a technique similar to mine. A burst of wind in her back propels her toward me, and her greaves slide across the ground as if she were on wheels. 
 
    "You will pay for your betrayal!" She roars while charging straight for my chest. But I silently erect a light barrier and stop her in her tracks with a simple gesture. She's right about what I did at the academy, and I regret most of it. If only I had an opportunity to talk it out peacefully with the professors, many things would have gone quite differently. 
 
    Suddenly, a crack appears on the light barrier, and I raise an eyebrow. Svanhild didn't get discouraged by it and continued to charge forward with her spinning drill, and this is her reward. The spell breaks, and she shoots through it as if released from a spring. Before I can react, the lance pierces through Kiamedras's golden scales and finds my soft flesh underneath. It drills through my entire body and emerges from my back. 
 
    "This is for the professors." Svanhild stares into my eyes from up close as if hoping to find pain, fear, and perhaps remorse. But when she sees none of those emotions, her expression falters. Physical attacks are essentially useless against my body. 
 
    "They fought to kill me, too." I put a hand on the Dragon Knight's shield and effortlessly yank it out of her hand. She won't hear any excuses from me, but I won't let myself be accused one-sidedly. "Would you lie down and let yourself be killed for being what you are?" 
 
    With these words, I grip onto the lance with my mass and shove Svanhild away with so much force that her feet leave the ground. A moment later, her back hits the mud, and she flips over herself once before coming to a halt. As a Chosen Knight, that shouldn't have hurt her much, but I don't have the time to stay and find out. 
 
    I slide the lance out of my chest sideways and look it up and down. It appears to be a regular weapon and isn't even covered in runes, but it could break through the light barrier. That's a testament to the incredible power of Svanhild's imagination. 
 
    Dropping the lance, I shoot up into the sky and look across the battlefield. The fighting has restarted after Svanhild interrupted me, so I'll have to do it over again. But this time, I won't let myself be distracted until the Alliance retreats. 
 
    When I attempt to raise my voice, I notice Svanhild shouting at me from below. The armor on her back opens up and creates a pair of fixed wings from which streams of wind emerge. A moment later, she blasts off the ground and flies at me. If she came up with this idea herself, she must be a genius. After all, it's quite similar to how I flew before I knew about the Reality Engine. Also, it looks pretty cool. 
 
    "I have no time to deal with you." But for all the admiration I have for her massive improvements since the days when she could barely cast a gust of wind in the academy, she's a hindrance to me right now. I wave my hand and swat her out of the sky with a blast of air, sending her plummeting back into the ground. Her wings break on impact, but it doesn't look like she's heavily wounded. 
 
    As I open my mouth to repeat my earlier announcement, this time to accompany it with a show of power the humans can't ignore, a horn with a distinctive high pitch resounds across the battlefield. It's repeated by several other horns among the human soldiers. Moments later, I hear them shouting to each other to retreat. 
 
    From the sky, I see it's not because of me that the Alliance is running. Tokomaha has taken over the battlefield, summoning tens of thousands of tree clones that roll over the human army unhindered. Perhaps Hector's second-in-command has finally deemed the battle lost. 
 
    The fighting outside the city walls and in the streets still continues. Due to the demon reinforcements pushing into the city, the humans inside have no place to run. With no more pressure from behind, the centaurs and minotaurs can now concentrate on securing Rodens and cleansing it of humans. 
 
    Looking across the fields outside the city, the magnitude of this battle and its repercussions become apparent. As the Alliance retreats east, the true extent of the fallen piled up into small hills all across the area is revealed. The majority are humans, predominantly peasants who were conscripted against their will or wide-eyed young volunteers unaware of the horrors of war. All their deaths are on the Old Humans, who forced both sides into this conflict for their entertainment. 
 
    I glance down and find that the unconscious Svanhild has been left behind. At least the human soldiers didn't trample her into the mud during their retreat. Even the dragonkin I intimidated into returning to his human form has disappeared, leaving behind his rider without hesitation. 
 
    Soon, Tokomaha's army will link up with the demons outside the walls and push into the city alongside them. With this, Rodens will be saved and the siege broken; however, the cost in lives can only be fully grasped once the dust has settled. 
 
    I look in the direction of the Alliance siege camp and find that soldiers are pouring through its gates to perceived safety. Their numbers are still high even after our intervention, while the Dominion army is wounded and exhausted. Perhaps Hector's second-in-command called the retreat, thinking they could regroup and attempt another assault. 
 
    One part of me wants to call down Kerry and have them smash the siege camp in its entirety. But I don't want to let the God of Comets shoulder the deaths of thousands of humans, so I'll hold off on that. I'll let them retreat and regroup for now and decide later what to do with them. 
 
    If they do sally out again, I will show no mercy. 
 
      
 
    The God of the Sky meets the Lord of the Sky. 
 
    When she first saw him, the starry-eyed girl named Ta Iri knew nothing of the world beyond the confines of her birthplace. She stood on the muddy path outside her storm-wracked village, looking up at weather made manifest in the form of a young man with long blond hair. His skin was white, a tone she had never seen before, and his piercing blue eyes met hers with the intensity of lightning. 
 
    Thinking about it now, Tahiri realizes that despite her long life and considerably altered appearance, one aspect might never change. She has always felt drawn to that combination of physical traits, and she found the latest in Kaos. 
 
    But her memories and resentment rush into the God of the Sky when she stands face to face with the father of her children. The man who played with her life and abandoned her when feeling threatened by her growing powers. The man who is an enemy of Kaos now. 
 
    "Tahiri." Zeke, self-proclaimed Lord of the Sky, floats before the village girl turned God of the Sky and mutters her name. His expression is calm as if he isn't surprised to see his ex-wife above this battlefield in the Dominion. He glances at Aratio, who stays beside her mother while staring at her father with almost fearful eyes but doesn't seem to recognize her. 
 
    "At least you still know me." Tahiri states in a disdainful tone when she realizes that fact. 
 
    "What are you doing here? You have your sky in Armeria." Zeke asks, not at all bothered by the God of the Sky's demeanor. She's one of the reasons why he and the other Old Humans left the continent of Armeria, where the Pacha Empire lies. 
 
    "The sky is the same everywhere. And it belongs to neither of us." With a look around herself, Tahiri responds solemnly. "Nor do the lives of mortals." 
 
    "Are you here to stop me?" Now, Zeke finally shows surprise. His tone of disbelief implies that he never expected Tahiri to care about worldly matters. And if she hadn't met Kaos, he would be right in thinking so still. 
 
    "Your game has gone on for long enough. I thought that you had tired of it when you left me... left us." The God of the Sky puts a hand around Aratio's shoulder and squeezes her. 
 
    When Zeke and his kind left Armeria, Tahiri's three children were still too young to understand why. The world may have performed over a thousand rotations around the sun since then, but their minds remain forever locked in that time when they learned that their father had abandoned them. 
 
    "In this false world, that is all that remains for us to do." The Lord of the Sky replies in an almost self-deprecating tone. But his expression shows that he genuinely believes himself superior to all other life on this planet. 
 
    "Then Nemesis has won." Tahiri asserts and breaks out in mocking laughter, causing Zeke to narrow his eyes. 
 
    "Nemesis? How do you know about that?" He suddenly begins to approach Tahiri but stops when he notices Aratio shying away. Only now does her identity dawn on him, and he stares at her for a moment before returning his gaze to her mother. 
 
    "We met him in Pacha. He was using your name to control our children. He was playing his own game in Armeria until those you call inferior beings stopped him." The God of the Sky declares in a firm tone that takes Zeke aback. She remembers Mereana being the only one among them to force Nemesis back, even if it was by only a single step. It was something none of the seemingly all-powerful gods among them could achieve. Instead, the human who barely had any divine power did it with nothing but a spear. 
 
    The Lord of the Sky is rendered speechless. The last thing he remembers before the cataclysm is the overwhelming terror he still felt even hours after seeing Nemesis announcing himself to the burning world. He couldn't stop shaking as his mother put him in the stasis capsule next to his sister's. 
 
    When he awoke many millennia later, he had forgotten everything as if it had all been a nightmare. The world had healed, but it was now overrun by the descendants of those beings he and his contemporaries had created for their games. There was no more humanity to be found, only a false garden - a playground that had become overgrown in the absence of children to play in it. 
 
    "The fact that they are inferior beings remains. We created them that way, after all." Growing defiant, Zeke states with his brow furrowed in displeasure. "Yet, I gave my love to one of them. You." 
 
    "Very romantic." Replying in a sarcastic tone, Tahiri raises a hand toward her ex-husband. "Now, I am here to tell you that we will put an end to your game. We have already begun." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Tilting his head slightly, Zeke asks in visible confusion. Before Tahiri, he has never been able to maintain a divine façade for long. 
 
    "The self-proclaimed God of Fate is no more." The God of the Sky announces with a pitying look at Zeke. Even before hearing from Kaos about her deeds after leaving Armeria, Tahiri had always considered the Old Human named Yuna a monster. The God of Fate reveled in weaving tragedy in a manner not much different from Mataku. 
 
    For a moment, the Lord of the Sky looks at his counterpart with wide-open eyes. Then, he breaks out into a smile that suggests he concluded she's trying to fool him into showing an unsightly reaction. If Yuna were indeed dead, any of the others would have informed him of that fact already. 
 
    "Go ask Alexander." It's hard for Tahiri to pronounce the false god's real name, and she could have used his title from his time in Armeria instead. But judging by Zeke's reaction upon hearing it, it was the right decision; his widened eyes tell volumes about his state of mind. 
 
    "How do you...?" Before he can ask the obvious, the Lord of the Sky takes a deep breath as if to gather his emotions. Looking down at the battlefield, he finds that his troops are retreating from an onslaught of new enemies that appear to be living trees. If he were in a better mindset, he would have cared about the loss of his pawns - and recognized the owner of this unique imagination from his time in Armeria. 
 
    Tahiri watches Zeke continue to wrestle with the issue in his mind. Finally, he makes a decision and turns away from her. His white leather jacket flaps, and his long blond hair is blown to the side in the breeze under his very control. 
 
    "Showing off before me?" Tahiri mocks her ex-husband, who shoots her a glare over his shoulder. She grows serious again and gestures at Aratio. "Even if you show me no love, at least give this child a few words as a father. You owe her far more than that, but I do not expect much from you." 
 
    Zeke vaguely remembers when he saw Aratio shortly after she was born. He and Tahiri were not exactly married, and they saw each other only once in a long while. But he recalls feeling that things between them were coming apart. The third child was merely the nail in the coffin of their relationship. 
 
    "You should expect nothing from me." Without turning around, Zeke disappears in a lightning bolt. Only moments later, the unnatural storm he summoned in his presence begins to shift and disperse, leaving behind only mother and daughter in the sky. 
 
    "Ure iti!" Aratio suddenly shouts an insult and throws a fist in the air toward the direction her father disappeared. Now that he's gone, she has reverted to her usual unpredictable self. 
 
    "That is not entirely false." Tahiri pats her daughter's head with a grin. If Zeke could have heard them, he would have gone red with shame and anger. It would have been an amusing sight to behold. 
 
    The God of the Sky feels refreshed. She had prepared herself for a heated argument, a battle, or worse. Her expectations were so low that she wouldn't even have been disappointed if Zeke hadn't recognized her. In a way, getting to reaffirm her image of him was the best outcome. Now, she can say with certainty that she no longer feels anything for her ex-husband. 
 
      
 
    Tokomaha's tree clone army grows over Rodens's walkways and overruns the humans who have taken up positions all across it. The demon reinforcements use the roots as footholds to climb over the gateless wall and rush inside after the little goddess's army. 
 
    I carry the unconscious Svanhild in my arms and head for the castle. A swarm of flying demons circle around me, eyeing me from a short distance to ascertain my identity. They can tell that I'm not a human, but they also feel they can't let me come through unhindered. 
 
    In the distance, I see a familiar figure leap off the castle wall and fly toward me on a pair of giant red wings. Their wild look stands in stark contrast to their owner's spotless maid uniform and hair worn in a neat bun. I always considered that this woman should wear thin-rimmed rectangular glasses to complete the look of the straight-laced type she appears to be. 
 
    "Your humble servant Rewera welcomes Your return, Your Highness." The maid leader bows before me in midair, raising her voice to let the flying demons around us hear. With this, my identity is no longer in question. 
 
    "Bring me to whoever is in charge." I nod and gesture at the castle. My mother told me that General Ophalen, the leader of the Petsobek, is usually her second in command. Rodens is his city, so if he's still alive, he should be the one directing the Dominion forces. 
 
    "As You wish." Rewera bows once again and turns around to lead the way. 
 
    We land on the wall, and I find myself surrounded by the Maid Corps, who stares at me with varying degrees of tearful expressions. They know that this isn't the time to let their emotions run freely since I have a lot to do now that I'm back. Thus, they stand at attention and try their best to hold their feelings in check. Most of them will think I'm Asoko, but I don't have the time to explain the situation to them right now. 
 
    "Lock this one in a room and be careful of her magic. She's a Chosen Knight." I place Svanhild on the ground and call out in the direction of the maids without addressing anybody specifically. Rewera gestures at two of the Maid Corps to carry out my order. 
 
    I look out across the city and the battlefield beyond. The demon reinforcements outside are pouring in through the gates unhindered now. They heard my announcement, so all they do is apprehend the human soldiers that slipped through Tokomaha's sweep somehow. The enemies who fled toward the Alliance camp are also making their way inside now, overseen by the host of Fatas circling above it. 
 
    Lightning crackles through the dark clouds in the sky over the city, and thunder rolls across the land. The direction of the discharge tells me that it wasn't done as an attack. Without a second lightning bolt, I have to assume that either Zeke or Tahiri departed. 
 
    "Your Highness?" Rewera wonders when she sees me rooted in place. I continue to watch the clouds, which disperse unnaturally quickly. It's a sign that the Lord of the Sky is the one who left since Tahiri has no reason to maintain the thundercloud. 
 
    "It is nothing." I turn to her and reply with a smile. She doesn't inquire further and leads the way. We descend from the wall, followed by the Maid Corps, and walk across the courtyard. Demon soldiers watch our procession with great interest, and some of the kirali who realize who I am begin to cheer. Only the maids of Arkaim castle know my blonde appearance, but the fact that they escort me with all the respect one would show a member of the royal family confirms my identity. 
 
    This is only the second time I'm inside Rodens castle. I never had the chance to meet Ophalen personally since he traveled through the Warlan mountains to inspect the various Petsobek garrisons when I was still in the Dominion. 
 
    As we make our way to the main entrance to the keep, we run across a small contingent of Petsobek entering from the castle gate. They're covered in blood from head to toe, some their own but most belonging to the humans they fought. Leading them is Nilotec, whom I recognize even underneath all the gore. 
 
    "Nilotec! It has been a while!" I greet the crocodilian demon, but he blinks his eyes in confusion. He doesn't recognize me, even with his nostrils flaring to take in my scent. To help him out, I transform into my Japanese appearance - the one I used before my mother sent me out into the world. 
 
    "Your Highness!" The Petsobek field commander drops down onto one knee and lowers his head to pay his respects. His soldiers do the same without question, following their leader's example. As my mother told me, the kirali are incredibly loyal. 
 
    "Please, at ease." I walk forward to help Nilotec back to his feet, but he quickly stands up by himself and shakes his head. He must be worried that I will get blood on my pristine golden armor. "Are you in charge here?" 
 
    "No, Your Highness. Supreme Commander Ophalen is in the castle." He maintains a formal attitude and reports like a soldier would to his superior. When I came to train in the Blood Pits, he showed me no mercy and treated me like an equal, but he must be in a different mental state right now. 
 
    "Go clean up. Then join us in the command center." I take on a formal attitude as well and give my orders. He bows in acknowledgment, but I already continue inside the castle. 
 
    We walk the halls filled with evacuated civilians. Their eyes are on me, realizing that I must be somebody important to have the famous Maid Corps escorting me. Their silent awe is almost tangible, permeating the undecorated interior of the castle. 
 
    Rewera leads me to a conference room on the uppermost floor of the keep. When she opens the door, I'm greeted by the sight of a scar-covered Petsobek standing at the window with his back to me. He also carries visible fresh wounds; a third of his tail is missing, and his left arm is in a sling. When he turns around, he reveals a prosthetic lower jaw made from metal and a bloodied bandage over his right eye. 
 
    If I didn't recognize him by some of the features Nilotec described to me before, I would have never thought he was Ophalen. He looks even more wounded than some soldiers that fought outside the gates despite being the current supreme commander of the Dominion. 
 
    "Her Highness, Princess Chaos." Rewera announces me, forgoing the Japanese honorifics my mother taught the Maid Corps. Those not initiated in their meaning would think they're part of my name. 
 
    Ophalen attempts to kneel, but I rush forward to grab his arms and stop him. His one good eye widens in visible surprise at my speed but also at my gesture toward him. 
 
    "There is no need to kneel, Supreme Commander Ophalen." I declare in a solemn tone. 
 
    "Now that You are back, Your Highness, I am no longer the supreme commander." The towering crocodilian demon lowers his head and asserts with a growl, but I recognize relief in that tone. I know from Nilotec that Petsobek always appear angry or aggressive but can convey an extensive range of emotions through the way they vocalize without using words. 
 
    "I intend to keep you in command, Ophalen. I have no experience in war and will require your expertise." I give him a warm smile, causing him to blink his eye a few times. Surely, he didn't expect me to be so casual with him. "Rodens is safe now, but the war still continues." 
 
    All Petsobek expressions are hard to read, but I can tell that Ophalen disagrees with the assessment that Rodens is safe. He was looking out the window until we entered and must have been watching the Alliance army returning to its siege camp. Their numbers are still superior to ours. 
 
    "All of that." I walk past him to the window and point at the mass of tree clones slowly returning to the earth and leaving behind grass all across the fields outside Rodens. "It is the handiwork of one of my companions." 
 
    Technically, Tokomaha single-handedly ended this battle. While I may have killed Hector, the commander of this Alliance army, the little goddess overran the troops with her tree clones and used them to secure the city. She even avoided killing enemies after they began to retreat. 
 
    If not for her, I would have had to force them into surrendering through terror. I don't think that would have been a sound basis for future peace between the Dominion and the Alliance. There is already enough bad blood between humans and demons even without the continued intervention from the Old Humans. 
 
    "The siege of Rodens is over." I declare in a confident tone and turn to Ophalen. I'm not Queen Pelomyx, and I haven't shown my abilities in war and politics like she has. The people of the Dominion will only start respecting me when I bring them victories. This is the first of more to come, and I intend to make good use of it. "Next, we will break the Alliance army at Erbilan." 
 
    The crocodilian demon stares at me in silence, then closes his eye. Finally, he lowers his head in reverence and nods in agreement. He seems to acknowledge my self-confidence as something based on my abilities. After all, he knows how powerful my mother was. 
 
    "Release all the humans we have captured and grant them safe passage to their camp." Next, I make this decision knowing that it may cause controversy. I learned from my mother that she kept large numbers of human prisoners after each war as bargaining chips or to use them for training demons in live combat. But the real enemies are the Old Humans, so I have no need for hostages. 
 
    After all, the false gods care not for any being in this world other than themselves. Even if we took the entire Alliance hostage, they wouldn't bat an eye and kill them with their own hands instead. 
 
    "But keep any Chosen Knights we have captured. I want information from them." We already have Svanhild in custody, but the Alliance should have brought others in this army. Otherwise, I see no way they could have broken into Rodens while it was being defended by the Petsobek. 
 
    Ophalen doesn't question my decision and nods before turning to one of the aides and gesturing for them to announce my order to the troops. The small-bodied kirali, a eugon, salutes and leaves the room quickly. The supreme commander then peers down at me with his predatory slit pupil to gauge me. 
 
    I act aloof and look back outside the window. The afternoon sun finally breaks through the last remnants of the dispersing clouds. There is no question that Zeke has left, abandoning his army in the middle of the Dominion after being confronted by Tahiri and Aratio. 
 
    Aurelia's golden form sparkles when she passes through one of the gates of Rodens alongside the others. Parts of the city are still burning, but water mages help put out the fires. 
 
    The last Alliance soldiers disappear behind the wooden gates of their siege camp. Finally, the Fatas circling above do the same, and silence lays itself over the area. 
 
    For once, I'm not too late.

  

 
   
    Chapter 167 - The Kingmaker 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Dominion high command is gathered in the conference room with me. Most of my companions are present, although they display varying degrees of interest in our conversation. Korenga lies on a couch and seems to be napping, but I can't fault her for it since she doesn't understand Imperian. Meanwhile, Senka and Aurelia sit on the chairs next to me and show full attentiveness. 
 
    Tahiri and Aratio are missing. They met with Zeke and appear to need some time to process it. I'll wait for them to tell me what happened on their own accord and work out things on my end first. 
 
    Tokomaha cares nothing for politics and helps take care of the dead outside the city instead. In truth, she just wants to use their bodies to fertilize the barren fields surrounding Rodens. Her abilities as the God of Growth allow her to break down organic matter quickly to let plants grow in its place. 
 
    I have already become acquainted with Ophalen, and I've heard much about Markor, leader of the Bakari clan. Nilotec, now cleaned of blood, sits between his father and the bakari chief. Pelial of the Avinea clan, Athilacia of the Lamia clan, and Kieran of the up-and-coming Rougarou clan are seated across from them. 
 
    Furthermore, Rankud, chief of the Drazera Minotaur Coalition, and Kethorn, the Great Conqueror and leader of the centaur tribes, have joined the meeting after organizing their troops and leading them into Rodens. 
 
    All of them are wounded and bandaged in one way or another, showing that it was indeed a hard-won battle. But my attention is on Chandra, chief of the great Ajura clan and the only unharmed person to have fought in the thick of it. She's the field marshal of the Dominion forces since Ophalen is too old to lead at the front. In a way, the nation is in the hands of these two demons shrouded in legends. 
 
    My mother told me that Chandra values strength above anything else. She's the typical warrior type who would do poorly as a ruler. But the fact that she understands this about herself makes her a formidable person. After all, she could have taken the Dominion after my mother's death but instead gave political power to those who know how to wield it. 
 
    "So, ya Pelomyx's child? I don't see the resemblance." The Ajura chief leans back on her chair with all six of her arms crossed and states in a skeptical tone. Not one person calls her out on this disrespectful behavior toward the heir to the Dominion throne - not even Rewera, who stands behind me the same way she used to do with my mother. That means they either think the same or consider this normal behavior for Chandra. 
 
    "You should know that we can transform at will." I don't take offense to her attitude and reply with a smile. Then I demonstrate my ability by shifting into the horned, bluish-gray-skinned demon appearance my mother usually took. 
 
    "So how do we know ya the real one if ya a shapeshifter?" Chandra continues to question my identity with a healthy dose of skepticism. But I can feel that she's not merely doubting me and instead aims for something else. 
 
    "Perhaps you need to see another demonstration of my power?" I return to my human self and say with a wave of my hand in the general direction of the window. She should have seen me on the battlefield, but it seems she's acting ignorant about it. 
 
    "She's the real one." Kamii stands up from the couch, walks past Chandra, and bops her over the head with her cursed arm. This causes the other clan leaders to gasp in surprise. They know that she's the rumored leader of the Band of Fate that chased down the hero of the Alliance but didn't think she would be such a fearless character. 
 
    I've heard from the little dark elf that she has become friends with Chandra during my time on the moon. And I can tell from the Ajura chief's expression that this is nothing more than banter between them. 
 
    "I believe ya, but I'd like to take her up on that offer." Chandra extends one hand to pat the little dark elf, who lets it happen with a neutral expression. This only causes the other clan leaders to stare at Kamii with even more awe. 
 
    "You wish to fight Her Highness now?" Rewera asks in a level tone, but the glint in her eyes suggests that this is hardly the time for a duel. The Alliance army is still in their siege camp, doubtlessly planning their next move. 
 
    "It will be over quickly." I raise a hand and signal for Rewera to back down. If a show of strength is all that's needed for me to be accepted by the Dominion high command, I couldn't ask for a better method. After all, fighting is my strongest suit. 
 
    "Ohh, ya a cheeky one." Chandra stands up from her seat and cracks her neck with a glare. It makes her grin that reveals her sharp canines look intimidating rather than playful. "Step outside for a moment, will ya?" 
 
    Although her appearance is quite distinct, her tone and mannerisms remind me of the stereotypical pop-culture depiction of yakuza. In those, lower-ranked members of the Japanese mafia are shown to be easily irritable and value being respected over their lives. I came across as underestimating her strength, and she felt the need to correct that assumption immediately. 
 
    "Will the courtyard be alright, or do you prefer the arena?" I ask with an amused smile that seems to rub Chandra the wrong way even more. But she visibly holds herself back from flipping the table and attacking me straight away. She's still the chief of the Ajura clan, one of the Four Great Clans, and demands a certain level of respect from those she doesn't count among her friends. 
 
    "If ya can make me give up, I'll crown ya queen myself." Chandra declares with a vein bulging on her temple. That wipes away my smile, and I stare at her for a moment. 
 
    "Is that alright?" I never doubted for a moment that I would succeed the Dominion throne, but I always expected the various clan leaders to at least have a right to petition it. Of course, that doesn't mean I would step down even if they did. "Can she just decide this?" 
 
    "Chandra is the Kingmaker." Markor states while stroking his goatee. "She helped Aldeath to the throne through many harsh battles. And she supported Queen Pelomyx when she made her claim. Our last two rulers were essentially decided by her." 
 
    "That's a curious way to put my mother's power grab." I mutter to myself, but Senka kicks my knee under the table without letting anything show on her face. I ignore it and continue in a louder tone for all to hear. "So, if I defeat Chandra, everybody will acknowledge me as the queen of the Dominion?" 
 
    "I already do." Pelial raises her wing to add but earns a glare from the Ajura chief. The Avinea clan chairwoman must have witnessed my battle prowess with her hawk-like eyes. She gives me the impression that she has a no-nonsense personality, but her announcement somehow sounds like a joke to me. 
 
    "So do I." Rougarou clan leader Kieran, a muscular man with shaggy black hair and unkempt stubble, raises his hand to assert his support for me. All I know about his clan is that it is one of the youngest in the Dominion and consists of werewolves. Maybe he can instinctively tell what I am, like the vularen on the Dark Continent did when they sniffed me. 
 
    "Your opinion matters not. Chandra has called for a duel to determine Her Highness's suitability." Ophalen raises a hand and growls, returning order to the table. He's one of the loyal Kirali clan, but even he respects the Ajura chief's say in this matter. "Let us relocate to the Grand Arena of Rodens immediately." 
 
    Not a single objection is uttered, and the clan leaders begin to leave the room despite their injuries. I could heal them with light magic, but then I wouldn't be able to stop myself until every last wounded person in Rodens is healed. 
 
    "You should know that she never gives up." Kamii leans in on me and points at the Ajura chief, who overhears us and grins as if to confirm the little dark elf's statement. 
 
    "There's a first for everything." I respond with an amused smile. 
 
      
 
    The streets of Rodens are filled with soldiers resting after the battle. Medics and water mages run around taking care of the wounded, and civilians bring them food. As our procession walks down the street, many citizens and soldiers stand at attention. Few have seen the Maid Corps come out in force like this before, so they're interested in learning who the person they follow is. 
 
    I feel compelled to use my healing abilities, after all. Some demons are carried past us on stretchers, looking like they're about to breathe their last. It's not something I can ignore regardless of the circumstances. Thus, I begin to use light magic on every wounded I encounter, and our procession is slowed to a crawl. 
 
    I'm joined by Hestia, whose darkness-colored light magic causes some anxiety in the demons at first. The dark element is known to be destructive and can produce weapons that slice the very spirit of beings. Some demons can wield it naturally and learn to use its spells, but those who don't fear it as much as humans do. 
 
    Murmurs run through our entourage each time Hestia or I lay a hand on the wounded and weave our magic. Deep gashes, burns, and even shattered bones are mended within moments as if time itself was reversed. The healed and their comrades or family members thank us repeatedly, to the point that we have to figuratively tear ourselves away from them. 
 
    Chandra and the other members of the Dominion high command watch in silence. A large following forms behind us, of both the healed and curious onlookers. I can hear the word spread that I'm the daughter of Queen Pelomyx. They see Rewera by my side and know that she would only attend to a member of the royal family this closely. 
 
    "Boss, I saw the princess obliterate the enemy command center." I hear one of the ajura whisper to Chandra. It's in the hushed tone with which rumors are circulated far and wide. 
 
    "She beat up the Dragon Knight that gave ya so much trouble." Another reports to the Ajura clan leader more openly. 
 
    "Are ya trying to stop me from fighting?" Chandra asks in a tone that leaves no room for an honest answer. She's the chief of the ajura, the most powerful demons in the Dominion. "And the Dragon Knight ran away from me." 
 
    "That's because their command center was obliterated, not because ya were too strong for her." The first ajura argues, and I hear the sound of a fist hitting flesh. That must have been Chandra putting her warrior back in his place. I suppress the urge to chuckle at their interaction. It would be unthinkable for any other demons to backtalk their superiors in such a disrespectful manner. And punching the subordinate in rebuttal would be considered a display of weakness in any other clan. However, the ajura are one big family, so this can be seen as one putting an uppity sibling in his place. 
 
    By the time we reach the road before the Grand Arena of Rodens, hundreds of demons silently march behind us. Although it's called a grand arena, it's only a large ring connected to the Blood Pits around it. It can seat ten thousand people rather than the usual five hundred of the smaller unnamed venues but is still dug into the ground like a fighting pit. 
 
    Nilotec wants to lead us into the belly of the arena where we can prepare, but Chandra declines. She rushes down the spectator seats and leaps into the ring after a three-meter drop. I give the crocodilian demon a smile and shrug, then follow the Ajura chief but float down in a controlled descent. 
 
    "With or without weapons?" She asks me when I land across from her. Since we came directly from a meeting in the castle, she doesn't carry any on her, but I don't doubt for a moment that she can be deadly with her six bare hands. 
 
    "If you wish, you can use weapons." I state with a careless shrug and glance around. The stands fill with the spectators that followed us through the streets. They're curious about what we're doing in the arena only hours after the siege was lifted. 
 
    "As the daughter of Pelomyx, ya whole body can become weapons. But that still counts as ya being unarmed." Chandra states and cracks her knuckles. She makes a weird argument, and I raise an eyebrow. It sounded like she wanted to use weapons at first but then twisted it so that she had to go unarmed to seem honorable. I will never be able to understand muscleheads like her. 
 
    "So be it." I spread my arms in a challenging gesture. "You get the first move." 
 
    "That's not how a duel works." The Ajura chief tilts her head with her brow furrowed, but I shrug again. She raises an eyebrow at my reaction, then grins. "I'll take ya up on that then." 
 
    Without further ado, the six-armed demon sprints forward. Her heavy steps are reminiscent of Korenga's powerful charge, but from her movements alone, I can tell that their strength can't be compared. The Black God is in a completely different league. 
 
    I stay in place and increase my density to the maximum, ready to take the hit. Chandra punches with all three of her right arms, aiming her fists at different points on my body. One connects with my face, one with my solar plexus, and the lowermost with my abdomen. 
 
    It doesn't even shake me and would have looked as if a child punched a stone statue if not for the fact that the ajura is more than a head taller than me. I didn't even need to go this far with my density since her attack was only a fraction of Korenga's strength. Surely, it would be enough to kill a regular human or demon, so I have to admit that she's quite powerful within the scope of the Dominion. 
 
    A murmur runs through the gathered crowd. Most demons here are soldiers, so they understand what happened. It didn't look like Chandra was holding back either, so even the ajura are at a loss for words when they see their leader's attack appear utterly ineffective. 
 
    "Now it's ya turn." She declares while suppressing the quiver in her three fists. They must be broken from punching what is essentially a block of steel. 
 
    "Are you sure?" I ask with a sideways glance at the stands. She should know my strength by now, so there's no need for me to demonstrate further. But if I were to knock her out in one hit, her reputation in the Dominion would suffer. 
 
    "This is only a greeting. The fight begins after." Chandra declares with a grin, loud enough for the audience to overhear her. This causes a cheer to run through the stands. 
 
    "Alright then. Here I come." Sighing in resignation, I swing my arm and deliver a devastating punch to Chandra's stomach. Although I reduced my density and strength so I wouldn't rip her apart, the force is still enough to send her stumbling back a few steps and make her fold. She falls to her knees and coughs up blood. "Oh, damn! I overdid it!" 
 
    I walk forward to cast a healing spell on her, but the ajura shakes her head and points in the direction of the audience with one of her hands. When I look over, I find that all the demons are rendered speechless. I realize that this is the greatest demonstration of my power I could have asked for. Several influential clan leaders, as well as soldiers and civilians alike, are witnesses to me making Chandra Ajura kneel with a single strike. 
 
    "Did you plan this?" I ask but find that the blue-skinned demon is turning pale now. My attack must have done more damage than she anticipated. 
 
    "Ya really ya mother's child." Chandra presses out between her bloodied teeth before collapsing. 
 
      
 
    "I didn't give up." The Ajura clan chief declares with her six arms crossed shortly after waking up. I healed her internal injuries, and we moved back to the castle while she was unconscious. My short duel with her must have made its rounds throughout Rodens since then, and there's no question that I will be the next queen of the Dominion. But despite everything, Chandra is now playing coy. 
 
    "You fell unconscious!" Nilotec growls, but she ignores him. 
 
    "Are you saying you won't support Her Highness?" Kieran asks while scratching his stubble. Then he looks across the faces of the other clan leaders with more say in the Dominion. Ophalen and Markor witnessed our duel and have been silent since then. But that shows they value Chandra's opinion highly and will abstain from taking a side for now. 
 
    "That's alright. I know I still have a lot to learn." I stare into the Ajura chief's green eyes and state with a determined smile. "I will earn your respect by the end of this war. In fact, I will end this war myself." 
 
    "Big words. Let's see ya do it." Placing one of her hands on my head, she pets my hair with a smile. So this is how it feels, huh? 
 
    I don't dislike it, but I think it will be considered disrespectful for a subject to be doing this to their queen. And when she's doing it in front of so many people, it might undermine my authority. But of course, not a single demon comments on it since they consider Chandra a special existence within the Dominion. 
 
    "I will." Pushing her hand aside, I catch myself speaking with a pout. 
 
    "I'll follow ya until then." Chandra grins and nods. Perhaps I could consider that an indirect pledge of fealty. 
 
    "Supreme Commander!" Suddenly, the door to the conference room is thrown open, and an Avinea messenger comes in to make a report. "A cavalry contingent has emerged from the Alliance camp!" 
 
    "How many?" Ophalen changes gears immediately and demands to know. 
 
    "Only a dozen. They fly the black and white parley flag and are waiting halfway between the city and their camp." The male bat demon explains after a quick salute with his leathery wing. 
 
    "They want to talk?" The supreme commander blinks his remaining eye and looks across the gathered people. It's not unheard of that humans and demons negotiate after an especially gruesome battle. Sometimes, there's an exchange of prisoners before both sides depart to lick their wounds. 
 
    But I announced that I would let them leave for Pontis Daemonis if they surrendered. This better be their surrender notice then. 
 
    "Did you see Chosen Knights among the riders?" I ask, causing the bat demon messenger to stare at me for a moment. He doesn't recognize me, and I don't fault him for it; he must have been out scouting while I entertained Chandra in the Grand Arena of Rodens. 
 
    "Answer your queen." Pelial commands her clan member, whose eyes widen at those words. 
 
    "I have yet to be crowned, so I am only the princess." I interject, then look at the Avinea scout with a smile. 
 
    "Excuse my rudeness, Your Majesty!" He quickly drops onto one knee and lowers his head. Unlike the clan leaders and other high-ranking commanders, regular demons seem to outright fear my family. He even addressed me with majesty rather than highness. "They appear to be Electi. If there is a Chosen Knight, he must be disguised." 
 
    "I will go out to meet them." I declare in a matter-of-fact tone and stand up. Under normal circumstances, I would have expected words of protest, but everybody here has been given a quick glimpse into my overwhelming strength. Not one will doubt that I can hold my own even against an ambush by Chosen Knights. "Who will join me?" 
 
    I don't expect Ophalen or any of the other clan leaders to come with me, but Chandra wears an obvious expression of wanting to go. Among my companions, none seem too interested, but Kamii stands up wordlessly. 
 
    "I will remain here." Aurelia states in a disinterested tone. She wants to learn more about the Dominion and its current leadership rather than waste time dealing with some puppets of the Old Humans. 
 
    "I will join You, Your Highness." Kieran offers with a nod that speaks volumes about his alignment. He expressed earlier that he already considers me his queen, and now he's following it up with his actions. However, I wonder how much of this is because the Rougarou clan is still looking for its place within the Dominion hierarchy. Perhaps he hopes to gain my favor now to climb to a higher position. 
 
    "Is it a battle?" Korenga suddenly gets up from the couch and asks in the Tuwheranui language. She slept through my duel against Chandra and stayed in the conference room until now but must have been woken up by the bat demon messenger. 
 
    "Maybe, but I'd rather not." I reply to her with a wry smile. The Black God revels in carnage, but Korenga has a peace-loving mind. If I could, I would try to keep her away from war, but for now, I still need to rely on her strength. "Just talking." 
 
    "That's boring." She shrugs but doesn't move to sit back down again. It seems that she wants to come along after all. 
 
    "So that is it?" I ask into the room when nobody else volunteers to join me for the negotiations. It causes some of the clan leaders to raise an eyebrow at me. "I assume you agree to let me represent the interests of the Dominion, then." 
 
    Their eyes widen at my words, but they only nod in silence. That's when I realize everybody considers me their queen already. Their silent approval shows that, henceforth, the Dominion will align itself with my interests. I will have to live up to their expectations then. 
 
    "Hey, take a hint, will ya?" Chandra stands up from her chair and chastises me, much to the dismay of the other clan leaders. 
 
    "I already know that you want to come. I wanted to know who else." I wave off the Ajura clan chief, who furrows her brow at my flippant response. "So it's settled then." 
 
    I shoot Hestia and Dregana a glance. The fallen Fata is in no shape to head out onto a battlefield right now, even with the dragonkin as her guard. While her black light magic hasn't lost any of its power, her mental state is slightly unstable. 
 
    "I will send the Crimson Storm with you." Finally, Ophalen offers. I look at him for a moment, causing him to realize that I might not know who they are. "My personal guards. They are the best we Petsobek have to offer." 
 
    This causes me to glance at Nilotec in turn. His silence seems to signal agreement with that statement. I always thought that with Ophalen no longer in active service, his three sons are the best among the Petsobek. But I suppose there's a distinction to be made between individuals and battalions. 
 
    "Thank you, but that will not be necessary, Ophalen." I give him a grateful smile. A crocodile's expressions are impossible to discern, so I can only hope he doesn't take it as me snubbing him. "I believe we five have enough strength to fight the remaining Alliance army." 
 
    Kieran laughs nervously, wondering why he was included in my count. The Dominion high command knows of Kamii's exploits, and some have seen Korenga's might on the battlefield - although she didn't even unleash her full power. Chandra is a living legend herself, so she can be counted among us as well. However, even if the werewolf is a powerful fighter who clawed his way up to become the leader of the Rougarou clan, he's certainly not on our level. 
 
    Without elaborating on my declaration, I depart the conference room with my entourage. Along the way, Kieran points in the direction of the stables, but I silently shake my head and signal for him to follow me. With me around, we have no need for slow and unreliable transportation. 
 
    In the courtyard, I show him what I mean by transforming into Kiamedras. The Chaos jet may be able to reach Mach speeds, but it doesn't make for an imposing enough appearance. Indeed, being in the form of the golden elder dragon will instill the Alliance with the proper respect. 
 
    When everybody is on board, I take off with a mighty leap that kicks up the dirt in the courtyard. All demons who witness my ascent cry out in awe, pointing in wonder at the giant dragon emerging from Rodens castle. I'm aiming for that same effect on the human side when I go over to them. 
 
    My eyes lock onto the one dozen riders waiting in the middle of the no-man's-land between Rodens and their camp. Under the setting sun, their steel armor is tinted red, and their long shadows fall across the gore and carnage that remains from the earlier battle. The one at the front appears to be an advisor, wearing robes rather than armor. Their horses tread in place nervously when they see my approach, and their owners pull their reins to keep them from bolting. 
 
    Soon, I land a distance away from them. My impact shakes the ground, and one of the horses finally loses its nerve. It throws off its rider and gallops away into the sunset. All the other humans are rooted in place, terrified by my appearance. When I lie down on the ground and my passengers descend from my back, the human envoys are dumbfounded. They must be thinking that the Dominion has domesticated a dragon. 
 
    "Now is not the time for awe." I speak in the calm and deep voice of Kiamedras, causing the soldiers to look up at me in shock. But then, I begin to transform into my humanoid form before their widening eyes. A moment later, I step forward between my companions, among whom I'm the second shortest after Kamii. "You come to negotiate?" 
 
    The Electi are the Empire of Terminus's elite, but they have never seen anything like me before. Unlike the dragonkin in their employ, whose transformations are obscured by flames, I morphed from a gigantic dragon to the size of a regular human. Therefore, I will give them a moment to overcome their amazement. 
 
    "Well, what is it?" Chandra isn't as patient and steps forward while asking in a demanding tone. The riders catch themselves and exchange a glance with each other. Then, they get off their horses to stand on equal grounds with us. That's a good attitude to take when one wants to sue for peace. 
 
    "I am Lydus, advisor to Commander Cario and speaking on his behalf. We would like to take your earlier offer of safe passage." The negotiator, an unassuming slender man, speaks after clearing his throat, but he still sounds shaky after what he witnessed a moment ago. 
 
    "Who is this Commander Cario, and why is he not here to negotiate for himself?" I raise an eyebrow and ask, causing the humans to look at me nervously. They fear that I could take this as a slight and attack them after all. "No matter. You wish to take your army and return to Pontis Daemonis. Granted." 
 
    "Ah, no. We wish to regroup with... our main army." Lydus tries his best to deflect from the fact that this main army is currently besieging Erbilan. 
 
    "I see. To call off the invasion and return home. That is indeed for the best." Not changing my tone, I act naïve and wave my hand as if it's a small matter. My companions glance at me in surprise but don't say a word. I expect Chandra or Kieran to complain about my naivety, but they both remain silent. It would seem that they understand what I'm doing. 
 
    "Commander Cario has no authority to decide the course of the entire Alliance. Please understand." Smiling, Lydus attempts to make a non-committal statement to cover their bases. He reminds me of a salaryman strategically apologizing to get a better deal. But it shows that he does indeed underestimate me and is hoping for me to roll with it. 
 
    "I understand that you wish to regroup with the army besieging one of our cities right now. It sounds like you still intend to continue this fruitless war." I tilt my head back and look down on the negotiator with a cold gaze, causing his smile to freeze. "Then why not keep fighting now? I am more than willing to accommodate you." 
 
    "No, that is not-" Lydus turns pale with realization and tries to object, but I raise a hand to interrupt him. 
 
    "I have given your people one choice. Surrender now and return to Pontis Daemonis. There are no alternatives." Stating in a freezing tone that leaves no room for argument, I assert my position once more. It doesn't require much imagination to understand that I won't repeat myself. 
 
    "I... I will have to consult the commander about this." Sensing that I'm finished, Lydus speaks up again. 
 
    "Kerry." I call out into the sky in a booming voice that shakes the very air around us. The humans stare at me in terror but look around in confusion when nothing seems to happen. But then, one sees something in the distance and points it out to the others. 
 
    Dusk is fast approaching, and half of the sky is already dark. But a streak of light shoots across the dark blue and purple firmament where the last rays of the sun meet the night sky. Everybody follows it with their eyes as it flies above us and comes down at an unfathomable velocity around one league west of the Alliance siege camp. 
 
    The God of Comets impacts the barren wasteland and generates a ripple of dust and dirt as if a rock had hit the surface of a still lake. The sonic boom and the devastating shockwave of a massive explosion wash over the land at roughly the same speed and soon reach the fields before Rodens. It's enough to break the high-flying flags above the Alliance camp and knock over some of the wooden watchtowers behind its palisade walls. 
 
    From within the pillar of smoke, a small light approaches us. Lydus and his Electi guards panic, and I see Kieran looking at it in fear. But judging by the fact that I'm not moving, he can tell that I have something to do with it. I have to commend him for standing his ground based on my behavior alone. 
 
    Finally, the light slows down and reveals a child-like figure with a spiked helmet and a golden shawl tucked under their arms that trails behind them in an arch. Symmetrical white bands run across their onyx-colored body that appears naked but lacks sexual characteristics. 
 
    "You called?" Kerry Thermidor floats over to me and lands a few steps away. I don't want to use either them or Korenga in war more than I have to, but they hold incredible power. This time, I told Kerry to display their abilities at a safe distance to intimidate the enemy. 
 
    "Come here." I extend my arms and gesture for the little Old Human to come in for a hug. They fly into my embrace unhesitatingly, and I spin around myself once from the impact. Then I grow serious again and look at Lydus while pointing at the still-rising dust cloud in the west. "Tell your commander that if you do not head for Pontis Daemonis and attempt to link up with your main army, that will be your fate." 
 
    The negotiator and the Electi stare at me in horror as I cradle the God of Comets in my arms and hug them to my chest. Surely, I must give off conflicting impressions with my caring attitude toward Kerry and my mercilessness toward the Alliance army. 
 
    "What are you waiting for? The negotiations are over." I wave for the humans to get lost. They continue to gawk at me, then scramble back onto their horses and ride off in a panic. The soldiers in the Alliance camp witnessed the impact and have felt its effects first-hand, so once Lydus returns to explain that it was caused by somebody in my employ, all thoughts of deceit will be blown away. 
 
    "We weren't even needed." Chandra states with her arms crossed, and I look up at her. Her expression suggests that she's pleased with my performance rather than frustrated at not contributing. I already know that she leaves politics to those more skilled at it than she is, but it would seem that she can appreciate the way I handled it. 
 
    Kieran stares at the backs of the departing humans with an almost sympathetic look on his face. Until now, he lived in a world where powers were well-defined; an existence like Kerry was always in the realm of the gods. But now, I'm hugging such an existence to my chest as if it were a child compared to me. I'm sure he thinks that I'm even more powerful than the God of Comets when I want to be. 
 
    I haven't tested the limits of my imagination, but that's quite likely. As I watch Lydus and his guards approach the siege camp's gate, I catch myself thinking that it's a waste to let this army live. It would make for a great meal. 
 
    Shaking my head of these thoughts, I turn away and signal that we'll be returning to Rodens.

  

 
   
    Chapter 168 - A Stormy Night 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we approach Rodens, I peer down at the fresh green grass that has grown over the fields outside the city. Tokomaha has done a great job using the available nutrients to fertilize the otherwise barren soil around the city. 
 
    There's no sign of the little goddess herself, so I assume she has finished her job and returned inside the castle. When I look up at the towers, I notice something floating in the sky above them. Keeping an eye on it, I quickly make for the courtyard, where I unload my passengers. Telling them to wait for me inside, I transform into my human appearance and take off again. 
 
    Flying over Rodens castle, I head for Tahiri and Aratio. The God of Whirlwinds is floating while napping with her head in her mother's lap. The latter looks east, deep enough in thought that she doesn't notice my approach. 
 
    "Hey." I call out to Tahiri, trying not to be too loud to avoid waking up Aratio. The God of the Sky turns her head to peer over her shoulder, and I get a sense of melancholy from her. "How did it go?" 
 
    "He became even more insufferable." Tahiri states with a wry smile. 
 
    "And he's a coward." Aratio suddenly raises her head from her mother's lap and adds with a pout. I guess she wasn't asleep after all. 
 
    "A coward that could end the world." I float closer and pat her hair with a wry smile. She nuzzles into my palm and seems to enjoy the sensation. In a way, Aratio reminds me of a cat, complete with her bouts of randomness and ever-shifting attention. 
 
    "So could I." With a grim look, Tahiri declares quietly. I know that she's incredibly powerful as the scope of her ability reaches beyond the horizon. However, unlike the Old Humans, she lacks knowledge about this world. They have been to space, built flying fortresses the size of cities, and created entire civilizations for the sake of a game. 
 
    If the Reality Engine is indeed as powerful as Nemesis explained it to be, Zeke could certainly make good on his threat toward Aurelia back then to erase all life in the world. I can't even begin to imagine how he would do that and how to stop him. 
 
    "What we need isn't more destruction." I sit down in midair next to Tahiri and smile wryly. She looks at me with her rainbow irises for a moment, then sighs. 
 
    "You're right, Kaos." The God of the Sky admits, looking out across the land with a distant gaze. She seems to be a little absent-minded, but I can understand that meeting her disappointing evil ex-husband again after such a long time has stirred unwanted emotions in her. 
 
    "This world needs more love." Aratio floats into my lap and puts her arms on my shoulders. Her glowing silver eyes are locked with mine, and she licks her lips as if looking at food. The last red glow of the sun beyond the horizon shines through her mostly translucent negligee and skirt, accentuating her slender form. 
 
    "Perhaps now is the time to give it." I pull her closer and touch my nose with hers. She giggles from the ticklish feeling but doesn't draw away. 
 
    "Are you ready for it now?" The God of Whirlwinds asks with an enticing silver gaze. 
 
    "Would you leave me out?" Suddenly, Tahiri embraces me from behind and whispers into my ear. Her hot breath causes a shiver to run down my spine as if I was electrocuted by her. 
 
    "This is my time with Kaos." Aratio complains with a pout and pushes her mother's face away with her palm. 
 
    "You know not what she is capable of." Grabbing her daughter's wrist, the God of the Sky pulls her past me and into her embrace. Are they fighting over me, or is that Tahiri's way of looking out for her child? It sounds as if she worries for Aratio's body since she knows what I did with Tokomaha. 
 
    "Oh?" But instead of arguing against her mother, she turns around and lets herself be embraced from behind while looking at me with a curious expression. The mother and daughter pair are incredibly close, and it causes a stinging feeling to emerge in my heart. "What is it that she's capable of?" 
 
    "Come with me and find out." Squeezing Aratio, Tahiri fixes her eyes on me and states in a mysterious tone. Despite being the one left out, I feel like I'm caught between the two goddesses. Two pairs of glowing eyes, one rainbow-colored and another of pure silver, are fixated on me like the glares of predators in the dark. 
 
    As the blanket of the night is pulled across the landscape, I feel like a deer in the headlights. 
 
      
 
    Rodens castle is as barebones as the rest of Petsobek culture. They live as spartan a life in times of peace as they do during wars. But the Maid Corps have created warm and liveable conditions in the cold walls of this massive fortress in anticipation of my return. I have yet to clarify that I'm not Asoko, but that can wait until tomorrow. 
 
    I slip into my room through the window and head directly for the door. Opening it to peer outside, I find the corridor empty. I quickly and quietly close it again, then turn the key and lock it. When I look back, Tahiri and Aratio are already sitting on the large canopy bed. 
 
    Walking toward them, I undo the transformation of my clothes and stop before the bed in my birthday suit. It would be a weird feeling for them to try and undress me only to find that the clothes are fused with my body. I offer a silent apologetic look into their eyes for denying them that pleasure. 
 
    However, to my disappointment, the two goddesses do the same with their silk-like clothes, dissipating them into the clouds that they appear to have been made of. It would explain how Aratio can turn into the wind or how Tahiri travels in the form of a lightning bolt without losing their clothes each time. Her accessories didn't vanish, so that theory requires more research. 
 
    "I see in your eyes that you wanted to peel off our covers piece by piece." Tahiri teases me with a smile and beckons me to join them on the soft covers. I can understand that trying to take off their clothes would have been like catching clouds with one's bare hands. 
 
    "Don't worry. I have a lot of other covers to peel off of you." I declare with a confident smile. I look forward to seeing the always perfectly composed facade of the God of the Sky crumble from pleasure. 
 
    Tahiri has porcelain white skin that is broken up by the geometrical silver lines running across it like the tribal tattoos of the Tuwheranui. Aratio has no tattoos or markings and appears even lighter-skinned, almost as if she could scatter into mist from the lightest touch. 
 
    "You can transform your body at will, right?" Aratio suddenly hops up and shifts her gaze across my shapely mounds, down my carefully crafted waist and hips, to my smooth nether region. This is by far no longer the body I had before I reincarnated into this world; over time, I perfected it to my taste. Of course, I used my beloved girls as references. With these two before me, I may need to rethink a few parts. 
 
    "Is there something specific you would want?" I lean in on the God of Whirlwinds and lift her chin while sticking out my elongated tongue in a demonstration of my abilities. 
 
    "How about you turn into a man with a giant-" She starts, but I immediately stop her from saying more by putting a finger over her lips. 
 
    "I won't do that. Anything but taking a male form." I assert with a frown. Was she only coming onto me because she thought I could turn into the man of her dreams? 
 
    "Then how will we do it without a man's rod?" But Aratio asks with an innocent tilt of her head. This takes me by utter surprise, and I blink my eyes. Tahiri falls backward onto the bed and holds her stomach in laughter at my befuddled expression. 
 
    "Was that your only concern?" Tahiri sits back up and puts an arm around her daughter's shoulder before pulling her closer. "Let us teach you then." 
 
    I don't say a word and watch. It's quite an exciting experience to see a parent tutor a child with a hands-on approach. The mother-daughter threesome is an incredible fantasy, and I'm about to experience it in reality. 
 
    "Unlike a man, who will only stick his thing in you and move for his own pleasure, women know what feels best." Tahiri explains with a wry look at me. She clearly speaks from experience, and I can think of one person she gained it from. Zeke must be as selfish in bed as I envision him to be in everything else. 
 
    Leaning over Aratio, I kiss her on the forehead and then look into her eyes with an intense gaze. The aloof expression with the somewhat crazy eyes she usually displays when floating around erratically has been replaced with one of anticipation and wonder. 
 
    "Men will jump right into the action unless they're really in love with you and want to spend the rest of their lives with you. And even then, it may be nothing more than an act." Tahiri adds with a whisper into Aratio's ear. Coming from a mother of three with an ex-husband who views all other life in this world as inferior to himself, it sounds quite convincing. 
 
    After all, I only know about the relationship between a man and a woman from novels, manga, and thin books. And I always preferred the pure love between girls in those. It's what I strive to have with those I love. In fact, it's what I hope I already have with them. 
 
    "I can make you climax without even touching the areas you always thought feel the best." With these words, I run a finger up her chest and caress her neck. "It's all about technique." 
 
    Tahiri holds her daughter in a soft embrace, a warm expression on her face when she sees how gentle I am. The gravity of the situation begins to dawn on me when I think of her earlier words. I'll be judged for every step I take now; if I do something wrong, the God of the Sky will not be pleased. 
 
    I bring my lips to Aratio's, and she gingerly accepts the kiss. When she feels the familiar sensation of lips touching, one that is no different regardless of sex, she gains confidence and brings her tongue to bear. But I can feel her breath grow hotter when I begin to caress her neck and collarbone at the same time. 
 
    Our tongues intertwine and separate, and her breathing speeds up. My fingers move downward, across the slopes of her small breasts and around their peaks in a teasing manner. Then I trace her ribs underneath and move onto her flanks. Throughout it all, I never separate from her lips, overwhelming her with a multitude of sensations. 
 
    Tahiri joins in, nibbling on her daughter's neck and shoulder while lightly caressing her midsection with her hands. I can feel Aratio quivering and her body heating up from the waves of pleasure that assault her all over. I take note of Tahiri's technique from the corner of my eyes and feel anticipation welling up inside me. 
 
    Finally, we separate again, and I look down at Aratio's flushed face. The redness stands in stark contrast with her normally snow-white skin, and I revel in the thought that I'm the reason for this. Right then, Tahiri nibbles on her daughter's ear, causing the latter to let out a hot breath and bite her lower lip. 
 
    When I look down, I can see dampness between Aratio's legs. We have only started, and she already seems to be ready for the main course. I do feel the urge to jump right in but hold myself back. After all, I need to make good on my earlier declaration that I would let her climax without going for the obvious route of attack. 
 
    Tahiri's slightly narrowed rainbow eyes and amused smile suggest that she can see right through my thoughts. I meet her gaze with my tongue stretched out and get back to work. Kissing Aratio's collarbone, I caress her flanks and circle around her belly button with the tip of my finger. Her back arches slightly at the ticklish sensation, but her mother holds her in place. 
 
    I move down along Aratio's front and purposefully avoid the breasts. Her almost skinny body is growing hotter despite the cool air in the room. As I lick around her belly button, I put two fingers a few inches above her most sensitive spot and begin to press down on her skin in a vibrating motion. 
 
    "Ahh, what is that?" Aratio's body jumps at the sensation, but she can't escape our grasp. 
 
    "A special trick." I alternate my movements between small circles, thumping pressure, and rolling waves. Each elicits shivers and moans from the God of Whirlwinds. I move up and seal her lips with my own, coiling my tongue around hers and stifling her voice. 
 
    When I notice the shivers running across Aratio's body growing stronger, I give her the finishing touch by applying more pressure and increasing the speed of my movements. Only a moment later, she arches her back almost violently, then shakes repeatedly from the continuous waves of ecstasy that wash over her. 
 
    Soon, she calms down and goes limp with tears in her glazed-over eyes. It would seem that this lesson in erogenous zones was very effective. 
 
    Tahiri squeezes her daughter and kisses her on the cheek before lowering her onto the sheets. She then looks into my eyes and smiles before crawling over the bed toward me with an assertive smile. But instead of coming in for a kiss or trying to push me down, she sits in front of me and begins to speak. 
 
    "I felt attracted to you from the day we met, Kaos." The God of the Sky admits in a warm tone. She lifts her hand and reaches for my chest, circling a finger around the tips of my mounds playfully. It causes a shiver to run down my back, but I wait for her to make the next move. "Even though I didn't know what you were at the time, I could feel that you were something akin to a god. Not one trapped in a fantasy like me, but a real one." 
 
    I look into Tahiri's rainbow eyes, which appear to peer at a distant vista rather than at me. But perhaps she's gazing through the windows of my soul to behold what truly lies inside them. She knows that I'm the kin of Mataku, a being that came from the stars. That she would share this intimate moment with me shows that she sees me for what I truly am underneath all the crude matter. An existence that is no longer human but still a girl at heart. 
 
    "But for all the godhood, you are the most human of us all." Finally, Tahiri moves onto me and pushes me down onto my back. She brings her face close, almost touching her nose with mine. Her breath tickles my lips as she continues. "Remember when I said that you could not be an aspect of Mataku, for you could cry from the depth of your heart?" 
 
    I can tell that she doesn't expect an answer from me. My tears fell because my mind wandered back to my mother's death, still so fresh, so raw in my memory at the time. Even now, when I think back to the desolation I felt, I sense a wave of emotions welling up. 
 
    "Exactly like that." The God of the Sky licks my cheek, and I notice that she caught a tear with her tongue. "It is your strength to be able to show weakness. This is why I love you, Kaos." 
 
    With this, the time for talking is over. She touches her lips with mine, fleetingly at first and then with clear intent. I reciprocate the kiss, and we lose ourselves in each other's embrace. In a distant part of my mind, I notice that Aratio is watching from the sidelines, half-absent from the afterglow but quietly enjoying the sight. 
 
    Too soon, Tahiri separates from me and moves downward. Since I'm lying on my back, I can't follow her and look down to find her getting to work on my breasts. It's quite evident that she has plenty of experience. 
 
    Suddenly, she takes the tip of my mounds between her fingers and twists them lightly. The sensation takes me by surprise, but she goes one step further as her tongue finds my belly button and begins to play with it. 
 
    "Hey, I… ah." I want to protest that I can't do anything for her in this position but suppress a moan when she puts a little more force into her fingers. It would seem that she wants to make me feel good one-sidedly in a slightly sadistic attempt to gain a sense of superiority over me. After all, she implied that she envied me for being both more godlike and more human than her - someone who has been living the lie of godhood despite being a human herself. 
 
    To take her mind off such things, I cheat a little. Turning my fingers into tentacles, I begin to move them across Tahiri's body individually. She shudders at the unfamiliar sensation, then looks up at me from between my breasts. Her expression suggests that she doesn't hate this, though, so I continue to search her all over in a gentle, teasing manner. 
 
    One of them brushes against her inner thigh and finds wetness. I look down at her in surprise, and she stops to return my gaze with a slightly embarrassed smile. I certainly didn't expect her to feel that way about her body's honesty. 
 
    Wasting no time to turn the situation around, I slide down and lock my lips with hers. She squirms a little in surprise but then embraces me wholeheartedly. I return my fingers to their normal shape and try to find the spring of her wetness, but her body suddenly turns into mist. 
 
    "Hey! No fair!" I sit up on the bed and complain while looking around, but only Aratio is there, watching me with a curious gaze. Then, Tahiri materializes behind me and locks her arms and legs around me. Her hands fly across my body and find erogenous zones I didn't even know I had. At the same time, she nibbles on my neck and blows kisses on my skin, melting away my resistance. 
 
    But I won't give in so easily. I don't know when it happened, but this has become a competition. 
 
    My body loses all its features and reforms itself, facing Tahiri without having moved an inch. With her legs around my hips and our bodies perfectly aligned, I'm in the prime position to do something only I'm capable of. 
 
    "You wouldn't." Tahiri knows exactly what I have in mind and feigns defiance, but she can't help but smile in anticipation and excitement. When I grow out a certain appendage between my legs, her eyes widen in surprise. It would seem that she didn't expect it to be this big. 
 
    "You can always run, can't you?" I ask with a grin, but she only comes in for a kiss to shut me up. Before I can reciprocate it, she squeezes down with her legs and pushes me in by herself. The sudden sensation forces us apart and elicits a moan from both of us at the same time. We stare at each other for a moment, then giggle. 
 
    "This is certainly a new experience." Breathing hotly, Tahiri begins to move her body. Despite being underneath me, she's the one to dictate the pace of the opening act with her undulating hips. She's mature enough to be honest with her lust for pleasure, and there's not a hint of anxiety or tension in her movements. 
 
    Suddenly, a pair of arms coil around me from behind. It would appear that Aratio can no longer just sit and watch and wants to join the fun. Her heated breath tickles my ear, and she begins to nibble on it while her hands seek places on my body to stimulate. Then she finds the spot I used on her earlier, and I gasp in surprise. 
 
    "I'm a fast learner." The God of Whirlwinds whispers into my ear between love bites, her sensual voice causing a shiver to spread across my body. That would seem to be the case, as she applies just the right amount of pressure to drive me crazy. 
 
    "Don't forget about me." The God of the Sky says and undulates her insides with such skill that a shock runs through my lower body and travels up my spine into my brain. I almost blank out, but when she lets off immediately, I retain my senses. 
 
    "How could I ever?" I whisper and begin to move my hips to meet hers. My pace is dictated by their will as I'm sandwiched between the mother-daughter pair, but that does bring me enjoyment in itself. 
 
    As our three bodies melt together, I remember that the goddesses need no sleep, and neither do I. The night is still young, but even then, I feel like it could never be long enough for us to fill our hearts with each other's embrace.

  

 
   
    Chapter 169 - To Convert A Believer 
 
      
 
      
 
    It's the morning after. I sit at the head of the long table in Rodens castle's main dining hall and await breakfast with my girls. There's an awkward silence surrounding us; everybody knows what I did with Tahiri and Aratio last night. They're accepting of me increasing my harem, but it was the first night since I reunited with some of them. Especially Daica seems a little peeved after what she asked of me in Rikshakti. 
 
    Tokomaha's expression suggests that she's looking forward to the carnage my life decisions have caused. But in reality, I don't think any of them would start something over one night. I just need to begin managing everybody's expectations of me. 
 
    "Please excuse the wait." Rewera announces when she opens the door for a group of maids carrying silver trays. I'm reminded of that day I reincarnated into this world when I had breakfast with my mother in a similar setting. 
 
    Of course, to avoid any awkwardness or terror, I asked them not to make humans into food. I wouldn't mind consuming the dead - it's all matter to increase my mass - but I can't ask my girls to do the same. Although, I could believe that Hestia would partake in it if I asked her to. 
 
    A maid with ash-colored hair that nearly covers her eyes places a silver tray before me and takes off the lid. It's eggs sunny side up with grilled nightmare slices - an exceedingly normal meal aside from the name of the meat. 
 
    Apparently, the Ghost Riders salvaged the nightmares killed in battle and brought them in to be slaughtered. Leaving their tender and delicious meat for the carrion would be a waste since they usually fetch a high price on the market. I have no idea what kind of eggs they are, but I hope they are not from members of the Avinea clan. 
 
    But rather than the food, I pay more attention to the maid's lizard tail as she turns away from me. I recognize her as my first non-human encounter in this world other than myself in the mirror. It left a lasting impression that I can recall even now. 
 
    "Keiza." I call out to the maid, causing her to flinch before turning on the spot and looking at me with her lips pressed together tightly. Her gray eyes are filled with anxiety, and she avoids my gaze. In fact, she's trembling, and her scaly tail is pushed up against her skirt. 
 
    "Chaos-sama?" She lowers her head and wonders about my sudden attention. It would seem that she's exceptionally timid, to the point that she looks about ready to run away. It wasn't only because of my appearance that she wouldn't look at me back then; she's the same way even when I'm in my human form. 
 
    "Be at ease. I just remembered you from my first morning." I speak in a warm tone to calm her down. Although I spent three weeks in the Dominion before my journey, very little of it was in Arkaim castle. In that time, I barely got to know most maids aside from Rewera, who followed my mother and me everywhere. 
 
    "Ah, yes." Nodding, Keiza continues to avoid meeting my eyes. Now that I see her again, I find that she fits the Maid Corps' criteria of beauty as well. She appears mousey on the surface, but she hides an incredible diamond in the rough under her gray bangs. 
 
    "Have more confidence, Keiza." I raise a hand toward her, and she flinches but doesn't draw away. Touching her chin, I lift her head, causing her to reluctantly return my gaze. She can only maintain eye contact for so little before her cheeks flush red from embarrassment. Clearly, she isn't used to so much attention. 
 
    "Be careful, Chaos-sama!" Amerega suddenly calls out to me, and I turn away from Keiza. The frog maid walks over and bows in apology for raising her voice at me. "Please do not tease her too much." 
 
    "I apologize if I made you uncomfortable." With a wry smile, I turn to Keiza, who quickly shakes her head wordlessly. 
 
    "Oh no, that is not the reason." With a wry smile, she pushes herself between Keiza and me. "She explodes when her emotions boil over." 
 
    "Uh... huh?" I blink my eyes and stare at Keiza, who averts her gaze in distress. 
 
    "You got some guts, Makoto." Senka's voice pulls my attention away. She's sitting at the other end of the table, looking down its entire length with a disapproving frown. She doesn't even need to continue talking for me to understand what she means when I see the faces of the other girls sitting to my left and right. Tokomaha leans back on her chair and laughs out loud at my reaction. 
 
    "I'm next." Daica declares in an assertive tone that takes me by surprise. Her expression suggests she's not as bold as her words made her sound, but I appreciate that she's trying hard to become more self-confident. Keiza could learn from her. 
 
    "Having a harem is only natural for a queen." Aurelia states in a matter-of-fact tone, drawing everybody's gazes. I raise an eyebrow at that assessment, then narrow my eyes when I remember that she was only ever with Vanadia during her tenure. Knowing that makes her words sound more like a trap than an attempt to help me. 
 
    Her cold sneer confirms that assessment, but it also shows that I passed her test. Still, she knows that I could find new lovers at any moment, and I gave her assurance that it won't diminish my love for her. Tokomaha is aware, too, which is why she can laugh about this situation. 
 
    I glance at the little goddess when she calms down and begins eating without paying the others any more attention. Something tells me that she can understand Imperian but is actively hiding it from us. She has lived long enough to not slip up when she doesn't want something known, so I'll have to wait for her to reveal the truth on her own. 
 
    "You have no right to remain silent. Everything you say will be twisted and used against you." Senka declares, clearly having fun with this situation. 
 
    "My love is infinite!" I announce proudly, causing everybody to stare at me in surprise. Even Rewera's eyes widen, a rare expression from the otherwise straight-laced and professional maid leader. But it would seem that this loosens up the atmosphere as lighthearted laughter fills the dining hall. 
 
    I would say we took the first step toward achieving a peaceful harem. 
 
      
 
    The Alliance army departs toward the west around noon. I watch the massive procession from the conference room window, overwhelmed by their sheer numbers. They may have lost over half of their troops during the siege and our subsequent intervention, but there are still more than the total number of people that fought in Quiraqui. 
 
    Their camp is still intact, showing that they tried their best to leave as quickly as possible in fear of incurring my displeasure. They must believe I could wipe them out on a whim if they stay near me too long. After all, I'm a demon, the arch-enemy of their kind. 
 
    This army will round the south of the Warlan mountains and make their way across the Degar steppes. Meos, the argos demon of Rodens, reported that the humans still carry their weapons, so I ordered Pelial to have her fastest scouts keep an eye on them during their journey. If they make a wrong move or attack anybody along the way, they will inform me, and I'll put an end to them. The same will happen if they try to regroup with their main force. 
 
    Chandra and the other reinforcements which came from Erbilan will return there today. The periodic reports from the besieged fortress city haven't mentioned any new developments. Still, it takes seven days from Rodens for anybody but members of the Avinea clan, so it's better if they get back there sooner rather than later. 
 
    "We have no guarantee that there won't be another hidden army like this." Ophalen argues with the Ajura clan leader about her hasty departure. He agrees that they should reinforce Erbilan since the Alliance could become desperate due to their detachment's failure to take out the Dominion high command. But at the same time, Rodens is far less defended than Erbilan. 
 
    "Then why not consolidate all our forces and the Dominion high command in Erbilan for a final battle?" I interject, causing everybody to turn to me. I've been listening for a while and couldn't come up with a better answer to all the presented issues. I have no idea about strategy or tactics, so maybe it would have been better to consult Aurelia before speaking up. 
 
    "There would be nothing left to defend the Dominion heartlands should Erbilan fall." Markor states while thoughtfully stroking his goatee. That seems to be a nervous tic many male bakari share. 
 
    "With us there, it will not fall." I don't raise my voice or try to act in an inspiring manner. For me, it's a matter of course that no human army could ever overcome the power of my companions and me. It would require the Old Humans themselves to challenge us. 
 
    "I do appreciate Your self-confidence, Your Highness..." Athilacia begins, but I preempt her follow-up. 
 
    "Believe in us." This time, I stand up and speak in a coercive tone. "We will bring down the very human gods themselves." 
 
    I'm sure many demon lords of the past have claimed they would do the same. Perhaps they truly believed in their power to overcome those beings they considered gods. History shows what happened to them. But we're different; we know the truth about the Old Humans. And, as a matter of fact, we have already killed one of them. 
 
    From the clan leaders' expressions, I can tell that I may have gone too far. My self-confidence must look like recklessness to them, and any attempts at elaborating would only weaken my position. But to my surprise, Chandra comes to my help. 
 
    "I like the way ya think. One last battle - a huge brawl to end it all!" She declares with a grin and spreads her arms, almost hitting the red-bearded ajura adjutant standing at attention behind her in the face with one of her hands. He's Shugra, Chandra's second-in-command - and known to be the Ajura clan's only voice of reason. His expression speaks volumes about his opinion on his chief's attitude. 
 
    "I object." Ophalen growls with his eye narrowed at Chandra. The supreme commander and the field marshal of a nation disagreeing so openly is a recipe for creating an internal rift. But I appreciate that the seasoned general is voicing his opinion rather than submitting to my authority. 
 
    "Then ya don't have to come." The Ajura chief doesn't know how to solve matters diplomatically and snubs him with her arms crossed. But that gives me an idea. 
 
    "Indeed. You do not have to come with us." I assert, causing Ophalen to stare at me in consternation. He must be thinking that I'm relieving him of his position for disagreeing with me, but that would make me a tyrant and an incredible fool. "I would like for you to go to Arkaim and oversee its reconstruction instead." 
 
    "Would it not be best to wait until after this invasion has been beaten back?" Athilacia voices her concern while shaking the tip of her snake tail despite having no rattle on it. I healed her paralyzed tail yesterday, so she might just be happy to move it about. 
 
    "We do not need carpenters and masons to fight in this war." Leaning back on my chair, I assert confidently. 
 
    "That is not entirely true." Markor responds with a wry smile. "Most craftsmen and farmers have been drafted into the army to defend the Dominion." 
 
    "Let me correct myself. We do not need them to fight in this war any longer." I state in a level tone, causing the clan leaders to exchange a quick glance. My mother taught me that the various clans have different ways to solve their military matters. Some have compulsive service that drafts any able-bodied demons in times of need. Others employ standing armies that only waste supplies in peacetime but are far better prepared and trained for war. 
 
    "Let me take care of this, Chaos." Aurelia suddenly raises a hand to stop me from continuing. For a moment, I imagine her turning all of Arkaim into a city built of gold and holding it up with her mind for all eternity. But that's clearly not what she wants to do as she stands up and addresses the room. "I will go to Arkaim with the Dominion high command." 
 
    However, the clan leaders stare at her with skepticism in their eyes. If she had gone all-out in the battle yesterday, she would have been able to wipe out the entire Alliance army on her own. But she doesn't want to kill humans who are only indoctrinated by the Old Humans, so she only did the bare minimum. That bare minimum is what the demons saw, so their doubt in her abilities is understandable. 
 
    "Please excuse my rudeness if I say that doesn't instill confidence in me." Ophalen states with his scrutinizing eye on Aurelia. The latter looks at him with a serene gaze that causes worry to rise in his heart. Demons would generally insist on demonstrating their power the moment it's put into question. 
 
    "Ya remind me of someone from the stories my father told me, goldie." Chandra looks the Golden Queen up and down with narrowed eyes. She has seen her many times since yesterday, but now is the first time she's paying closer attention to the golden-skinned girl. 
 
    "What is his name?" Aurelia asks in a matter-of-fact tone. I don't know exactly how old she is, but judging by her past with Vanadia, she must have come long before Aldeath's time. 
 
    "Kamsa was his name. He was a little taller than me, but only half as handsome." Flexing her arms, Chandra responds with a wink. I chuckle at the Ajura chief's lighthearted joke, but nobody else seems to share my appreciation for her carefree attitude. 
 
    "Oh, Kamsa, the son of Andhaka. Vanadia beat both of them in single combat, and the Ajura clan became part of the Dominion." Aurelia's expression and tone suggest that she remembers the past fondly. But that must be considered history for everybody else in the room. 
 
    "Vanadia the Unbreakable? Ya the Golden Queen of Terminus, then?" Chandra leans in on Aurelia and gives her a closer look. But from her words, I can tell that she never met her in person; after all, nobody would be able to forget her distinctive appearance and stunning presence even after hundreds of years. 
 
    "I knew that the demons would remember us even if the false gods erased our existence from human history." Aurelia smiles in relief, finding joy in knowing that Vanadia and her story have not been forgotten by demonkind. 
 
    "The Golden Queen can be your guard to ease your minds. I assume you have no problem with her acting in such a capacity?" I ask the awed clan leaders with an amused smile. 
 
    "We would never presume to have a queen be our guard!" Markor replies hastily. 
 
    "I do not mind. I would like to see Arkaim rebuilt as well. After all, it used to be Vanadia's home, even if only for a short while." With a magnanimous look across the demons in the room, Aurelia speaks calmly. That leaves no more room for argument, and the matter is decided. But she wouldn't be a legendary queen if all she had were charisma, so she does one better. "Now, I believe you have concerns regarding the costs and logistics of such an operation." 
 
    When the Golden Queen mentions costs, I realize that this is out of my expertise. Even my mother never bothered to discuss the budget and let the ministers and clan leaders take care of things. All she needed was for them to facilitate her requests to the limits of their abilities. She was no tyrant and didn't make unreasonable demands, always accepting when constraints made her wishes infeasible. 
 
    As Aurelia discusses the plans with the clan leaders, the door opens, and Rewera enters with Kleihn in tow. The petite gremlin demon with the green twin-tailed hair and welding goggles instead of a frilly maid headdress sitting on her head doesn't feel cowed by the presence of all the dignitaries and walks over with her amber eyes on me. 
 
    Standing up from my seat, I meet her halfway and gesture at the couch area in one corner of the room. I'll let the politicians and economists talk about the complicated stuff and focus on what I can do. Kamii and Daica are already sitting there, and the latter greets Kleihn with a beaming smile rarely seen on the big dark elf. 
 
    "Ohh, you're back!" The gremlin maid exclaims when she sees Daica. 
 
    "Everything worked perfectly! Thank you, Kleihn!" The big dark elf clasps her hands in front of her chest and nods eagerly. 
 
    "It was just a prototype, so I wasn't sure if it wouldn't break down after a few uses." Scratching the back of her head, Kleihn laughs jauntily. I raise an eyebrow at that statement, causing the gremlin maid to turn her attention to me. "We're talking about that baby there." 
 
    She gestures at Daica's crossbow, which rests on the side of the couch. It looks quite different from any other such weapons I've seen in this world and sports a square barrel with a relatively large opening. It also has a few extra attachments that make it look unwieldy, but those must be what got the big dark elf through all the battles until we finally reunited in Rikshakti. 
 
    "I have heard that your people are good with technology." I point at the couch across from me and sit down. Kleihn plops down on it without hesitation and smiles contentedly. 
 
    "Anything you need, I can make it for you!" She declares with a self-confident sniff while puffing out her nonexistent chest. 
 
    "Anything, you say?" I tilt my head back and grin, but she doesn't falter under my gaze. It would seem that she's confident in her abilities. "But in this case, I have something for you instead." 
 
    "Oh?" Her large fur-covered pointy ears perk up at my words, and her eyes begin to glitter in anticipation. 
 
    "I will need you and your entire clan on this." I smile warmly at her enthusiasm. "You will be working on the ancient technology of the false gods." 
 
      
 
    Due to logistical constraints, Ophalen and the other members of the Dominion high command require a few days of preparation before they can set out for Arkaim. Chandra, Rankud, Kethorn, and the illustrious Ghost Riders leave shortly after noon. Since they're mobile, they waste no time getting ready and head east toward Erbilan. 
 
    "How is the Chosen Knight prisoner doing?" I ask Rewera after another meeting with the Dominion high command concludes. 
 
    "We had to bind and gag her since she wanted to bite off her own tongue." She responds calmly, not betraying her thoughts about that matter. But this announcement takes me by surprise, and I stop in my steps. I knew Svanhild was a prideful person, but I didn't think she had it in her to attempt suicide to prevent the enemy from learning anything from her. 
 
    "I will meet her now." I gather my thoughts and declare. Then I turn around to Hestia and Dregana, who look at me with curious expressions. "You two come with me as well." 
 
    Leaving behind the conference room, Rewera leads us down several corridors and flights of stairs until we reach the section of the castle facing the backyard. Due to where Rodens is located, all one can see from the windows is the cliff behind the city. I didn't specify where to put Svanhild, but I suppose the maid leader decided it's best not to give her a view of the Alliance army outside. 
 
    She opens the lock to one room and pushes it open before stepping aside for me to enter. It appears to be a guest room with a bed and wardrobe, like any other in Rodens castle. But instead of the usual simple lamp crystal chandelier, Svanhild hangs suspended from the three hooks in the ceiling, bound in a hogtie. Her dragon armor has been stripped from her, leaving her wearing only a form-fitting black shirt and pants. 
 
    When the Chosen Knight sees me, she makes muffled noises through her leather gag and glares at me. I suppress the urge to laugh at her pitiful state and walk over to her silently. Hestia and Dregana enter the room after me and stop in surprise. 
 
    "Svanhild?" The fallen Fata mutters. The Dragon Knight stares at Hestia, her expression showing that she's wondering about the absence of her black wings. 
 
    "I'll remove the gag, so promise me you won't do something stupid." I approach the prisoner and move slowly to avoid agitating her. She only continues to stare daggers into me, but I ignore it. I untie the leather gag and take it out of her mouth, but the moment I do so, she swings her head forward and bites my fingers. All she hits is dragon armor that nearly breaks her teeth. "That's what I would consider something stupid." 
 
    Svanhild's eyes tear up, but she silently bears the pain. I place the gag on the table next to her and look at her for a while. She avoids my gaze until she feels ready to speak. But instead of addressing me, she turns toward my companions with a hate-filled glare. 
 
    "... you traitor!" Svanhild spits at Dregana. The dragonkin doesn't respond and only stares at her former student with her hawkish gaze. This takes the wind out of the Dragon Knight's sails, and her eyes swim through the room, looking for another outlet that would react. 
 
    "Next, I will untie you. Speaking like this doesn't feel right, does it?" I state and walk forward, but Svanhild bares her teeth as if saying that she will try to bite me again regardless of the outcome if I get into her range. I narrow my eyes, then grab her jaw and pull her to me. "Calm down." 
 
    My tone is so cold that it could freeze the atmosphere, and Svanhild realizes the futility of her struggles. She still looks up at me in defiance but averts her gaze in the end, to show that she will stop making it harder on herself. 
 
    "So, can you imagine what I came here to do?" I let go of her, causing her to swing backward like a pendulum. I hide the amusement I get from seeing her swinging back and forth, but at least she doesn't also spin around herself. I wouldn't have been able to suppress my laughter then. 
 
    "I-" She begins, but I interrupt her. 
 
    "You couldn't possibly know." It was a rhetorical question I didn't expect an answer to. She stares at me while slowly coming to a stop. I grab the ropes she's hanging from and cut them above my hand with a bladed tentacle. Lowering her to the ground, I quickly cut her free. "I'm going to tell you the truth about everything." 
 
    Svanhild slowly gets up and rubs the places the ropes dug into her skin. I expected her to attack me with magic or her bare hands the moment she regained her freedom, but her skeptical expression shows that she's at least willing to hear me out. 
 
    "Let's start from the very beginning of it all." I state while growing a mass of tentacles from my backside that turns into a chair. Sitting down on them, I cross my legs and look down at Svanhild, who eyes my creation with disgust but doesn't say a word. "Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic." 
 
      
 
    "And that's that." I finish the history lesson and look between the people present. Hestia and Dregana already knew that the gods were fake, but the revelation that their races were created by the Old Humans on a whim still hit them hard. 
 
    Svanhild is staring at me like I told a stupid joke. It's apparent that she doesn't believe a word I said, but I can tell that she's forcing herself to think that way. As she looks at Hestia, who composes herself with a deep breath, a hint of doubt appears in her eyes. 
 
    "What was the point of telling me all this?" The Dragon Knight finally asks, attempting to wave off everything I said as fabrication. She was chosen by one of the false gods and indoctrinated to fit their game even more than regular humans have been. It won't be easy to get her to see the truth when she doesn't want to see it. But I'm sure she's ready to believe with a push in the right direction. 
 
    "I thought you might come around and join me." I state with a wry smile, causing Svanhild to blink her eyes a few times. She's so taken aback that her jaw falls slack. 
 
    "Join the one who murdered all those professors at the academy?" She finally speaks, her whole body shaking from suppressed anger. Rewera motions to step forward, seemingly sensing killing intent, but I raise a hand to stop her. 
 
    "I won't make excuses for my actions at the academy." Crossing my arms, I state in a matter-of-fact tone. Back then, I knew nothing of this world and only wanted to save Senka and my other half. When the fighting broke out, all I could do was try to survive - at the expense of the lives of those who attacked me. "I did what I had to do to survive." 
 
    "Then you will know that the same is true for me." With these words, she lunges at me. Dust from the air rotates around her hand in the shape of a drill, much like it did around her massive lance. But I take her attack without flinching and let her hand dig into my chest. 
 
    "Chaos-sama!" Rewera runs forward, but I raise a hand to stop her. Then I look into Svanhild's eyes with a soft expression that catches her off guard. 
 
    "You may never be able to forgive me. But know that every tragedy between humans and demons was born from this game of the Old Humans." I grab her wrist and pull her hand out of my chest. The holes in my body and clothes close up without leaving behind a single sign of the damage her attack caused. "Help me put an end to it. And if you still wish to kill me afterward, I will face you in battle." 
 
    Tearing her wrist free from my grasp, Svanhild stumbles backward and glares at me. I can tell that her belief is shaken by my unwavering resolve, but it's not entirely broken. At this point, there is nothing more that I can do; she will need to see definite proof for that final step. 
 
    "Come with me. There are some people you should meet." I stand up from my tentacle chair and gesture at the door. Svanhild stares at me with an expression full of doubt, probably thinking that I'm leading her to the executioner's block. 
 
    Finally, she begins to move and follows me. Despite being behind enemy lines, she still maintains a dignified gait and doesn't let Rewera's towering presence cow her when she walks past the maid leader. The latter has returned to her professional attitude after seeing that Svanhild's attack on me was wholly ineffective. 
 
    We travel through the corridors of Rodens castle in silence. The maids and other demons we encounter along the way stare when they see Svanhild out and about without any restraints. But since Rewera and I are present, they don't question the situation and merely bow or salute as we pass them by. 
 
    I lead them to the courtyard, where the soldiers of Rodens are already training again, even though it's only the day after the siege. Their captain maintains a professional air and doesn't pay me any attention. Even the princess of a nation doesn't warrant interrupting vital training sessions. 
 
    Finding an open spot, I transform into the Chaos Jet without further ado. It draws the attention of the soldiers, and they stop their drills. This is a smaller version than the one I used to bring everybody from Arkaim to Rodens since not many people will be riding it this time. 
 
    "Get on." I create an avatar of myself in the doorway to the jet and call out to my would-be passengers. Svanhild's eyes are glued on my naked form for a moment, then she forces herself to look away. 
 
    "Cover yourself, you shameless peasant!" She shouts while pointing in my general direction. I raise an eyebrow at her insult, considering she should know that I'm the princess of this nation. In her world of nobility, I have a higher social status than her. And in this form, I don't have any exterior features and could be considered wearing a skin-colored bodysuit, so I'm not exactly naked. 
 
    "Yes indeed, I'm shameless. Now get on." I state in an impatient tone. Hestia and Dregana already rode inside the Chaos Jet, so they don't hesitate to climb the three steps into the cabin. Finally, Svanhild approaches it and scrutinizes the plane with a skeptical expression. 
 
    "What is this?" She wonders, unsure what to think of the strange shape. But Rewera picks her up and carries her into the plane effortlessly. For a moment, I consider telling the maid leader to wait for us here but decide that it might be good for her to come along. 
 
    "Take a seat." I grow four chairs from the ground to match the number of passengers and gesture at them. Hestia and Dregana do as they're told at once, and I grow a tentacle seatbelt for them. Rewera looks at her seat with a wondrous expression but finally sits down as well. 
 
    Of course, Svanhild doesn't follow my order and looks around the interior of the Chaos Jet in disgust. The walls are smooth and colored like those of a plane, and the chairs are padded with leather made from my body itself. But she must sense that all of these things are created from my matter, so she doesn't even want to touch it. 
 
    "Sit down already." I grow countless tentacles underneath her feet and drag her onto the last chair. She struggles against the restraints, so I bind her tightly. "I'll show you something good." 
 
    I take off from the courtyard with these words and turn my nose westward. Since there's no need for a cockpit, the front is a single large window made from the same material as eye lenses. It gives my passengers a great view of the landscape before them. 
 
    "Since you can fly with your armor, I assume you'll be fine with high speeds." My avatar says with a shrug before melting into the floor without a trace. Rewera stares in shock, but her mind is taken off my disappearance when the Chaos Jet jolts forward and accelerates. 
 
    I take great pleasure in hearing Svanhild's high-pitched screams as I reach speeds no new human or demon has ever experienced in this world. Throughout our journey toward Arkaim, I charge up on her terror as if it were life-giving nectar. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 170 - Losing My Religion 
 
      
 
      
 
    "You did well in holding out until we landed." I pat Svanhild's back as she vomits onto the grass in Arkaim castle's courtyard. She doesn't even have the strength to slap away my hand as she continues to retch the little stomach contents she had after not eating since the previous day. 
 
    I don't have a good grasp on the passage of time without the existence of clocks, but I'd say our journey from Rodens to Arkaim took around ten minutes. Given that the distance between the two cities is about fifty-five leagues, I traveled faster than any Fata or demon could. 
 
    "How were we flying without wings, Chaos-sama?" Rewera asks when I stand up from beside Svanhild with a sigh. The Chaos Jet does have fixed wings, but their ratio to the main body is far too small compared to those of any other flying creature in existence. 
 
    "It's the Reality Engine. It lets you do all kinds of things through the power of your imagination alone." I float up into the air and perform a flip to demonstrate this fact. Then I notice Hestia's longing gaze and quickly come back down with a feeling of regret. She has lost her wings, so showing off in front of her was a little cruel. 
 
    Landing before the fallen Fata and hugging her to my chest, I whisper into her ear that I will help her fly again. Then I turn to Svanhild, who gets back up on unsteady feet and tries to act as if nothing happened. Her pale face and sunken cheeks tell a different story, but she seems ready to move now. 
 
    I lead the way into Arkaim castle. The carnage from the false gods' attack may have been cleaned up, but the damages haven't been repaired. Holes in the walls, broken windows, and shattered pillars paint a clear picture of the desperate battle that occurred here. 
 
    Rewera's expression is neutral, but I can sense her bitterness upon seeing it all again. Svanhild looks around in curiosity, doubtlessly having heard of the monumental battle in these halls. From the Alliance side, she must have been taught that they achieved a historic victory here. 
 
    We enter the left wing where the Maid Corps used to be stationed. Now, it only houses the three maids who remained in Arkaim castle when the city was abandoned by the Dominion high command. The first we run across is Petrine on her usual patrols. 
 
    "You are already back, Chaos-sama!" She greets me with a bow. Then she turns to Rewera and nods her head in a less formal gesture. "And the maid leader is here as well." 
 
    "Gather everyone in the communal room." I give the werewolf maid the order, and she bows silently and leaves without a word. Watching her walk away at a swift pace without resorting to running, I nod at my companions to follow me. 
 
    When we round a corner to the Maid Corps communal room, we find Sigurd sitting on the windowsill of a broken window and playing a melancholic tune on his lute. He's not giving voice to his thoughts, but I can tell that the idea for this song came to him while looking outside. Arkaim castle is surrounded by the city on all sides, but all one can see now are burned ruins and rubble-covered streets. 
 
    "Welcome back, Your Highness." He bows to me with a serene smile when he notices me. Rewera takes note of the human inside Arkaim castle with narrowed eyes but doesn't comment on it. Considering his attitude toward me, she must think that he's one of my comrades. It's not entirely wrong, but I won't explain it to her right now. 
 
    "Are the others in there?" I ask without wasting time on a greeting and point at the door to the communal room. The bard nods and walks over to open it for us. Where maids used to meet during their time off, outsiders now sit on the couches or at the table. 
 
    Gram is in an arm-wrestling match with Zancrax. The big man being evenly matched with the massive minotaur shows that he is no longer a regular human. Terog is in the process of sharpening one of his many weapons but looks up when we enter. Rolan and Luna sit on the couch in silence, doubtlessly brooding over their uncertain future. But the fallen hero quickly stands up and greets me with a silent nod, unable to look me in the eyes for too long. His girlfriend recognizes Svanhild and stares at her with her mouth hanging open. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Luna asks Svanhild but shies back when the latter glares daggers into her and Rolan. 
 
    "More traitors." She mutters while doubtlessly cursing the fallen hero's party with far nastier words in her mind. I don't know the Old Humans' narrative regarding Rolan's betrayal, but even admitting that he ran away must have put a considerable dent in the Alliance's faith. After all, how could the people chosen by the gods themselves become traitors? I wish I could have seen the false gods' faces when they had to come up with an explanation that would harm their reputation the least. 
 
    "I will leave you to it then." I push Svanhild forward with one hand and shoot Rolan a meaningful glance. He will have the pleasure of trying to change the mind of somebody who has been thoroughly indoctrinated by the Old Humans. But I believe that he's the best candidate to do this since he freed himself from the shackles of belief on his own. 
 
      
 
    I stand at the window with Hestia in my arms and watch the ruined cityscape outside. It's the first time we've had time between just the two of us since we reunited in Rikshakti under the Death Moon. Rolan and his party speak with Svanhild behind us, but I don't hear their voices. All that matters is that the fallen Fata is in my embrace. 
 
    "Please teach me how to fly using the Reality Engine." Hestia suddenly whispers while nuzzling into my shoulder with the back of her head. 
 
    I don't respond immediately and take a deep breath. The thing about the Reality Engine is that it doesn't work as Nemesis explained it. I've tried healing Hestia's wings with my imagination, but nothing happened. If it could truly turn thoughts into reality, it should have been a simple thing to do. 
 
    It's the same reason we could kill Yuna. As the beings who grew up with access to the Reality Engine, all Old Humans should be invincible. They could imagine themselves to be any number of things, most of all invulnerable or intangible. They wouldn't need technology to teleport around the world, and they could disintegrate all enemies with a mere thought. 
 
    Zeke wouldn't have needed to exile Aurelia with a threat to end the world if she ever rose again and could have simply imagined her powers away. 
 
    "I will." I squeeze Hestia and kiss her hair. I figured out how to fly without wings or boosters through the sensation of flying that I already knew. It should be even easier for Fata, who are born with wings and the instincts to use them for soaring through the sky. "And not just how to fly." 
 
    I intend to teach all my girls how to use the Reality Engine. It's the reason Zeke ran from Armeria several millennia ago; some new humans had reached his level with their imagination, and he felt threatened by their growing power. It won't be long before they can no longer do a thing to all those I love. 
 
    Petrine has returned with Airiunne, Otsuyu, and Ireyo, but they're waiting patiently for me to address them. Right now, Rolan and Svanhild are engaged in a heated debate. Drills is losing ground with her arguments, especially since Dregana joined. 
 
    "How do you explain my growth, then? It could have only been the blessing of Lord Taivass himself that allowed me to become a Chosen Knight!" Svanhild always returns to the same point. The fact that she is ready to admit her lack of talent before she was chosen as a champion of the gods shows that she has grown mentally. 
 
    Parting from Hestia, I walk over to the couch Svanhild is sitting on and grab her shoulders from behind. She flinches at the sensation and turns to look at me with a glare but is surprised by my warm expression. It's not a face I would show just anybody. 
 
    "You had that talent all along, Svanhild." I squeeze her shoulders gently and declare in a confident tone. "All Taivass did was teach you that the limits he and his fellow false gods imposed on this world is merely an illusion." 
 
    "That..." Drills finds no answer to my admittance. She's an inherently prideful person, which is why she disliked me when I joined the academy on special merit. But she may have been looking for my approval all along, which I gave her now. 
 
    "To tell you the truth, the powers of these false gods are very real. They could end the world if they wanted to." I round the couch and sit down next to Svanhild but address everybody in the room. "The only reason they haven't done that yet is that they believe they're still in control." 
 
    However much in control they can be after Alexander lost his Death Moon, and Yuna was erased by Daica's slap, that is. I'm sure that Zeke has heard the details of what happened in Rikshakti from the escaped Alexander by now. Next time he appears before us, we'll have to be ready to fight him to the death. 
 
    "It is that complacency that will get them killed before they can grasp the reason for their failure." I declare in a confident tone. Yuna died because she was too sure of herself to even consider the possibility of her death. Of course, many factors came into play that led to Daica getting into range to attack her. But ultimately, the main reason was her overconfidence from seemingly being in control of fate itself for many millennia. 
 
    "You truly wish to go to war against the gods?" At this point, Svanhild's resistance has already broken. She's willing to believe our side, although I know that she won't join me for the simple reason that I killed the professors of the Royal Academy. 
 
    "The war has already started." I lean back on the couch and finally touch upon the point I have held back so far. "The Guide of Tomorrow is dead." 
 
    Svanhild continues to listen as if expecting something more, but when I don't say anything, she turns to stare at me. Her expression suggests utter disbelief, and she looks across the faces of Rolan and the others to gauge their reactions. If not for the seriousness of the topic, she might have been thinking that this is a prank, and everybody else is in on it to fool her. 
 
    "She lured us to Rikshakti, a ruined city in the south of the Dominion, to destroy all those who knew the truth about the false gods." Rolan adds with a downcast gaze. He already touched upon the fact that Yuna was the one who turned him into the Chosen Hero, but he didn't tell her the end of that story. 
 
    "I ate something bad, so I was... inconvenienced. What did I miss?" Suddenly, Neer barges into the room and speaks in a cheerful tone. Then she notices the heavy atmosphere hanging over us, and her smile freezes. 
 
    "Good timing, Neer." I stand up from the couch and walk over to the blonde twin-tailed security officer. She points at herself and looks at me blankly, wondering what part of her inappropriately cheerful entrance could be considered good timing. "Let's take a trip to the ruins of the Death Moon." 
 
      
 
    While everybody in Arkaim gets ready, I fly back to Rodens to pick up Senka, Kerry, and Kleihn. I learn that nothing has changed in Erbilan in passing. The Alliance doesn't show any signs of having learned about the defeat of their detachment at Rodens. Either they're biding their time for something, or they haven't gotten the news yet. 
 
    With only Senka and Kleihn sitting in the cabin - since Kerry flies under their own power and easily keeps up with me - the doll girl and I have some time to explain the workings of the Reality Engine to the gremlin maid. Her curiosity while listening to us outpaces her building nausea, showing her overwhelming interest in everything technology. 
 
    "This mode of flying was amaz-hurgh." When we land in the courtyard, Kleihn jumps out of the Chaos Jet and turns around to remark. Then she explosively vomits in the grass only a few meters away from where Svanhild did earlier. I smile wryly and rub her back. 
 
    We make our way to the transportation room in the depth of Arkaim castle, where the others await. During my short absence, Svanhild seems to have learned some more about the Old Humans from Neer. As one who lived and worked in one of their overt displays of ancient technology, she knows the truth about their so-called divine powers. 
 
    "Stay close to me. Don't stand anywhere near the edge of the circle." I warn Svanhild, who looks around in curiosity. The teleportation circle is large enough for more than twice our number, but she still huddles closer toward the center at my words. 
 
    When her shoulder brushes against mine, her face flushes red in anger, and she steps away. I give her a smug grin and look around one last time to make sure nobody is near the edge. Then, I activate the teleportation with a thought, and we're surrounded by a stream of light. 
 
    Only a moment later, we arrive in the Death Moon, where artificial gravity allows us to stand on the tilted ground. The instant Kleihn beholds the room on the other end of the transportation network, her ears perk up and twitch in excitement. 
 
    "What are those?!" She shrieks when she sees the capsules in which the Vanadia clones were brought in during our battle against Alexander. Everything is made of metal, glass, or rubber; materials rarely used in construction in the rest of this world. "What is this?!" 
 
    Kleihn must be experiencing sensory overload right now. She's a technophile through and through, but the level of technology in this world was always limited to what the Old Humans allowed to be created. It must be as if a medieval inventor stepped into modern-day Japan. 
 
    "That is all that remains of Framtith, the Guide of Tomorrow." I let the gremlin maid run off on her own and address Svanhild. Her gaze follows where I point and beholds the cherry blossom kimono lying on the floor. Even the dust her corpse turned into has disintegrated as if erased from existence itself, much like how my mother disappeared. 
 
    The signs of our monumental fight are still visible here and there, although I cleaned up all the corpses. Discarded clothes don't serve as evidence, but I can tell that seeing the technology I was talking about makes Svanhild more receptive to the truth. 
 
    "Follow me." I walk through the door into Alexander's private room. Nothing has changed in the two days since our battle, meaning that the Old Humans didn't return here. When Senka stopped the self-destruct mechanism, she must have also disabled all communications with the Death Moon. Otherwise, Alexander would have returned to salvage his inventions or even the entire battle station already. 
 
    I lead Svanhild and the others through the disabled microwave corridor and into the command center. Three men in white military uniforms similar to the one Neer still wears stand around Alexander's command chair, where a fourth one is fiddling with the keyboard. They look up from their work and meet my eyes, causing them to pause in surprise. 
 
    "Who are you?" One has the presence of mind to draw his handgun and demands to know. 
 
    "Lower your weapons." I step forward and state in a commanding tone, causing the officers to exchange confused glances. But then, he seems to recognize somebody in my entourage. 
 
    "Hey, you're-" The second man also points his gun at me, but I explosively grow two tentacles from my shoulders that snatch their weapons away. For an awkward moment, the disarmed officers stare at me with their empty hands still pointed in my direction. 
 
    Then, the other two reach for their guns. But before they can aim, I whip my tentacles around and grab all four of them. I fling them aside with an almost casual movement, and they slam onto the floor so hard that the air is knocked out of their lungs. 
 
    "What were you trying to do here?" I walk forward and ask one of them, but their expressions tell me that they won't give away anything without a bit of incentive. Making sure none of my companions can see my face from this angle, I let my human mask slip ever so slightly. "If you tell me, I won't eat you." 
 
    "We were trying to re-establish communications with the Rhodos Station!" Out of the four, only one manages to speak while the others only stare in wide-eyed terror. 
 
    "What is the Rhodos Station?" I pursue the matter, but Kerry grabs my hand to stop me. 
 
    "It's where my mother lives." The God of Comets states in a calm tone. I recreate my face and turn around to find that Kerry is averting their gaze. The topic of their mother will always be touchy. "My brother must have returned there to..." 
 
    To inform Elaine of Yuna's death and Kerry's betrayal. Petting the spiked helmet, I try to convey to them that they have no need to worry; I'll stand between them and the rest of their dysfunctional family when the time comes. 
 
    "Senka, get access to this." I point at Alexander's command chair and address the doll girl. Neer silently follows Senka to the chair and watches her work. As a security officer, she's curious to learn how the doll girl managed to gain high-level access to the system before. 
 
    I walk forward to the edge of the platform and look down at the lower levels of the command center. Aside from the four officers who tried to access Alexander's console, no others were in the room. But it would seem that the garrison is trying to repair the battle station and regroup with their god. 
 
    "What is that? How is the image moving like that?" Kleihn climbs onto Senka's backrest and looms over her shoulder while pointing at the screens. Her voice is almost hysterical as her mind is overloaded by the sheer amount of new things she's experiencing here. 
 
    "Come now. Don't bother Senka when she's at work." I grab the gremlin maid's arm and try to pull her away, but she holds onto the chair with a vise-like grip. When I put a little force into it, she turns on me with a crazed expression and bares her sharp teeth to bark unintelligible words at me. 
 
    Rewera steps in and grabs her by the scruff of her neck. Her whole body goes limp like a kitten being picked up in its mother's jaws. Regardless of whether that's a physiological response unique to Kleihn or how all gremlin bodies work, it's very effective. 
 
    "This might have been too much stimulation for her." I admit while looking at Kleihn with her dangling limbs and blank expression. At least now I know that she has an off button in case she goes out of control again. 
 
    "I have access." Senka informs me and brings up a schematic of the Death Moon on the massive screen of the command center. At the very center of the battle station is a spherical object that blinks red to signal damage or a loss of function. 
 
    "The gravity core is impossible to repair with what we have here. And the main generator has been shut down. Everything is running on emergency power." Neer comments while pointing at different lines of text on the smaller screen. Although Senka may know how to hack into Alexander's account, the hapless security officer is still more familiar with the battle station's functions. 
 
    "Can you see how many people are still here?" I lean over the chair and look at the screens. 
 
    "Right now, there are only a few dozens. I count the most in the generator room." Pointing here and there on the Death Moon's schematic, Neer replies to my question in Senka's place. 
 
    "Where did everybody go?" I wonder, then turn to the four captured officers. They flinch upon gaining my attention, and one of them immediately begins to talk. 
 
    "The generator had a leak and was about to blow. Everybody evacuated to the nearby city ruins, but some stayed behind to repair it." He explains with his eyes swimming left and right to avoid looking into mine even though I'm fully human right now. 
 
    "Commendable." I comment with an eyebrow raised. "Is it still in danger of exploding now?" 
 
    "We have avoided the worst-case scenario, but more work needs to be done." Another prisoner explains, sounding surprisingly hopeful. It reminds me that these are people with their own wills, not just puppets of the Old Humans. 
 
    "Well done. Keep at it." I give the officers genuine praise, causing them to look at me in confusion. "Now, let's get to the difficult part." 
 
    I go on to explain the truth about their so-called gods. That they were abandoned and left to die after losing to us in battle. They all heard the announcement of the self-destruct sequence and know that it was stopped right after. All of that, combined with the absence of Alexander and Yuna, is evidence enough that I'm telling the truth. 
 
    But they don't seem to be surprised when I speak of the Reality Engine. Apparently, the humans working on the Death Moon are different from those that inhabit Alexander's more magic-like battle stations, such as the floating island that attacked Arkaim. Many of their families have served under the gods for many generations. They know that Mundia seems to be stuck in medieval times but grew up surrounded by Old Human technology and learned about it from an early age. 
 
    They were taught that the Reality Engine is a machine of the gods that allows them - and only them - to perform divine feats. Due to indoctrination and misinformation, they never knew how little the Old Humans valued them. If the Death Moon had exploded as intended, their deaths would have never been made known to any other new humans working for the false gods. 
 
    It would seem that those in Alexander's employ are quite receptive to the truth. It was the same in Aurelia's rebellion when she converted his champions stationed in his sanctum, Cube 004, which is now embedded in the moon's surface. 
 
    "In a few days, I will bring a group of demons like this one to survey this battle station." I point at Kleihn, who's still dangling in Rewera's grasp. "Either you help them, or you stay out of their way." 
 
    "We are willing to help your cause." One of the officers states in an eager tone. "I always thought it strange that the gods require a machine like the Reality Engine to maintain their divine power. I wondered why they wouldn't share its use with everybody." 
 
    "You're naïve, Abe." Another chastises him angrily. "These are the enemies of our gods." 
 
    "Your gods are no gods at all." Suddenly, Kerry steps forward and declares, causing all four pairs of eyes to lock onto them. Under normal circumstances, the God of Comets would shy away from the attention, but it would seem that the limit of their patience has been exceeded. 
 
    "Who... or what are you?" The skeptic who called out his companion stares at Kerry's glowing white eyes visible through the slits of their spiked helmet and demands to know. 
 
    "This is Kerry Thermidor, Child of the Sun." I put a hand on Kerry's helmet and respond in their stead. Their shivering is transmitted to my hand, and I can tell how much courage it took them to speak up in front of strangers. "Their brother is Alexander Thermidor - the one you call Alkupera, Orthum, the Mage of the Beginning, or any other number of names or titles." 
 
    My declaration of Kerry's identity shocks the four officers. They stare at the naked genderless child with the onyx-colored skin and white banding for a while. It's undeniable that Kerry is more than human, but whether that means they are one of the beings they consider their gods or merely a demon is a different matter. 
 
    "If I can't convince you, maybe big sis Exia will be able to." Seeing their skepticism, Kerry states in a defiant tone. I'm sure they're pouting underneath the helmet. 
 
    "Who is that?" I stare at the God of Comets for a moment, worrying that they have another sibling beside Alexander. But judging by the trust they seem to put in this big sis Exia, she must be a good person, unlike their elder brother. 
 
    "Oh, right. In this part of the world, she should be called Yigantes." Kerry recalls that non-Old Humans wouldn't know their real names and explains in an almost cheerful tone. "She was made to play the role of the Guardian of the Soil."

  

 
   
    Chapter 171 - Red Landfall 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pontis Daemonis has been the forward base for countless Alliance crusades against the Dominion for many centuries. It has changed hands only a few times throughout its long history, evidence of its formidable steadfastness against sieges from both land and sea. 
 
    After Demon Queen Pelomyx was vanquished last winter, the seaside fortress has returned to the hands of the Alliance. It is now the logistics center of the campaign, distributing reinforcements and supplies to all the war fronts. Its well-equipped facilities and vast harbor unload the many ships that bring fresh troops and supplies across the Solus Ocean every day. 
 
    The governor of this vital fortress is Second Prince Saturio. A taciturn man with a severe personality, he combines both skills in warfare and knowledge in administration. He's rumored to be the emperor's favorite son due to his flexibility and adaptability. 
 
    His elder brother, First Prince Angelus, is a battlefield genius who has surpassed even their father. However, he has not once in his life studied the intricacies of governing a nation. In a different age, Angelus would have become a conqueror to go down in the annals of history. But with the Dominion soon to fall, the Empire of Terminus will have no need for a war-minded leader. 
 
    Fifth Prince Tiberius was sent back to Vertex Mundia for his failure on the first day of this crusade. What should have been an easy victory with few losses ended in a disastrous exchange of lives instead. It was right of their father to punish his overeagerness to prove his military skills that resulted in such a waste of troops. 
 
    Fourth Prince Hector, on the surface equally capable to Saturio but prone to cowardice under pressure, is currently leading a secret detachment to attack Erbilan from behind. With the massive fortress complex pincered, it should soon fall. And with it, the majority of the Dominion's forces will be vanquished. Their great uncle, Grand Duke Tycho, is assisting him in this endeavor, so his success should be all but guaranteed. 
 
    Once Erbilan falls, their father predicts the complete collapse of the Dominion within the coming winter. Surely, Angelus and Hector would then be tasked with securing the Ceogath continent in the following winters and eventually turning it into the empire's colony. 
 
    Saturio already knows that he will inherit the throne. Their father put him in charge of Pontis Daemonis as his final test. Once the crusade is over, Emperor Lucianus V will return to Vertex Mundia with him and announce him as his successor. With Tiberius's claim all but neutered by his own folly, and the other princes in Ceogath, nobody would be able to object. 
 
    "I have finished looking over the documents and have made some adjustments to the distribution of supplies." Saturio calls over his secretary and gestures at the stack of papers to his left. He is left-handed, which had earned him some scorn behind his back when he studied fencing. But due to his position, nobody would ever dare say it out loud. 
 
    The secretary silently nods, picks up the stack, and leaves the room to deliver them to the corresponding offices in Pontis Daemonis. Taking a deep breath, Saturio stands up and walks out onto the balcony to look over the fortress. With paved roads and neatly arranged buildings, it stands as a monument to his forebears' strategic acumen, as much as it exemplifies the architectural achievements of the empire's culture. 
 
    The prince shades his eyes against the intense afternoon sun and regards the city with pride. But suddenly, he hears concerned voices grow louder in the courtyard and looks down to see people pointing out at the sea. He lets his gaze wander to see what they are worried about, and his eyes widen in bewilderment. 
 
    Saturio has read reports of the attempts of man to fly without using magic. One promising invention was a so-called hot air balloon that featured a gondola carrying up to three people. The spherical cloth construction would be filled with hot air from a flame, causing it to float upward. 
 
    Something akin to that is approaching from the Solus Ocean. However, its size can't be compared to the infantile creations of the empire. Normally, one wouldn't be able to determine a flying object's size with no points of reference in the sky. But instead of the wicker gondola of a hot air balloon, this one carried a three-mast ship. This balloon is of a size far beyond anything humans have attempted. 
 
    The humans in Pontis Daemonis can only watch in awe as the flying vessel descends slowly. Soon, the ship touches down on the water a distance away and unfurls its sails. At the same time, the thick ropes of the balloon are detached, and it quickly deflates. In fact, it shrinks to an impossibly small size. 
 
    Saturio runs back into his room and finds his monocular. Looking through them, he sees the people on the ship and recognizes them as demons. Even in the confusion that has gripped his mind, he doesn't neglect his duties as the governor of the seaside fortress. 
 
    "Sound the alarm!" He bellows down from his balcony. The soldiers below immediately relay his orders, and only a few moments later, the keep's bell rings across the castle. The sound is picked up by the other guardhouses of the city, and the garrison gets ready for combat. 
 
      
 
    "Well, we did make such a grand entrance." Asoko comments when she lands on the deck of the Catty Shark. The flag of the Alliance flies over Pontis Daemonis, as expected. It's the place that was hit even before Arkaim came under attack by the gods. 
 
    "Two moons in the sky for a journey that would have taken five on the sea." Morden states while looking at the familiar Dominion shore. He's baffled by Asoko's transformation ability and endurance for carrying the entire Catty Shark without rest. 
 
    "Take out the ship, and I could have done it in a fortnight." Asoko walks past the captain and looks at her companions with a grin. "Pontis Daemonis has fallen to the humans, so I say we take it back." 
 
    "Sounds good." Tamariki cracks her knuckles and grins fearlessly. 
 
    "I would normally warn you not to overestimate yourselves..." Ninlil begins and then sighs. She knows what Asoko and Tamariki are capable of, and there are no doubts in her mind that the two of them alone will be enough to defeat any number of humans. 
 
    "Don't worry. I'm with them." Lenoly steps up to the dynamic duo and states with a confident smile. Her broken left horn has been replaced with a new one seemingly grown from a ruby. There's a fire in her eyes - not only in the metaphorical sense - that shows her eagerness to test her limits. She took Leimu's fire into her body, so she could be considered the new Bearer of the Flame. 
 
    "Since when did you learn to talk so big?" Asoko turns around to the little bakari, who looks at her with a smug expression. 
 
    "I learned from the best." She states while staring straight at the false princess. The latter ducks her head, suggesting that Lenoly won this round. Ever since she gained the fire of the goddess, her already feisty personality has grown to match her new powers. 
 
    "We'll be going ahead then." With an ironic salute at Ninlil, Asoko grows jet boosters on her back and legs and takes off with Tamariki in her arms. In midair, she points at the docked warships in Pontis Daemonis's harbor. Sailors are running about trying to get the vessels going to intercept the Catty Shark. "You take care of the Alliance ships." 
 
    "Understood." Lenoly responds and pumps herself up for the impending battle. She throws off her robes and reveals her naked body covered in rubies, much like Leimu's. Flames begin to dance around her, and a halo of fire spins around her horns. 
 
    "Not on me ship!" Morden complains while stomping the deck with his peg leg. The little bakari ducks under his voice and remembers that she's on a wooden ship. Leimu could melt glass and stone when she flew through Rathcearta, so the Catty Shark would turn into an inferno upon her takeoff. 
 
    Lenoly jumps over the railing and explodes into flames. She nearly touches the water but catches herself with jets of heat emerging from her arms and legs. As she gains altitude, she spreads her arms to feel the freedom her newfound powers give her. With this, she can keep up with Asoko; she will no longer be left behind. 
 
    "This is far enough." Tamariki declares when they approach the seaside fortress. She doesn't like being carried by somebody smaller than her, so she struggles to get out of Asoko's grasp. 
 
    "Ah, don't-" The latter tries to hold on, but her hands slip. The red demon drops from the sky in an arc and impacts the fortress wall just below the parapets. Asoko slaps her forehead and sighs. "You brought that upon yourself." 
 
    But Tamariki wouldn't be a Rangatira if that stopped her. She digs upward through the stone itself and explodes among several soldiers manning the defenses above her. Asoko smiles wryly at the furious demon unleashing carnage on the wall and flies across the fortress to scout for potential demon prisoners. 
 
    Moments later, Lenoly reaches the harbor and unleashes a wave of fire at the ships. Arrows and crossbow bolts melt and evaporate before they touch her, and she retaliates with bursts of heat from her hands. The wooden vessels explode into flames, and the screaming sailors jump over the railings to escape the blaze. 
 
    Even though she had little time to practice with her powers, the little bakari has already touched the realm of the gods. She burns the entire Alliance fleet within moments of her arrival. The flames tinting the sea red herald the new Bearer of the Flame, who stands on the side of the Dominion. 
 
    Pontis Daemonis fell shortly after the attack on Arkaim over one year ago. Asoko can only hope that the demon defenders evacuated before the city was overrun. But when she flies over the main square, she sees a massive skull with giant horns and two tusks mounted on a pillar. It's the head of Menshash, the deputy commander under Cadrienna. 
 
    Below the skull hangs a giant cleaver that belonged to Iruzas. His remains are nowhere to be seen, but the presence of his weapon indicates that he has died too. Asoko lands in the middle of the main square and looks up at the trophies that the humans put up for all to see. Soldiers immediately surround her on all sides and point their weapons at her, but she ignores them. 
 
    "You must have fought bravely to the last." The Crawling Chaos mutters and lowers her head before the grave marker of the two deputy commanders. A spear impacts her back but bounces off her golden scales harmlessly. Still, Asoko maintains the moment of silence to honor the fallen. 
 
    A fireball explodes against her, but she comes out unscathed, standing firmly like a pillar in the breeze. The dragon armor is resistant to all but the most potent magic - magic that humans are incapable of casting. Even Chosen Knights should be powerless before the resilience of an elder dragon of legend. 
 
    "What are you?!" The soldiers shout at Asoko when their attacks prove useless against her. Finally, she moves and turns to them, and the scales on her body meld into her black and red skin. 
 
    "Your worst nightmare!" She responds with an abyss-like grin and gets to work. 
 
      
 
    Second Prince Saturio could never have imagined that three demons would overwhelm the elite defenses of Pontis Daemonis within mere moments. Of the five Chosen Knights left to guard the lynchpin of the Alliance crusade, three have already been killed. The entire city is aflame, and the regular soldiers are abandoning their posts to flee for their lives. 
 
    As he emerges from the gate of the keep, in full enchanted gear and flanked by the two remaining Chosen Knights, Saturio comes face to face with these three demons. When he beholds their appearances, he realizes that he may not survive this encounter. 
 
    Out of the three, he recognizes two. One is reminiscent of Queen Pelomyx, her ever-changing form in battle making her impossible to predict. The other must be a descendant or relative of King Aldeath, her physical prowess allowing her to make short work of even Electi. The third appears to be a goat demon, but she wears a skintight suit covered in rubies, and a halo of flames spin around her mismatched horns. Saturio has heard from the Chosen Knights that this is eerily similar to the appearance of Fraglantia, the Bearer of the Flame. 
 
    "One each, huh?" Tamariki comments while tilting her head back. She's looking at the second prince and regarding his ornamental armor with disdain. She can already tell that Asoko and Lenoly will leave him to her due to their similar height. 
 
    "This will be your end, demons!" The two Chosen Knights stand in front of their prince and shield him. Their faces lack the confidence they usually display when standing against the forces of the Dominion. One wields two axes, and the other carries a mace and a tower shield, marking them as magic fighters rather than long-range mages. 
 
    However, Asoko's eyes are fixated on something behind Saturio. She peers across the entrance hall, her expression frozen in a blank mask. Hanging on the wall, over the black sun on a red field that is the Dominion flag, is the taxidermy of Cadrienna. Her arms and tentacle legs are spread out, and her face is locked into an eternal scream of agony. 
 
    The Crawling Chaos can find no words in her mind for what she's seeing. Revenge? Barbarism? Pure malice? She can't fathom how human brains must work to come up with an atrocity such as this. No, they can no longer be called humans; they're beasts. 
 
    Lenoly and Tamariki follow Asoko's gaze and find what she's looking at. The little bakari is shocked to see the commander of Pontis Daemonis reduced to a trophy like this, and Tamariki's face distorts with rage. 
 
    "Leave me." Asoko mutters, and her two companions spin their heads around to stare at her for a moment. Then, they realize what she intends to do and turn away. 
 
    "Where are you going, demons? Did you not say one each?" Saturio understands that he's hopelessly outmatched despite being a descendant of Lord Kael himself. However, he would shame his god's name if he showed fear in his final moments. He will go down fighting to the last. 
 
    "Playtime is over." Tamariki looks over her shoulder and growls with a terrifying glare that takes Saturio aback. But he prevents himself from faltering under a demon's gaze and draws his sword. The red demon only scoffs at the prince's grandstanding. 
 
    As Lenoly and Tamariki walk away, Asoko's face and body begin to change. It loses its well-defined shape and begins to undulate like smoke swirling about a pillar of heat. She turns into a shadow of black and red, and her features retreat into the abyss. 
 
    The two demons hear the terrified screams of the second prince and his two Chosen Knights. A moment later, the sound of clattering steel and ripping flesh cuts their voices short. Then, there's only silence. 
 
      
 
    "What will we do with this?" Lenoly wonders while peering out at the burning Pontis Daemonis from atop the keep's battlements. Humans are running across the field and the shore outside the walls, trying to get as far away as they can from the nightmare that has attacked their fortress. 
 
    "I would prefer if we didn't raze it to the ground." Ninlil states with a frown at the massacre the trio caused on their own. She doesn't care for the lives of the humans who attacked the Dominion; those who kill others should always be prepared to be killed. But with only the expedition members, putting out the fires will be difficult. 
 
    "It's still a city built by humans." Tamariki comments while looking at the imperial architecture with a sniff of disdain. It's not that she considers it inferior or ugly, but the presence of such a fortress on Dominion soil symbolizes the Alliance's bid for this continent. As long as it stands here, they will return and attempt to reclaim it for future invasions. 
 
    "Let it burn." Asoko joins them on the wall and declares in a cold tone. "Once this invasion is beaten back, no human will ever set foot in the Dominion again." 
 
    A shiver runs down Ninlil's back, and her two tails puff up when she sees the false princess's seething determination. Although she only spent one night with Cadrienna, Asoko already considered the commander her lover. Seeing her death being defiled in such a manner has triggered something within the Crawling Chaos. 
 
    "What about those who are running?" Tamariki asks while pointing at the escaping humans with a sweeping gesture. They're scattering in every direction, and catching them all will be troublesome. 
 
    "Let them bear the news. They will die soon enough." Asoko asserts as if knowing something the others don't. 
 
    She has questioned some humans she captured inside the keep, and they told her that the main Alliance army is currently besieging Erbilan. Raiding parties lay waste to all the villages they come across between there and Pontis Daemonis, but the Dominion heartlands still stand strong. 
 
    This means their target is the army at Erbilan. They should break the siege when they hit the humans from behind with their combined might. Pincered between Asoko and her companions, and the Dominion army holding the fortress of Erbilan, the Alliance army will have no way out. With this, the humans will be removed from Ceogath. 
 
    Morden and his crew will return to Gaislaic on the Catty Shark, so this is where they part ways. The Aurel Sea is teeming with Alliance warships trying to catch any escaping Dominion vessels, but there's no doubt that the devil of a captain will prevail through it all. Once this war is over, they will visit him in his pirate haven of scum and villainy. 
 
    "We won't fly." Asoko declares and points west toward Erbilan. "We will clean up all human troops we find along the way before putting an end to it all." 
 
    Ninlil stares at Asoko with a thoughtful gaze. The false princess is shaping up to be like Queen Pelomyx. When she claimed the throne, she had the charisma of somebody driven by revenge. The demons who appreciate violence and power above all else were drawn to her, but the former maid leader thought it would end only in misery for the Dominion. 
 
    She was wrong about Queen Pelomyx; she proved to be a capable ruler who didn't waste demon lives in an endless crusade against the Alliance nations. Hopefully, Asoko will turn out the same way, and her worries are unfounded. 
 
    Glancing at Lenoly and Tamariki, and then the maids, Ninlil hopes that they will be enough to calm Asoko down once this war is over. But she's optimistic; Pelomyx could get over the death of her husband, so Asoko should be able to get over a murdered lover. If not, she doubts that anybody but the original could stop her. 
 
      
 
    The expedition travels west along the main road without fear of being spotted by enemies. Since they move on foot, their progress is much slower than Ninlil would like, but it allows them to survey the situation in the Dominion from a much closer angle. 
 
    As they reach Orug two days later, they find the only city of the Suhra clan turned into a relay station for the Alliance army's reinforcements and supplies. It sports a smaller garrison than Pontis Daemonis, and not a single Chosen Knight is present, but it would have made no difference in the face of Asoko's wrath. 
 
    Unlike the seaside fortress, they leave Orug entirely intact but devoid of human life. It shows that Asoko still has the presence of mind to judge a situation by its merits; Orug is originally a Dominion city, so burning it down like she did with Pontis Daemonis would be a waste. 
 
    Ninlil takes a breather. This means that Asoko has calmed down from her initial shock after witnessing the fate of Cadrienna and is thinking clearly again. Her ruthlessness in pursuing the humans in Orug is just the way she fights, but her expression and mannerisms have returned to that of her former self. All that's missing is seeing her smile. 
 
    However, when they cross the Herebronn mountain range and come upon the Niverlant Sea of Trees, Asoko's mood worsens once more. The unhindered view across the landscape from atop the mountain pass gives them a good idea of what damages the Alliance has wrought. 
 
    Extensive swathes of the forest have been cut down, and black smoke rises from many settlements in a line toward the horizon in the west. It's not the smoke from uncontrolled fires but from furnaces; the Alliance is consuming the Dominion's very land itself to fuel its war machine. 
 
    "They marked the trail for us." Asoko grins, but her tone shows that she's angry. She may not have spent that much time in the Dominion, but she considers it her home. Seeing it ravaged in front of her like this makes her blood boil. "Not following it would be a discourtesy." 
 
    Her companions remain silent. They agree with her sentiment and glare at the formerly Dominion settlements that have been converted into human workshops. It shows that the Alliance intends to see the eradication of demonkind to its end this time. Relocating their industry to conquered enemy territories shows that the humans want to replace the native population. 
 
    "They know that we're coming." Ninlil comments while shielding her eyes from the afternoon sun. Some riders who escaped from Pontis Daemonis and Orug will have informed the Alliance troops spread across the Niverlant Sea of Trees. Even if not in the first town, they will face an army soon. 
 
    "Let them gather. It's better than to chase them down one by one." The false princess responds in a grim tone. Those are words reserved for the powerful. But it's not overconfidence when she has killed one of the human gods. 
 
    Ninlil exchanges a knowing look with Lenoly. The little bakari understands the former maid leader's sentiment and gives her a wry smile. When Asoko flies off the handle, she'll try to stop her. But she then shoots Tamariki a worried glance. The Rangatira is the type that encourages revenge. 
 
    "It will be alright." Ninlil puts a hand on Lenoly's shoulder and shakes her head. She knows that Tamariki may appear like a musclehead who only thinks in terms of physical strength. But the red demon can be levelheaded precisely because she was born so powerful. 
 
    As the expedition continues on its way, Lenoly keeps a close eye on Asoko. Ever since she was thawed, she hasn't behaved in the same frivolous way she did during her time in Arkaim castle. Of course, she had to maintain her transformation during their journey across the ocean, so she had no chance to do anything with the maids. 
 
    But Lenoly can tell that she seems to have matured after the battle in Rathcearta. Killing Leimu has changed something in all of them, not just Lenoly. They understand now what is at stake in this war when even a god can die. And seeing the aftermath of Pontis Daemonis's fall has only driven that home deeper for Asoko. 
 
    The little bakari wonders what will happen if they return to Arkaim with Asoko and find that Chloe hasn't returned - or will never return. Will the false princess become the real one then? 
 
    One part of Lenoly thinks that Asoko has a legitimate claim to the throne after all she has done for the Dominion. But she was friends with Chloe, and Vitalis sacrificed her life for the princess. Therefore, she can't wholeheartedly support Asoko's usurpation of the crown either. 
 
    Shaking her head, the little bakari glances at the false princess from the side. Her dark expression of determination as they descend the slope toward the Niverlant Sea of Trees grips her heart. To Lenoly, Asoko is the more important of the two - perhaps more than a close friend and companion. 
 
    Happen what will; she will stand by Asoko's side.

  

 
   
    Chapter 172 - Vampire Masquerade 
 
      
 
      
 
    As the expedition travels across what used to be the dense forest that gave the Niverlant Sea of Trees its name, they see the extent of the destruction of nature. Soot from the countless new furnaces built in the exposed towns on the deforested plains dance on the wind wherever they go. 
 
    It would seem that the Alliance is preparing to colonize these lands once the demons have been eradicated. For now, it may be using the trees for its war machine, but the cleared land will be turned into farmlands soon enough. 
 
    The first village they reach is only lightly protected by unmotivated guards. Asoko and her companions make short work of them and enter the small town to find burnt-out ruins side by side with newly-established workshops. 
 
    Strutting through the main street without hiding their identity, the expedition looks around for any signs of demons. Knowing the Alliance, there won't be prisoners or slaves from the Dominion populace since they fear their corruption. It's truly a war for annihilation. 
 
    As the town bell is rung to warn of the demonic intruders, the expedition makes its way to the village center. Soldiers and armed craftsmen approach their position from all the streets leading up to it. But the demons' eyes are on the caged carriages parked left and right. The size of their doors suggests that they aren't used for transporting livestock. 
 
    "Get the demons!" A soldier riding on horseback commands while raising his sword. He appears to be the guard captain or acting in a similar capacity, as the townsfolk follow his order and charge at the demons with a roar. 
 
    "Hey. What are you transporting in those?" Asoko asks in a freezing tone that causes all the humans to stop in their tracks. Her voice sounds otherworldly, echoing through the very minds of everybody in the square. Even some of her demon companions cower at it. 
 
    The entire square grows silent. The humans stare at Asoko, whose face seems to have disappeared into darkness. Then, they realize the terror in their midst, and the first people drop their weapons and run away. In an instant, panic spreads through their ranks, and soldiers and craftsmen alike abandon their posts. 
 
    "What are you doing?! Fight, you cowards!" The guard captain appears to have a stronger will than his troops, but his expression shows that he was also affected by the wave of fear Asoko unleashed on them. 
 
    Suddenly, the Crawling Chaos's form shifts and she surges toward the man on the horse in a shadowy blur too fast to follow. A mass of tentacles rips him off his mount, which whinnies in terror and gallops away at full speed. Throwing the guard captain to the ground, Asoko reforms above him and glares at him. 
 
    "What are you transporting in those?" She repeats her earlier question, now no longer with the otherworldly reverb in her voice. But the middle-aged soldier understands that the inconspicuous girl looming over him is a horrifying creature. 
 
    "Demon prisoners!" He raises his hands in front of his face to shield himself from her gaze. 
 
    "Where are you bringing them?" Asoko's voice is calm, but she's seething on the inside. The fact that they're transporting demons across the occupied regions means that they're being turned into slaves. 
 
    "The vampires buy the prisoners." The man replies quickly, ready to divulge all secrets to save his own life. 
 
    "What are you saying?" Asoko blinks her eyes a few times in bewilderment. This is the first time she hears about vampires. 
 
    "I don't know what that means! Please don't kill me! I'm only the guard captain of this town!" He realizes his usefulness as a source of information is running out, so he pleads for his life by signaling his insignificance in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    But Asoko doesn't care; he was willing to send his troops at them, so he should have been prepared for death. With a spike through his forehead, she quickly ends his life, then turns around to her companions. 
 
    "The vampires he's talking about must be the Sheason clan. They're a new clan that formed shortly before the end of Aldeath's reign." Ninlil walks forward and explains with a cold glance at the dead guard captain lying in the dirt. Anybody who engages in the trafficking of people and treats them as objects deserves death. "But they have no need for slaves." 
 
    "Why is that?" Asoko inquires with a raised eyebrow. When she thinks vampires, it's the blood-sucking kind. It would make sense for them to buy slaves and use them as living blood bags. 
 
    "They like the thrill of the hunt. But more importantly, all the labor in their domain is performed by their thralls." The former maid leader says and frowns with a disgusted expression. "They call them thralls, but they are really the undead. They need no food nor rest, and unlike living slaves, will never revolt." 
 
    But those words cause alarm bells to ring in Asoko's head. Her expression must have given something away as Ninlil's eyes widen and her pupils turn into slits. They both understand immediately: The Sheason clan is buying demon prisoners from the Alliance to create more thralls. 
 
    "But why would humans trade with a demon clan?" Asoko wonders, but the moment she asks the question, its answer becomes apparent. "Because the vampires have betrayed the Dominion and sided with the Alliance..." 
 
    "Under your mother, the Sheason clan had no chance to expand their political or military influence because she didn't allow them to make more thralls." Chialdara joins the conversation with a quick history lesson. 
 
    According to her knowledge, the vampires first appeared about twenty-one winters before King Aldeath's death. Back then, the few in existence already commanded a massive army of the undead, which they had gained from killing rival warlords in the Untamed Region and ambushing Alliance forays into the Dominion from Pontis Daemonis. 
 
    King Aldeath acknowledged their leader, Ascelin Sheason, and gave his people the status of a clan. With this blessing, they claimed their domain southeast of the Niverlant Sea of Trees, at the easternmost tip of the Untamed Region. Using their untiring thralls, they built a circular fortress city with a massive palace and called it the Moonlight Capital. 
 
    Shortly after Queen Pelomyx took the throne, they came into conflict with the similarly young Rougarou clan. However, the queen sided with the latter and introduced limitations to the vampires' expansionist plans. That must have caused a deeply-seated grudge they could never act upon due to her overwhelming power. 
 
    When Queen Pelomyx died, they knew that the leaderless nation would fall into chaos, so they must have made a pact with the invading Alliance. Since they seem entirely human, aside from their feeding habits and necromantic magic, the Alliance must have accepted the agreement in exchange for information and riches. Surely, they don't know that the vampires' army of the undead is growing with their help. 
 
    "The Sheason clan will most likely swoop in once the Dominion is all but defeated and the Alliance has exhausted itself in the war." With a finger on her chin in a thoughtful gesture, Chialdara theorizes in a somber tone. That does sound like something the scheming vampires Asoko knows from movies and games would do. 
 
    "I smell a detour." Khuko comments with a shrug. 
 
    "What do you think?" Asoko turns to Ninlil for her opinion about going to punish the vampires and freeing any demon prisoners who are still alive. It would mean a delay in getting to Erbilan, but this is a matter of life and death in either case. 
 
    "How is the siege in Erbilan going? Are they holding out well, or are they on their last leg? How many prisoners of the Sheason clan are still alive, or have they all been turned into thralls already?" The former maid leader lists the issues at hand and shakes her head. If they knew that the Dominion's gate to its heartlands was still secure, they could afford to go to the vampire capital. "We lack information. Without that knowledge, I'd say we head for Erbilan." 
 
    Asoko considers Ninlil's proposal and glances at the other expedition members. The maids feel they don't have the right to persuade her into either decision, so they only stand around with downcast gazes. Lenoly and Tamariki appear to be deep in thought, looking up into the sky as if hoping for an answer to drop into their laps. 
 
    "We'll have to head for Erbilan then." The false princess grimaces but makes the sensible decision. Going to the Moonlight Capital is losing sight of their primary goal: Ending the Alliance invasion. After all, if the fortress city falls, the humans will roll across the rest of the Dominion almost unhindered. On the other hand, if they defeat the enemy at Erbilan, they can still deal with the Sheason clan afterward. 
 
    "No, we should head for the Moonlight Capital." Lenoly suddenly says and looks at Asoko. The former maid leader and the Maid Corps stare at the little bakari in surprise. She may have become the new Bearer of the Flame, but that doesn't give her the right to question the princess's decision. "Have you forgotten that you can fly us there?" 
 
    For a moment, Asoko stares at Lenoly dumbfounded. It would seem that she didn't consider this option since they have been traveling on foot since returning to Dominion soil. She wanted to clean up all human forces along the way to Erbilan, but that doesn't mean she has to stick to it if it delays their reinforcement in the siege. 
 
    "You have, huh?" Tamariki says, then turns away and laughs loudly. 
 
    "How far is it?" Asoko asks Ninlil, who only sighs in resignation. She knows it's a difficult decision with no correct answer, but Erbilan is built to withstand a siege indefinitely, while the prisoners sent to the vampires are defenseless. 
 
    "We should reach it within the day on dragonback." The former maid leader finally responds and breaks out into a warm smile. She appreciates that the false princess has chosen to help those in a weaker position against her suggestion. It shows that she prioritizes saving others over her revenge. 
 
      
 
    The Moonlight Capital is a beautiful walled city, perfectly circular and matching Arkaim in size. Its name alone should have suggested that the vampires had designs on taking over the Dominion from the start and making their home the new capital. 
 
    All members of the formerly Thirteen Great Clans used to fight for the throne of the Dominion. Over time, most have settled into being loyal to the nation as a whole, especially since King Aldeath united them for five centuries. 
 
    However, the Sheason clan has no loyalty to the crown due to its short history. The vampires came into being toward the end of Aldeath's reign, meaning they didn't have much time to form a relationship with the throne before Pelomyx took over. And she kept them in line through her might, which is now gone. 
 
    Asoko has no reason to approach in secret. Flying across the city in the form of the massive golden elder dragon Kiamedras, she glides in a large circle to survey the area. The streets are hidden under a veil of thick, unnatural fog that barely moves even under her beating wings. She can see shadows inside the fog, but they make no sound; they must be thralls silently doing the dark bidding of their vampire masters. 
 
    "Where do you think they keep the living prisoners?" Lenoly wonders while peering down from Asoko's back. The number of figures in the fog is worrying; if the entire city is this active, there must be tens of thousands of thralls in the streets alone. The Sheason clan has been busy. 
 
    "Most likely not in the palace, but we're still heading there." The Crawling Chaos growls while pointing ahead with her snout. The Moonlight Capital's palace is a massive building complex with many tall towers. It's larger than even Arkaim castle, once again a sign of the Sheason clan's designs on hegemony. 
 
    The beautiful masonry belies the fact that it was built by the undead, which invokes the image of shambling, mindless ghouls from fiction. These thralls must be far more sophisticated than the human undead her other half told her about. 
 
    Although it's late afternoon, bats are already circling the spires and towers. Khuko spots gargoyles perched everywhere but says that they aren't the type that comes to life at night. It would seem that the vampires had them carved to match the living gargoyles of Arkaim, if only in appearance. 
 
    The extensive palace gardens feature a perfectly-shaped hedge maze and topiaries of various shapes. Among them is a dragon, apparently the centerpiece of the collection. Surrounding it is a gathering of tables, with about a hundred aristocratic-looking men and women in elaborate and colorful masks engaging in a garden party. 
 
    Asoko aims for the topiary dragon and lands on top of it with all of her weight. Crushing the hedge underneath her body, she replaces it with a real dragon and lets out an ear-splitting roar that shocks even the most inattentive vampire to attention. 
 
    With all masks turned toward her, Asoko lets down everybody riding on her back and transforms into her human form. Her gaze sweeps across the party attendees, and anger rises in her chest. They live in luxury and opulence while the rest of the Dominion suffers in the wake of the invasion. 
 
    That alone should be considered a punishable offense, but there's also the fact that the unbreathing servants are clearly demon thralls. While their faces are covered behind dark veils, doubtlessly to hide their blank expressions, many of their physiologies are anything but human. 
 
    "I am Chaos, Crown Princess of the Dominion." Asoko crosses her arms while standing on the pile of broken branches and leaves that the topiary dragon has been reduced to and announces herself. "Bring me Ascelin Sheason." 
 
    Although the evidence so far is already damning enough for her to enact punishment, she wants to hear it from the clan leader's mouth. She's not sure what she will do if he admits to his treason and grovels for forgiveness, but the option of erasing the Moonlight Capital and all the vampires with it is definitely on the table for her. 
 
    However, the masked vampires don't respond and only stare at Asoko in utter silence. Not one of them moves as if glued in place by fear of the princess of the Dominion. Ninlil flares her nostrils and sniffs as if to get rid of a nasty smell. 
 
    "They aren't vampires. These are thralls, too." She asserts with a sickened expression. 
 
    "Playing house with their dolls?" Tamariki spits out in disgust and looks around. The food and snacks on the tables are real, and so are the wine glasses filled with red liquid that looks suspiciously like blood. What is the point in creating this façade when the whole city is under their control? 
 
    "The sun is setting." Helleis comments while looking west. The incredibly tall city wall appears to have been built for the sake of shortening the day ever so slightly. In fact, the entire city is located in a circular crater, and only the tallest spire of the palace peeks above the outer wall. 
 
    "Vampires dislike the sun. They are strongest at night." Ninlil explains and turns to the palace behind them. The sunlight falling on its walls slowly but noticeably retreats upward. 
 
    Seeing the towers, the former maid leader remembers her time at the Royal Academy. An exile of the Sheason clan was enrolled there, which is surprising considering how tightly-knit the vampire clan is said to be. But Elestair was an aberration among them, much like Khuko is to the gargoyles. Unlike his kin, he had no weaknesses and could display the full range of his powers both under the sun and at night. Perhaps Ascelin feared that Elestair would eventually grow up to replace him. 
 
    "So we came at the right time?" Asoko grumbles while jumping down from the pile of broken branches and leaves. The thralls don't move and turn their heads to watch the intruders. Perhaps these are actors to make it seem as if the vampires are staying out in the sunlight without a care for their weakness. 
 
    The expedition leaves behind the eerily staring thralls and makes its way up the steps from the garden to one of the palace entrances. At the top, they're faced with two towering guards in plate armor. They wield massive shields and halberds, and the chainmail over their faces signal that they're thralls. However, they don't move even when Asoko approaches the open doors. One could mistake them for statues if Ninlil didn't grimace to suggest that she smells undead underneath the thick armor. 
 
    The interior of the palace is even more lavish than expected. Elaborate hand-weaved carpets, golden chandeliers that speak of skilled craftsmanship, artfully carved statues, and paintings of people and landscapes line the rooms and corridors. 
 
    Thralls tirelessly keep everything clean, not one of them reacting to the presence of the intruders. The expedition ignores them as well and continues deeper inside the palace. Even now, they don't encounter a single vampire, as if they all hid to avoid Asoko's wrath. 
 
    According to Ninlil's description of the Sheason clan, they aren't the type to cower in fear. Vampires are powerful in the use of their unique magic, which allows them to animate the dead. It has various other applications, but most of it is shrouded in mystery. Still, not one of the maids doubts that their princess will overcome anything thrown at her. 
 
    The fact that they haven't been attacked yet is confusing. This is the Sheason clan's stronghold, and they should know about the intruders by now. Asoko has no doubt that the bats flying about the spires are messengers for the vampires, too. 
 
    Finally, they reach the massive door to the grand hall. Tamariki pushes the wings open with some effort and reveals an enormous room with a ceiling steeped in darkness. The moment they step over the threshold, an invisible pressure assaults them. The expedition members get an indescribable sense of dread as if feeling the presence of a predator stalking them. 
 
    Only Asoko doesn't seem to be aware of it, as she steps forward without a care in her heart. She narrows her eyes at the sight of this magnificent throne room. It easily overshadows that of Arkaim castle and could accommodate several thousand people. That would be more than enough to hold a coronation ceremony with all the Dominion clans and their sizeable delegations. 
 
    There's no doubt that Ascelin Sheason had designs on the Dominion throne since the inception of his clan. But it shows that he had no intentions of playing by the nation's tradition of relocating to the ancient capital and taking the challenge of the Forerunners Chamber. Instead, he wants to establish a new dynasty and do away with the old one. 
 
    At the very end of the immense hall is an elevated throne befitting of an absolute ruler. On it sits a lone androgynous man with long and wavy blond hair and blue eyes. It is Ascelin Sheason, Lord of the Moonlight Capital. He wears a beautiful white suit of plate armor, and his hands rest on the elaborate hilt of a sheathed saber in front of him, showing his readiness for battle. The gaze in his half-closed eyes is lowered as if he's deep in thought. 
 
    "Her Royal Highness, Crown Princess Chaos." Helleis suddenly announces in a booming voice that shocks even her comrades. Once again, Asoko is the only one who doesn't lose her countenance and keeps her eyes glued on the man's face. His eyelids flutter, and he looks up to lock his gaze with hers. 
 
    "Welcome to the Moonlight Capital, Your Highness." He stands up and speaks in a clear and calm voice that carries across the entire grand hall. "I have been awaiting You since Your return to the Dominion shores." 
 
    "So you already expected that I would come to punish you for your betrayal. That makes things easier." Asoko steps forward and declares in a threatening tone. 
 
    "I see that our counter-intelligence is perfect." Ascelin states in a tone filled with both pride and regret. Then he sits back down on his throne and falls deep into thought as if to mull over a difficult decision. The expedition members watch for a moment, then furrow their brows when he begins to laugh. 
 
    Ascelin jumps up from his throne and draws his saber, causing Asoko to ready her arm cannon. However, he raises it toward the ceiling steeped in darkness and seems to have lost sight of the visitors in his court. Instead, his following words appear to be directed at the gods themselves. 
 
    "I dedicate my life and my clan to the Dominion even if it shall lead to our destruction!" He announces in an almost triumphant tone. The demons stare at Ascelin as if he has gone mad, but then, a deep and somber male voice echoes through the grand halls from everywhere at once. 
 
    "As you wish." Is all it says, causing a shiver of dread to assault the demons. A moment later, the oppressive presence vanishes, and the hall seems to grow brighter ever so slightly. The expedition members look around in surprise, but Asoko's eyes remain fixated on Ascelin. He plops back down on his throne and drops the saber in his hand as if having lost the strength in his fingers. The echo of the blade hitting the marble floor seems to give his action immense gravity. 
 
    "Explain yourself." The false princess demands from the vampire clan leader, who looks at her as if having momentarily forgotten her presence. Then he smiles wryly and sighs in resignation. 
 
    "Seeing Your Highness like this, I believe that was the right choice." He says before forcing himself to stand back up. "Speaking to the ruler of the Dominion from atop a throne is ill-befitting of a lowly local lord such as I." 
 
    With these words, Ascelin lifts his white cape to reveal a pair of bat-like wings underneath. He glides down the stairs from the throne platform in utter silence and comes to a stop at the bottom before walking toward Asoko with measured steps. 
 
    Lenoly and Tamariki exchange a confused glance but prepare for a sudden attack, although Ascelin doesn't carry his saber anymore. Considering what they came here to do, his words don't make any sense. It sounds like he's loyal to the Dominion throne, but that runs counter to everything they heard. 
 
    "Your Highness, let me prove my loyalty to You and the Dominion." The Sheason clan leader takes a knee before Asoko. The latter narrows her eyes but doesn't say a word. "Please follow me so that I may clear my clan's name." 
 
    Still on one knee, Ascelin gestures toward his left, where two veiled thralls enter from a side door. He must be in control of them, as they acted without a verbal order. 
 
    "Everything shall be made clear once you see what I have done with the citizens the Alliance brought to me." 
 
      
 
    The expedition follows Ascelin as he leads them through the massive palace toward the front entrance. The sheer number of lamp crystals is an impressive sight, even for the maids who worked in Arkaim castle. To procure so many for merely lighting corridors is a sign of immense wealth. 
 
    Asoko and her companions remain silent, and the Sheason clan leader doesn't strike up a conversation either. Along the way, thralls bow to them as they pass, although it's unclear whether that's directed at Ascelin or the princess. She doesn't even pay them any attention and watches the vampire's back. 
 
    They're greeted with a surprising sight as they exit the entrance hall. Hundreds of demons are gathered at the bottom of the steps in the courtyard in anxious silence, not a murmur permeating the heavy atmosphere. When they see Ascelin emerge from the palace with Asoko behind him, they let out a collective sound of relief before cheering. 
 
    "They gathered when they heard that the princess was coming." A beautiful lady suddenly appears beside them and informs Ascelin. She has long silver hair and red eyes that stand out even more due to her pale complexion. There's no question that she's a vampire. 
 
    "What is this?" Asoko asks the clan leader. The demons of various clans in the courtyard don't look like prisoners or slaves. According to the female vampire, they came here of their own volition. This would mean that they have freedom of movement within this city. 
 
    "I intended to show you a different sight." Ascelin smiles wryly and sighs. He waves at the demons, whose cheering only grows louder. "These are but the concerned citizens." 
 
    With these mysterious words, the Sheason clan leader walks down the steps and approaches the demon civilians. They make way while speaking words of gratitude, but they understand one thing; showing him any kind of reverence in front of the princess of the Dominion is taboo. Only when she descends the stairs do they kneel for her, making sure to let her know that it's directed at her. 
 
    A convoy of black coaches drawn by two undead horses each pulls up in the courtyard, and Ascelin gestures for the princess to board the first with him. Lenoly hastily follows them before Tamariki squeezes in after her. The coach is large but definitely not made for demons of the Rangatira's size. She sits wide-legged and with her arms crossed right next to Ascelin, putting him ill at ease. 
 
    But Asoko's expression finally cracks, and she snorts in laughter when she sees the noble clan leader in his white armor being squeezed against the wall of his own coach. Her suspicions began to fade when she saw living demons in the Moonlight Capital. She's still wary but no longer thinks that Ascelin is trying to lure them into a trap. 
 
    The convoy of black coaches sets off and leaves the palace grounds. The fog begins to lift from the city streets now that the last rays of the sun have disappeared behind the wall. It would seem that the city only truly comes to life at night. Countless demons walk out in the open, heading wherever their destination lies with easygoing expressions. 
 
    The peacefulness of the Moonlight Capital stands in stark contrast with the destruction Asoko has seen on their way from Pontis Daemonis so far. It shows that the Sheason clan is ensuring their citizens' absolute safety. 
 
    "You may be wondering, but this city had only a population of a hundred and fifty before the war when not counting the thralls." Ascelin explains while looking out the window. Since they're moving through the broad streets so quickly, the pedestrians can't get a good look at who's inside the coaches, or they would have waved. "Now, over three hundred thousand live in the Moonlight Capital." 
 
    It finally dawns on Asoko what the Sheason clan was doing. They formed a pact with the Alliance so that they would sell all the demon prisoners to the vampires. The humans thought they were killing them to make them into thralls, while in reality, they have been hidden in the safety of this fortress city. 
 
    This is also what Ascelin meant when he mentioned his clan's counter-intelligence. Their information blackout was so thorough that even the Dominion didn't know about this. But the Sheason clan took on the stigma of a traitor in the other clans' eyes to hide it from the Alliance. 
 
    "I can see from Your expression that You understand now, Your Highness." Ascelin says with a knowing smile. 
 
    "Understand what?" Tamariki leans on the vampire, squeezing him against the coach wall for emphasis. 
 
    "The Sheason clan protected as many civilians as they could by acting as if they sided with the Alliance. They have been keeping them hidden here in the Moonlight Capital." Asoko explains to her companion, whose eyes widen at that revelation. 
 
    "However, we have not only kept them hidden." With a proud smile, Ascelin chooses the right timing to announce. They pass through the monumental gatehouse of the innermost wall and exit to the second ring of the city, where the fog has become a dense but low-hanging cloud. The coaches travel on a bridge that leads across a large open area below. 
 
    On both sides, countless demons are in the process of taking up a battlefield formation. Using the light of thousands of lamp crystals, an army is performing drills under the watchful eyes of the instructors. They're separated into blocks of hundreds, with different physical types being put together for specialized training. 
 
    "They have been training for the war." The Sheason clan leader declares when he sees Asoko and her companions' awestruck expressions. "A hundred thousand trained recruits are at Your command, Your Highness."

  

 
   
    Chapter 173 - Cloud Storage 
 
      
 
      
 
    Yagrath, the Dark Continent. It's unpopulated despite its vast size and fertile soil. This is even more surprising considering it lies between Ceogath and Enorath, specifically the Dominion and the Empire of Terminus. 
 
    We arrived here from the Death Moon using its transportation circle and emerged inside overgrown ruins. However, unlike in any other transportation room I've seen so far, signs of ancient technology can be seen in the architecture. The floor is made of formerly white tiles of synthetic material, and the wall panels still in place are of a metal alloy that could withstand the weathering of millennia. 
 
    Clearly, Yagrath has remained abandoned since the cataclysm that Nemesis caused. It would seem that he never extended his tendrils here in the ten thousand years he was left unchecked. No new human ever set foot here long enough to discover those ruins either. Many other transportation circles I've seen had been built over and were turned into sites of power, such as the citadel in Kongenssoevn or Arkaim castle. As such, the continent is like a time capsule. 
 
    Yagrath is poorly surveyed, but the little knowledge that demons and humans have of the continent is that it has vast stretches of dense forests more ancient than any other place in the world. Trees that have been alive for centuries or millennia stand tall - nature unbothered by culture's grasp. 
 
    The fauna is equally unique to this land, with many animal species that can't be found elsewhere thriving in this untouched wilderness. Massive beasts lumber through the forests, prehistoric relics that have gone extinct on every other continent. 
 
    Among them are the Quakemaws, which I encountered on my first day in this world. I would have never considered the cyber-dinos animals if Kerry did not offer an explanation of their life cycle. The bipedal ones that attacked me back then are only one of many different species. Right now, we sit on a massive quadrupedal one that appears to be a complete herbivore. It's shaped like an enormous tortoise with an elongated neck like in a Brachiosaurus. 
 
    "They are self-replicating machines." The God of Comets says while gently stroking the metal plating on the Quakemaw's back. If it can feel anything, it doesn't show any reaction. "They eat almost anything and use the ingested minerals to grow. They give birth the same way and eventually break down to be replaced by the next generation." 
 
    They're beings created by the Old Humans before Nemesis arrived and still exist as they did over ten thousand years ago. Due to their adaptable and mechanical nature, they could weather anything that nature threw at them. If not for the artificial limit imposed on their reproduction rates and longevity, they would have overpopulated all of Yagrath and possibly spread to the other continents a long time ago. 
 
    "And Exia is here?" I ask while sitting behind Kerry. The gentle swaying motions of the cyber-dino are making me sleepy. I'm indulging them here, but it does feel like a waste of time to travel so slowly when we can both fly. 
 
    "She has been living here since her falling-out with Zeke." Kerry explains while visibly enjoying the slow ride. "I haven't visited her in a long time, though." 
 
    "So this is her exile?" I remember Aurelia's exile in Castra Legionis and Karina being confined within the moon's orbit. It would mean that Exia is too powerful for Zeke and the other Old Humans to kill. 
 
    "She made this her domain and forbade Zeke from entering it." The God of Comets says and pats the Quakemaw's neck playfully. "That's why there are no people here." 
 
    It makes me think of a child hanging a sign saying 'no entry' on their room's door. But in this case, it's for an entire continent; how could Exia even make sure that Zeke doesn't sneak in somewhere she can't see? Perhaps she has a surveillance network in place that tells her about intruders. If so, she should already know about our presence here. 
 
    "Do you know where Exia is on this continent?" After a while of silently riding the cyber-dino, I finally feel compelled to ask. 
 
    "Nope. But she will come to find us if we stay with one of these." Kerry responds in a carefree tone before lying down on their back. That's very irresponsible considering our time constraints; it could take Exia days or even weeks to come around to check who's messing with her pets. 
 
    "What does she look like?" To bridge the time, I inquire while lying back myself. There's no point in rushing Kerry. As an Old Human whose favorite pastime seems to be flying around the planet, they have a different perception of time. 
 
    "She's a huge cloud!" Kerry stretches out their arms and legs to make themselves as big as possible. 
 
    "No, I mean- wait, a cloud?" I jump up and stare at the little Old Human, who flinches at my raised voice. The memories of my first day in this world are as vivid as if they happened only yesterday. Everything helped drive home that I died and reincarnated into another world. And one of those things was the cloud-like monster towering over even the mountains in the distance, moving against the direction of the wind. 
 
    "Hm?" Kerry tilts their head and looks at me curiously since I fell silent. 
 
    "I meant her real appearance." Gathering my thoughts, I return to my earlier question. "Yuna was a young girl, but she disguised herself as an adult when appearing before humans." 
 
    I heard Rolan's report about the false gods' appearances. Zeke looks like a young man with long blond hair and piercing blue eyes. A youthful appearance that nonetheless instills respect due to his sheer presence. And Alexander appeared as an old man with white hair and a beard to fulfill the cliché of his title, the Mage of the Beginning. 
 
    Leimu and Rimfryst, whose real names I don't know yet, most likely barely changed their appearances and only added some divine flair. And I can imagine that Elaine only made herself look younger, but that the gigantic form we saw in Quiraqui - doubtlessly a projection similar to the Stormcrow's - was close to her real one. 
 
    "I don't understand." Tilting their head in the other direction, Kerry states in a confused tone. I would accept it if they told me that their current form is their real one. After all, they're a child at heart despite being many millennia old. With access to the Reality Engine, they have chosen an appearance they're most comfortable with. 
 
    "Look, like this." I stand up and twirl around myself for dramatic effect. A moment later, I stand before Kerry in the form I had before I died. Ever since I disguised myself as a local in the Kingdom of Lares, I've maintained a long-haired blonde and blue-eyed vaguely European look. But as a Japanese girl, I used to have short black hair and dark brown eyes. 
 
    "Ohh." Kerry stares at me in wonder. They've seen me transform many times before, but this appearance surprises them more than any other. "You look like Yuna." 
 
    "Ouch." I smile wryly at that comparison. But it's true; Yuna looked distinctly Japanese even though I haven't seen any other Asian-looking person in this world. 
 
    "Ah, there she is." As a shadow falls over us, Kerry turns around and announces in a joyous tone. I look past them to find that a massive cloud has pushed itself between us and the sun. Standing up from the Quakemaw's back, the God of Comets waves their little arms and calls out to Exia. "Down here!" 
 
    I doubt that the Guardian of the Soil will see us from up there. To her, we're smaller than ants, and Kerry's voice shouldn't carry anywhere far enough in this dense forest. Maybe flying up to show ourselves to her would be better, but even then, we would be nothing more than two tiny flies buzzing around a giant. 
 
    "Let's go up to meet her." I say and take Kerry's hand before taking off from the Quakemaw's back. The massive cyber-dino roars at our movement, but I imagine that it's saying goodbye. 
 
    As we float above the trees, a cloud arm suddenly extends from the main body. It would seem that Exia did hear Kerry call out to her after all. It's hard to judge distances in the sky, so I can't tell how far away we are from it, but it appears to stop and hover in place for a moment. 
 
    Then, from within that cloud arm, a pure white figure rises. It takes the form of a little girl similar in height and proportions to Senka. Her curly white hair is incredibly long and appears to connect to the cloud she's standing on. The sheer volume gives her the appearance of a fluffy sheep - or a cloud. I can already tell what her theme is. 
 
    Considering Alexander and Yuna's apparent age, I have to assume that this is what Exia really looks like - aside from a few embellishments that make her appear divine. 
 
    "Kerry, it has been a while!" Exia smiles warmly and waves at the God of Comets while speaking in a clear voice that fits her childlike appearance. Then her bright starry eyes fixate on me, and her face lights up into a beaming grin filled with excitement. "Are you Japanese?" 
 
    My jaw drops. Did she just speak Japanese? 
 
    "Hm, are you not?" Exia asks in Japanese again. Then, she rolls her eyes while trying to think of something else before continuing. "是中国人吗? 아니면 한국인이세요?" 
 
    I don't understand the languages she used, but judging by their intonations and characteristics, they must be Chinese and Korean. Even as a failure in foreign languages during my school days, I can at least recognize those two since I heard tourists speak them in Shibuya and Akihabara. 
 
    "I am Japanese, but..." When I respond in Japanese, Exia's eyes widen in joy, but I raise my hand and gesture for her to hold on for a moment. Then I close my eyes and rub the bridge of my nose. My mind is a swirling mess. 
 
    I'm currently in my appearance from before my death because I didn't transform back after showing Kerry. Exia instantly recognized my nationality and spoke in different languages of my world. That suggests she either came from there or has lived there for a while. Could she be reincarnated as well? Or does the Reality Engine allow one to travel to other dimensions? 
 
    "What are you saying?" Kerry wonders while looking between us two. 
 
    "Where did you find her?" Exia turns to the God of Comets when she realizes that my mind isn't available right now. I register on the side that Kerry explains who I am to the Guardian of the Soil but don't pay much attention to their words. 
 
    "Demon Princess Chaos, huh?" Exia's words bring me back to reality. She stares at me with a skeptical expression, then narrows her eyes in suspicion. "You're not Yuna, are you?" 
 
    "No, Yuna is dead." Lowering their gaze, Kerry states in a gloomy tone. Although the Guide of Tomorrow was nasty toward them until the end, speaking of her death still is not a joyful matter for the peace-loving God of Comets. 
 
    "What happened?" Even if she may have had a falling out with Zeke, hearing that one of her fellow Old Humans has died shocks her. Maybe I shouldn't have expected that Exia stands against those who play this game of life. If she did, she wouldn't stay exiled here. 
 
    "Let's leave this for another time. Answer this: Where do you know Japan from?" I raise a hand to stop Kerry from responding to Exia's question and ask in Japanese once again. 
 
    "Huh? What are you saying?" Raising an eyebrow, the Guardian of the Soil stares at me with a dubious look. "Japan was the holy land of anime. Anybody from our time should know this." 
 
    I stare at her blankly. Then the implication of her words hit me like a truck, and my world comes crashing down. 
 
    This isn't another world. This is my world in the far, far future. 
 
      
 
    I float in midair while staring out into the distance without seeing anything. My mind blanks out repeatedly when I try to think until reality finally snaps back. I should have seen the signs when they slapped me in the face all those times. 
 
    Cube 004, the Death Moon, Nemesis wearing a white suit and bringing out a bottle of wine complete with a label and all. At the time, I didn't get to look at it closely enough, but if it was indeed from ten thousand years ago, it might have even had an inscription using the Latin alphabet. 
 
    "Holy land of anime?" My nonexistent brain latches onto the least problematic part of Exia's statement - although it's quite problematic in its own way. 
 
    "Yes! Japan was the land of innovative animations. Anime showed us how the world should be, and in some cases, turned out to be!" With a glint in her eyes, Exia raises her voice in excitement. She's clearly not a Japanese person if she thinks this way. "Unfortunately, much of the old world had already been purged by the time I was born. I guess the same was true for you." 
 
    That must have happened in the first war with the Reality Engine. It was many centuries or even millennia before Nemesis came to this world. 
 
    "Luckily, my father had saved all the data from the Internet before it went down. I have them all in cloud storage now." Exia doesn't seem to realize that I'm not an Old Human. It might be better that way since she might tell me many useful things while thinking I'm one of her people. 
 
    I'm pulled out of my thoughts when I notice that she stopped talking and glance up at her face to find that she's smiling smugly. Her hair is like a cloud, and she said she has all the data from the Internet in cloud storage. 
 
    "Ugh." I roll my eyes at her pun, and she laughs in genuine joy. 
 
    "Anyway, since I've had a lot of time, I've watched every anime ever produced. They're a treasure trove of ideas and imagination!" The girl with her head in the clouds says with unmistakable fascination. This zeal when talking about anime, combined with the fact that she has been staying cooped up on this continent for such a long time all on her own. There's only one word I can use to describe her. 
 
    "You're an otaku!" It's not meant to be derisive in her case since she doesn't fit the physical image of one. But she does share their trait of treating anime as if it were a religion. 
 
    Normally, the term otaku would be associated with sweaty and balding men who lumber around Akihabara carrying anime-print bags filled to the brim with certain goods one can't show to children. They stared at me with lecherous eyes when I innocently entered one of the stores they frequented, thinking it sold used manga. 
 
    "Yes, I am!" Exia puffs out her flat chest and raises her nose triumphantly. She must be happy to be recognized as such by a native Japanese. I've heard that foreigners take pride in being labeled otaku - or even refer to themselves as such - even though the term has clear negative connotations in Japan. 
 
    Her proud expression is incredibly endearing, so I can't bring myself to explain this fact to her. 
 
    "But where are my manners? My name is Exia Ornstein. It's nice to meet you." Performing a perfectly-angled bow for a first introduction, Exia changes the topic. 
 
    "I'm Kuroe Makoto." When faced with such a well-mannered girl, I feel comfortable revealing my real name to her. "And wasn't Yuna Japanese, too?" 
 
    "No, she didn't have much to do with Japanese culture." Exia looks away with an annoyed gaze. It would seem she really didn't like Yuna, and I agree with that sentiment. "But what about you, Kuroe-san?" 
 
    With a childlike gaze of curiosity, the little cloud girl smiles at me expectantly. She even used Japanese honorifics, although it feels out of place hearing it from anybody but my mother and those she taught. 
 
    "I'm from before the Reality Engine." Finally, I come out with it and sigh. "And I was reincarnated into this world only three years ago." 
 
    Now it's Exia's turn to stare at me with a confused expression. I can imagine her brain working on overdrive to process this, much like mine did earlier. But in a world where thoughts can become reality, anything should be possible. 
 
    Exia moves the cloud arm she stands on forward to look at me more closely. That's when I realize that the little girl is beginning to fill my view. I stare at her as she finally comes to a halt before me, revealing that she's easily five times my size. 
 
    "Oi, what's with the misleading perspective!" I point at the giant Exia's nose, and she draws back in surprise. She tilts her head and blinks cutely, and I have to hold myself back from trying to jump on her and cuddle her. "Why are you so big?" 
 
    "My stupid brother would always mock me for not giving myself a grown-up's body, so I did this instead." Exia replies and shrugs, grimacing at the thought of her brother. But I can appreciate her sense of humor in doing it this way. 
 
    "Where is your brother now?" I feel compelled to inquire. Maybe he's another Old Human we could bring to our side. 
 
    "I don't know, and I don't want to know. Zeke can go to hell." Crossing her arms, Exia sits down on her cloud and pouts. I've had enough shocking revelations today that I don't consider this especially surprising. 
 
    "Zeke is your brother, huh?" I say with a tired sigh. Kerry and Alexander, now Exia and Zeke. "Are there any other family relations I should know about?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" Tilting her head questioningly, the Guardian of the Soil wonders. Then she glances at Kerry and realizes what I mean. "Well, Niko and Kyra Frost are elder brother and younger sister. And they hate each other, too." 
 
    "Who?" Now it's my turn to tilt my head. 
 
    "Uhh. What do they call themselves again? Something about winter and flame. They're so childish." Exia rolls her eyes and explains with a frown. But I assume she means Rimfryst and Leimu, Winter's Frost and the Bearer of the Flame. I haven't met them in person, but they were also involved in the attack on Arkaim and my mother's assassination. "Can you believe that it's because Kyra hates their family name?" 
 
    "Frost?" I can see why the Bearer of the Flame would dislike it. But is that a reason to fight with her brother, who has embraced the name and incorporated it into his fantasy? 
 
    "Yeah, families since the Reality Engine have become so incredibly dysfunctional." Looking up into the sky, Exia says in a resigned tone. Then she shakes her head to change the topic. "Let's talk about anime instead. Tell me your favorite one!" 
 
    Leaning forward, she brings her face close to mine. Like in those comedic animations when a person grows larger than life and appears overbearing, her excited visage fills my entire vision. However, in her case, she's an actual giant. 
 
    "Now isn't the time for this." I cough and glance at Kerry, who orbits us impatiently. We've been speaking in Japanese for a while now, and the God of Comets doesn't understand a word, so they started to let us know in a passive-aggressive manner. "We came here to ask for your help-" 
 
    "Anything." With glittering starry eyes, Exia puts her hands on her hips to elicit a feeling of reliability. Still, she looks like a little girl trying to impress an adult even though she's among the oldest people in this world. 
 
    "Umm, don't you want to hear what we need help with?" 
 
    "Anything you need help with must be right. After all, you're a reincarnated person from Japan. You still have to tell me the details on that, though." 
 
    I feel compelled to avert my gaze from the beaming joy and radiant innocence coming my way. That attitude is so naive that I'm impressed somebody as old as Exia could still have it. But maybe she doesn't have to worry about being deceived and only views this as another exciting pastime. 
 
    "Even if it has to do with your brother?" I narrow my eyes and ask. Exia's smile freezes, and she stares at me with a severe expression that suggests her amusement has been blown away. 
 
    "What?" The pitch of her bell-like voice seems to have dropped by an octave. Zeke seems to be a sensitive topic for her, much like how Kerry's family is for them. She would rather talk about anime and Japan than speak of somebody she has avoided meeting for over a millennium. 
 
    "It's a long story." Sighing, I sit down in midair and gesture for Kerry to sit in my lap. The God of Comets comes over without hesitation and snuggles into me. I hug them from behind like a large plushie and take a deep breath; the little Old Human's emotional support will be much needed for what I'm about to relate to Exia. 
 
      
 
    I start with the fact that I used to be a Japanese high school girl in Tokyo in the twenty-first century. One night, I went to sleep in my home and woke up in an unfamiliar place. I had been reincarnated into the body of a Crawling Chaos, as the daughter of the queen of the Dominion. 
 
    Exia doesn't comment when I mention what I am. Maybe she doesn't understand that I'm the same species as Nemesis, or she knows but doesn't care. Surely, she has figured out my personality by now since it's like an open book to everybody I meet. 
 
    When I speak of my adventures in this new life, Exia lies down on her cloud and cradles her chin on her palms while kicking her legs. She looks like a child listening to an adult's fairy tales. But her expression doesn't betray any of her thoughts despite the age that her outward appearance suggests. She has her countenance well under control. 
 
    I touch upon my time at the academy, not leaving out that I fought the professors to the death. My journey across the Khurut Sultanate, meeting my other half, fighting the Golden Queen, and returning to learn the truth from my mother. 
 
    When I mention the second round against the academy, Exia frowns, but she remains a silent listener throughout. She pays close attention when I come to the part where I learn the truth about the false gods from Aurelia and seems quite intrigued when I relate our meeting with Karina on the moon. 
 
    Finally, I come to the part where my mother dies. When I speak of it, I realize that I'm not entirely over the pain, even though I felt as if I did several times since then. The memory of her vanishing form is still so vivid before my eyes, as have all memories since I became a Crawling Chaos. It would seem that I can no longer hope to forget anything once I have carved it into my mind. 
 
    Even then, Exia doesn't comment and merely listens. But her starry eyes show empathy, and that's all I need. On the other hand, Kerry has fallen asleep in my embrace since they don't understand Japanese. My warmth and steady voice must have lulled them into slumber soon after I began. 
 
    I speak of how I ended up in Armeria, lived with the Tuwheranui, and helped in a rebellion against the Pacha Empire's dictator, who turned out to be nothing more than a puppet. When I mention my encounter with Nemesis, Exia's expression clouds over. 
 
    "Nemesis has returned, huh?" She sits up on her cloud and mutters. As an Old Human who survived the cataclysm he caused, she should hate him more than anything in this world. "And you're a Crawling Chaos just like Nemesis?" 
 
    Since coming out of stasis, she and Zeke had free reign, so I assume that their father died in the cataclysm. So far, the only parental figure among the Old Humans I know of is Elaine, and she's the opposite of a good mother. 
 
    "But you're nothing like Nemesis." Exia then asserts with a confident smile and points at my occupied lap. "If you were, Kerry wouldn't be so comfortable with you." 
 
    In the end, a child's intuition appears to be the best indicator of a person's character. I suppress the urge to argue that Nemesis deceived Kerry to make them do his bidding in Armeria. It would be actively sabotaging my position with Exia for no reason. 
 
    "So my answer is the same as before. I'd be glad to help you, Kuroe-san." She gives me a warm smile that makes her look far more mature than her form suggests. The Old Humans could take on any appearance they wanted, but most maintained their original childlike bodies underneath the facades they created for the new humans. It shows that they cannot grow up mentally with the Reality Engine indulging all their imaginations. But Exia seems to be different; she's keeping this form to spite her brother, who has the appearance of an adult but the mind of a child. 
 
    "Are you sure? I'm asking for your help to fight your brother and his friends." Of course, I don't outright say that I want to kill them. But from Exia's expression, I can tell that she understands I want revenge for the murder of my mother. 
 
    "My little brother has caused so much grief. I need to put an end to his games." She declares with a grim look, then lowers her head as if to apologize for his actions. 
 
    "Little brother?" I stare at Exia wide-eyed, and she tilts her head with a questioning gaze. "How old are you?" 
 
    "Considering we don't age normally, it's hard to say. But Zeke was born long after me." She answers with a thoughtfully furrowed brow. "But I'd say I'm forever seventeen." 
 
    She sticks out her tongue at this common age-related joke, causing me to roll my eyes and groan again. But she appears to love my reaction, as she acknowledges it with a happy laugh. Still, her appearance is closer to Senkai's than that of a seventeen-year-old. 
 
    "I was seventeen when I reincarnated into this body, but it has been three years since then." I sigh and smile wryly. In a way, I don't mind that kind of banter; it shows that we're becoming familiar with each other. 
 
    "Can I call you Kuroe-senpai?" The giant little girl brings her face close to mine and asks with a beaming smile. I'm dumbfounded by her priorities but can't deny her request when seeing her innocent expression. "Yay, I got a real Japanese senpai now!" 
 
    Although Exia is probably over ten thousand years old when counting her time in stasis, she reminds me of my underclassmen in high school. They often flocked around me during breaks and called me Kuroe-senpai with reverence in their eyes. Thinking back on it, I do miss my previous life. 
 
    But this is my world now. If it were a parallel universe, I could still hold out hope to find a way back to my own. However, this is Earth in the future, so no amount of wishful thinking will bring me back to the past. After all, if time travel were possible through the Reality Engine, this world would be a very different place. 
 
    "Are you done?" Kerry wakes up in my lap and looks around sleepily. "We're keeping everybody in the Death Moon waiting." 
 
    "Oh, right." Due to all the revelations, I forgot that we initially came here because Kerry thought Exia could convince the crew of the Death Moon about the reality of the Old Humans. 
 
    "Death Moon?" Exia narrows her eyes. "Is that little nerd Alexander still doing those things?" 
 
    "Those things, and worse." I reply with my eyebrows furrowed in displeasure. 
 
    "It seems I have closed myself off from this world long enough, and it has gone to the gods." With a grumble, Exia declares and looks up at the sky. But despite her serious attitude, she couldn't help herself and made another pun. This time, I can't even bring myself to respond to it. "Let's go." 
 
    The massive cloud behind her begins to pull together and disappear into the cloud arm she's sitting cross-legged on until only a small one remains. She has packed up her cloud storage and is ready to move. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 174 - It Has To Be This Way 
 
      
 
      
 
    We arrive in the Death Moon transportation circle, and the first thing Exia does is hit her head on the ceiling. The ruins on Yagrath were more than large enough to accommodate her, but space is a luxury inside a flying vessel - even one as large as this one. She has to lower her head while sitting on her cloud. 
 
    "Why are you still so huge?" I ask the gigantic but childlike Old Human with an eyebrow raised. There's no way that she will fit through any of the doors. 
 
    "It's been a while since I shrank myself, alright?" She pouts and rubs her head. Then she begins to shrink slowly but steadily until she's only twice my height. "Hm, it's a step in the right direction." 
 
    "The issue isn't height." I point at the fact that she has a child's proportions, which will make it difficult for her to squeeze through the doorframe. Even Skovrider wasn't as wide as she is now. 
 
    "Are you calling me fat?" Acting indignant, Exia puts her fists on her hips and scowls. 
 
    "Just wide." I say while running out of the teleportation room, acting like I'm fleeing from her retribution. Exia extends a hand to grab me but barely misses. The sight of a giant little girl reaching for me with an angry expression is pretty terrifying. 
 
    She somehow manages to squeeze through the door and the corridor leading into the command center. When she emerges on the other side, she grows to her earlier size again and looks around in curiosity. 
 
    "That little nerd just loves things like these." She comments while staring at the massive main screen that covers one entire wall. "All of this is for show. Somebody using the Reality Engine to its full potential has no need for such gadgets." 
 
    That's when she sees the four officers in white uniforms in the corner of the platform. They're in the middle of a meal provided by Rolan and his party since it took us quite some time to return from Yagrath. But upon seeing the giant little girl, they stare with their mouths open. 
 
    "I assume you are Risastort, the Guardian of the Soil. We are honored to be in your presence." Sigurd walks forward to greet the giant Old Human with the name she's known by in the Kingdom of Lares. He bows while taking off his feathered hat in reverence even though he's the son of another Old Human himself. 
 
    "Just call me Exia." Looking down at the bard curiously, the girl in question replies. Then she seems to realize something. "You're one of Sidonia's children?" 
 
    "Yes, although I have not an ounce of her divinity." Sigurd bows again and states with a self-deprecating smile. 
 
    "There's no such thing as divinity." Waving off his concerns, Exia looks at him warmly and asserts. But then she tilts her head as if recalling something. "Sidonia really is like an angel, though. If I had to pick anybody, I would say that she's the most deserving of the title of goddess." 
 
    I keep hearing about Sidonia's benevolence and angelic personality; it makes me want to meet her. She and Karina told Aurelia the truth about this world, but the former disappeared from the story after that. Karina was banished to the moon for her involvement in the Golden Queen's rebellion, but I never learned what happened to Sidonia. 
 
    "So, I'm here to convince you." Exia floats over to the four Death Moon officers and looms over them. There's no question that the giant little girl sitting on a cloud is a divine being in their eyes. Then she glances at Svanhild and smiles wryly. "I can tell that you're already convinced." 
 
    I watch Exia speak to the humans without interrupting them. A giantess with the proportions of a pubescent girl sitting on a cloud lecturing a group of adults makes for a strange sight. But I've gotten used to such things since reincarnating into this world. 
 
    No, it's my own world in the far future; I'll need to get used to the truth myself. 
 
    Rewera stands behind Senka and Neer, who seem to have been working on Alexander's console without a break since we left, and watches Exia from the sidelines. She no longer holds Kleihn, and the little gremlin maid is nowhere to be seen. 
 
    "Where did Kleihn go?" I walk over and ask the maid leader. 
 
    "Was she not in the transportation room?" Rewera responds with a surprised expression. She must have let the gremlin go there to satisfy her technological curiosity and prevent her from bothering the two at work on the console here. But we passed through there and saw no signs of Kleihn. 
 
    "Did she teleport somewhere?" I wonder with my head tilted. If she did, I don't know where she could have gone. But I doubt she would leave all this juicy technology for anywhere else in the world. Maybe she crawled into one of the wall or floor panels and is now exploring the machinery underneath the surface. 
 
    Expanding my life sense, I search for her presence in our surroundings. It spreads across the large command center, through Alexander's workshop, and into the transportation room. But I still find no signs of Kleihn. Could it be that she activated one of the capsules for the Vanadia clones and went down to where they're being produced? 
 
    "I shall go search for her." Rewera offers when I furrow my brow. My expression must show that I'm bothered by the disappearance of one of the maids. After all, the humans inside this Death Moon are likely to shoot a demon on sight. 
 
    "Please do." I don't have time to deal with the escapades of a gremlin right now. With this, I walk over to Hestia and Dregana, who listen to Exia's storytime. They're already aware of the truth, but an Old Human can offer more insights from a previously unknown perspective. 
 
    "Where are we going from here?" Hestia asks me in a quivering tone, sounding lost. She won't hesitate to follow me wherever I go, but she's anxious about the future. 
 
    "It will be alright." I caress her cheek and give her a reassuring smile. We may be fighting beings who command technology at the level of godhood, but we have already taken our first victory from them. "By the end of all this, there will be peace." 
 
    I would prefer if we could get that peace without tyranny, but for my beloved girls, my friends, and my people, I'm willing to become a terrifying god that punishes war with relentless destruction. The irony of elevating myself into a god isn't lost on me, but I genuinely believe I can only do better than the Old Humans. 
 
    "What next, senpai?" Exia floats over to us and asks in a relaxed tone. She has the carefree attitude of somebody who holds immense power, much like Tahiri and Korenga. After millennia, one would surely get into that kind of mindset regardless of the situation. Even I can remain calm when faced with circumstances my recently-reincarnated self would have been overwhelmed by. 
 
    "Can you get this Death Moon working again?" I ask half in jest. I'm aware that Exia doesn't like Alexander's technological gadgets, but I think the battle station shouldn't stay here for him to retrieve eventually. He most likely doesn't know yet that the self-destruct sequence was stopped, but when he finds out, he will repair it and use the Death Moon against us again. 
 
    "I'm not as technologically-versed as Alexander, but I'm sure the engineers can help out." Exia gestures at the officers now speaking to Rolan and the others. She readily admits her lack of abilities and is humble enough to accept help from those who can give it. 
 
    "Do that then. Alexander will be back with another toy eventually, so I'd like to use this against him." I state with a grin. 
 
    "I'd love to see his face then. Knowing him, he will stream his reaction through a large holographic screen in the sky, too." Exia states with a shrug, and I snort; he did exactly that when we fought the Curiosity Collectors in the streets of Rikshakti. "I see you're familiar with his narcissism." 
 
    "Seems to be a common theme with all the Old Humans." I chuckle, and she raises an eyebrow. 
 
    "Old Humans? Is that what you've been calling us?" The giant little girl inquires with a curious look. 
 
    "What would you call yourself?" 
 
    "A young girl no older than seventeen." 
 
    "Enough with those jokes." I raise a hand in rebuttal, causing Exia to stare at it. 
 
    "Wow, I've just experienced a proper Japanese straight man rebuttal." She says with glittering eyes. Despite being thousands of years old, Exia didn't interact with many people outside her fellow Old Humans. I'm beginning to understand why she's so taken with me. 
 
      
 
    Rewera soon returns with Kleihn held by the scruff of her neck again. She indeed descended through one of the tubes to where the Vanadia clones were created. Judging by the lack of any comments regarding that from the maid leader, who is one of Vanadia's kind, there were no clones left. 
 
    "I'll go take a look in Rodens to see if there is any news." I announce into the command room. It's hard to gauge the time inside this battle station, but it should be the evening in Rodens. Since it doesn't take long for a round-trip, I'll check in on the situation there and return here. 
 
    "We will go down to Rikshakti and speak to the people there." Rolan announces while gesturing at his party and Svanhild. The latter averts her gaze as if unable to meet my eyes after everything she learned today. 
 
    "Wait for me here. I won't be long." I address Hestia and Dregana, who look ready to depart with me. The fallen Fata's expression wavers, but then she nods. I walk up to her and speak in a whisper. "When I get back, I'll talk to Exia about finding Sidonia so that she can heal your wings." 
 
    Hestia's eyes widen at my words, and she breathes a sigh of relief. I give her a warm smile and caress her cheek. Surely, Exia should know how to contact Sidonia. If anybody can heal Hestia, it will be the Lady of Brilliance, the inventor of light magic. 
 
    "Kerry, you stay here with auntie Exia too, alright?" I turn to the little Old Human, who blinks their glowing eyes under their helmet. 
 
    "Auntie?" The person in question turns her head and glares at me from above. I can tell that it's feigned anger, as I don't sense any danger in her gaze. But then, she continues speaking. "What does that make you then, senpai?" 
 
    "I'm mentally more mature than you, but I'm only twenty." I reply with a sardonic grin, and Exia ducks her head in defeat. I feel a sense of accomplishment from besting somebody as old and well-read as the giant little girl. "Anyway, I'll be back in a bit." 
 
    With these words, I leave the command center through the microwave corridor and enter Alexander's private room. It's in the state we left it in, implying that the new humans working in the Death Moon didn't dare to enter despite the wide-open broken door. I doubt there's any important information here, but Senka or Exia should be better at finding those things. 
 
    I continue to the transportation room and pass by the kimono on the floor. For now, I'll leave it there as a reminder of our victory over one of the Old Humans. With these idle thoughts, I step into the transportation circle and mentally input my destination. 
 
    The stream of light surrounds me and soon fades away to reveal the scratched-up interior of Arkaim castle. When I exit the transportation room, I'm greeted by Petrine. She wears a massive clawed gauntlet over her right hand, and I realize that she has been keeping watch in case somebody other than us comes through here. She truly is a faithful watchdog. 
 
    Patting her head in passing, I climb the stairs and go toward the entrance hall. From the morning light falling in through the windows, I can tell that day just broke over Arkaim. Since I don't need sleep, I didn't realize how much time had passed on the Death Moon and our quick excursion to Yagrath, which lies in a different time zone. 
 
    As I head for the castle door, I encounter Terog, Ireyo, and Zancrax, who appear to have been waiting for me. They must have something important to talk to me about, so I wave at them casually and walk over. The three demons respectfully lower their heads as I approach, but I gesture for them to be at ease. 
 
    "Your Highness, we would like to go to Rodens." Terog requests in a humble tone. "We wish to join the war." 
 
    These three remained in Arkaim because we weren't aware Rodens was under siege when the others and I went there for a quick trip to meet the Dominion high command. They would have wanted to help in the battle, especially after learning about the heavy casualties our side sustained before my party intervened. 
 
    "Alright, but make sure to hold it in until we arrive." I respond and gesture for them to follow me outside. 
 
    "What do you mean?" Zancrax wonders with a curious snort. 
 
    "I hope you won't have to see." I say with a sigh and walk out onto the grass before transforming into the Chaos Jet. The door opens to reveal an avatar of myself standing on the other side. "Get on and find out." 
 
      
 
    Of course, earthbound beings who have never had more airtime than jumping off a height they can survive without injuries aren't made for flying. Only Ireyo has herself well under control, but the suhra and the minotaur falter after only a minute. Maybe having no windows would have helped, but it's already too late for regrets. 
 
    By the time I reach the courtyard of Rodens castle, the two male demons have nothing left in their stomachs, and I had to clean my insides with a lot of conjured water after our landing. 
 
    As I shrink down to my human shape, I take notice of the busy surroundings even though it's only the early morning. Soldiers run around frantically as if preparing for battle, and I realize something must have happened. 
 
    "Follow me at your own pace. I'm going ahead." I declare and walk into the castle. Ireyo follows immediately, but Terog and Zancrax can only wave feebly and remain on all fours in the grass. 
 
    "Your Highness." The demons running around inside the castle stop to greet me with salutes or bows, but I wave for them to dispense with the formalities. 
 
    "What happened?" I ask a Petsobek who appears to be a member of Ophalen's Crimson Storm. If somebody knows, it must be the supreme commander's personal unit. 
 
    "We have received news of disconcerting movements in Erbilan." The towering crocodilian stands at attention and responds in concise terms befitting a veteran soldier. "We have yet to confirm it, but reports say the human emperor has arrived at the frontlines." 
 
    Now that's an incredible piece of news for me. Emperor Lucianus V is the absolute ruler of the Empire of Terminus and the de facto leader of the Alliance. If we can capture him, we can end this war right here. 
 
    "Good work." I dismiss the Petsobek with a smile and head for the command center. The Dominion high command must have already gathered and should be discussing their next move. 
 
    "Your Highness." Ophalen and Markor greet me when I enter the meeting room, and I raise my hand to stop them from standing up for me. 
 
    "Carry on." I demand with a gesture into the room, taking note that Athilacia has been smoking her pipe in my absence. I mentioned that I didn't like the smell in an earlier meeting with her. She now hastily puts out her lit pipe and waves a hand in a futile attempt to disperse the smoke. 
 
    "The Avinea forces in Rodens will head for Erbilan and carry as many ground-based reinforcements as they can." Pelial nods and directs her attention back to the other clan leaders. 
 
    "No need. Your troops will be too tired to join any fighting." The instant she finishes, I declare in a matter-of-fact tone. "I will be heading to Erbilan immediately. That's all the reinforcements they need." 
 
    "I assume the schedule for rebuilding Arkaim still stands." Aurelia asks with her arms crossed. The clan leaders stare at her, then turn to me in confusion. 
 
    "Yes. But I would like you to start relocating there right away." I respond, causing the high command to blink their eyes in surprise. But not one of them complains since they understand that the Golden Queen and I deal in powers beyond their grasp. Our impact on a battlefield can't be measured through troop numbers. "I assume you have nothing more to report?" 
 
    It's a genuine question but may have sounded like I'm cutting the meeting short. If there were something, Aurelia would surely inform me of it, so I understand that we have covered the most essential points when she shakes her head. 
 
    "I'll take the others and have a look." This is directed at the Golden Queen, spoken in a more casual tone. "I'll be back soon." 
 
    She doesn't reply and simply nods. As one who spooked even Zeke during her rebellion, I can trust that she will keep the Dominion high command and everybody going to Arkaim with them safe. But I'm sure Zeke will show up in Erbilan once a battle breaks out, just as he did during the siege here. After all, he wouldn't want to miss the action. 
 
    The meeting adjourns, and I leave to find the others. I find Kamii leaning against the wall right outside as I exit the room. She must have heard of my return and come here to see me. 
 
    "You could have come in." I hug the little dark elf and whisper into her long and pointy ear. 
 
    "Too stuffy." She replies in a displeased tone and nuzzles into my chest. "Are you leaving again?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm heading to Erbilan. This will be the final battle against the Alliance." I let go of Kamii and give her a reassuring smile. Of course, that's a bold statement to make, considering the Old Humans are still out there. But this invasion will be over once we capture Emperor Lucianus V or annihilate the human army if they don't surrender after a show of force. 
 
    "I'll come with you." The little dark elf grasps my hand and demands in a matter-of-fact tone. It would seem that my absence yesterday didn't sit well with her so shortly after our reunion. 
 
    "There won't be much to do." I explain but falter under her amethyst gaze and pouty lips. "Alright. I'll bring you along." 
 
    "Daica, too." Kamii adds another demand. At this point, I'm ready to grant her anything she wants. 
 
    "Yes." I bend down and kiss the little dark elf on the lips. When I want to separate again, she puts her left arm around my neck to keep me in place. 
 
    "More." She breathes hotly and stands on tiptoes to pursue my lips. I indulge Kamii's rare show of selfishness and push aside any thoughts about having to hurry. 
 
      
 
    As we finally make our way through the corridors of Rodens castle, I inquire the maids about where to find Daica. They all point me to the alchemy workshop where she's mixing various bodily fluids of some of the maids. That raises an eyebrow in me, but Kamii explains that her sister's crossbow uses alchemical vials filled with venoms and other dangerous materials produced by some demons. 
 
    When we finally make it to the workshop, Daica is in the process of filling small vials with a purple liquid from a larger container. I watch her slow and steady hand as she carefully tops off the vials and screws them shut before moving to the next. She's so engrossed in her work that she doesn't even notice our presence. 
 
    "Chaos-sama." A lanky girl in a modified maid uniform approaches me and performs a curtsy while avoiding moving her head as much as possible. Instead of a maid headdress, she wears a wide-brimmed white hat with a ribbed underside. Then I realize that her bobbed hair grows directly from that hat. It's a myconid demon. "Please be careful. Daica needs to concentrate on her dangerous work." 
 
    I'm more fascinated by the mushroom maid now, and I look her up and down. It seems that she's trying to avoid quick movements with her head as if fearing that her cap could fall off. She's half a head taller than me but shies back at my intense attention. Kamii elbows me, and I gather my thoughts. 
 
    "What's your name?" I ask the maid and look her up and down. Her outfit doesn't have sleeves, but pure white frills grow from her skin and cover her hands and trunk-like feet. 
 
    "I'm Exitial, Chaos-sama." She performs another curtsy while keeping her head as straight as possible. Could it be that the gills on the underside of her mushroom cap are filled with toxic spores that she's actively avoiding spreading throughout the room? Daica is wearing her gas mask, so that theory seems likely. 
 
    "Let me have a bit." I extend a hand toward Exitial's hat, but she shirks my touch. 
 
    "Please stop this, Chaos-sama. It's dangerous." She says while taking two steps back. Despite being so tall, she's surprisingly timid. 
 
    "I'll be alright. I've had worse." With these words, I turn my fingers into tentacles and quickly touch the gills under Exitial's cap before she can draw back in time. The white spores cling to my black tentacles as they return to the shape of fingers. To the mushroom maid's horror, I lick the fine powder. 
 
    "Chaos-sama!" She screams, but instead of walking forward, she steps back further as if afraid that sudden movements will spread even more of her spores on me. 
 
    "Tastes sweet." I comment with a careless shrug, although it doesn't have a taste at all. But I'm glad to see Exitial flush red, even though it might be from fear for my life rather than embarrassment at my assessment. "But I'm fine." 
 
    As I say this, I feel incredible pain in my stomach. Of course, that's because I'm in a human template right now, so I quickly undo the transformation on the inside before it shows on my face. The pain ceases immediately, and Exitial's genetic makeup enters my mind. 
 
    But before I attempt to replicate her, I realize that I can't spread her spores since that requires parts of my body to detach. That would only create more Crawling Chaoses, so it was pointless to get her template. 
 
    Hiding my dejection, I walk over to Daica, who's still engrossed in her work and hasn't even reacted when Exitial raised her voice. She's now loading the delicate thin vials into holsters made from a black latex-like material, careful not to drop or crush one accidentally. She's also wearing the bodysuit she wore when I reunited with her in Rikshakti, showing that these chemicals are so dangerous that they warrant such safety measures. 
 
    "Phew." She takes off her gas mask when the last vial is in place and looks up. Her amethyst eyes widen upon seeing me watching her, and she begins to shiver. "C-C-Chaos?" 
 
    Her stutter hasn't reared its head even once since I reunited with her, but it seems to return with a vengeance when she's surprised like this. I give her a smile, and she blushes furiously. 
 
    "Y-y-you should have t-t-told me that you came in!" She complains, and I pet her hair. 
 
    "I didn't want to bother you while you were working." I say in an apologetic tone. Then I turn serious and look across her preparations. "Are you ready to go? We're heading to Erbilan." 
 
    Daica regains control over her emotions, and her expression freezes. In our time apart, she seems to have matured and become quite experienced in battle to shift gears so quickly. She straps the holsters around her upper arms and thighs before picking up her crossbow. 
 
    "Let's go." She says with determination in her voice. I stare at her for a moment, and she returns the gaze curiously. It takes her a moment to realize that I'm merely watching her, and her stoicism falters. "W-what is it?" 
 
    "I'm just admiring you." I say with a smile, and Kamii elbows me again. 
 
    "Don't bully Daica." She says with a pout and a frown, causing me to raise an eyebrow. It must have looked like I was teasing her younger sister. 
 
    "That wasn't my intention." I caress Kamii's hair, then extend a hand toward Daica. "Come." 
 
    Taking her hand, I guide the big dark elf out of the alchemy workshop under Exitial's excited gaze. With the little dark elf following closely behind but never trying to get between us, we walk through the castle and search for the other members. 
 
    Once again, the maids help us by telling me that I can find Korenga and the others in the courtyard. As we exit the castle gate, I find Terog speaking to some soldiers in a lively tone. Ireyo and Zancrax are standing off to the side, not as interested in socializing as the Suhra Wanderer. When they see Kamii approaching, they greet her with silent nods. 
 
    As I open my mouth to speak, I look past them to see the gods of Armeria sitting under the shade of a single large tree in the courtyard. Excusing myself with a raised hand, I separate from Kamii's party and walk toward the four goddesses. 
 
    Tokomaha lies curled up in the grass with her long leaf hair covering her body, breathing rhythmically and sleeping quietly. She must have been sleeping out here for the night instead of inside the castle. As the God of Growth, nature makes a better home for her than any building. 
 
    Korenga rests her back against the tree and sits with her arms crossed, unexpectedly not snoring. It's the early morning, so she's no longer affected by the curse that makes her fall asleep at midnight and slumber until the first rays of the sun in the morning. She must be napping here out of boredom since there's nothing for her to do in this land where she doesn't understand the language. 
 
    Tahiri is the only one who is awake. She plays with the flowing white hair of Aratio, who's resting her head in her mother's lap, and doesn't notice my approach. Perhaps all four goddesses of Armeria spent the night out here together. 
 
    Unfortunately, I have to disturb this idyllic image. 
 
    "Tahiri." I call out to the God of the Sky, but that causes Tokomaha's fur-covered ears to twitch first. She opens her eyes and is instantly wide awake as if she was only feigning sleep. But when she sees me, she calms down and yawns unabashedly like a cat. 
 
    "Is it time for a storm again?" Tahiri whispers while caressing her daughter's cheek, trying not to wake her up. 
 
    "Maybe." I kneel before her and touch Aratio's hair. Her see-through negligee shows more than it hides, and I notice with some satisfaction that the hickeys I left behind all over her body still remain. 
 
    Then I stand up and turn to Korenga. The Black God is still sleeping with her head lowered. Her chest rises and falls slowly, but not a sound emerges from her. It's so different from her usual sleeping posture that I need to force myself to disturb her. 
 
    "Korenga, wake up." I put a hand on her shoulder and shake her lightly. Her eyes flutter open, and she looks up at me, not a hint of wariness or surprise in her gaze. They show utter tranquility and seem to have regained the light that had been missing in them since I first met her. It surprises me so thoroughly that I forget to speak. 
 
    "What is it, Kaos?" She asks with a gentle smile, and a painful feeling wells up in my heart. This is the Korenga from before Mataku's corruption when she was only a healer goddess of a small village. This is who she should be. 
 
    "We're leaving for the front." Almost reluctantly, I explain the reason for waking her. 
 
    "Oh, time for war?" The gentle and peaceful Korenga is instantly replaced by the Black God, and her eyes lose their light. Instead, I see bloodlust in them, as I have so often. "Just point me at the enemy." 
 
    "I'm sorry..." I catch myself muttering inadvertently. 
 
    "Don't be. I understand." She rises to her feet and pats my head. I feel my breath getting stuck in my throat at her expression and suppress tears from welling up as I keep my gaze on the ground. "I'm the Black God. What am I without the fight?" 
 
    I can't bring myself to say that it shouldn't be like that. For the time being, I need her dark and violent side - the side that can never find peace. But I swear to myself that once this is all over, I will try everything in my power to undo her curse if such a thing is possible at all. No, I will make it possible. 
 
    "Alright." I hide my emotions and look up at Korenga with a determined gaze. "Hopefully, this is the last time."

  

 
   
    Chapter 175 - Divine Dialogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun shines brightly on the Erbilan fortress. A palisade-walled camp, a sea of tents, stands beyond the valley its walls block. From the vantage point of the large gatehouse, one can see the sheer magnitude of the Alliance army. 
 
    Shiros, the argos demon of the fortress, has estimated that the enemy numbers over one million. This Alliance army is truly the hammer of humanity, aiming at the last barrier before the heartlands of the Dominion. 
 
    If Fourth Prince Hector had attacked this fortress in its vulnerable rear instead of assaulting Rodens, its two hundred thousand defenders would have been hopelessly trapped and annihilated. Then, nothing would have stopped the Alliance from rolling over the rest of the demon nation. 
 
    Although it is a siege camp, the Alliance appears to have turned it into a veritable city. The bustling roads between the large tents show the same level of activity as a capital city would. Over the past few moons, wooden buildings have been erected that house daredevil merchants and their wares. They traveled across the world to risk their lives in search of profit. 
 
    Towering humanoid figures, giants from the Amanikon mountain range between the Khurut Sultanate and the Mineva Republic, can be seen lumbering through the camp. Large workshops spew black smoke where dwarves stoke their furnaces and repair weapons and armors. Even the elusive and rare elves walk among the humans, traveling in small groups to survey the troops. 
 
    I arrived not too long ago with my entourage, and we were received warmly by the commanders of Erbilan. The Suhra clan leader, Orgoth the One-Eyed, is currently the highest-ranking demon in the fortress city during Chandra's absence. As a suhra, he's not well-versed in defensive sieges, and he wouldn't be here if his army didn't help the survivors of Phoshand escape to the safety of Erbilan. He would prefer to sally out and fight in a field battle, as would the seventy thousand suhra under his command. 
 
    Morelit, the youngest son of Ophalen, was put in charge of the wall defense until Chandra returns. As a Petsobek commander who trained under his father and alongside his elder brothers, he's a capable leader despite his youth. Supporting him are Markor's eldest son, Nubis, and Matriarch Blexai of the Redcap Goblin Clan. 
 
    Now that I'm here, my title outranks all of them. Even if some may not yet accept me as the future queen of the Dominion, they still fall in line for now. After all, the nation's existence is at stake, and fighting over succession while an outside threat is knocking on our doors would be the height of folly. 
 
    "The enemy camp gates are opening!" Shiros reports in the shrill tone that many of his race adopt when agitated. Over the past three moons, there have been several attempts at breaking through the first wall, but all of them were repelled. But that was when Chandra still commanded Erbilan's defenses. Shiros must be nervous that an attack will happen during the Ajura chief's absence. 
 
    However, rather than the entire army, only a small contingent emerges from the siege camp, carrying the black and white parley flag. Among them are a giant, a princess-looking elf, and a dwarf. They're flanked by a dozen knights in custom suits of armors that mark them as Chosen Knights. 
 
    My eyes are on the leader, an imposing man in shining golden armor riding a mighty red horse. Shiros identifies him as Lucianus V, the de facto leader of the Alliance and the Emperor of Terminus. That means the others must be the rulers of their respective races, too. 
 
    "The leaders come out personally, huh? I'll go meet them." I say with a casual shrug. Not one demon voices any concerns that the princess is about to leave the safety of the sturdy fortress walls. They all heard reports of my abilities from the Avinea messengers that have been ceaselessly traveling between Rodens and Erbilan since my return. 
 
    "Are they coming to duel?" Korenga asks while staring at the giant with an expectant grin. She obviously wants to fight the toughest-looking enemy. 
 
    "Only to talk." I gently put a hand on her arm, and she clicks her tongue in disappointment. "But who knows? A fight might break out unexpectedly." 
 
    "Ohh." The Black God makes, causing me to furrow my brow. 
 
    "Don't start anything unless I do." I raise a finger and wag it at her. 
 
    "Come on now. Am I a rabid dog?" Acting hurt, Korenga shrugs with an exaggerated pout. I poke her steel-like flank with a frown, and she giggles mischievously. 
 
    "Let's not keep them waiting." I say to my other companions when I see the party around Lucianus V stop near the middle of the no-man's-land between Erbilan and the Alliance siege camp. 
 
    "We will accompany you." Morelit puts a fist on his broad chest and offers, but I decline with a wave of my hand. 
 
    "I know not to trust humans, but they came to parley - however fruitless it may be. My companions and I will be enough." I declare with a glance at the dark elf sisters and the gods of Armeria. If any situation arises in which this lineup could be defeated, Erbilan would be lost. 
 
    We descend from the gatehouse and head for the closed gate where some demon soldiers bring us horses. I consider taking the offer for a moment but then shake my head. It's better to make a deep impression on my first meeting with the leaders of the Alliance. 
 
    "Open the gates." I demand with a grand gesture. Then I start growing a platform from under my feet. It quickly turns into a golden palanquin measuring eight by eight meters that floats half a meter off the ground. An elevated throne rises at the center, and six more seats grow around it. This may be overdoing it, but it will surely make an impact on the Alliance leaders. 
 
    All the demons in the vicinity stare at me with round eyes, which grow even rounder when my clothes flutter and change into a suit of armor made from golden dragon scales. I sit on my self-made throne and lean back before gesturing for my girls to join me. 
 
    "Showoff." Tokomaha comments before hopping onto the palanquin and sitting on one of the chairs cross-legged. Kamii and Daica do the same, albeit with more wonder in their eyes. They've seen me turn into the Chaos Jet, but this time's transformation is even more spectacular. 
 
    Tahiri and Aratio take their seats as well, although I don't feel their weight. It would seem that they're floating half an inch off the chairs even now. On the other hand, the entire palanquin lists when Korenga steps up. She doesn't think much about it and plops down on the large chair I made for her specifically, causing my form to shake from the impact. 
 
    I stare at her back for a moment, then smile wryly and float out of Erbilan's gate. As I move deliberately slowly to invoke a sense of gravitas and majesty for the waiting Alliance negotiation party, I look back at the fortress city wall. Many demons watch our departure anxiously, praying that I will return safely. 
 
    Returning my gaze forward, I fix my gaze on Lucianus V in the distance. His golden armor is covered in runes and embellishments that make it look ceremonial rather than fit for battle. He forgoes a helmet to let his clean-shaven handsome but stern face be seen by all. A golden laurel wreath holds back his long blond hair that spills out over his large shoulders guards. His light-blue eyes are filled with unshakable self-confidence as he stares directly at me. 
 
    To his side is a slender girl with a crown of real flowers sitting on her silver hair from which two long pointy ears peek out. She must be Evelyn Adrasteia Velia, the daughter of the elven queen that my mother killed the day before I awakened. I still remember Lillian's appearance when my mother transformed into her, and Evelyn is her spitting image. She looks like a girl in her early teens, but I know she must be far older than she appears. The Old Humans who created the elves took the eternal youth trope too far. 
 
    On the other side is the rotund dwarf sporting a white beard weaved into an elaborate braid decorated with golden trinkets like a Christmas tree. He's sitting on a chariot rather than riding a horse and wears a merchant's robes clothes instead of armor. A small-brimmed hat sits on his head in place of a crown. Perhaps dwarves don't have a king and are represented by a guild leader. 
 
    I glance up at the giant and note that he's nothing like what I expected his kind to look like. Instead of the typical fantasy trope of a brutish monster with bad teeth and dumb eyes, he has an almost handsome chiseled face only marred by his sullen expression. He wears a mail coif with a crown made from broken swords and a mail hauberk covered in a frayed dark blue tabard. Despite being royalty, his appearance befits a warrior more than any of the other leaders. 
 
    "His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Lucianus V, Protector of Mankind, Ruler of-" The herald among the Chosen Knights accompanying these four illustrious leaders begins to announce, but I interrupt him. 
 
    "Let us do away with the lengthy introductions and formalities. I know who you are, and you know who I am." I declare while keeping my eyes on Lucianus V. The only reason he came out here is that he's aware the crown princess of the Dominion has returned and left behind quite the impression in Rodens. "What did you come to talk about?" 
 
    "Crude, as expected." The dwarf comments with a sneer, but I ignore him. My eyes remain on the progeny of Zeke, whose expression hasn't changed since the start. He has himself well under control, and even I have to admit that he has the aura befitting an absolute ruler. 
 
    "These guys are the enemy leaders, right? Won't this be over if we just kill them?" Korenga points at the four at the center of the enemy formation with an innocent expression but overwhelming bloodlust in her words. The latter shift their gazes to the towering, tattooed woman, but since she spoke in the Tuwheranui language, they can't grasp the danger they would be in if I gave her free rein. 
 
    "You don't kill people during negotiations." I say with a sigh. 
 
    "Why is that?" Tokomaha suddenly turns around and asks with a frown. 
 
    "That's just a rule in war." Glancing at the Alliance contingent, I reply with a shrug. 
 
    "Whoever made that rule?" Tahiri asks in a rhetorical tone, implying that it was Zeke and the other Old Humans. 
 
    "Huh." I tilt my head and think about it for a moment. If we kill the enemy leaders now, we might be able to force their massive army to retreat without a fight. To hell with honor or traditions when I can save countless lives. 
 
    "How could you start without me?" A voice from above derails my dangerous train of thought, and I look up. A Fata slowly descends from the sky and comes to a hovering stop next to Lucianus V without beating her perfectly white wings. Her light blue eyes are narrowed as if she's about to nod off, and just as every member of her kind, she has silver hair. 
 
    But I recognize her from the champion selection in the Royal Academy. She was the first to offer me a future as a champion of the gods when I didn't yet know the truth. It's Apate Moirael, envoy of Yuna, the Guide of Tomorrow. 
 
    That's when it hits me. Hestia's family name is Moirael, although she said she's an illegitimate child and shouldn't be allowed to use it. She and Apate are related in one way or another. 
 
    And sure enough, the drowsy-looking Fata recognizes me as well. Her eyes open slightly upon seeing me, and her lips curl up into a familiar smile. But then, something sinister enters it, and I realize that she's suppressing her expression of glee. 
 
    "Chloe Marcott, the demon girl that refused an offer from three gods. Who would have thought that she would turn out to be the crown princess of the Dominion?" Her sardonic tone reminds me of Yuna so much that I wonder if she's copying the Old Human's mannerisms. "If you had taken my offer, perhaps you could have saved your people?" 
 
    "We all know that would not have happened." I reply with a confident smile of my own. "And we all know that this parley is a farce. After all, your gods have told you that humans and demons cannot coexist. All you wish is our eradication." 
 
    "That is why We demand your surrender. Then, you shall be granted a swift and painless death." Lucianus V finally speaks, letting his deep voice reverberate through the air as if making a grand declaration. 
 
    "What a joke." I lean back on my throne and look down at the emperor, whose expression doesn't reveal his emotions at being in a lower position compared to me. His pompous armor and impressive horse let him stand out from all but the giant king, but I one-upped him with my palanquin. "You still believe yourself in a position to make demands." 
 
    His eyebrow twitches, but that's all I get from him. He indeed does have great control over his facial expressions to take my challenging words with nothing more than a slight twitch. But the pause before he motions to answer tells me volumes about how much thought he put into forming his response. 
 
    "The Seven Nations of the Alliance descend upon you. Our arrows will blot out the sun." However, Evelyn speaks up before he can, her hate-filled eyes fixated on me. 
 
    "Then we will fight in the shade." Kamii replies in a matter-of-fact tone, and Daica snorts under her gas mask. Tokomaha slaps her thigh and bursts out in laughter, and I finally have confirmation that she does understand Imperian. 
 
    "You will remember those words when you lie dying on the field of battle!" Evelyn points at Kamii and declares in a tone reminiscent of a certain drill-haired girl. At this point, she has already lost. 
 
    "I doubt it would be by your silky smooth hands." The little dark elf tilts her head back and replies calmly. I raise an eyebrow at her quick-witted response that leaves the elven queen speechless. Either she has always been this sassy, and I never really got to see much of it, or she studied well under Senka while we were separated. 
 
    "Hah! I like this one." Tokomaha throws her head back in laughter and points at Kamii. She still speaks the Tuwheranui language but no longer tries to hide that she understands what we've been saying. I'll have to ask her later why she felt the need to act as if she doesn't speak Imperian. 
 
    "What makes you think that you can withstand a force that enjoys the blessings of the gods themselves?" The dwarf shakes a fist at us. 
 
    "The blessing of the gods, you say?" I ask in a voice filled with disdain. It would seem that Zeke hasn't told the Alliance about Yuna's death. How could he? It would undermine his godhood. "Which gods exactly?" 
 
    "Are you mocking us?" Evelyn points at me and asks angrily, and I have to suppress the urge to laugh. 
 
    "I only wish to know if you still count the Guide of Tomorrow among them." I rest my head on one hand and give her a dismissive gesture with the other. 
 
    "Of course. Lady Precanta has prophecied the fall of the Dominion and an age of peace for the Alliance." Apate explains in a patronizing tone as if speaking to a child who has difficulty grasping what she's saying. 
 
    "She also foretold that the Chosen Hero would be the one to lead you to victory." I shift my gaze to the Fata, whose expression doesn't betray her thoughts at my counterargument. Still, I can't stop myself from sneering like a villain. "And most of all, she could not predict that she would die by the hands of a cursed dark elf." 
 
    This time, my words elicit a response from Apate. Her eyes widen slightly, and she glances at Kamii's crab pincer. The blood-red coloration does give it a gruesome appearance, and one could believe it to be a powerful weapon. 
 
    "Not her." I smile sardonically and gesture at Daica instead, who takes off her gas mask to reveal her face. She wouldn't have had the courage to show off herself in front of so many strangers before, but she built up her self-confidence during our time apart. Staring into Apate's light-blue eyes, I add the finishing touches. "Have you had the chance to speak to your goddess lately?" 
 
    Now, the Fata appears to be fully awake. Her widened eyes search my expression to gauge if I'm bluffing, but my utter confidence only serves to confuse her. In her mind, the gods could never be killed, especially at the hands of a corrupted being. I don't know if she has any means to check right now, but I hope I get to see when she learns that I'm telling the truth. 
 
    Kamii suddenly turns around, opens her crab pincer, and snaps at something next to the palanquin. The gasp of a person can be heard even though there's nothing visible. I activate the life sense to find that the little dark elf holds a human in her grasp. Furthermore, there's a whole unit of invisible soldiers surrounding us on all sides. That must be the power of Folke, the Mirage Knight, that Nilotec told me about. 
 
    None of the Chosen Knights accompanying the Alliance leaders match his physical description. That means this meeting was a setup for him to assassinate whoever came out to parley. Good thing it was us rather than the commanders of Erbilan, or they might have all been killed. 
 
    The cloaking on the invisible man disappears as if Folke decided that somebody who has been caught is no longer worthy of being hidden by his power. The soldier wears form-fitting clothes to muffle all sounds while moving, but Kamii noticed him anyway. He tries to stab at the little dark elf with his dagger, but she closes her pincer around his neck and pops off his head. 
 
    I grow a multitude of dragon armor spikes from the edge of the palanquin and pierce through all the invisible soldiers at once. The instant they die, their invisibility gets undone, and their corpses appear. Retracting the spikes, I make a point of showing how simple of an action it was for me. 
 
    Evelyn stares at the palanquin with a terrified expression. I should have guessed that it's not so readily apparent that this construct is part of my body. But that's not important right now. 
 
    "What happened to the rules of war?" Tokomaha asks while looking up at me with an ironic grin. The almost perfect circle of corpses around us is not something one would expect to see during a meeting under the black and white parley flag. But I never expected the humans to play by the rules anyway. 
 
    "Time to fight?" Korenga stands up and cracks her neck in anticipation, feeling the atmosphere crackling from the killing intent flying both ways. 
 
    "He's here." Tahiri suddenly says, and I glance up. A thundercloud forms above us unnaturally quickly and obscures the sun hanging high in the sky. 
 
    "It would seem that somebody more qualified for negotiations has arrived." I keep my eyes on the black cloud while speaking in an amused tone. As if that was a signal, a lightning bolt hits the ground between the Alliance party and us and leaves behind a tall man floating a few meters off the ground. 
 
    As is the case with his envoys, Zeke wears a long white leather coat that looks too modern for the technological level of his game pieces. His long blond hair and sharp blue eyes suggest that he may be the reason for the over-representation of that phenotype among the humans of the Alliance. A similarity between his looks and those of Lucianus V is undeniable, especially now that they're so close to each other. 
 
    I'm reminded of the fact that Aurelia is one of Zeke's progeny. But their generations are so far removed from each other that they might as well not be related at all. And I met his elder sister not too long ago, who told me that he's putting up a façade when he's only a teenager on the inside. 
 
    With that knowledge, his divine appearance and serious expression only make me think of an edgy teenager with a vivid imagination that bleeds into reality. Considering he has access to the Reality Engine, this is an apt description of all the Old Humans trying to play gods. 
 
    "Lord Kael!" The leaders of the Alliance lower their heads in reverence before their god. Only Apate stares at his back with an enraptured expression and spreads her arms as if to bask in his presence. 
 
    Electricity crackles around Zeke as he lets his piercing gaze move across each person on the palanquin. It pauses for a little longer on Tahiri and Aratio but finally comes to a stop on me. This is our first meeting, even though I've heard so much about him before. And the same must be true for him. After all, I'm the daughter of Queen Pelomyx, an enemy they had to gang up on to defeat. 
 
    "Hello, Zeke." I call out to the Lord of the Sky casually, but my smile is all but genuine. Underneath it, I transmit all the hatred and anger that I feel for what he has done to the people of this world. And it seems that this is conveyed properly as his eyebrows twitch in displeasure. 
 
    "So you are the ones Alexander spoke of." Zeke replies while looking down into my eyes, speaking in the Pacha dialect rather than Imperian. He doesn't want his subjects to understand what we're talking about, but him speaking a different language should raise suspicions in them nonetheless. 
 
    "I'd like to know what he said about us." I spread my arms in a challenging gesture. Surely, Alexander cursed us for what we did in Rikshakti, from dispatching his Curiosity Collectors to destroying his Death Moon and ultimately killing Yuna. Knowing the Old Humans, that was most likely in descending order of importance to him. 
 
    "That you are using the Reality Engine." Narrowing his eyes, Zeke looks me up and down. "And that you are something like Nemesis." 
 
    "Good. Then you understand that your game is over. Call off the Alliance army, and none of them will have to die." With a dismissive gesture directed at the siege camp in the distance, I state my terms. 
 
    "I do not think so." The false god states in a calm tone. His expression doesn't betray any anxiety or worry about facing beings capable of standing up to him. "I heard that you are with the Golden Queen. That makes things easy." 
 
    At those words, my eye twitches. I can predict what he's going to say next, and I have yet to find an answer to it. 
 
    "You are aware that I care nothing for this world." Zeke explains while tilting his head back to show off his perceived superiority. He knows that he's right, which is why he can act so aloof about it. "But you. You care. And that is your weakness." 
 
    I narrow my eyes. He threatened Aurelia in the same way back when she was still the queen of Terminus. As a ruler who cared about her people, she chose exile before annihilation. Many centuries later, she's now willing to gamble the rest of the world on destroying him. 
 
    But I'm not. I could protect those near me, but if his power is indeed as he boasts, the Dominion and all of its inhabitants will be destroyed. Although I've considered this many times before, I still don't know what I could do to stop him. 
 
    "You will refrain from participating in this war from now on. You will stay within my sight at all times. If you do make a move, I will do the same." Zeke declares in a calm voice. His gaze suggests that Tahiri and Aratio are also forbidden from interfering in this game. The fact that he doesn't seem to consider the two dark elves, Tokomaha, or Korenga shows that he doesn't know about their abilities. At least the latter two could influence a battle all on their own. "You should know what that means." 
 
    "The Dominion will be destroyed either way, then." I mutter and regard Zeke with a defiant glare. He continues to stare at me coldly, not at all intimidated. But I stand up from my throne and show a glimpse of my Crawling Chaos face. "Know that if you kill my people, you will not be safe anywhere in this universe." 
 
    At those words, Zeke's expression falters. As if realizing that he has shown a hint of weakness, his face hardens into an angry glare. Raising a hand, he catches a lightning bolt from the sky and seems ready to stab me with the crackling weapon of pure plasma. However, it dissipates in the next second before he can make his move. 
 
    "You would violate a parley?" Tahiri asks with a sardonic smile. She has a finger raised casually as if showing that undoing lightning is barely worth a movement from her. But judging by Zeke's lack of reaction, he was already aware that his ex-wife was capable of this. 
 
    "Then I shall make you a proposal." Even then, the Lord of the Sky doesn't seem to think himself at a disadvantage and speaks in a surprisingly casual tone. He looks down at his empty hand that grasped the lightning earlier before shifting his gaze to me. "Neither of us participates in this battle, and we shall accept the result, no matter what it is." 
 
    Both of my eyebrows shoot up at this concession. This is a far cry from his earlier threat, even if it's essentially the same result. If none of us participate for the rest of this war, the Alliance is likely to win. 
 
    But I understand where he's coming from. Zeke and I are like nuclear weapons in this medieval world. If we fight, the outcome will only be the destruction of everything around us. While I think I could kill him in the end, I would be left with only ashes. In that sense, he's saying that we should let the nuclear deterrents remain deterrents. 
 
    "You're not thinking of accepting that, are you?" Korenga turns to me with an expression of incredulity. 
 
    "Maybe that's the right choice." I sit back down on my throne and lean on my fist to think about it. My gaze wanders to Tahiri, who seems aloof despite the tense situation. She doesn't have any stake in this and would gladly fight her ex-husband with all of her power if he makes a wrong move. 
 
    Aratio's eyes are fixated on Zeke with anxiety written on her face; she would rather be somewhere else, but she's like a deer caught in a car's headlights. Kamii and Daica don't understand our conversation, but they can tell that it's about to reach its conclusion. 
 
    "Well, you said that Tahiri, Aratio, and I can't participate. Nothing of the others here, right?" I look at Zeke with a smug grin, but he doesn't react to my blatant provocation. 
 
    "If I see any one of you using the Reality Engine, I will do the same." He states in a matter-of-fact tone. Although it's the same threat as before, it sounds quite different now. But that's only if I can trust his concession of accepting the result even if the Alliance should lose here. He must be confident in his victory. 
 
    "You're pulling me into your game, huh?" I ask with a frown. After all, he's forcing me to play by his rules. 
 
    "I merely wish to see this scenario reach its conclusion." Zeke crosses his arms and states in a calm tone. For acting so emotionless, he seems surprisingly invested in this game that plays with the lives of countless beings all over the world. 
 
    "I'm surprised you don't get bored of it after so many millennia." I tilt my head back with a mocking scoff and look past him at the Alliance leaders. They don't understand our language, but they can grasp that I seem to be talking to their Lord of the Sky on equal grounds. That should terrify them. 
 
    "Lesser beings they may be, but the stories they weave are varied and unending. I could never tire of this game." For the first time, Zeke shows a smile. He must be thinking that I might become interested and want to join him. 
 
    "Don't misunderstand. You will pay for everything you have done to the people of this world." I grow serious again and declare in a firm tone. 
 
    "No, it is you who will pay. Once this is over, I will kill you." His moment of humanity is short-lived, as his expression turns cold again. I don't even know if he cares about the fact that we killed Yuna. Maybe he merely wants to stop all future interference from me. 
 
    "I'll look forward to seeing you try." I flash an abyssal grin, causing Zeke to regard me with a look of disgust. But underneath his façade, I can tell that he's afraid. He may think I'm only similar to Nemesis, but he doesn't know that I'm also capable of everything that the ancient Crawling Chaos is. 
 
    It would seem that these are all the parting words we need, as lightning strikes Zeke, and he disappears in a flash the same way he first arrived. The scorched circle of grass underneath him is the only evidence that he was ever here. 
 
    "It would appear that you have yourself a war." I assert in Imperian and throw a dismissive gesture at Lucianus V. "Go away now and prepare. The next time we meet, we will let our weapons talk." 
 
    With this parting remark that leaves them wondering, I turn the palanquin around before any of the Alliance leaders can respond and head back to Erbilan with my companions.

  

 
   
    Chapter 176 - Charge 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we return behind the gates of Erbilan, a crisp horn echoes off the flanks of the mountains to our left and right. The sound of drums reaches across the no-man's-land, signaling that the Alliance is preparing their assault. I undo the transformation of the palanquin and ascend the stairs to the gatehouse where the other commanders are awaiting my report. 
 
    "I see that negotiations have broken down." Orgoth remarks with a grunt, but it doesn't sound like an accusation. In fact, he seems to be looking forward to fighting. 
 
    "Was that a human god?" Nubis asks while stroking his goatee nervously. It would seem that he inherited his father's tic. 
 
    "Yes, that was the Lord of the Sky." I respond, and Kamii sniffs in disdain. I glance at her with an eyebrow raised, and she feels compelled to explain her reaction. 
 
    "Sparky brat." She says with a straight face, causing Daica to snort and suppress her laughter. The little dark elf is on fire today. 
 
    "Do not worry about that so-called god. He won't interfere." Walking past the commanders and stopping at the parapets, I look out across the field and state in a reassuring tone. Then, I turn around and continue with a grim expression. "But in turn, I cannot show my full strength either." 
 
    The demons exchange glances with each other, but I note that none of them seem especially worried. This piece of news merely means that the battle will be fought the same way they have been so far. I even spy a hint of pride in their gazes when they look at me; their princess stood up to one of the human gods and negotiated his non-involvement somehow. At least that must be how they're thinking about this. 
 
    If they knew that it's the other way round, their eyes would pop out of their sockets. My companions and I have reached a point where the Old Humans can no longer treat us as part of their game. As Zeke said, we will meet again for a final confrontation once this war is over. I intend to win that and free this world of him once and for all. 
 
    "This time, the Alliance will continue their attack until Erbilan is overrun." Blexai comments with a sharp-toothed grin. The redcap matriarch is as aggressive as demons come and loves battle more than any of her already aggressive goblin kin. Much like Orgoth, she's looking forward to the carnage. 
 
    "I am not versed in warfare, so I will leave the intricacies of the battlefield to you." I turn to the commanders before me and declare in a confident tone. My words and attitude don't match up, causing the demons to stare at me for a moment in confusion. Then, they realize that I did it on purpose and chuckle unabashedly. With this, I feel the distance between our ranks shrinking. 
 
    "You're one hell of a princess." Shouldering her massive meat cleaver, Blexai addresses me in a casual manner. 
 
    "Then we'll be going to our stations." Orgoth states with a satisfied grunt. As a field battle expert, he won't be defending the wall of Erbilan and instead take up a position in the forest of the southern mountain pass. It's where Kethorn and the Ghost Riders would have been if they were here. 
 
    Blexai is doing the same on the northern cliff, where a network of small paths leads through the Salter mountains and past Erbilan. Her troops are numerically inferior to the Alliance's right flank but are experts in the mountainous terrain, which is why she's taking over Shugra's post during his absence. 
 
    Morelit and Nubis remain on the wall with me, directing the defenses where the enemy's assault will be the strongest. They're aware that things will be different with the absence of Chandra's forces and the presence of Emperor Lucianus V. Still, nothing has changed for them; they will hold the line until the seemingly endless tide of humans is exhausted. 
 
    I peer across the no-man's-land and see the flood of Alliance troops emerging from the camp. It's as if floodgates have been opened, and a river of people is pouring onto the field unhindered. The drums dictate the rhythm of their march as they line up into large formations. A hundred soldiers for every meter of Erbilan's outer wall and a hundred more for every subsequent wall behind it. This is what the Dominion will be dealing with. 
 
    The bulk of the enemy is comprised of conscripts from the Alliance's human member states. Foot knights, archers and crossbowmen, huntsmen turned rangers, barely trained peasants will be the first wave of this renewed assault. Beyond these are the Empire of Terminus's regular troops, with a core of Electi led by Chosen Knights. 
 
    But unlike in the siege of Rodens, elven archers, dwarven heavy infantry, and giants operating siege engines are present in numbers here. They represent the counterparts of the various demon clans defending Erbilan. With their almost insular expertise, they can be counted among the elites of the Alliance as much as the Electi are. 
 
    "Why are we waiting for them to set up?" Korenga points at the slowly preparing army in the distance and asks with a skeptical expression. 
 
    "Because they're quite far away." I explain with a wry smile. She's one of the handful of people here who could bridge the distance to the Alliance army before they can muster an organized response. Zeke spoke in the Pacha dialect, so she knows that out of those, the most important members can't move. 
 
    "If not for that Seek person, this battle would already be over." Furrowing her brow, she complains with a pout and crosses her muscular arms. 
 
    "If not for that Zeke person, there would be no battle. There would be no war." I put a hand on her elbow and sigh. The demons around us watch our exchange with curiosity. We speak in a language they've never heard before, but our tone and gestures suggest that it's idle conversation. 
 
    "We don't know how to use this Reality Engine, so our involvement should be alright." Kamii points at Daica and herself. From our mention of Zeke, she understood that we're talking about his condition for this battle. He only said that we can't use the Reality Engine, so I should be allowed to fight in hand-to-hand combat. Anything that helps. 
 
    The demons watch in anxious silence as the Alliance army sets up its forces on the slope before the wall. It would appear that the artillery commanders and mages know the range of their weapons well enough not to waste their time and breath. But I can see that they're like bowstrings pulled taut, ready to release the instant an enemy crosses into their line of fire. 
 
    Shiros said that the enemy numbers over a million, but there's only so much space for their troops to occupy. It's the reason Erbilan has held so far with relatively minimal casualties. The Alliance has broken itself against the sturdy walls and stalwart defenders several times over the past three moons like waves against cliffs. 
 
    But I'm sure that things will be different this time. Even if Zeke won't be personally involved, Emperor Lucianus V has joined the frontlines. It's a definitive change from the previous attempts led by his oldest son and first prince of the empire, Angelus. 
 
    That is not to say that this prince was incompetent, but we can expect a new approach from a seasoned commander who has butted head with the field marshals during my mother's rule and still lives to tell the tale. He's going to be bothersome to deal with, according to Ophalen's assessment. 
 
    Thinking about it, I realize that this will be my first time experiencing the intricacies of a large-scale battle. In Armeria, I was either on the sidelines or embroiled in duels against individuals who could match my strength. When we came to the aid of the besieged Rodens, we quickly turned the tide by using our immense powers rather than strategy. 
 
    The Alliance army appears to be putting the finishing touches to its setup. First Prince Angelus leads their left flank and stands opposed to Orgoth. His army is comprised of a heavy cavalry vanguard meant to break through the Suhra army defending the southern mountain. His infantry force and an engineer corps in the rear suggest that he aims to establish a bridgehead from which his forces can attack the less-fortified south side of Erbilan. 
 
    The Alliance right flank lacks all cavalry and features predominantly light infantry led by Elven Queen Evelyn. They're aware of their difficult opponent in Matriarch Blexai and have chosen this composition to climb and fight on the harsh paths of the northern cliff. Once they have pushed through, dwarven auxiliaries and peasant workers will secure the pass for their main army. They will then be able to pour into Erbilan's relatively exposed north side. 
 
    At the center, facing the tall walls of the Dominion fortress itself is the main force under Emperor Lucianus V and the giant king. They field countless trebuchets, massive siege towers, and a gigantic ram for the gate of Erbilan. It would appear that the armored giants predominantly operate the siege weapons. 
 
    The drums stop, and silence permeates the no-man's-land. Then, Lucianus V steps forward on the elevated wooden command platform and draws his two-handed sword. The richly-ornamented blade appears to be made of gold and looks as ceremonial as his armor. He raises it to the sky with one hand, and lightning strikes it, setting his whole body alight in divine radiance. 
 
    "Showoff." I scoff while peering up at the cloud looming over the battlefield. 
 
    "Just like you." Tokomaha leans forward and grins up at me, and I duck my head. 
 
    "Hear me, warriors of the Alliance!" The emperor's voice booms across the battlefield. He's amplifying it with magic and letting it reach even the remotest corner of his army. 
 
    The contents of his motivational speech are the typical heroic babble about justice and slaying the evil demons, bringing light to the darkness and peace to the world. Kamii rolls her eyes at how clichéd his lines are, and I chuckle at her reaction. 
 
    "This kingdom of evil will fall today. Join me, and we will bring an end to demonkind!" Lucianus V seems to conclude his declaration and stabs his sword into the plank before his feet. However, it would seem that it's not the signal for his army to move. Instead, something happens on the Alliance's left flank. 
 
    Lightning strikes again, and this time, First Prince Angelus is empowered. He wields a runic glaive and rides a black horse, second only to his father's in bulk and majesty. It would appear that it's his time to give a speech as the leader of one of the three armies. 
 
    At the same time, Elven Queen Eveyln is doing the same on her side. Their voices barely reach us, so it's only intended for their own flanks. Still, I exchange an awkward look with Morelit and Nubis, who shrug in response. The defenders of the Dominion don't need such means of motivation. 
 
    A while after Evelyn has stopped speaking, Angelus finally reaches the end of his speech. He raises his glaive high and faces his troops, making a brief pause for dramatic effect, then turns his horse around and opens his mouth. 
 
    "Cha-" 
 
    "CHAAARGE!" A roar suddenly booms from the mountain across from him, causing Angelus to stutter in surprise. A wave of confusion runs through his troops, which is replaced by utter bewilderment a moment later. Orgoth the One-Eyed and his Suhra clan come charging out of the forest on the backs of boars as large as horses. 
 
    First Prince Angelus's formation has his heavy cavalry in the front and infantry in the rear. They were going to charge into the demons on the mountain, expecting them to be farther up the slope where their banners fly above the trees. It would seem that Orgoth has prepared a trap, leading the enemy to think they would hold their defensive position. 
 
    Horses are easily spooked animals, and even well-trained warhorses don't do well when they get surprised like this. Angelus reacts quickly by countercharging with his command unit comprised of Electi, but the rest of his troops can't follow his orders fast enough. With their horses bucking and trying to get away, they stop the pikemen in the rear from passing through their ranks. In the middle of this commotion, Orgoth's troops charge head-first into the ill-prepared Alliance's left flank. 
 
    The suhra warriors rip through the heavy cavalry, and confusion becomes chaos. The one-eyed Suhra clan leader and his elite troops clash with Angelus, and they disappear in a cloud of dust kicked up by tens of thousands of hooves and feet. 
 
    "Should we sally forth, too?" I wonder, but Terog shakes his head with a wry smile. 
 
    "Nah, that was only a greeting. Look." The Wanderer points at the battlefield on our right. Troops from the center are heading over to help, but the Suhra clan is already disengaging again. They have sowed plenty of death and terror in Angelus's army in the few minutes that their engagement lasted. 
 
    With my enhanced vision, I can tell that very few suhra and their mounts died in this charge. But the ground is littered with corpses in silver armor that glisten in the sun. Angelus is unharmed, and his blade appears to have tasted blood, but he's angry that the Dominion has stolen his thunder with an unexpected maneuver. 
 
    "Orgoth may say that he hates defending a fortress, but he's a sly old strategist." Grinning while scratching his stubble, Terog explains in a proud tone. "Only a fool would go charging into that forest after that." 
 
    It would seem that the Suhra clan leader not only used this opportunity to deal a decisive first strike to the enemy but also ingrained fear into their hearts. They won't be as bold in their attack anymore and review their tactics instead of relying on their numerical advantage alone. 
 
    "Blexai won't be doing that." Morelit comments when I turn to look to our left, preempting the question showing on my face. The goblin matriarch holding Erbilan's left flank will maintain a defensive position with her mountain-dwelling troops, such as her redcap goblins and members of the Bakari clan. Their slopes are far steeper and impossible to climb with horses, so they won't have to worry about fighting cavalry with their relatively small bodies. 
 
    "The main army is moving." Nubis points ahead and speaks in a nervous tone. Despite being a commander, he's still a bakari. The goat demons can display incredible courage in battle but get fidgety before it begins. 
 
    Dozens of trebuchets are pulled into firing positions by giants. It would seem that dwarven engineering allows them to shoot farther than anything the Dominion has to offer; they deploy out of Erbilan's artillery range and begin loading. 
 
    At the same time, the siege towers pushed by armored giants lumber toward the fortress wall. For now, the human soldiers swarming behind them match their slow pace. They're conserving their energy for when they come under fire and need to make a dash for it. 
 
    Erbilan's walls are almost twice as tall as Rodens's. Since they're also enchanted with anti-magic properties like most other large city or fortress walls in the Dominion, only regular trebuchet shots or Chosen Knights will be able to damage them. Combined with the slope leading up to it, the Alliance will have their work cut out for them to reach the top. 
 
    The winged demons of Erbilan move out. Most of them are archers since they can't wear armor for close combat. Their job is to pick off important targets or concentrate their fire on the operators of the siege weapons. But as expected, the host of Fatas circling above the Alliance main army gets into formation and flies forward to meet them. 
 
    I watch in anxious silence as the battle in the sky begins. Arrows, javelins, spirit spears, and other projectiles are flung through the air as the two sides clash and split into various dogfights. The Dominion airforce has a rare numerical superiority, but Fatas are still the most powerful beings in the sky in this world aside from dragons. 
 
    "Incoming!" Morelit bellows, and I turn to find him pointing forward. It would seem that the first trebuchet has unleashed its payload. A demon mage on the wall transmutes it into sand in midair, turning the rock into harmless grains that rain on the troops on the wall. I can hear banter among the soldiers, complaining that the mage should have redirected the projectile as they spit out the sand that entered their mouths. 
 
    A hopeful atmosphere hangs over the defenders, be it due to my presence or a general sense of security behind the thick and sturdy walls. It will be a bit longer before they have work to do, as the Alliance is advancing slowly. 
 
    The Dominion trebuchets fire their first volley to calibrate the projectile arc. Most land several dozen meters short of the approaching enemy, and shouted commands echo back and forth between spotters and artillery crew. 
 
    Next, a lamia archer shoots an arrow ahead of everybody else. She may not be a member of the Weeping Rain, which remains in Rodens with Athilacia, but she's still among the most skilled archers in the Dominion. When the arrow lands, she notes the wind direction and distance before informing her contingent. The message is quickly spread among the other archers on the wall, and they ready their bows soon after. 
 
    The human army stops a few steps beyond where the first trebuchet volley landed and seems to gather its resolve. Lucianus V is obviously not leading from the front despite his earlier speech. Most soldiers in the first wave are conscripts who only had a few months of training. For many, this will be the first and last battle of their short lives. 
 
    Somebody bellows a command to charge, and it's repeated along the entire front. The giants operating the siege towers are the first to move, pushing as fast as the towering constructs allow. But they're quickly overtaken by the much shorter soldiers on foot, who sprint in desperation. 
 
    A rain of arrows flies from Erbilan's wall, and the enemies raise their shields. The many cries of pain and death are drowned out by the roaring onslaught of the many more who lived through the volley. If this were a field battle, this would have been the moment when the Dominion realized the futility of resistance. The entire slope before the wall down to the Alliance siege camp is covered in enemies. It's like a tidal wave of bodies, and it will crash through everything in its path. 
 
    The Dominion artillery aims for the many approaching siege towers. Most shots miss and hit the soldiers on the ground instead. However, some crash through the wooden constructs and plunge those already riding inside to their deaths. One rock hits a giant's shoulder, breaking the armor and tearing the flesh underneath. But despite the pain, he continues to push, compelled by his unshakable resolve. 
 
    "So this is what Zeke has been doing." Tahiri narrows her eyes and glances up at the cloud-covered sky. "All this bloodshed, this death. For what?" 
 
    "A game." I respond in a grim tone. 
 
    Enemy archers line up and shoot at the walls to provide cover for their soldiers. The sheer number of arrows flying up into the air does indeed darken the sky, as Evelyn promised earlier. The demons on the walls raise their shields or hide behind the parapets, and shieldbearers come to protect the commanders on the gatehouse. 
 
    I step forward in my golden dragon armor and gesture for them not to bother trying to cover me. Instead, I take in the sight across Erbilan's wall as the arrow shower hits. The sounds of impacts continue for nearly a minute, with many bouncing off my body without doing any harm. Soon, it ends, and the demons return fire right away. 
 
    But I behold the aftermath of the attack. The number of arrows stuck in the slits in the wall is a sign of just how many were shot overall. It didn't claim many lives, but it forced the defenders to hunker down, allowing the Alliance army to approach unhindered. 
 
    "You had to say it." Daica complains to her elder sister when she peeks out from behind her shieldbearer and sees the dozens of arrows stuck in the shield. Kamii only gives her a raised eyebrow, compelling her to remind her. "That we would fight in the shade." 
 
    "Heh." That is all she makes in response, causing Tokomaha to burst out laughing. The other commanders around us overhear their exchange and begin snickering as well. Despite the severity of the situation, even I can't help but chuckle quietly. 
 
    "What's going on?" Aratio asks me in a confused tone, and I quickly explain it to her. 
 
    "So that's what she was saying." Tahiri comments and looks at Kamii, who returns the gaze with a questioning tilt of her head. Given the circumstances, it only makes her look cocky instead, causing the God of the Sky to lean back and laugh. 
 
    "I like her." Korenga comments with a grin. 
 
    After the initial volley from the Alliance, different reload and shooting speeds result in a constant barrage of arrows instead. The Dominion archers can only return fire intermittently, allowing the enemy infantry to reach the blind spot under the wall. 
 
    "Ladders!" Someone shouts, and it's repeated all over the walls. The demons draw their swords and ready their spears. 
 
    "Good." Kamii opens her crab pincer and snaps it closed at the prospect of finally joining the action. It causes Korenga to stare at her in confusion. 
 
    "What is it this time?" She asks me. 
 
    "The enemy is bringing ladders." Tokomaha preempts my reply. 
 
    "Good." Korenga cracks her knuckles. This time, I'm the first to laugh when I compare the little dark elf's reaction with the towering Black God's. "Can I go down there?" 
 
    She points at the walkways since the gatehouse is elevated above the wall and ladders won't reach it. There won't be much action up here, but the Black God doesn't want to miss bashing heads. 
 
    "No, you should wait here. You're our secret weapon." I raise a hand to hold her back. The Chosen Knights will begin to appear soon, and from the reports in the siege of Rodens, it would seem even ajura have trouble against them. That's where Korenga will come in. "You'll get your fight soon." 
 
    Korenga smiles like a child who was promised snacks if she behaves. I appreciate that she at least finds enjoyment in her curse, even if it changes her mental state. If she were filled with regret and sorrow when heading into battle, I wouldn't have brought her here. 
 
    Countless Electi wearing runic armor that allows them to fly have joined the aerial battle. The demons that expend a lot of energy because they have to beat their wings become hard-pressed to dodge the flying magic of the new enemies now. 
 
    It would seem that the Avinea commander recognizes that fact as the whistle for their retreat echoes through the sky. The winged demons fall back to the airspace above Erbilan, where the archers can provide some support. This forces the Fata and Electi to maintain their distance and bombard the walls with magic instead. 
 
    I watch and listen to the battle unfold with my fists clenched. So many lives are lost every moment, and I can do nothing about it because of Zeke's condition. If I had free rein like I did in Quiraqui or Rodens, this battle would have been over before it even started. 
 
    The sound of hammers breaking stone reaches my ears from behind our walls, and I walk to the back of the gatehouse to look over. Could dwarven engineers have tunneled underneath us and broken through? Instead, I find that the artillery crews are using sledgehammers to break their rocks into smaller pieces before loading them onto the trebuchets. 
 
    "What are they doing?" I ask Terog, who has followed me to see what I'm up to. 
 
    "Buckshot." He explains with a satisfied grunt, and I immediately understand what he means. It's truly convenient to have the Wanderer with me in this situation; I never cared about strategy games of any kind, so I don't know the first thing about medieval warfare. 
 
    As the trebuchets unleash their payload, I run to the other side and follow their trajectory. Earlier, the large rocks ripped through siege towers or a dozen enemy soldiers in one shot. But the hail of smaller stones affects a larger area and tears through all but the heaviest armors or shields. And the first volley is aimed at the archers, who are pummeled with no means to shield themselves. 
 
    With the Dominion artillery changing their focus, the siege towers make it closer to the wall unhindered. Flaming arrows cannot set alight the wet animal hides covering the fronts of the lumbering towers, and the armored giants shrug off anything but the heaviest trebuchet shots. 
 
    At the same time, the first enemies make it to the top of the ladders and are met by demon swords and spears. Bakari warriors blow plumes of flames into the besiegers' faces, pushing them off the battlements and plunging down onto their allies as balls of fire. Whenever one does manage to climb over the parapets, they're immediately ripped apart by the Petsobek stationed on every wall section. 
 
    The first siege ram slowly approaches the gate. It's clearly of dwarven craftsmanship, with a giant steel fist serving as the cap of the ramming log. The imposing construction rolls on many wheels and moves under its own power. Steam rising behind it shows that it must be propelled internally. 
 
    It would seem that the dwarves have reached the steam age. Perhaps it's a kind of magic, but if not, this would be the first instance of technological advancement beyond medieval times I've seen so far that isn't of Old Human origin. Could Zeke have allowed them to advance for the sake of winning this war? After all, he and the other Old Humans have kept the beings of this world locked in the same time period for several millennia until now. 
 
    Whatever the case, this ram will be problematic since its armor is far thicker than that of the siege towers. Even trebuchet shots bounce off its roof without leaving much of a dent, and with nobody exposed pushing the rams, archers can't slow them down either. Even magic is nullified by the bands of runes etched into its steel plating. 
 
    "Should I go?" Korenga asks while pointing at the ram approaching the gatehouse. 
 
    "No, we can deal with this." I hold her back once more. In the siege of Rodens, many Ajura warriors and Petsobek sallied forth and lost their lives to disable one ram. But the important thing is what happened after. Clerebolg, the Blast Knight, destroyed the entire gatehouse with his unique magic anyway. Although that same Chosen Knight won't be here this time, another could take over that role. 
 
    That's when Korenga will need to step in. As the Black God, she does have the power to influence the entire battlefield in a way, but compared to Tahiri or me, she's not exactly a nuclear bomb. If Zeke considers it an infraction, I'll have to negotiate with him again. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I think about this situation. Right now, I'm playing by his rules, and there's nothing I can do about it. But he said that no matter the outcome, he would come to kill me afterward. That's when I'll end him once and for all so that senseless bloodshed like this war will never happen again. 
 
    Tahiri puts a hand on my shoulder, and I turn to look at her. Her firm expression suggests that she's with me; when Zeke comes to fight me, we'll do it together. I glance past her at the slightly translucent Aratio, who floats about lazily and watches the battle like one would a boring movie on television. She's not on the same page as we are, I guess. 
 
    As the ram reaches the gate, Daica suddenly leaves her place next to me and descends into the depth of the gatehouse. She's carrying her crossbow and has plenty of special ammunition in her holsters. Only moments later, the ram begins its attack. The steel gate resounds like a bell being struck, and the interior of the gateway acts like an echoing chamber. 
 
    But then, a loud sizzling sound accompanied by screams reaches us from below, followed by the noise of something heavy thudding to the ground. I peer over the parapets to see that a large hole has been melted into the roof of the ram. The steel fist has dropped in the dirt, separated from the wooden log it was fixed on after one part was melted away. The exposed dwarven engineers inside are screaming in pain as small holes have been opened in their armors and clothes. It would seem that Daica has shot an acid bolt at the ram and disabled it instantly. 
 
    "See." I point it out to Korenga, who's peering over the parapets next to me with a curious look. "I told you we can deal with it." 
 
    "Huh, interesting." She keeps watching despite the arrows impacting her head and shoulders repeatedly. "How did that happen?" 
 
    "I don't know the word for it, but it's not magic." I try to explain, also ignoring the arrows hitting me as I watch the mayhem inside the ram. Another bolt flies inside the hole and explodes on impact, causing flames to shoot out of the siege weapon's every orifice. "It's mixing stuff together to make that." 
 
    "Matu." Tokomaha explains behind us, and we turn around. 
 
    "I see. Seems pretty strong." Korenga crosses her arms, then scratches her chin in a thoughtful gesture. I look up at her, see the arrows bouncing off her back, and chuckle. Even without being in her Black God form, she already seems to be indestructible. 
 
    Then, a trebuchet stone hits her in the back of the head and shatters. 
 
    "Oi! Give it a rest, will you?!" She turns around and roars at the besiegers, causing them to flinch under her wrath. Since they don't understand the Tuwheranui language, they must be thinking that she's angrily chanting a spell. 
 
    The trebuchet stone was a lucky hit that the defending earth mages missed before it reached us. But that goes to show that the sheer number of enemy artillery is beginning to overwhelm the defenders. We might have to find a way to destroy them before it becomes too much. 
 
    "We're moving out." Kamii gestures at one of the siege towers getting dangerously close to the wall. She's referring to her party, which has been waiting patiently for their turn. 
 
    "Be careful." That's all I can say to her, but I glance at Terog, Ireyo, and Zancrax. They understand what I'm trying to convey to them silently, but so does Kamii. 
 
    "Don't look down on me." She points her cursed arm at me and speaks in a miffed tone, although her change in expression is mild. She turns to her companions, and they head out to battle. 
 
    "Huh, where did big sis go?" Daica comes back up from within the gatehouse and looks around for Kamii. 
 
    "She and the others are going to help in the defense." I point toward the section where the siege tower is about to reach and unload its troops. 
 
    "Aah! How could she leave me behind like this?" The big dark elf complains with a pout. Then she sighs and looks up at me. "I prefer to stay with you anyway." 
 
    I raise an eyebrow at her quick recovery, then realize that it was her clumsy way of flirting with me. I pat her hair and laugh, causing her to tense up as if thinking that I'm making fun of her. But she enjoys my touch too much to complain. 
 
    "Is this it?" Morelit asks in an almost disappointed-sounding tone. Thousands of enemies have already died without gaining any ground. It's no different from what I heard happened here before the emperor arrived in the siege camp. 
 
    It would seem that the southern slope where Angelus is trying to break through is holding due to Orgoth's guerilla tactics in the dense forest. And Evelyn's assault on the northern mountain is going very slowly and at a high cost to her number. The more than a million strong Alliance army is stopped dead in its tracks by barely a fifth of its numbers. 
 
    "They will break themselves on these walls." Nubis declares with a rare display of optimism in a bakari. The enemies still have the overwhelming numerical advantage, and the fact that we haven't seen any movement from the Chosen Knights is a reason for worry. 
 
    Several siege towers reach the walls and drop their ramps to reveal two rows of crossbowmen. They unleash a volley into the defenders on the walkways, but most shots are blocked by shields. It would seem that this is already a known tactic, and the demons won't fall for it anymore. 
 
    Then, heavily armored soldiers wielding maces and carrying tower shields rush over the ramp. They jump onto the wall and try to open up space for the troops following them. But the demons had ample time to prepare for where they would land, and Petsobek and mages tear through them quickly. 
 
    I watch Kamii and her party hold back one such attempted bridgehead. Despite facing heavy infantry, they make short work of the enemies and secure the area, which allows the bakari to set flames to the siege weapon's exposed interior. But my eyes are drawn to the giants that pushed the towers and now retreat quickly after finishing their job. Only now do I notice that they were crouching behind the siege towers and are tall enough to look over the wall. I wonder why they don't fight directly. 
 
    As if that thought invited disaster, the sound of a horn from the Alliance camp announces a change. The deep droning noise comes from the king of the giants himself, who blows a handheld horn the size of a family van. He's wielding a gigantic shield in one hand, and a massive curved cleaver is embedded in the ground before him. 
 
    Next to the giant king stands a young female giant wielding a two-handed war hammer. She must be the princess, as evidenced by a diadem made from human-sized - or demon-sized - swords sitting on her forehead. Her incredibly long dark brown hair is braided and draped over her shoulders like a scarf. 
 
    The giants retreating from the towers converge on their position and take up various weapons ranging from spiked clubs to a repurposed anchor on a thick chain. Their sheer sizes make it clear that they can sow untold havoc on the demons on the walls. 
 
    The Alliance is going all out.

  

 
   
    Chapter 177 - Attack Of The Giants 
 
      
 
      
 
    I'm not sure we have anything to oppose giants with. There are some gigantic demons that match the size of mountain giants, but most are rare, long-lived individuals who don't mingle with the smaller folk. Not one of them is enlisted in the Dominion army. 
 
    Their size already makes them hard to deal with, but those who don't carry massive shields wear plate armor. Only the luckiest arrows and heavy artillery shots will be able to harm them. The demon mages are busy countering the Alliance mages, and bakari have too little reach to do anything with their flames before the giants are upon them. 
 
    "How have you dealt with those until now?" I ask Morelit without averting my gaze from the gathering giants arming themselves and getting into position. 
 
    "With great casualties." The Petsobek grunts in a bitter tone. That goes to show that there are no simple countermeasures to sheer size. I'm sure Chandra and her warriors would have a better chance against them than any other demons, but they aren't here yet. "At least they never field many of them." 
 
    Indeed, when I look across the battlefield, I count only twenty-two giants. Their imposing size, despite the distance, is enough to make lesser demons shake in their armor. Once they reach the wall, it will be carnage. 
 
    The giant king sounds his horn again, and his troops begin to move out. He pulls the cleaver out of the ground and walks forward slowly, keeping his shield ready to block arrows and trebuchet stones that will doubtlessly come at him. 
 
    On the walls, the demons are staving off the onslaught of ladders and the troops emerging from the siege towers. But it's only a stalemate, which the giants will break the moment they become involved. 
 
    I glance at Korenga out of the corner of my eyes. She seems excited at the prospect of fighting one of those towering enemies. I'm sure she can handle all of them by herself, but that would most likely cause Zeke to take action. Glaring up at the sky, I once again feel the weight of the chains he placed upon me. 
 
    "Screw you, Zeke." I mutter and jump onto the parapets. Everybody in the vicinity stares at me wide-eyed as I leap off like one would from a cliff to dive into the ocean. But before gravity takes me, I transform in midair. 
 
    My body expands and turns into a giant version of myself covered in a suit of dragon armor. I land on the burning siege ram and crush it under my feet, then right myself and glare at the approaching giants. This is roughly the form I took when I fought Kiamedras, and I complete the look by growing a war hammer in my hand. That was the role of Asoko back then, but we both only had the bones of lesser beings to work with. This one is made from the nearly indestructible bones of an elder dragon. 
 
    I glance up at the sky again, but there's no movement from Zeke. Perhaps he's still observing to see what I'm about to do - or he may even be intrigued to watch a fight between gigantic fighters. Whatever the case, he's not showing any signs of displeasure, so I'll take that as silent permission to keep going. 
 
    At the end of all this, I'll kill him for this humiliation. 
 
    The humans around my feet run away in terror, but the approaching giants don't slow down. Either they have unwavering discipline, or they think nothing of having to face somebody their own size. In fact, the giant princess heads straight for me. Although I'm sure I could try to communicate with them, this is a battlefield. It's a shame, but I'll have to fight seriously and take them down one by one. 
 
    I let out a deafening roar to scatter the humans in an even larger area. Considering they're attacking my people, I don't care about their lives, but squashing them under my feet while walking would feel disgusting. Readying my war hammer, I brace myself for the enemy attack. 
 
    The giant princess performs a strange sideways step and nearly falls into a horizontal position before spinning around her own axis in midair. Her hammer comes up from below and connects with my chin before I can react. The force crushes my lower jaw even though it's covered in dragon armor. My head is thrown into my neck with a nasty cracking sound. This would have killed anybody else, but luckily, I'm a Crawling Chaos. 
 
    Still, it was a nimble move I didn't expect somebody of that size to perform. The giant princess lands on one leg and utilizes her momentum to follow up with a horizontal sweep using her war hammer. I jump up and avoid getting my knees shattered, then bring my own hammer down on her. 
 
    It would seem that mountain giants train with each other and don't rely on their size alone, even when most of the enemies they will face in war don't even reach up to their knees. The giant princess dodges the downward swing by a hair's breadth and pushes forward, tackling me with her shoulder. The impact throws me backward into the gate, but it holds fast. 
 
    Physical attacks are technically useless against me unless they slice me up into tiny pieces too small to hold my consciousness. But I'm not going to show my abilities in front of Zeke, and I don't think I'll have any need to. As the giant princess changes the grip on her weapon and charges at me again, I stomp the ground and hide the hammer behind my body as if preparing to swing it. That causes her to skid to a halt and hop back. 
 
    "Not only powerful but prudent." I speak in praise, causing the princess to narrow her eyes. Still, she doesn't respond and waits for my next move. "What's your name?" 
 
    Instead of humoring me, she stays low and patiently observes my pose. It would seem that I won't be able to talk to her before the end of this battle. I decide that I'll knock her out rather than kill her; it's folly to show one's enemy mercy, but I have the power to do this. The demons now fighting for their lives against her comrades don't have that leeway. 
 
    From the corner of my eyes, I see the giant king advancing with his shield raised. Arrows and trebuchet shots bounce off it, making him look like an advancing siege tower all on his own. The massive curved cleaver in his right hand is covered in rust and grime. It appears to have tasted the blood of many victims, and it wasn't washed off because it would become dirty again anyway. 
 
    Suddenly, my opponent is upon me and swings her hammer at my head. She noticed that my attention was divided for a moment and took the opportunity, but I was prepared for it. Ducking below the attack, I avoid it narrowly and lunge forward head-first. Realizing that she's in a bad position, the giantess lets herself be pulled along by her weapon and stumbles to the side. 
 
    However, it was all calculated, and an armored knee fills my vision. The impact breaks my neck again, but it obviously causes me no actual harm. Instead, I continue on my path despite this minor setback and tackle her down. Yet, all I catch is thin air; the giant princess has hopped out of my way. 
 
    I roll across the ground and get back up in time to see the hooked end of the war hammer coming down from above. Pulling my weapon into my palms, I reach up and catch the handle, eliciting the first surprised expression from my opponent. The moment doesn't last for long, as she lets go of the shaft and throws a punch at me. 
 
    In response, I also let go of the weapon, grab her wrist with both hands, and twist my entire body around. It's not on the level of a Judo throw, but it doesn't need to be perfect. Using her momentum to my advantage, I throw her over my hip and onto her back. 
 
    She gasps for air from the impact, and I get on top of her. But then I'm stumped about what to do now. How do I knock her out without accidentally killing her? Before I can come up with an answer, the giant princess puts a hand on my thigh, bucks her hips upward, and twists herself free. 
 
    It's a move I've seen in mixed martial arts on television! 
 
    Since I'm too stunned to respond, she rolls backward down the slope and takes her distance from me. But now, she's deprived of her weapon, which lies in the mud behind me. 
 
    "What say you go back and forget about this battle?" I fix my broken neck and crack it audibly before straightening my stance to show I don't want to fight anymore. It's clear that she's a better fighter than me in every way, but she will never be able to best me because of what I am. "I don't want to kill you." 
 
    "Taking pity on an enemy?" The giant princess stands up and speaks for the first time. Her voice is relatively deep but still noticeably female, and it sounds more pleasant than I thought it would be. Then she takes on a stance with her fists raised like a boxer. 
 
    "If you stop attacking my people, we don't have to be enemies." I cross my arms and declare loud enough for those around us to hear. I'm sure this won't get through to anybody right now in the middle of battle, but maybe they will remember it in the future. 
 
    "Right." She responds in a neutral tone that doesn't reveal any of her thoughts. Then, her upper body moves ever so slightly, the sound of an explosion occurs, and my vision shifts. 
 
    I find myself flying upward and looking down at the battlefield. However, I see my body still standing in place, and it's missing its head. The giant princess finishes her movement and spins back around before setting down her leg. She beheaded me with a roundhouse kick that broke the sound barrier. It was her third attack aimed at my head, and all of them were perfectly executed killing blows. 
 
    As my head falls, I extend tendrils from the stump of my neck and grab onto my body. The severed parts reconnect in a moment, and I'm back to normal. This gives the giant princess pause, and she stares at me in utter confusion. It would seem that the kick that cut through the dragon armor on my neck has dented her bladed greave, and she avoids putting weight on her damaged leg. 
 
    I step forward and push the giant princess down with one hand. She can't even stop herself from falling over but catches her fall without hurting herself. With a wave of my hands, the earth underneath her twists and bends. She's raised onto a stone slab, and her arms and legs are bound to it with makeshift stone shackles. I squat down in front of the giant princess and raise a hand, causing her to flinch in anticipation of an attack. 
 
    "You're dead now. Stop fighting." I deliver a soft karate chop to her forehead and declare with a laugh, causing her to blink her eyes in bafflement. Then, I kick the stone slab down the slope and away from the battle. The Alliance soldiers jump out of the way to avoid being run over by the giant sled. 
 
    I stand up and look at the cloudy sky. Even now, there are no signs of Zeke reacting to my intervention, so he must deem it acceptable. Technically, I'm cheating by having a nearly indestructible body, but he didn't intervene against my mother in the thirty years of her reign either. It would seem that as long as I don't blow up the entire battlefield, I'll be allowed to participate as an individual. 
 
    Some of the giants shy back from the wall as bursts of flames fly in their faces. Others shield themselves from hails of arrows. Still, they're tall enough to sweep the walkways of defenders with their different kinds of weapons. Once the path is open, they will climb over the walls and wreak havoc on the city beyond. The only saving grace is that they're relatively slow. I was only overwhelmed by the princess's speed because I was as large and cumbersome as she is. 
 
    I won't be able to stop them all, so I head for the giant king, who has reached the wall but has to hide behind his shield momentarily while lamia archers unleash a barrage of venomous arrows at him. I will have to make him call his troops off in one way or another. 
 
    He notices my approach and lets out an ear-splitting warcry that causes the demons on the wall near him to stumble back. But I grow the two-handed war hammer from my hand again and drop its hooked end at him from above. He raises his shield and lets my weapon slide off of it before swinging his curved cleaver upward. 
 
    I twist out of the massive blade's way and grab onto its round spine. Then I kick out at the giant king to disarm him, but he brings down the tower shield and blocks it without flinching. With my foot still resting on the shield, I pull at his cleaver, but he wins the tug of war with pure strength and yanks it out of my hand. 
 
    We step away from each other and recover our postures. It would seem that I'm at a disadvantage with my choice of weapon, so I shrink it down to be wielded in my right hand and grow a large round shield from my freed-up left hand. This display stuns the giant king for a moment, and I'm not one to leave openings unused. Charging forward, I use my shield to keep the cleaver in control and bring the hammer down on the hand holding it. 
 
    But he lets go of his weapon and bashes me in the side with his massive shield. I manage to stay on my feet and retaliate with a horizontal hammer swing to keep him from following up his attack. The giant king suddenly straps his shield onto his back and picks up the cleaver with both hands. A notch near the top of its spine allows for easier handling and hacking. 
 
    "I don't know what you are, but will you survive being cut in half?" He speaks in a deep tone that reverberates through the air. It would seem that he didn't see my duel against his daughter in which she killed me three times. 
 
    "Unfortunately, I will." I say with a shrug and a wry smile, causing him to furrow his brow. "Nothing you do can harm me." 
 
    "Then why did you not fight until now?" He asks while stepping between me and the wall so that the shield on his back blocks the arrows and magic coming from the demon defenders. I don't know if he's stalling for time or genuinely interested. 
 
    "You saw the Lord of the Sky appear during our negotiations. He told me I couldn't fight at my full power." I lower my arms and explain with a glance up at the sky. Right then, lightning snaps through the clouds, and thunder rumbles. "It would seem that I'm not allowed to tell you about our little agreement." 
 
    That statement causes several lightning bolts to flash across the sky. I must have incurred Zeke's wrath by saying that last line, so I quickly raise my hands and close my mouth to show that I won't speak any further. He will have to give me that much leeway since he understands that destroying the Dominion will mean there's nothing left to stop me from chasing him to the ends of the universe. As long as he doesn't know what I'm capable of, he will want to observe my abilities. 
 
    The giant king continues to stare at me as if gauging the truthfulness in my words. But the sounds of the battlefield make it difficult to hold back one's fighting instincts. From the corners of his eyes, he must be seeing his warriors climbing the walls in some places and facing fierce opposition in others. The decisive moment arrives when a fiery explosion blasts one climbing giant off the wall; that must have been one of Daica's special crossbow bolts. 
 
    With a roar, the giant king decides that fighting me is the right choice. Charging at me unexpectedly quickly, he swings his massive cleaver horizontally. I duck and angle my round shield to let it slide upward and over my head, but the weight behind his attack still crushes through and knocks me down. 
 
    When I look up, I find that he's already on top of me with his cleaver. It comes down toward my neck like the guillotine it resembles, but I raise my shield with both hands and angle it even more than earlier. This time, it slides off properly and avoids the top of my scalp by a few inches. Considering we're both gigantic, that's a little too close for comfort. 
 
    Not that it would leave any permanent damage or even hurt. 
 
    Using all my strength, I swing the one-handed hammer and hit the giant king in the flank. Since I'm raising my weapon against gravity, it's not as strong as it could be, but it still sends him staggering to the side. The chainmail shirt and the gambeson underneath cushioned much of the impact, but it was still enough to damage him. He falls onto one knee and tries to stand up by using his cleaver as a crutch. 
 
    Then, he spits up blood, showing that I might have put too much strength into the strike after all. As a Crawling Chaos, I'm not limited by the physics of muscles. A strike that would have been nothing more than a firm tap if it came from a giant must have been like a rocket-powered ram when I threw it. 
 
    "What... are you?" He asks while looking up, then falls on both knees and spits up more blood. 
 
    "Beyond your understanding." I stand up and pull the hammer and shield into my body again. "Now, call for a retreat of your soldiers. I don't want to kill you when there are only so few of you." 
 
    Even as I say that, I see Daica's acid bolt eat through a giant's arm. Her scream pierces my ears, and I feel both pity and elation. As a Crawling Chaos, I can't not enjoy death and terror. 
 
    "We... have fulfilled... our purpose." The giant king grunts and presses out between bloodied teeth. I narrow my eyes at his declaration, then turn in the direction he's looking. A giant carrying a sledgehammer is about to reach the gate. His weapon is even larger than the princess's two-handed war hammer, but it doesn't look made for combat. 
 
    "Shoot him!" I hear Morelit roar from atop the gatehouse in a desperate tone. But the arrows bounce off the giant's full plate armor harmlessly. I realize that I'm too far away to do anything without breaking Zeke's rules and can only sigh in resignation. 
 
    The hammer giant spins up his attack and swings the head of his massive weapon at Erbilan's gate, which I cleared when I flattened the enemy siege ram blocking it. It's even larger than the fist on the dwarven ram and strikes straight at the center of the two steel wings of the gate. 
 
    The impact rips the gate right out of its angles and sends the two wings flying through the six-meter long tunnel before hitting the second set of gates on the other end and breaking them down. The entire gatehouse quakes and cracks under the force that traveled through it and knocks the demons atop it off their feet. 
 
    I realize that the other giants attacking the wall have left behind death and destruction. The defenders have been decimated in several places, allowing the Alliance soldiers to swarm onto the walkway. They're embroiled in a battle on even footing now, which will only exacerbate the situation if left alone. 
 
    "So, you can retreat now, right?" I turn to the giant king, who only stares at me in surprise. He must be thinking that I'm too calm about my side's dangerous situation. In reality, I'm quite worried, but showing it to an enemy would be an admittance of weakness. 
 
    Without waiting for his answer, I grow a tentacle whip from my hand and snatch the massive stone horn from the giant's belt. With a gesture, I bind him to a stone sled and kick him down the slope the same way I did to his daughter. The other giants haven't seen our fight in the chaos and confusion, so I transform into the giant king, complete with his crown of swords and the chainmail. 
 
    I take a deep breath and blow his horn, gaining the attention of all the giants on the battlefield. When they see their king in me, they await my command. I raise a hand and wave away from Erbilan's wall, and they understand the signal. It would seem that they don't worry about their own much, as they don't hesitate to retreat without waiting for their leader to do the same. 
 
    The humans in the vicinity who saw my transformation scream at the giants to tell them that I'm a fake, but their voices are drowned out by the din of the battlefield. I drop the stone horn and jump in the direction of the wall while shrinking back down to my regular size in a split second. Landing on the wall, I head for the busy gatehouse. 
 
    Nubis gives orders left and right when I enter through the cracked doorway. Morelit appears to have departed to defend the nearby wall section, but my companions are still here. Tokomaha is sitting on a chair in the corner and watching everything silently. 
 
    Tahiri and Aratio float on their chairs of air and don't seem too interested in the battle. The God of the Sky has always been detached from the wars between mortals, and it's no different this time. The God of Whirlwinds is off in her own world, tracing circles in the air with a finger. 
 
    "Is it my turn yet?" Korenga asks in an impatient tone. She had to watch a giant smash the gate underneath her very feet and couldn't do anything because I hadn't given her the signal. I appreciate that she didn't fly off the handle on her own as she has a few times before. "You had some fun out there." 
 
    "This isn't a game." I pat her steel-like abs and chastise her. "And it wasn't fun fighting them." 
 
    The retreating giants have reconvened with their king and broken him out of his bindings. Their hate-filled glares are directed at the gatehouse where my golden armor glitters under the rising sun, but they recognize that their momentum has been broken. It's the humans' turn to drive the siege ahead now. 
 
    As expected, the troops I scattered earlier when I fought against the giant princess in front of the gate are now returning. They're heading toward the breach in a frenzy, wishing to be the first to earn the honor of entering Erbilan after over three moons of fruitless attempts. 
 
    The defenders on the walkways are in dire straits, but reinforcements are already coming from below. The biggest focus is on the gate, and it would seem that Kamii has recognized that. She has already left her nearby post defending against the enemies climbing up from the siege towers and descended with her party. 
 
    "To me!" I hear the little dark elf shout from below. Her voice fills me with pride and confidence, and I break out into a smile. The heavy infantry stationed behind the gate answers her call with a collective roar. I trust that she can handle herself without my help. 
 
    "Watch out for Chosen Knights. Now more than ever." I speak to Nubis, who nods at my words. It's when the situation becomes chaotic that they appear and widen the gap. The only question is where they discern the most significant gap. 
 
    I look across the battlefield teeming with humans, but it's impossible to find the Chosen Knights among the regular soldiers. Except for the Electi, the Alliance troops wear no uniforms, and the same is true for the champions of the false gods. Only when they make their move will we be able to identify them. 
 
    The sound of clashing weapons and armors reaches us from below, signaling that the battle for Erbilan's gate has begun.

  

 
   
    Chapter 178 - Gate Crashers 
 
      
 
      
 
    The meatgrinder that every gate assault turns into is no different this time, but the gap in quality between the two sides is too significant to be overcome by quantity. Unlike the Alliance conscripts mindlessly seeking glory, the Dominion soldiers were hand-picked for the sole purpose of holding the line. They hack and slash, leaving a felled enemy under their feet with every strike. 
 
    Kamii stays in the back because she has difficulties using her cursed arm with everybody squeezed together. Stabs and downward strikes from behind a shield are favored over her nimble fighting style better suited for duels. She gained the valuable insight to choose when to fight back in the defense of Phoshand, and this isn't her time yet. 
 
    On the other hand, Zancrax has no problems due to his immense size. He uses his gauntleted hands to smash enemies into the ground or his horn to gore the lightly-armored peasant soldiers in his path. What should have been a flood of humans pouring through the broken gate is turned into a mass of bodies unable to move forward or backward. 
 
    Daica sees an opportunity and climbs into the lower levels of the gatehouse. The damage to the interior is extensive, and many demons have been wounded from falling debris. She finds her way through the dust-filled interior and reaches one of the murder holes near the first gate. Judging by a few bodies around it with bolts stuck in their heads, the humans below are prepared to shoot demons peeking through, so she has to be careful. 
 
    "Evacuate this place right now!" Daica takes off her gas mask and commands in a firm tone. The kobold officer in charge already knows her from her earlier work on the dwarven ram. Without asking for the reason, he orders the few remaining soldiers to leave the gatehouse. "Don't come back in here until I say so." 
 
    Realizing that the dark elf is about to do something dangerous with her alchemy, the demons quickly run out the door and shut it tightly. Daica takes a deep breath, and the world around her seems to grow silent despite the noise echoing through the gatehouse. She covers her face with her gas mask again and thoroughly checks it for any gaps. 
 
    Then, she takes several vials from her holsters and a flask from the bag on her belt. She carefully adds each of the vials' contents before quickly plugging it with a leftover piece of Gilmirin's shed skin. It's the only material she knows is entirely safe from the mixture, and even the glass flask won't be able to withstand it for long either. She swivels the flask to blend the liquids into a colorless mixture, shuddering at the sight of the different initial colors turning transparent. 
 
    Taking a dropped helmet, she holds it up to a murder hole close to the front gate and promptly has it shot out of her hand. Using that opening, she tosses the flask through that same hole and takes her distance. 
 
    Daica checked earlier when she rode on Chloe's palanquin that there's barely any wind blowing through the tunnel even when both gates are open. And the little air that does move is flowing toward the outside. There should be no chance of getting the defenders on the other end involved. 
 
    The crisp sound of glass shattering stands out from all the other noises echoing through the tunnel. A moment later, violent coughing and agonized screams reach the dark elf's ears through their covers. Terrified voices call for a retreat before their owners breathe in the toxic fumes as well. Due to everybody in the rear pushing forward, those already in the five-paces-long gateway are hopelessly stuck. 
 
    A faint yellowish mist rises through several murder holes, but it doesn't spread further and slowly sinks back down again. Daica stares at the tendrils of death retreating where they came from and realizes that she has been holding her breath all this time. 
 
    She tested the bodysuit made from Gilmirin's shed skin and her gas mask against all alchemical formulas in her arsenal and knows that it nullifies them all. But fear still grips her at the thought of what would happen if she were affected. An overwhelming wish to see Chloe overcomes her, but she has to remain here until the very end. 
 
    The screams and coughing in the tunnel die down quickly, and she allows herself to walk over to one of the murder holes and peek through. The yellow mist has already cleared for the most part, and it has left behind only death. Not a single human caught in its wake is as much as twitching. 
 
    Looking left and right, she finds that the flask was enough to cover almost the entire tunnel but didn't move far in either direction. On Erbilan's side, the defenders have slain every last enemy as their reinforcements were cut off. On the other side, the humans have retreated over a dozen paces away from the gate, not understanding what killed their comrades. 
 
    Breathing a sigh of relief, Daica makes a mental note of how long her concoction was active and observes the last traces vanishing into thin air between the corpses paving the tunnel. At this point, it's already alright to breathe without protection, but she prefers to wait a little longer to be absolutely sure. 
 
    She suppresses a shudder at the idea of humans getting their hands on the secret formulas of the Nomads of Ogin. But she knows that her people guard their secrets better than they do their own lives. Since they are never put down in writing and transmitted orally, their alchemic secrets haven't been stolen once in their long history. 
 
    Of course, the fact that Daica has access to certain incredibly potent and rare alchemical ingredients plays a role in the deadliness of her concoctions. Even with her formulas, the humans wouldn't be able to replicate them at her level. 
 
    "You can come back in." Daica walks over to the door and opens it, revealing the demons waiting on the other side with anxious expressions. They heard the screams from below but couldn't see what the dark elf did to elicit them. When some demons peer through the murder holes carefully and see the results of her attack, newfound respect and fear fill their gazes toward her. 
 
    "With you here, the gate will be safe." The kobold officer remarks with a confident grin that shows off his sharp teeth. 
 
    "I don't have the ingredients to do this again, so don't hold your breath." Daica replies with a wry smile that is hidden by her gas mask. 
 
    "Was that a pun?" The kobold asks with a nervous laugh. Only now does the big dark elf realize her wording, and she chuckles audibly through her mask. It lightens the mood in the gatehouse but doesn't alleviate the fears of the demon defenders. They will remember not to get on Daica's bad side. 
 
    Below, Kamii recognizes her little sister's handiwork and peers across the pile of corpses it left behind in its wake. As the demons clear the bodies of the humans slain immediately behind the gate, she stares through the five-pace-long tunnel at the enemies on the other side. 
 
    They're scared of the mysterious attack that killed dozens of them within a few moments. Alchemy is largely unknown to humans and barely studied among the other races of the Alliance. Even the best elven alchemists have no grasp on the secret techniques of their dark counterparts. 
 
    Suddenly, a gust of wind blows through the tunnel into her face. She curls her nostrils at the stench of vomit and other bodily excretions from the dead, but there's no hint of the toxic gas anymore. On the other side stands a wind mage wielding a cane. He has recognized the earlier yellow gas as an airborne alchemical attack and is checking whether it's still lingering. 
 
    But instead of giving the order to charge after confirming that it's gone, he steps aside and makes way for a Chosen Knight in a suit of blue plate armor. His refined slender face is rimmed by blond bangs, and a pair of eyes matching the color of his armor peer through the gate with a self-assured expression. 
 
    It's Colart, the Knight of the Iron Veil. He was last sighted in the siege of Rodens, disappearing alongside his fellow Chosen Knights when the retreat signal was sounded. There was no way he could have gotten here before Chandra and her troops without some special means of transportation. Perhaps the Fata carried him. 
 
    With a wave of his rapier, iron plates rise from the ground and form an overlapping dome that blocks arrows fired at him from the wall. Kamii narrows her eyes and observes as the Chosen Knight walks toward the gate at a measured pace as if preparing for a dance. His perfectly straight gait combined with his rapier and buckler shows that he's a duelist rather than a warrior. 
 
    He walks up to the gate and stops near the front of the tunnel. Opening a hole in his shield and glancing up, he appears to await another alchemical attack from one of the murder holes. However, instead of a flask, a small crossbow bolt flies at the hole, which closes itself in time to block it. The vial in place of a bolt tip shatters, and the acid inside eats its way through his barrier. 
 
    But the Chosen Knights doesn't panic and points his rapier at the ground before spinning it upward with a flourish. More iron rises from the earth and continuously mends the hole created by the fast-acting acid until it runs its course and loses its potency. 
 
    The Knight of the Iron Veil continues to draw iron from the ground and begins to layer it across the entire tunnel, covering all the murder holes and arrow slits on the walls. Finally, the naked stone is completely hidden behind the smooth arch made of iron, and Colart turns to the Alliance soldiers watching him. 
 
    "What are you waiting for? Go on then." He calls out to the conscripts staring in awe, who blink their eyes at his words before remembering their role. Exchanging a glance with each other, they gather their resolve and rush forward. 
 
    Kamii looks up at Zancrax, who prepares for the onslaught with some deep breaths. With the limited space, she's not very useful on the ground, but perhaps she can ride on his back and strike from there. She knows that centaurs would be offended if she asked them, but minotaurs might be alright with it. They did ride on his back across a river on their way to Rikshakti before, and he didn't complain. Much. 
 
    "Zan, let me ride you." The little dark elf pats him on the granite armor-covered back with her giant cursed arm, compelling him to turn around at the dull sound. 
 
    "What?" The minotaur stares at her with a skeptical expression. He can't grasp the train of thought that led her to make this request, but he doesn't question his leader either. Lowering his hand, he helps Kamii climb onto his back. "What's the plan?" 
 
    "Get me close enough so I can hit them." Kamii points at the enemy troops pouring through the gate with her crab pincer. In other words, there will be no difference in how Zancrax conducts himself since he barely even feels the little dark elf's weight on his shoulder. 
 
    "Right, boss." He nods and snorts before lowering his stance for a countercharge. A moment later, the two sides clash, and shields smash together. 
 
    Kamii swings her cursed arm from above, hitting a shield without much of an effect. The soldier behind it most likely didn't even register the strike. She repeats it on a different target while Zancrax blocks spears aiming for his face. This time, the shield buckles under the impact, and the person wielding it is pushed backward. 
 
    Still, the enemies don't think much of the dark elf hanging onto the massive minotaur's back. Their immediate concern is surviving his horn and fists, so no one thinks of attacking her with pole weapons instead of the towering beast rampaging in their midst. That allows Kamii to get in several more hits that stack up her curse power. Her sixth splits a helmet and the skull underneath it; her seventh dents a breastplate and shatters the ribs it was meant to protect. 
 
    Her eighth hit sends a soldier barreling into his comrades, pulling them to the floor with him. The ninth rips somebody's head clean off their torso and sends it flying into another's chest like a deadly projectile. The tenth impact scatters a shield and part of the person holding it into shrapnel that sprays the people behind him. 
 
    Now, the humans realize that something is off, but it's too late. Kamii jumps down from Zancrax, who has already stopped moving about after witnessing the power of the little dark elf. Her eleventh strike splatters a soldier in heavy armor against the tunnel ceiling. And her twelfth causes an explosion of air on impact with its unfortunate victim, who disappears into a fine mist. 
 
    Finally, her thirteenth strike seems to break space itself and generates a shockwave that blows through the tunnel. The Alliance troops fly through the gate as if hit by a storm and scatter onto those behind them. With a single move, the gateway is cleared of all enemies except for Colart, who stands where he stopped earlier with widened eyes. 
 
    Once again, an attack through the gate has been repelled in an unexpected manner. For a moment, both sides are too stunned to react; then, the demons cheer for their little dark elf champion. They don't understand how she did it, but they can tell from where she stands that it was her doing. 
 
    Kamii clicks her tongue when she senses the built-up power in her arm disappear. But she already expected that her combo counter would be reset soon, so she didn't run forward to attack Colart. Against a Chosen Knight, being caught powerless would have proven fatal. 
 
    Colart's expression of shock fades, and he stares at Kamii's cursed arm. It would seem that he realizes who's responsible for the sudden shift in the situation. He then walks forward with measured steps, his brow furrowed in displeasure. It would seem he understands that only a Chosen Knight can fight the little dark elf. 
 
    Kamii waits for him to approach with her cursed arm held behind her like a sword. In her left hand is a dagger, a laughable weapon compared to her true power. But it's precisely for a fight against somebody skilled that she will need everything at her disposal. An enemy watching out for both the dagger and the cursed arm alone could expose an opening that she can exploit. 
 
    But she's aware that Colart could prove difficult for her to fight. She's not sure her attacks can stack up against objects not wielded by people; hitting inanimate objects not worn or carried by a living person has never increased her combo counter. Otherwise, she wouldn't have had to stay locked in a cage for so many summers until Mahkotoh freed her. Then again, she's grateful for that fact since she got to meet Mahkotoh because of this. 
 
    "Ya don't have to fight him alone, ya know?" Terog emerges from among the demons' ranks and loosely wields his hatchet in one hand. "The honorable are the first to die in war." 
 
    "I wasn't going to." Kamii says while shifting her eyes from Colart to the dirt beside his feet. "Since he wasn't either." 
 
    Although it's faint, a set of footprints appears out of thin air, moving forward in the shadow cast by the Knight of the Iron Veil. It's Folke, the Mirage Knight, whose work Kamii has observed twice now. The first time was in Phoshand against Gelvath, and the second was earlier today during their parley with the Alliance leaders. 
 
    According to the battle report of the siege of Rodens, Colart and Folke worked together as a pair. There are no other reports of them in the Dominion, although Kamii saw them in Phoshand. It means that they've been effective in leaving no survivors who were close enough to witness their power first-hand. Only because of Mahkotoh and her new allies' intervention did they not succeed in doing the same in Rodens. 
 
    In a battle, it would be difficult for anybody to keep an eye out for an extra set of footprints, least of all when one is already facing a visible Chosen Knight. Even Taragasura, one of the strongest ajura warriors, was wounded by the Mirage Knight without as much as nicking him in return. He could be physically weaker than Colart, but his power definitely makes him harder to deal with. 
 
    "Come out and introduce yourself." Colart understands that Kamii has noticed Folke and calls out to his companion. 
 
    "And why would I do that?" Folke's muffled voice asks in a sarcastic tone. "They're going to die anyway, so what use is an introduction?" 
 
    "So they know who sent them to the afterlife." The Knight of the Iron Veil's response is curt. 
 
    "There is no afterlife, only oblivion. The undead are proof of that." The Mirage Knight scoffs at Colart. It would seem that he's a cynic and pragmatist. "Now, no more talk. Don't give away my position." 
 
    "You two take on the visible one." The dark elf addresses Zancrax and Ireyo without taking her eyes off the footprints where the invisible Folke stands still. Then she raises her cursed arm and points in his direction. "We take that one." 
 
    "Aye, boss." Terog grunts and walks around Kamii to cover for her weaker left side. 
 
    "I am left with a brute and a child? No matter." Colart wonders with a frown when he beholds Ireyo and Zancrax. Then he raises his buckler and places it on his heart while lowering the rapier and bows. Even when he derides his opponents, he maintains a noble air. "I am Colart, the Knight of the Iron Veil. I shall give it my all no matter the opponent." 
 
    "Sure." Zancrax stomps the ground with his hoof and snorts. His granite armor makes Colart's thin rapier look laughably inadequate, but one should never underestimate a Chosen Knight. 
 
    Ireyo silently readies Destiny and looks the Knight of the Iron Veil up and down. The iron plates floating about him are thick, but she's confident that her massive broken sword will cut through them effortlessly. In that regard, she commends Kamii for recognizing who has a better matchup in this battle. 
 
    At no signal in particular, the Band of Fate springs into action. 
 
    Daica descends the stairs of the gatehouse and stops when she sees Kamii charging toward the Chosen Knight, who covered the murder holes in the gateway earlier. Accompanying her are Terog, Ireyo, and Zancrax. The demon soldiers of Erbilan are forming a half-circle behind the gate with their shields as if making a ring for the combatants. 
 
    She narrows her eyes when she finds her elder sister and Terog aiming for a spot next to the enemy instead. The Wanderer throws three knives at thin air, but her eyes widen when two of them are deflected by nothing. 
 
    Then she remembers Kamii mentioning these specific Chosen Knights in Rodens. The one in blue armor is Colart, so the invisible presence must be Folke. Without wasting a moment, Daica prepares her crossbow and loads it with a sticky bolt. But when she takes aim, she realizes that there's no opening for her to shoot either of the Chosen Knights. 
 
    Kamii and Terog both swing at thin air and realize they missed, prompting them to stand back to back immediately. They look for footprints in the dirt, but it's impossible to know where Folke is once one loses sight of his last step. After all, the area behind the gate has been trampled by countless feet and is filled with footprints. 
 
    Daica takes off the vial on the tip of her bolt and thinks about what she could do to help. One that creates a smokescreen would level the playing field for Kamii and Terog since Folke wouldn't be able to see them either. But that's a double-edged sword that could allow Colart to slip by Ireyo and Zancrax, who are keeping him in check. 
 
    All of her alchemical vials affect an area, be it toxins, acids, or explosives. It's too dangerous to use these when her comrades are next to the targets. Her first and second instinctual ideas, the sticky and smoke vials, are the only ones that wouldn't pose an immediate danger to her allies. 
 
    Pulling a regular bolt from the holster on her thigh, she readies her crossbow once more. If her alchemy can't be used, she will have to fight normally, for whatever that is worth. The draw weight of her automatic crossbow isn't exactly high, and her bolts don't have much penetration power. Colart's head is exposed, but he wears plate armor and uses iron plates to cover his blind spots. Folke is said to wear armor as well, including a full helmet. She would need timing and a lot of luck to hit either of them in a weak spot. 
 
    As Zancrax charges into a quickly-raised iron barrier, Ireyo hops over his back and swings Destiny downward on its chain. Colart raises his buckler but blocks the broken sword with a floating iron plate rather than the small shield. In the same motion, he stabs his rapier through a hole in the iron wall before him and draws blood from the minotaur. 
 
    Kamii and Terog maintain contact with their backs to each other and occasionally swing at perceived movements in the dirt. Folke hasn't attacked them yet, but it's entirely possible that he's no longer near them. Still, with the tight half-circle formed by the demons, he couldn't have gotten through unless he climbed up the wall. 
 
    Daica observes the two battles for an opening. She's a dozen paces away but overlooking it from halfway down the gatehouse stairs; her elevated position gives her a good view of the two fights next to each other. The moment she spots a movement from Folke, she will shoot there and hope to alert her sister to his position. 
 
    Zancrax's hide is thick, so the rapier only drew a few drops of blood. He barely even notices it, but the Chosen Knight will whittle him down over time if it keeps going like this. Ireyo's overwhelming strength for her small stature does keep Colart on the defensive, but he barely expends any energy while the two demons will exhaust themselves eventually. 
 
    On the other hand, Kamii and Terog are straining their senses to pick up any traces of Folke. As a Chosen Knight counted among the highest-ranking champions of the false gods, he surely knows how to make the best use of his unique magic. Being invisible alone isn't enough to hide somebody against skilled opponents, and he must have trained well to conceal his presence. The fact that he wears metal armor without making a sound shows that clearly. After all, the assassins he turned invisible wore form-fitting clothes to mask their sounds. 
 
    Suddenly, Kamii raises her cursed arm to cover Terog, and sparks fly across its surface. The force behind Folke's invisible strike throws the little dark elf to the side, but she quickly catches herself and swings her dagger in the direction the attack came from. It cuts through thin air, and the Mirage Knight's presence vanishes again. 
 
    That's when Daica's crossbow bolt bounces off something in midair. Without missing a beat, Kamii opens her crab pincers wide and snaps in the direction while Terog swings his hatchet horizontally. But the little dark elf suddenly twists her open pincers around their own axis and deflects the Wanderer's arm upward. 
 
    Even then, Terog's wrist is nicked by something invisible. If Kamii hadn't changed his trajectory, he would have lost his hand. But now they know that Folke is very close and take a step away from his presumed location. 
 
    Daica realizes that her crossbow bolt nearly baited Kamii and Terog into a deadly mistake. She racks her brain to think of a means to reveal the invisible opponent, but all she can think of is utilizing a liquid that is harmless on its own to mark him with its color. If he can use his magic to cover it up immediately, it would be a waste of a rare alchemical ingredient, though. 
 
    That's when a thought comes to her. The area her comrades and the two Chosen Knights are fighting in is slightly depressed from the many feet trampling the dirt. Furthermore, the large shields wielded by the demons surrounding them act as a kind of barrier. 
 
    She quickly puts down her crossbow and begins mixing alchemical ingredients. Her mind is racing to find the correct ratio while she carefully drips the liquids into a flask. Finally, the opaque white concoction is ready, and she fills it into several empty vial bolt tips. 
 
    In the meantime, Ireyo and Zancrax clash with Colart repeatedly without even managing to force him back one step. As a Chosen Knight who can fight on even grounds with an ajura, he has proven himself incredibly powerful. Neither of the two demons could win against him on their own. 
 
    Kamii holds out her open crab pincer in front of her and keeps her eyes on the ground while Terog binds his bleeding wrist. Folke doesn't reveal himself by walking around and bides his time. With all the footprints in the dirt, he could be standing still anywhere. 
 
    That's when Daica shoots her new mixture at the ground between her comrades and where she presumes Folke to be. Smoke explodes from the cracked vial but doesn't rise higher than Kamii's knees and spreads across the area. 
 
    "Damn." Folke speaks for the first time since the beginning of their fight when he realizes the intention of this alchemical display. Two hollow spaces are visible where his legs displace the smoke and give away his position. It doesn't reveal what weapon he's using, but Kamii and Terog can now see where he stands. 
 
    Terog throws several knives, but they're deflected with a metal sound, confirming that the Mirage Knight is indeed wearing full armor. It would seem that only Kamii's cursed arm could do something against him. Even the Wanderer's hatchet, forged by the Master Smith herself, can't cut through steel. 
 
    "Ireyo, Terog. Switch." The little dark elf suddenly calls out to the Wanderer and the rabbit demon, who shift gears immediately. Leaping back from Colart, the latter lowers Destiny and observes the Chosen Knight for any movements to chase her. At the same time, Terog takes his distance from where Folke stands. 
 
    They turn around and walk past each other wordlessly to head to their respective battles. The Wanderer lines up with Zancrax, and they get into position to face the Knight of the Iron Veil. Ireyo doesn't waste a moment to take a stance and swings Destiny on its chain. Folke clicks his tongue and dodges the heavy broken sword coming down at him by jumping to the side. But Kamii uses that opening to slam her cursed arm into his chest. 
 
    The strike rings out against his breastplate but doesn't do much else, and he retaliates with his invisible bladed weapon aimed at her right arm joint. It draws sparks when it hits the carapace that covers her skin. If he had aimed higher at her upper arm where a leather belt marks the transition between her regular arm and the cursed part, he might have been able to cut it off. 
 
    The fighters separate again, and Kamii realizes that their quick movements have churned the smoke and made it impossible to see Folke. The slight breeze blowing through the tunnel and out the gates also disperses Daica's alchemical assistance. It would seem that the big dark elf has recognized that fact as another vial hits the ground and refreshes the smoke. 
 
    Folke clicks his tongue again but doesn't make a move. For now, the smoke hasn't settled enough, and he observes while standing on one leg to minimize the area he displaces. Normally, his invisibility would allow him to attack with impunity, but in this situation, staying on the defensive is the better option. 
 
    Terog swings his hatchet at Colart, who uses his buckler to parry it. But at the same time, his other hand draws a dagger and stabs at the Chosen Knight from below. The latter barely catches the blade with his rapier before bringing around the iron plates to crush the suhra. 
 
    But Zancrax charges in and forces Colart to form them into a shield to defend against the massive minotaur instead. In the same motion, he stabs his rapier toward Terog, who twists his upper body to avoid it while retaliating with another low stab that bounces off a floating iron plate. 
 
    From the corner of his eyes, Colart sees movement and raises his buckler in time to block a crossbow bolt heading for his exposed head. It explodes into smoke and blinds him for a moment, but he instantly covers his whole body in a shell of iron plates. His instincts were right, as a heavy impact rings out against his barrier, denting it slightly. 
 
    A moment later, it's Folke's turn to be shot at. He dodges a crossbow bolt that shatters on the ground and releases an expanding sticky liquid that quickly hardens on contact with the air. The smoke disturbed by his backstep allows Kamii and Ireyo to attack him, forcing him to dodge to the side to avoid Destiny coming downward on its chain. He blocks the cursed arm with his blade, drawing sparks again, before stepping back further. 
 
    "Into the tunnel." Folke calls out to Colart, who emerges from his iron shell and hops backward to follow his partner. With somebody sniping at them with alchemical vials, they're at a disadvantage out in the open despite their powers. The Mirage Knight will have less space to evade in the relatively narrow tunnel, but the Knight of the Iron Veil will only need to defend against attacks coming from one side. 
 
    Zancrax charges after them but is stopped by a wall of iron plates. Kamii, Terog, and Ireyo follow the minotaur and enter the tunnel. That's when the little dark elf realizes that the darkness in here relative to the outside makes it harder to see Folke's footprints. 
 
    "Heh." The Mirage Knight's mocking voice echoes off the walls, masking his position. In the next moment, Zancrax roars from pain as blood spurts from a cut in his elbow. He swings his hurt arm at the invisible Chosen Knight despite the pain but doesn't hit anything. 
 
    "Damn!" Terog rushes forward in hopes of catching the retreating Folke, but Colart jumps in and stabs at his face with his rapier. The Wanderer barely deflects it with the head of his hatchet, but it leaves him open for an attack from the invisible Mirage Knight. A deep cut appears in his thigh, rendering him immobile. 
 
    Only Ireyo's broken sword crashing onto the floor next to Terog saves him from a follow-up attack. In that time, Kamii has approached in Zancrax's shadow and ducks under Colart's floating barrier. Swinging her cursed arm upward, she forces him to block with his buckler. Then, her dagger finds its way into a gap in his left gauntlet, drawing blood and forcing him to drop his rapier. 
 
    The Exile pulls Kamii aside in time and covers her with his massive body from an onslaught of iron plates. His granite armor cracks in several places, and he's thrown against the iron wall, shattering the armor on his back. Gasping from the air being forced out of his lungs, Zancrax slouches onto the ground. 
 
    Colart glares at the little dark elf, his refined features distorted from anger for the first time. For the Chosen Knight, the wound on his hand won't impede his ability to use his unique magic, but Terog and Zancrax have received cuts that need treatment. 
 
    Suddenly, Kamii notices the iron covering the ceiling opening up behind Colart and Folke. It's melting under the effect of acid, but it would seem that neither Chosen Knight is aware. Daica must have guessed their location and is attempting to help. 
 
    The little dark elf charges at Colart once more to distract him but ducks low just in time to avoid a horizontal cut toward her throat from Folke's invisible blade. It was purely out of instinct, but the Mirage Knight's surprised gasp tells her that he might think she saw through his magic. 
 
    Ireyo's chain sweeps across the ground next to Kamii, forcing Folke to jump upward to avoid getting his ankles caught. When he lands, Terog lunges forward with all the strength he can muster in his one good leg and swings his hatchet diagonally where he believes his opponent to be. 
 
    Instead of hitting anything, he's rewarded with a deep cut to his shoulder before he stumbles and falls to the ground. But Ireyo jumps in behind him and performs a broad sweep with Destiny. It forces Folke to jump back audibly and kick up dirt that gives away his position when he lands. Daica's sticky bolt explodes at his feet a split second later and coils around something invisible before hardening in place. 
 
    The rabbit demon doesn't miss a beat and presses the attack with her giant broken sword, but Colart blocks her way. Kamii observes as a steel-capped leather boot becomes visible where Folke should be stuck. He took off his shoe to regain his mobility. 
 
    "All that for a boot?" The Mirage Knight's mocking voice echoes through the tunnel. The Knight of the Iron Veil wordlessly gestures toward the ceiling with his one good hand, plugging the hole Daica created. But that moment of inattention allows Kamii to rush in and throw her dagger at his face. 
 
    Colart reacts quickly and blocks it with the buckler before swinging his iron plates forward to stop her cursed arm. However, a thin blade finds its way through a tiny opening in his barrier instead of the anticipated impact from the crab pincer. The little dark elf picked up the Chosen Knight's dropped rapier and used its longer reach and small profile to pierce through his defenses. 
 
    Frantically twisting his head sideways, Colart barely escapes being stabbed through the eye. The rapier hits his temple and scrapes along his skull before piercing his ear and nearly severing it. He screams from the pain and holds the right side of his head. Then, he brings up a storm of iron plates that spin around him rapidly. The rapier is knocked out of Kamii's hand, and she retreats. 
 
    Ireyo charges forward to attempt slipping through the fast-moving barrier, but Kamii grabs the scruff of her neck and pulls her back. A cut appears on her forehead, spurting red blood onto her white fur. If not for the little dark elf's intervention, the rabbit demon's head would have been rolling on the floor from Folke's invisible attack. 
 
    It speaks of the Mirage Knight's discipline and pragmatism not to make a single sound even when his partner was wounded. He even used the opening it created to attempt a counterattack on his distracted opponents. 
 
    Suddenly, Terog jumps in and tackles the invisible Folke. He attempts to grab onto him, but his wounded shoulder doesn't allow him to exert his full strength. The Mirage Knight shakes off the suhra's grip and stabs him through the stomach in the same motion, throwing Terog backward. 
 
    "Exile!" Coughing up blood, the Wanderer shouts while falling onto his backside. He points up at his own blood floating still in midair. 
 
    A black blur flies past Kamii and Ireyo, and the entire gatehouse shakes from the impact. When they look at the iron-covered wall, they find Zancrax embedded into it with his shoulder. The granite armor has crumbled off of him completely, or he took it off deliberately. Only now does Kamii realize that the minotaur is physically even more imposing than his kin she saw in Rodens. But muscles don't explain how he could move so quickly without a start-up. 
 
    Zancrax steps back and reveals a smaller indentation in the wall within the one his impact created. Then, a battered figure in mismatched rusted-looking armor appears out of thin air in that indentation. The breastplate is crushed, and one arm is bent at an odd angle. It's Folke, the Mirage Knight. 
 
    "Huh. This is... how it ends...?" He mutters and coughs under his dented helmet. It's a testament to a Chosen Knight's vitality for him to be still alive despite his grievous injuries. 
 
    "Folke!" Colart roars when he sees his crushed partner. The entire tunnel seems to come to life as he manipulates the iron covering the walls. The Band of Fate looks around, stunned by the Knight of the Iron Veil's overwhelming display of control over his unique magic. 
 
    A storm of iron slams into Zancrax and flings him through the air. He flies over Kamii and Ireyo's heads and out of the tunnel behind them, sending him crashing into the shield-bearing demons watching their battle. 
 
    But it would appear that by activating all the iron covering the walls, the right murder hole was uncovered. Daica shoots at Colart's back, but his spinning iron plates deflect the shot into the ground behind him. The vial on the bolt's tip generates an explosion that throws the Chosen Knight forward, right toward Kamii. 
 
    The little dark elf punches with as much strength as she can put into her cursed arm. Be it a coincidence or incredible insight, her strike avoids the spinning plates surrounding Colart and hits him in the chest. Still, without having built up her combo counter, it does nothing but stop his forward momentum. 
 
    Kamii doesn't let up and strikes again, but it's stopped by the Knight of the Iron Veil's floating barrier. To both her and her opponent's surprise, the iron is dented by the strength of her attack. This means she can stack her combo even on those floating iron pieces. 
 
    Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, Kamii wails on Colart's defenses. Before he can understand what's happening, the little dark elf slams his shields aside and swings her crab pincer at him. Not realizing that her power has been increasing through the repeated attacks, he desperately raises one last iron barrier. 
 
    The strike lands and propels the thick plate into his midsection. A crushing sound rings out as both armor and bones break under the impact. Colart is flung backward into the wall opposite from Folke and slides it down lifelessly. 
 
    For a moment, the echo of his impact resounds through the gateway before there's silence. Then, a roaring cheer emerges from the demons behind them who witnessed the conclusion to the battle. Outside the broken gates, the Alliance soldiers stare in utter shock. Two of their highest-ranking Chosen Knights were defeated before their very eyes. 
 
    "He's still alive!" Terog shouts and points at the iron covering the tunnel still undulating, but it's too late. Something invisible smashes into Ireyo and propels her backward so quickly that Destiny floats in the air where she stood before gravity takes effect. She's slammed into the wall near Folke and falls face-first into the dirt, where she remains unmoving. 
 
    The Wanderer is hit over the head by an invisible attack and collapses on the ground with blood spurting from his temple. Only Kamii jumps back in time to avoid getting hit, realizing that it's an expanding storm of invisible iron plates. 
 
    Colart has raised his arm weakly, but his power is still strong. And the fact that his attacks are invisible means that Folke is casting his unique magic on them. The Mirage Knight isn't moving a single finger and remains where he was embedded into the wall by Zancrax. He no longer has the strength to turn himself invisible and knows that it would be pointless either way. 
 
    Sparks fly across the walls and rip up the floor as the expanding invisible storm approaches Kamii. She grabs Terog's leg and tosses him backward out of the tunnel, then jumps back herself. 
 
    Suddenly, the iron plates become visible. It means that Folke has breathed his last, and his magic has come undone. Then, Colart's arm wavers before he lowers it with a cough and takes a rattling breath. 
 
    "We lost... Folke..." He mutters in a tone filled with regret. Then, his body relaxes, and the iron plates drop to the ground, their magic expelled with the caster's death. 
 
    A cry of anguish runs through the humans outside the gate, and Kamii looks up to prepare for their onslaught. But an Alliance horn is blown, signaling a temporary retreat. As the humans pull away, the little dark elf drops onto her bottom and breathes a sigh of relief. 
 
    They held the gate.

  

 
   
    Chapter 179 - True Darkness 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sky is churning. 
 
    "Ohh, he's angry." Tahiri comments in a mocking tone. Zeke must be fuming that his forces lost so much on the first day without gaining a single inch. Many giants are wounded from their assault, two of their highest-ranking Chosen Knights were killed, and thousands of soldiers broke on the walls of Erbilan. 
 
    To add insult to injury, Angelus and Evelyn both had to retreat after being hit by repeated ambushes on the left and right wings of the Dominion defense. Their forces sustained heavy casualties and need reinforcements from the main army now. 
 
    It would seem that leaving Orgoth and Blexai in charge of Erbilan's flanks worked wonders. Suhra are far more pragmatic and shameless than minotaurs and centaurs, who prefer to tackle enemies head-on. Their hit-and-run tactics in the dense forest allowed them to come out on top against the numerically larger army under Angelus. 
 
    The goblin clan's deviousness in mountainous terrain allowed it to exceed even the Ajura clan's effectiveness. Their shamans generated landslides, rebuilt mountain paths, and dropped many enemies to their deaths while hidden from the elven archers. Some reports even say Evelyn was wounded by a stray rock shot, but that still requires verification. 
 
    As the Alliance troops return to their siege camp, Zeke's cloud slowly disperses to signal the end of today's battle. But I don't believe for a second that the Alliance won't attempt a night assault. According to preliminary counting, the enemy lost nearly fifty thousand troops while our side sustained only a tenth of their casualties. 
 
    Given the vast difference in numbers, the Alliance could keep going until our side is whittled down. That's why I'm glad its leaders care about their troops' lives; Zeke would have kept throwing them at us with no regard for losses. 
 
    "What are they planning?" Morelit ponders while watching the wooden gates close on the Alliance camp. I suppress the urge to laugh when I remember Ophalen, Morelit's father, asking that same question without expecting an honest answer a few times during our meetings. Markor told me that it's one of the old Petsobek general's favorite phrases when a conversation stalls out. 
 
    "Our demise." Nubis responds with a wry smile and shrugs, causing Morelit to grunt in a non-committal tone. This time, I can't stop myself from laughing, causing the two commanders to turn around and stare at me in surprise. Markor, Nubis's father, also sarcastically replied with that line each time while eliciting a similar response from Ophalen. It would appear that the Petsobek and Bakari leaders' sons carry on the banter between their fathers. 
 
    I don't explain my reason for laughing and peer out across the battlefield. Compared to the sea of people that swarmed it earlier, the small piles of corpses at the bottom of the walls and strewn across the slope appear inconsequential. With Emperor Lucianus V here, the Alliance will fight harder than before despite their losses. 
 
    The sun is in our rear and dyes the city of tents that the Alliance siege camp resembles a deep orange as if it were on fire. Perhaps another reason they retreated is that the sun would be in their eyes for the rest of the day and render their archers and artillery less accurate. If they attack again, it will be after the sun has set. 
 
    The defenders have some time to take a breather until the inevitable night siege begins. One part of me says I should head to the Death Moon and bring Hestia and the others here. But Zeke has demanded that I stay within his sight at all times, and I can be sure that he's watching my every move from somewhere. 
 
    Thus, I can only hope that somebody in the Death Moon is beginning to wonder why I haven't come back even after a whole day - preferably Exia, who has the means to go to Rodens and check on me. She would learn the reason and could come here to rein in Zeke. Then again, I doubt even his elder sister could sway that selfish brat with words. 
 
    Kamii, Daica, and the others are resting from their hard-won battle at the gate. Terog, Ireyo, and Zancrax were heavily wounded and teetered on the brink of death when Daica called me to save them. Luckily, light magic sprinkled with my very own imagination healed them without a problem. 
 
    I'm certainly impressed that they could defeat two Chosen Knights on their own without using any magic. I heard that even ajura warriors couldn't so much as wound Colart and Folke when they fought in Rodens. According to the witnesses' praises, it wasn't solely because of Kamii and Daica either, although I expected them to have done the heavy lifting with their curses. It would seem that they have found themselves good comrades. 
 
    "So, as the commanders of Erbilan, can you tell me what changed in the battle today compared to all their earlier attempts before Emperor Lucianus V came?" I finally ask the gathered officers in a curious tone. Although I interfered with my duels against the giant king and princess, I believe the Dominion troops could have beaten back today's assault on their own - even if it would have cost them more. 
 
    "To be honest, I couldn't tell the difference." Morelit admits with a growl that suggests he expected more from the Emperor of Terminus. "But it would seem that they're still holding back on their Chosen Knights." 
 
    "I expected the Thundering Knight to make his appearance since he travels with the emperor." Nubis adds, causing my eyebrows to twitch. I've seen a list of Chosen Knights and their confirmed abilities back in Rodens. The Thundering Knight's real name is Halthor Blom, and he was my upperclassman at the Royal Academy in Kongenssoevn. I witnessed him being chosen at the champion selection by Zeke's envoys. Two years have passed since, and he has become one of the most powerful assets of the Alliance. 
 
    No, it would be safe to say that he was already incredibly proficient in his unique magic before becoming a Chosen Knight. I never saw him before the champion selection, so I wouldn't be able to tell, but eyewitnesses gauge him to be on a higher level than Colart and Folke. 
 
    I glance at Tahiri. The Thundering Knight may command lightning, but that's where his abilities end. There have been no reports that he can turn into living lightning, which Tewira, Tahiri's eldest son, could. Of course, Halthor may have been holding back all this time because there was nobody to force him to use his full strength. 
 
    "Do we have countermeasures against the Thundering Knight?" I inquire while shifting my gaze back to the officers in the meeting room. Orgoth and Blexai are staying in their respective camps outside Erbilan, so they can't chip in with their opinions. But I doubt that the suhra have much of an opinion on that matter with their complete lack of magic, and the goblins clans have never brought down a single Chosen Knight in their history. 
 
    "We can try piling onto him." Morelit says with a shrug that speaks volumes about his opinion on the matter. The Kirali clan also has no magic, but the Petsobek can fight low-level Chosen Knights to a degree due to their physical prowess. However, somebody of Halthor's caliber might as well be a god to them. 
 
    "We have no means to stop his lightning. But everything depends on where he appears." Nubis shoots the crocodilian demon a disapproving glance for his flippant response and gives a more thought-out answer. "He has shown to be incredibly resilient against most weapons, but perhaps the lamia could try using their venomous arrows." 
 
    Somehow, I doubt that it will work. There are plenty of demons other than the lamia who have deadly venoms. Many Dominion archers will procure some with their own pay from civilian sources. Although they know not to waste it on armored or weak targets, some have surely attempted to shoot Chosen Knights with venomous arrows before. If they could be brought down by something so simple, far more Chosen Knights would have already fallen since the beginning of the war. 
 
    "Leave him to me when he appears." I reply with a sigh and look out across the no-man's-land. The shadow from the wall begins to extend down the slope and steeps it in darkness. Soon, it will reach the Alliance siege camp long before the sun sets behind us. 
 
    "You mean Korenga, right?" Tokomaha asks in the Tuwheranui language, employing a rhetorical tone while pointing at the Black God. "I hope she will be awake at that time." 
 
    "What's that about me?" Korenga looks at the God of Growth in surprise when the topic suddenly shifts onto her. Then she turns to look at the setting sun and seems to calculate something in her head. "It's still a while before I sleep." 
 
    "Well, if the enemy we're talking about appears this time, you'll finally get to have your fun." I explain vaguely and smile at her. In my mind, Korenga is the person I need to worry about the least. If she were let loose on the Alliance, she could defeat a million-strong army all on her own given enough time. Only those familiar with her legend would know how to seal her when she falls asleep at midnight and keep her from rampaging again after she awakens. 
 
    The shadow from the mountain swallows the no-man's-land and then reaches the enemy camp. With the last rays of the sun illuminating the city of tents in the distance, the darkness of the slope before Erbilan's walls grow even darker in contrast. 
 
    If the Alliance attempts a night siege, its soldiers will need to light torches. On the other hand, many demons have good night vision or other means to see their targets in total darkness. For example, lamia archers have heat sensors, and many members of the Avinea clan have echolocation. 
 
    Of course, we can't rule out that they will attempt to sneak in with a small contingent and sabotage us. But without Folke, it will be harder for them to escape detection. In either case, Erbilan remains on high alert, and there are no festivities after our victorious first day. After over a year of suffering from this invasion, the Dominion troops are well-disciplined. 
 
      
 
    Hours pass and nothing changes about the Alliance siege camp. Argos demon Shiros keeps his eyes fixated on the enemy movements, judging that they're getting ready to sleep without putting up many guards for the night watch. It doesn't require a genius to conclude that it's a blatant attempt at luring us into sallying out for a night attack on their camp. 
 
    Orgoth and Blexai have reported similar sightings on their ends through their messengers. The Suhra commander commented that it's a laughable trap even he wouldn't fall for despite his belligerent nature. I had to send the messenger back with strict orders for him to stay put because I had a feeling he would attack nonetheless and try to smash the trap. 
 
    As Morelit and Nubis head off to the nearby barracks to get some rest after I used my authority to order them to, I keep watch beside Shiros. Tahiri and Aratio have disappeared somewhere, and Korenga taps her foot in displeasure. Only Tokomaha remains silent in the background, watching my every move as if gauging me. 
 
    I would have expected Aurelia to observe me like that to judge my worthiness as a queen. But maybe the little goddess is acting on the Golden Queen's behalf. In either case, I don't intend to disappoint either of them by showing an unsightly side to myself despite the restrictions put on me in this war. 
 
    Soon, it's time for Korenga's curse to kick in, and she departs with an endless grumbled rant about the enemy's cowardice. I smile wryly as I watch her disappear down the stairs, thinking that it's better they aren't attacking. This way, the defenders can rest after the hard-won battle and be fresh for the next assault. 
 
    The Alliance siege camp is still brightly lit, and like a city, there's still some activity on the roads between the tents at this advanced hour. Zooming in with Hestia's eye template, I take note of the sentries on the walls looking like they're about to fall asleep. Everything looks normal, and I sigh with my arms crossed. 
 
    With thick clouds covering the night sky, there's nothing to illuminate the no-man's-land between Erbilan's torch-lit walls and the sea of lights in the Alliance camp. It's steeped in such profound blackness that even my night vision can't see anything. Closing my eyes, I try to let them get used to the darkness before trying again while narrowing my vision to only the slope before us. Still, not even a single speck of light reflected off a piece of armor can be seen. 
 
    "Something's wrong." My instincts scream at me, and I voice my concerns to Shiros. The argos demon blinks his many eyes in sequence and turns his gigantic head to me. 
 
    "What is the matter?" He asks in a worried tone. 
 
    "Can the night really be that dark?" I lean over the parapets and peer down. Under the wall is the same as the slope outside, with everything seemingly swallowed by pure darkness that seems to rival my real face. This can't be natural. 
 
    Suddenly, countless black figures wearing blank masks emerge from the sea of darkness and scale the walls with their hands and feet as if running on all fours across a flat surface. 
 
    "Night attack!" I shout, but the first enemy already reaches the top of the wall with two daggers in their hands. Without missing a beat, he lunges forward, trying to stab me with both blades at the same time. 
 
    The daggers bounce off my dragon armor, and I throw a blindingly fast punch that snaps the assassin's spine in half before propelling him off the wall again. But several more climb over the parapets and come at me and the others in the gatehouse. 
 
    These are highly skilled warriors focusing on assassination rather than battlefield combat. Wherever they clash with the demon sentries, they make short work of their opponents and move on to their next target. I witness a nearby Petsobek being dispatched unexpectedly quickly with a pinpoint stab in the ear - one of the very few places their naturally armored skin is vulnerable. 
 
    As I stab another assassin coming at me through the chest with an arm spike, I shield Shiros from several throwing knives flying toward him. He stumbles backward and squeals in terror, protecting his head with his arms even though they're covered in eyes as well. Argos demons are relatively frail and have no combat abilities, so I won't fault him for trying to run away when his princess is fighting in front of him. 
 
    If they wanted to assassinate the commanders of Erbilan, they should have infiltrated deeper under their unnatural dark cover instead of springing the attack here. And if it's to spread fear, they should have retreated immediately after their initial strike. 
 
    Suddenly, a familiar female figure appears over the parapets. Long black hair seamlessly connects with a dress that looks like flowing crude oil, purple eyeshadow and lipstick that accentuate her dark beauty, and green eyes like those of a predator. It's Tephna of the Triarchy, the Dark Knight. 
 
    "We meet again, Crown Princess Chaos." She greets me while gliding on the oily darkness under her feet. It must have been her ability that covered the ground outside and let the enemies approach undetected. Her scope is similar to Folke's invisibility, but she can't use it during the day. 
 
    The last time I saw her, she used an innocent peasant girl as a puppet, but she seems to have judged it useless against me. Still, she somehow survived being blasted with plasma, so I won't underestimate her. Her unique magic makes her quite similar to a Crawling Chaos in that her body is essentially immune to physical attacks. 
 
    "What did you come here for?" I grow a spike that impales an assassin onto the doorframe of the gatehouse almost casually while asking. She doesn't seem to be the kind of fool who can't tell the difference between our powers. But I've met plenty of foolish people in this world, so it's entirely possible that she's drunk on her status as a Chosen Knight. 
 
    "To capture you, of course." Tephna says with a beautiful smile that almost charms me. She's a femme fatale, much like Sea Witch Rapania was. I can tell that she must have led many people to their doom with her feminine wiles. Although I'm insatiable, I have different preferences. 
 
    One of those appears next to me with a wooden spear in her hand. Tokomaha seems to have decided that she wants to interfere after hearing those words from Tephna, although I doubt she's worried that I might really get captured by the enemy. 
 
    "I don't like her." She points at Tephna and grumbles. 
 
    "Don't worry, neither do I." I reply with a wry smile and look the Dark Knight up and down. I wouldn't be disinclined if I cared solely for physical appearances, but I can tell from the little interaction we had so far that her personality is twisted. 
 
    "How curious." Tephna comments when she hears our exchange in a foreign language. But she seems to conclude that it's unimportant and shrugs. Then she spreads her darkness across the ground toward us. "You know how useless it is to attack me. So, be a good girl and come along." 
 
    I realize that she's much like me, only that she doesn't have much of a sense for her opponent's power. When faced with weak enemies, I let my sadistic and playful side show the same way she is right now. She must indeed be considered incredibly powerful even among Chosen Knights and might even be invincible within the system of the false gods. 
 
    But she doesn't understand that I'm her, only better. The mindless artificial Crawling Chaos that Nemesis created with Rapania's help made me feel dread while Tephna doesn't. Even when she melts into the oil-like darkness flowing from her head, she still registers as human in my senses, much like Tahiri when in lightning form. 
 
    "For entertainment's sake, do tell what you plan to do by capturing me rather than killing me here." I ask while putting my hands on my hips and tilting my head in the most unconcerned gesture possible. That should ring all the alarm bells in Tephna's head, but even if it does, she maintains her composure without a hint of worry. 
 
    "Torture and public execution outside the walls. Your people will despair, and the Dominion will fall." The Dark Knight explains while employing a tone that suggests she would enjoy doing all that to me with her own hands. 
 
    "Now I'm curious. Who is your patron god?" With my eyes narrowed, I inquire. If it's Alexander, I might have to consider her an attempt at replicating a Crawling Chaos. But her sadistic personality and glee at inflicting psychological horror sound more like Yuna's type. 
 
    "Can you not tell? Of course it is Phasmantus, the glorious Lord of Death, the Liberator of Souls!" Raising her arms in praise of her god, Tephna speaks in a reverent tone. 
 
    The Liberator of Souls, also known as the Old Human Xing, is treated as the personification of death even by the inhabitants of the Dominion. According to Karina, he was the one who cursed Vanadia to have her radiant life fade away slowly as a form of torture for Aurelia. And if Rolan and his party's words are to be believed, Xing may be the one who killed my mother. I may not know much about him, but he's definitely one of my targets for revenge. 
 
    "Do you know where your Lord of Death is right now?" Seeing how Tephna appears to be in a good mood due to her sense of superiority, I continue to question her. 
 
    "Death is everywhere, isn't he?" But the Dark Knight's response is all but helpful. Her enraptured expression suggests that she enjoys death as much as I do. But she's still human, so that enjoyment is due to her twisted personality rather than an instinctual satisfaction that a Crawling Chaos derives from it. 
 
    "Is that so? Then I'll have to wait until he comes to me." I shrug and conclude our little conversation. Now, how to go about killing her when she's like a liquid? Should I suck her up into my body and digest her? Or evaporate her somehow? 
 
    "Oh, you wish to meet my lord? You should have said so right away!" Tephna slides forward but is met with Tokomaha's wooden spear. She stares at it in surprise, then gives the little goddess a broad smile. "Children should not interrupt when adults are talking." 
 
    "To me, all you do looks like child's play, though." For the first time, Tokomaha speaks in Imperian, but her accent is incredibly thick. Still, it would seem that the Dark Knight understood her as her smile freezes. "Now, get away from my woman." 
 
    My heart skips a beat, and I blink my eyes at the God of Growth's declaration. This was unexpected, and I'm at a loss for words. It would seem that Tephna is the same, as she looks at Tokomaha and then me before furrowing her brow in a mixture of skepticism and disgust. 
 
    Hestia told me that the ruling class of the Fata Triarchy is strict in upholding traditional male-female relationship values in humans. The Fata are free to love however they like, but they punish their lesser citizens for any behavior departing from this societal norm they established. Apparently, it's both a means to maintain mindless order and provide a steady supply of children to become future slaves to their system of inequality. 
 
    Remembering this causes disgust to surface on my face, and I direct it at Tephna with such intensity that she raises her eyebrows in confusion. It's not her fault for believing a relationship between two women to be unnatural since she has been indoctrinated by the Fata. But at this moment, I don't care about that. 
 
    "So you two are like that, huh?" Slithering back from us, the Dark Knight looks us up and down. "A half-beast child and a demon of corruption. How fitting." 
 
    With these words, she raises a hand, and spikes shoot up toward us from the puddle of oily darkness under her feet. I form a bone shield from my hand and block it for Tokomaha. I haven't seen the little goddess's physical resilience, and I don't want to test it now. 
 
    Since the time for talking seems to be over, I ready my plasma cannon. But before I can shoot, Tokomaha rounds my shield and stabs her spear toward Tephna's chest. The latter doesn't even try to dodge and spreads her arms as if to welcome the little goddess into her embrace. The wooden spear pierces the Dark Knight's skin and draws oil-like black blood. 
 
    As she did against me in Rodens, Tephna moves forward and impales herself on Tokomaha's spear to show the futility of physical attacks against her. However, the little goddess's expression doesn't reveal a hint of worry or panic. Instead, she sniffs in disdain and twists her weapon in the wound even though it doesn't do anything. 
 
    But suddenly, the Dark Knight's expression freezes, and her eyes widen in surprise. Then, countless branches burst out of her body and rip her apart from the inside. Tephna's form melts away into black oil and drips off Tokomaha's spear, which has turned into a small tree in her hands. 
 
    "That won't be enough to kill her." I look down at the undulating puddle on the floor. 
 
    "I know." Tokomaha replies in the Tuwheranui language again. Maybe she didn't want to tell me that she speaks Imperian because she doesn't like her thick accent. And to listen in on our conversations in secret, of course. 
 
    Suddenly, the puddle shoots upward and forms spikes all over, reminiscent of my Hedgehog Mode. It's almost like I'm looking at myself near the start of my journey in this world. I form a giant paddle covered in dragon armor with my hand and smash Tephna back onto the ground. When I peek underneath, I find that she has disappeared. 
 
    "On your hand." Tokomaha points up, and I find the puddle of darkness clinging onto the paddle. When I shrink it down to drop her, it instead spreads to my arm and moves upward to my shoulder. 
 
    "You are mine now, princess." Tephna's disembodied voice declares. 
 
    "Kaos!" The little goddess looks at me in worry, but I smile at her as my body is swallowed by the Dark Knight's darkness. Even now, I don't feel a hint of fear, unlike when I faced Nemesis; she won't be able to incorporate me like a true Crawling Chaos would. 
 
    "Let yourself fall." Tephna's voice speaks from all around me in a motherly tone. The deep darkness surrounding me feels warm, and there's not a hint of light. I can sense a rhythmic pulse across my body, and electric signals run through a web of nerves within this seemingly endless space holding me captive. 
 
    "After all, you're still human." I speak, but my voice is muffled by this nothingness I seem to be floating inside. Although I can't see anything, I don't feel afraid at all. "Let me show you true darkness." 
 
    My body loses its shape and returns to the primordial form of a Crawling Chaos. There is no warmth in space, no pulse, no thought. All that awaits one in the other dimension within my body is despair. And I spread my tendrils in all directions, burrowing through this warm darkness within Tephna. 
 
    "W-what are you doing?!" Her scream echoes through this space, realizing that she has bitten off far more than she can chew with me. "Stop! I'm... I'm losing myself!" 
 
    "Let yourself fall." I repeat her earlier words, but without a hint of kindness or warmth. 
 
    A moment later, I burst out of Tephna's ribcage like a certain parasitic alien creature. It would seem that she returned to her human shape after swallowing me, which proved her downfall. As I step onto the floor, her mangled carcass falls into her black puddle that mixes with her real blood. 
 
    "Ugh, that was messy." The God of Growth remarks while glancing at the Dark Knight's unmoving corpse. But I take a closer look and find that black veins are running all across Tephna's skin. Her open eyes are entirely black as if she was swallowed by the abyss. When I emerged, I didn't hear her scream, so her mind was probably already gone by that time. 
 
    "Your Highness, are You alright?" One of the nearby soldiers asks. The kobold demon is bleeding from several cuts, but they appear to be shallow. He and the other sentries on the wall and in the gatehouse were fighting the assassins that came with Tephna and didn't witness our short battle. Otherwise, he wouldn't be asking this. 
 
    Shiros's thousand eyes are opened wide as they all stare at me in terror. I smile at him and put a finger over my lips to signal that this should stay our secret. He nods frantically. 
 
    "Everything is alright. How is the situation?" I turn to the kobold and ask. There are many assassin corpses on the walkways lying next to those of demons. But I can still hear the sound of battle coming from beyond the wall. 
 
    "The enemies have dispersed in the city." The kobold reports while saluting. "They will surely attempt to sabotage our water and supplies." 
 
    "I will take care of them." Tokomaha says to me in the Tuwheranui language with an annoyed expression. Tephna must have taunted her after I was swallowed. 
 
    "You can leave it to the demons." I pat her leaf hair, and she glares up at me. It would seem that whatever the Dark Knight said touched a nerve in the little goddess. 
 
    "I said I will go." Swatting away my hand, the God of Growth walks out of the gatehouse with a grumpy expression. I would be inclined to follow her and find out what has her so angry, but maybe now isn't the best time. 
 
    I look out across the slope where the regular darkness of the night has returned. There are no signs of more enemies following up on this chaotic surprise attack. Perhaps this was indeed only an attempt to capture me, and Tephna may have been acting on her own to clear her name after she let Fourth Prince Hector die in Rodens. 
 
    As expected, this night wasn't peaceful after all.

  

 
   
    Chapter 180 - A Storm Of Steel 
 
      
 
      
 
    On the morning after the night attack, Korenga complained about us not waking her up for the action. I didn't even want to entertain her joke; I'm surprisingly tired despite having no need to sleep. It must have been because I couldn't help but worry about the assassins that made it into the city. They set fires to several grain stores and poisoned a few wells in the first wall section before Tokomaha finally dispatched them. Ultimately, the three hundred assassins killed nearly a thousand demons and caused lasting damage to Erbilan's infrastructure. 
 
    Despite their success, the news of Tephna and her troops' defeat during the night spread in the Alliance camp and dampened their morale. They made only half-hearted attempts at assaulting the walls throughout the day and mostly bombarded the city from afar instead. 
 
    Thus, the second day of the restarted siege ended in few casualties on either side. The Alliance made no gambits, didn't send forward any Chosen Knights, and the flanks barely moved either. But through it all, it felt like the quiet before a storm since Zeke's cloud continued to loom overhead. 
 
    The third day was the same, with little excitement along the lines of engagement. It lulled the defenders into a false sense of security, but I kept my eyes trained on the Alliance command center, where Lucianus V watched everything with his sharp blue eyes. Clearly, he was waiting for something. 
 
    On the fourth morning, a report came from Orgoth's camp saying that the giants had relocated to his front. Morelit sent out reinforcements to support the Suhra clan and warned Blexai of potential reshuffling on her end as well. Aside from that, it looked like another uneventful day for the center, where the enemy continued its artillery bombardment. 
 
    However, around noon, something changes in the Alliance army. A company of over two thousand cloaked soldiers emerges from the siege camp and marches in perfect step through the parting army. They must be an elite unit similar to the assassins on the first night but focus on the battlefield rather than sneak attacks. 
 
    They're shielded from our artillery by many mages and soon approach within the range of our archers. Even then, it would seem that the Alliance has concentrated all their support mages on this company, as not a single arrow reaches them. I have a bad feeling about this, and Nubis seems to sense this as well when he orders the troops on the walls to be careful of a grand ritual spell. After all, those cloaked troops could be mages with the singular purpose of supporting a Chosen Knight's unique magic. 
 
    Everybody anxiously watches them line up in front of a large section of Erbilan's wall. They open their cloaks to reveal elongated metal rods before the first row gets down on one knee. The second row carries the same rods, which don't appear to be catalysts, and holds them with two hands like one would crossbows. Their captain, hidden among the cloaked figures, bellows an order, and both rows point them up at the walls in perfect synchronization. 
 
    "Get down!" I realize what they are and roar across the wall, but it's too late. Countless explosions ring out as one, and a storm of bullets mows down the demons on the walkways. 
 
    Several round lead bullets shatter against the light barrier I put up in front of the gatehouse. I realize that these are hand cannons rather than modern rifles or even energy guns. This means that the Alliance, perhaps the dwarves, came up with this invention independently. 
 
    The large plume of smoke surrounding the company of gunners disperses in the wind, revealing that they're reloading for a second shot with practiced movements. The first volley was already a massive blow to the defenders. Hundreds lie dead, many more are wounded, but the hit to their morale is far more severe. Since the demons don't understand the concept of guns, it must have looked as if they were hit with magic that their mages couldn't counter at all. 
 
    Suddenly, a host of Fatas and Electi with flight magic rise from the Alliance camp and fly toward Erbilan. They're capitalizing on the fact that the guns will dissuade our winged unit from coming out to meet them in battle. This way, they can rain magic onto the defenders on the walls with impunity. 
 
    As the second volley explodes, the demons hide behind the parapets from this unknown weapon. However, that means they won't be able to retaliate at all in fear of being shot at. With this new technology on the Alliance side, the Dominion stands no chance of victory anymore. 
 
    Ladders hit the parapets, signaling that the enemy is restarting the assault. Now, the roles between the Alliance's flying troops and the hand cannoneers are reversed. The former occupy the defenders on the walls, and the latter make sure the Dominion can't send out its air force to stop them. Once the humans overrun the walkways, it's only a matter of time before the first layer of Erbilan falls. 
 
    "What was that?" Morelit asks while stepping forward. The light barrier is still in place, so he doesn't risk being sniped, but I'd prefer if he realizes the danger of the situation. Even a Petsobek's armored scales won't protect him from lead bullets. 
 
    "Stay back. Without me here, you would have died." I warn him in a grim tone, causing the crocodilian demon to blink his eyes in shock. "The enemy has a new weapon that will change war forever." 
 
    These hand cannons aren't as advanced as they could be if Zeke or the other Old Humans had given the inventors a little push in the right direction. But with this, the level of technology between the Alliance and the Dominion has already become separated by centuries. 
 
    The silver lining is that the enemy doesn't have gunpowder artillery like large-caliber cannons and mortars. If these weapons were indeed invented by dwarves, it would make sense for them not to develop long-range siege weaponry since they live and fight underground. 
 
    Alliance troops begin to reach the top of the walls and engage the defenders. With spirit spears picking off demons here and there, they have a hard time holding the line, let alone push back the enemies. Soon, they will be overwhelmed by the onslaught of humans climbing the ladders unhindered. 
 
    "Retreat to the second wall." I turn to Morelit and Nubis and declare. It's the only way we can survive without taking too many casualties. Unlike the wide-open slope in front of the first wall, many houses are built almost all the way up to the second wall. The enemy gunners won't be able to line up like this over there, making it more difficult to mass in these troublesome numbers. 
 
    "We cannot abandon this wall so soon!" The Petsobek commander argues angrily, then realizes who he's talking to and lowers his head in apology. I understand that losing the first wall on the fourth day of the renewed siege is frustrating, especially when Chandra held it for three moons. 
 
    "It's only a temporary retreat. We will reclaim it." I declare with a confident expression that surprises him. I've told him before to maintain his position as commander because he's far more experienced at warfare than I am. 
 
    But with guns added to the equation, that's no longer the case. No demon has ever had to face these weapons, so he doesn't know how to strategize against them. If we try to brute-force the issue and hold this position, we might lose the entire siege. In contrast, retreating to a more favorable and defensible location could change the tide at least somewhat. 
 
    "Now, give the signal. Heavy shields should be at least of some use against those, so keep them as the rear guard." I point at the hand cannoneers beyond my light barrier, which continues to block lead bullets fired at us. Then I turn to Tokomaha and address her in the Tuwheranui language so the demons don't hear me playing favorites. "Help the others escape to the second wall." 
 
    The little goddess nods and departs wordlessly. She's usually not this obedient, but she understands the direness of the situation. Although I didn't say it directly, she knows that I was talking about Kamii and Daica, who are defending the gate. 
 
    "Should I go and take care of those?" Korenga suddenly asks in a casual tone while gesturing over the parapets. Since the beginning, I've been holding her back, so I feel maybe now is the time to unleash the Black God. Still, it won't change anything about our retreat since the walkways are being overrun as we speak. 
 
    "Alright. But!" I give in and say, but stop her from rushing out immediately. "We're ultimately retreating. When you hear me call you, it will be time for you to leave." 
 
    "Why do I have a need to run away?" The Black God asks while tilting her head. 
 
    "Because you would be alone among enemies." I argue. 
 
    "All the better." Korenga shows her pearly whites, and I roll my eyes. But she's already off, jumping from the gatehouse and landing in the middle of the human army. Her impact alone scatters the soldiers in the vicinity. I doubt anything the Alliance army has in their arsenal could hurt her, but Zeke could become involved when he judges her a threat to his game. 
 
    Lightning suddenly strikes the ground before her. From within emerges a tall and muscular man with long blond hair and a full beard. He wears a vest that exposes his ripped abs, and covering his right hand is a golden gauntlet. Sparks dance around his body as he glares at Korenga with glowing blue eyes. 
 
    It's Halthor Blom, the Thundering Knight. It would seem that Zeke kept him back all this time for the moment when the Black God would join the battle. He judged that her involvement wouldn't be on the same scale as mine or Tahiri's but still put aside his star pupil to face her. 
 
    "Are you my enemy then?" Korenga asks, but Halthor doesn't understand the Tuwheranui language. Instead, he raises his gauntlet toward the sky and calls down lightning into it. Grabbing the bolt as if it were a javelin, he charges forward and is met by the Black God's unexpectedly fast punch. 
 
    I'm prepared to see Halthor's head fly off from the impact, but it only throws him back and disperses the lightning in his hand. He stays on his feet and looks at Korenga with a surprised expression. Cracking her neck, she walks toward him as if taking a stroll in the park. 
 
    "This looks like it might be fun." She comments with a broad grin and spreads her arms in a challenging gesture. 
 
    "Fun is not something one considers when fighting for the survival of my people." Halthor replies while lifting his gauntleted hand and looking up at the Black God. He didn't understand what she said but guessed the meaning through her expression. His lips are curled up slightly, enjoying that he's finally facing an opponent who will bring him glory in battle. "But this does put a smile on my face." 
 
      
 
    The wooden barricades in place of the broken steel gates are blown apart by a heavy impact. The debris rains across the defenders lined up beyond it, and they raise their shields anxiously. From here, they couldn't see what made the rolling thunder noise earlier, but the walkways now swarm with enemies. 
 
    Soldiers run up the stairs to help in the defense, but it's only a matter of time before they have to abandon the first ring. There's no point holding this position for much longer with the gate in shambles and the enemy pouring over the walls. 
 
    Kamii peers into the dust cloud with narrowed eyes and readies herself for the flood of enemies that will doubtlessly come through. As long as she's here, they will be able to hold out. It will only be a repeat of the first day when she could stack her cursed arm on the enemies and blow them all away. 
 
    However, as the dust settles, there's only a single small figure around Senka's height standing in the gateway. She's clad in black plate armor that looks too heavy for somebody of her stature. Over her shoulder, she carries a giant bladed mace almost as large as herself. A pair of oversized pointy ears may be why she wears no helmet, which puts her youthful face framed by voluminous curly red hair on full display. 
 
    "If ye dinnae wantae git hurt, git oot o' mah wey." She effortlessly raises the giant mace toward the demons with one hand and declares in a grumpy-sounding tone. But her accent is so outlandish that nobody understands what she's saying. 
 
    "It's Fufia the Tiny!" The Alliance troops following into the breach behind her cheer. But she turns around and silences them with a single glare from her green eyes. 
 
    "Somebody ca' me that again 'n' ah will shove a stick up thair crease 'n' uise thaim as a bludgeon." She shakes her gauntleted fist at one of the soldiers, who shrinks under her gaze. That crude way of talking stands in complete contrast to her childlike appearance. 
 
    Everything about her screams Chosen Knight, but Kamii furrows her brow. The false gods must be scraping the bottom of the barrel to choose even children as their champions. After all, she's not a dwarf with those long ears, so that only leaves a halfbreed child between a human and an elf. 
 
    "It's Fufia, the Titan Knight!" The enemy soldiers correct their cheers under the threat of being sodomized with a stick and turned into a living mace. Kamii's eyebrows twitch at that title; she read it in a list of known Chosen Knights but would have never associated her with this little girl who stands a head shorter than her. 
 
    "Wha wis it that gubbed Colart 'n' Folke?" Fufia lets her gaze sweep across the dumbfounded demon defenders as if looking for somebody. Then, her glare falls on Kamii, and she narrows her eyes. "Whit urr ye keekin at? Ne'er seen a hauflin afore or whit?" 
 
    Kamii blinks her eyes a few times, not understanding what this Titan Knight is saying. But she knows best not to let appearances fool her; unsavory people attack dark elf caravans due to preconceptions about their small height and slender builds. Most don't live to repeat that mistake. 
 
    "Oi, 'twas ye!" Suddenly, Fufia points at Kamii when she notices her cursed arm. Considering the only words that the little dark elf could understand earlier were Colart and Folke, it's safe to say that she's here to take revenge for her fellow Chosen Knights. 
 
    Stepping out from among the demons, Kamii raises her dagger and gets into a stance. Terog, Ireyo, and Zancrax are behind her, but she feels that Fufia is different from Colart and Folke. Despite her abrasive and crude personality, the little Titan Knight gives her the impression that she would honor a duel. 
 
    "Ur ye ready tae rammy then?" With a flourish of her giant mace, the little red-headed girl asks with a grin that reveals her sharp canines. Then she points at Kamii's comrades. "Ah wouldn't mynd if a' o' ye cam at me th'gither." 
 
    The little dark elf glances at Terog, Ireyo, and Zancrax and avoids looking up at one of the murder holes where her sister is waiting to support them. Fufia must be incredibly powerful if she can be this self-confident despite doubtlessly knowing that they are the ones who defeated Colart and Folke when they were fighting together. 
 
    With a silent signal, Kamii gestures for her companions to line up with her. There's only a single enemy before them, a girl far smaller than any other enemy they have fought so far, but with more reach due to her bladed mace. Aside from her proficiency with the oversized weapon, little is known about the Titan Knight despite her prolific participation in this war. 
 
    But they have an advantage this time. Zancrax is no longer clad in his granite armor, and since there was no suit of armor his size lying around, he had to make do with a vest made from a modified gambeson. It may look like he will be more vulnerable now, but he has finally decided to stop restraining himself. 
 
    His curse - or blessing, as he calls it - allows him to move at incredible speeds without a start-up. If that blessing had been granted to a regular demon, it wouldn't have made that much of a difference. But for a minotaur, who fights by charging at enemies, he has drawn the winning lot in life. 
 
    It's also why he became the Exile and locked himself inside the granite armor prison. It slowed his movements considerably to remind himself how others live their lives. After all, he killed his own father and many of his retainers because of his impatience and over-reliance on his blessing. 
 
    Although he only wanted to take off his prison the day he redeems himself before his people, that decision was made for him in their battle against Colart and Folke. Kamii could convince him that by helping in winning this war, he's saving his people. In that sense, fighting with his full strength will be his path to redemption. 
 
    Filled with conviction, Zancrax makes the first move and charges at Fufia with blinding speed. It looks laughable for the minotaur to go all-out when one sees the two next to each other; the Titan Knight stands at less than half the Exile's height and a fourth of his width. 
 
    However, when they clash, Zancrax is tossed backward and slams into the demon shieldbearers behind them. Fufia hasn't moved a step from her position and only extended her left hand forward as if she shoved the towering minotaur back. Kamii stares at the Chosen Knight with round eyes, unable to grasp what happened. The Alliance soldiers cheer, showing their support for their tiny champion. 
 
    This time, Ireyo attacks while swinging Destiny on its chain. It would be a different kind of laughable if one didn't know the two fighters. The rabbit demon is even shorter than Fufia, but their weapons are similarly oversized for their small statures. One could mistake it as playfighting between two children. 
 
    The Titan Knight raises her bladed mace and casually knocks Destiny aside as if it were a tiny throwing knife rather than the hunk of steel it really is. But Ireyo pulls on the chain and brings it around from the other side, only for it to be blocked by the handle of Fufia's weapon. Then, the rabbit demon pulls back Destiny and swings it by its hilt with her two tiny hands. 
 
    Once again, the assailant is sent flying. This time, Kamii could see that a ghostly armored hand almost as large as Fufia herself materialized and followed her real hand's movement before disappearing again. It was as if part of an invisible titanic avatar manifested to help in her battle. Maybe that's where her title, the Titan Knight, came from. 
 
    "Ah cuid ye tae cam at me th'gither." Scratching the back of her head, Fufia comments in a clearly belittling tone with a wry smile on her lips. Even though nobody understands what she's saying, it's not hard to grasp that she made fun of them. "Bit if ye insist oan comin' yin by yin, who's neist?" 
 
    Terog runs forward and throws several throwing knives at the Titan Knight's exposed face. She moves her head slightly and dodges all of them before catching the last between her teeth. Spitting it out, she licks her lips and grimaces. 
 
    "Poison, eh? O' coorse ye wid rammy clatty." The tiny Chosen Knight remarks and spits on the floor to get rid of the taste in her mouth. The Wanderer stops and stares at her with a dumbfounded expression. He coated his knives in a potent toxin prepared by Daica herself; the smallest cut should cause paralysis and potential death, and ingesting even a trace amount of it should accelerate the process. "Is that a' fae ye?" 
 
    Seeing as Terog isn't attacking, Fufia walks forward and swings her giant mace. The suhra steps back, then draws his hatchet and short sword, and charges into the opening created by her wide swing. However, he meets the same fate as his two companions as the Titan Knight's avatar sends him flying with a backhanded strike. 
 
    "Ainlie ye left noo, cursed yin." She shoulders her weapon and gives Kamii a challenging gesture. The little dark elf stares at her for a moment, then clicks her crab pincer. 
 
    Fufia suddenly raises her hand to her left, and the titanic avatar manifests to snatch a crossbow bolt out of the air. The vial on the tip doesn't shatter, thus rendering Daica's attack useless. With a casual movement, the Titan Knight flicks it back into the murder hole it came from. 
 
    Kamii hears her sister scream in surprise as the vial shatters on her crossbow, releasing the sticky alchemical substance within and hardening against her upper body. Luckily, it was that rather than an explosive bolt, or it would have ended quite badly. 
 
    "I'm the only one left, huh?" The little dark elf steps forward to meet Fufia in battle. "I will avenge my fallen friends." 
 
    "Don't go killing us off like that." Terog gets up on his feet and grunts in a displeased tone. Ireyo and Zancrax seem fine as well, but it's clear that Fufia didn't use her full power. She was playing around in the middle of a real battle, and the Wanderer was made painfully aware of that. 
 
    With the faintest of smiles, Kamii watches as her companions - minus Daica, who's still struggling to free herself from her own alchemical adhesive - line up beside her to face the Titan Knight. This time, they'll fight together. 
 
    Suddenly, the ground under Fufia's feet bursts open, and countless roots shoot up. The tiny Chosen Knight is too shocked to react and is completely engulfed by the roots, binding her in place so tightly that she can't even move a finger. 
 
    "Retreat." Tokomaha shouts in Imperian with a thick accent and comes down the stairs of the gatehouse while carrying the still bound Daica over one shoulder. Her expression suggests annoyance, as if this entire situation is a minor inconvenience to her. When nobody reacts, she furrows her brow, then sighs and elaborates in a louder voice. "Princess says retreat to the second wall!" 
 
    This time, a murmur runs through the demon defenders. They can tell that the soldiers on the walls are in dire straights, but they didn't expect a call for a retreat so early. Erbilan has held against the Alliance army for over three moons, so abandoning it on the fourth day after the siege restarted is a bad omen. 
 
    "Whit's a' this?" Fufia tries to struggle against her restraints but is unable to break free. It would seem that the ghostly avatar can only mimic her movements, so when she's bound, it can't emerge. "Rammy me, ye feartie-cat!" 
 
    Tokomaha ignores the Titan Knight and walks over to Kamii and her comrades. The little dark elf knows that this girl is one of Mahkotoh's new lovers, whom she picked up during their time apart. She has always trusted Mahkotoh and her eye for people, so if this Tokomaha girl says she called for a retreat, she will believe her. 
 
    That's when the official signal for a retreat is sounded across Erbilan. Kamii realizes that Tokomaha isn't here to inform them of Mahkotoh's orders but instead came to make sure they get away. Daica being carried by the leaf-haired girl who's a head shorter than her is evidence of that. Although Kamii is a little miffed that Mahkotoh doesn't fully trust her capabilities, she can't help but feel warm inside for being cared for like this. 
 
    "Help Fufia!" The Alliance troops watching in the tunnel behind the Titan Knight charge in to free her from her bindings. But Tokomaha gestures in their general direction, and Fufia is propelled toward them with the roots still binding her. The first row of soldiers attempts to catch her but are knocked over from the impact. 
 
    Then, more roots break through the ground and block the gate with thorn-covered growths. It should buy them some time, but it's clear that the God of Growth isn't using the full extent of her powers because of Zeke's condition. Kamii knows that she's in the realm of the Old Humans from what she saw in Rikshakti. 
 
    "Samari and Petsobek to me." A growled command echoes across the demons still rooted in place behind the gate. They look up to find Morelit descending from the gatehouse behind Tokomaha. The kirali in question heed his call and line up. "Everybody else, retreat to the second wall!" 
 
    The young Petsobek commander joins the heavy kirali warriors' ranks, and watches as the enemies hack away at Tokomaha's root barrier. He appears to be actively ignoring the members of the Band of Fate as if saying that they're included in his address of everybody else. Although the God of Growth made Mahkotoh's intentions clear, Morelit gave a direct order. Kamii feels more inclined to listen to that than her beloved's overprotectiveness. 
 
    With her signal, she and her comrades follow Tokomaha into the city on their way toward the second wall. 
 
      
 
    I look back at the demons slowly retreating through the streets and spot Kamii among them. Next to her is Tokomaha, carrying a bound Daica on her shoulder. They're flanked by Terog, Ireyo, and Zancrax, showing that the whole Band of Fate made it out without a problem. This lifts a weight off my heart. 
 
    Morelit is staying behind at the gate with the heavy kirali warriors. They will buy everybody time, but I fear that he may sacrifice himself to let more demons get away. I couldn't face Ophalen if I let his youngest son die while I was around. 
 
    "Your Highness, You should retreat as well." Nubis approaches me with his guards. It won't be long before the walkways around the gatehouse are overrun, and the enemies will swarm inside here. While there should be no reason to worry for my safety, my presence forces the demon soldiers to stay and defend me out of principle. 
 
    "You are right." I walk over to the parapets and look outside. Korenga and Halthor's duel has caused much collateral damage as their attacks take them across the battlefield. Still, the Alliance numbers are staggering as they swarm the slope before the fortress like ants trying to get to the carcass that the wall has turned into. 
 
    "You seem to be in a bind." Tahiri's voice suddenly calls out to me from behind, and I turn around to find her floating in the rear of the gatehouse with a broad smile on her lips. Aratio isn't with her, but I don't have the time to wonder where the God of Whirlwinds may have gone right now. 
 
    They both disappeared on the first day and didn't come back since. I thought they got bored watching demons and humans fight a senseless war and would only return after the conclusion. After all, there's still the battle against Zeke regardless of the outcome. 
 
    "What is it?" I inquire when the God of the Sky maintains an almost sardonic smile. Given this dire situation, I'm not too keen on playing games, but Tahiri only points past me and off into the distance. 
 
    "Hold out a little longer, and reinforcements will arrive." She says mysteriously, clearly having no intention of revealing who is coming to Erbilan's help. 
 
    Chandra's forces wouldn't be approaching from the east, and they're still one day away at the earliest. And if there were a Dominion force out there that could stand up against the consolidated Alliance army, Ophalen or Chandra would have told me. I can't think of any others that would aid our nation in this war. 
 
    "What is a little longer?" I wonder while peering out into the distance. But aside from the sea of enemies on the slope and the Alliance siege camp stretching to the horizon, I can't see anything else. At this rate, whoever is coming might arrive too late to make a difference.

  

 
   
    Chapter 181 - Supernova 
 
      
 
      
 
    They're late. 
 
    That's the singular thought General Alanis has when the scouts report that their reinforcements are about to arrive. Due to their expendable nature, they were meant to be sent as the vanguard in this siege. But the emperor was enraged after parleying with the enemy and ordered to attack immediately four days ago. 
 
    Alanis had never seen the usually calm and composed ruler of Terminus like that. As the commander in charge of the rear of their siege camp, he wasn't present during the parley to know what happened. The others wouldn't tell him, but eyewitnesses report that Lord Kael himself appeared. 
 
    Could it be that Emperor Lucianus V was angry that their god intervened in a human matter? That would be ludicrous. Even as the progeny of Lord Kael, the emperor wouldn't dare direct such emotions toward the patron god of humanity. 
 
    Shaking his head of these thoughts, Alanis looks ahead toward the dense fog approaching them. It's already noon, so he can tell that there is some kind of magic at work. According to their relatively limited intel, this same kind of fog surrounds their home city. It's a sign of the Sheason clan, the demons who betrayed the Dominion to join the Alliance. 
 
    He has repeatedly voiced his concerns about collaborating with any demons. But the Alliance high command has judged that the leader of the Sheason clan, Ascelin Sheason, has proven his loyalty by revealing countless secrets about the Dominion. It's due to their help that the invasion went so smoothly in its starting phase. 
 
    Still, Alanis has misgivings about trusting a clan of demons that employ the undead as their slaves. He doesn't understand how their magic works, but he knows that the more casualties in this war, the stronger the Sheason clan will grow. Wouldn't they eventually replace the Dominion here in Ceogath and turn on the Alliance? 
 
    The fog begins to roll in like a wave, covering Alanis's boots as he sits on his horse. The soldiers standing on the ground around him appear to be left waist-deep in a swamp. Many look on in anxiety, fearing what monsters may spring from the approaching wall of fog covering the Sheason clan's army. They aren't wrong in feeling so, as it's doubtlessly filled with the undead, a single order away from turning on the living. 
 
    "Why are they hiding in the mist?" Alanis asks the Sheason clan attaché beside him. She's a beautiful albeit unnaturally pale lady in a dark dress, sitting aside on her horse and carrying a frilly black parasol. 
 
    "The undead are weak under the sun, as are our people." The vampire lady explains with a warm smile that belies her true nature as a predator who consumes the blood of the living. "If not for that mist, they would have arrived much later." 
 
    All that Alanis knows about the undead is that they're mindless and untiring. If not for the weakness the Sheason attaché described, there would have been no excuses for their slowness. Indeed, he had never seen her without her parasol, and one curious and sadistic part of him wonders what would happen if he took it from her right now under the glaring midday sun. 
 
    But then, the sunlight dims around them as the fog rolls over them. Alanis shakes his head of these thoughts to look ahead again. Shadowy figures appear from within the fog, and the veteran general narrows his eyes. 
 
    "You are late." He calls out to the nebulous person riding on a black horse with glowing red eyes at the very front, who he guesses is either the Sheason clan's vanguard commander or Ascelin Sheason himself. 
 
    "Excuse our tardiness." A pleasant male voice apologizes from within the fog. Alanis feels no sincerity in it; instead, it sounds sarcastic. The owner of the voice approaches to reveal himself to be Ascelin himself. "We had some business to attend to before coming here." 
 
    "Business more important than this battle?" Tilting his head slightly, the human commander asks. The vampire clan leader wears a suit of white plate armor and looks ready for battle. His otherworldly beauty is more pronounced when one knows that he's a demon who only looks human on the outside. "You promised to bring your undead as the vanguard for this siege." 
 
    "Oh, you have started already?" Ascelin inquires with an expression of apparent feigned shock. Undoubtedly, the messengers of the Sheason clan have already informed him of everything happening over the past few days. He then goes on with a wry smile. "Do you still need us?" 
 
    For a moment, Alanis is bewildered by his casual attitude. Is this a sign of Ascelin's self-confidence or his natural behavior? This is a war to exterminate all of demonkind, and he's one of them. As a traitor to his kind, he should be far more concerned with his standing in the Alliance. 
 
    "Enough with the pleasantries. Show us to the battlefield." Suddenly, another rider emerges from the fog behind Ascelin and speaks in a firm tone. It's a blonde woman whose piercing blue eyes seem to be filled with silent hatred. Considering her appearance, she may be another member of the Sheason clan. 
 
    "Who are you?" Alanis asks in a subdued tone. He feels that something is wrong about her but can't put his finger on it. It may be merely his nerves being pulled taut by having to deal with demons as equals, but he survived many battles by trusting his instincts. 
 
    "She is my field marshal. You may call her Regina." With a warm smile, Ascelin introduces the blonde girl as one of his people. That explains her high position despite her youthful looks. He then waves at the vampire lady beside Alanis. "Mildred, you may return to my side." 
 
    "Is it time then, my lord?" She asks in a tone that causes the hairs on Alanis's neck to stand on end. He turns around in time to see the woman's transformation from the mild-mannered attaché into one of the blood-thirsty beasts vampires are known to be. Even if her appearance didn't change, her sinister smile gives her the presence of a monster twice her size. 
 
    Alanis raises his shield in time to block a swipe from her claw-like nails, but the impact throws him off his horse. His personal guards spring into action at the same time to attack the female demon, but a steel arrow fit to be fired from a ballista rips through one of them and nails another behind him in a single shot. 
 
    The shock of the sudden attack leaves them frozen in place, allowing the vampire attaché to ride her horse toward Ascelin and Regina unhindered. From within the fog behind them, several demons who don't look undead emerge. Among them is a centaur wielding a massive longbow with another steel arrow readied on the string. 
 
    "You have betrayed the Alliance?!" Alanis scrambles to his feet as his guards come to his defense. 
 
    "Is it betrayal when I was never on your side?" Ascelin wonders and raises his hands in a grand gesture. The smile on his lips is exceedingly cold, but there's a hint of enjoyment in his voice. It would seem that he likes these theatrics. "Did you ever truly consider me one of yours?" 
 
    With this rhetorical question, he waves his hands once, and the fog behind him begins to lift from an unnatural wind. It reveals an army of living demons, not the undead thralls the Sheason clan promised. Alanis stares at them, flabbergasted. How could the vampires get away with hiding such a large army from the eyes of the Alliance? 
 
    "People of the Dominion! Today, we rid ourselves of this invasion." The Sheason clan leader declares while drawing his saber and raising it to the sky. A thunderous cheer expands outward across the entire army behind him and shakes the very air. "Follow your princess! To battle! 
 
    As Alanis's guards try to pull him away from danger, he realizes that Regina is the Old Imperian word for princess. At that moment, his thoughts are overwhelmed by disbelief at being blindsided by an enemy he had been wary of since the very beginning. 
 
    But the last thing to run through his head is the centaur's steel arrow. 
 
      
 
    Asoko blasts open the rear gates of the Alliance siege camp and leads the army Ascelin Sheason prepared for her inside. It's a testament to Commander Alanis's prudence that he stationed a large garrison in the rear in case of the Sheason clan's betrayal. Still, he could never have anticipated involvement from Asoko and her companions. 
 
    With Lenoly and Tamariki by her side, the Crawling Chaos blazes through the Alliance city of tents faster than anybody else can follow. The hundred thousand former demon civilians turned soldiers in their wake face little resistance and roll over the defenders like a wave washes over a castle of sand. 
 
    Soon, they see Erbilan's walls in the far distance and find it on fire. It's impossible to make out details because of the smoke covering the city, but the first wall has undoubtedly fallen. If they encountered only the resting and wounded after crushing the camp's rear garrison so far, they will soon face the army besieging the fortress. 
 
    But Asoko's righteous fury won't be stopped by mere humans. She will go straight for the Alliance's neck, and she will cut off its head before devouring the body. Not a single human will escape the Dominion alive; they will die for what they did to her people. 
 
    Suddenly, bitter coldness descends from above. Asoko breathes out a white cloud and looks around to find that her troops stall when they pick up on this unnatural phenomenon. 
 
    "He's here." Tamariki comments grimly and searches their vicinity for the person responsible for this sudden drop in temperature. 
 
    A lone figure appears from within the clouds above and floats down slowly as if to show the inevitability of his arrival. It's a teenage boy with translucent icy blue hair, and his eyes are dark blue like the ocean peeking out of holes in the Arctic ice. His skin is as white as the snow falling all around him. He wears a white hoodie with a light blue trim and long pants of the same color. It's Rimfryst, Winter's Frost, the god who froze Asoko over a year ago and left her for dead. 
 
    "I found you, monster." He says while staring straight at her. His eyes are filled with a seething anger that stands in stark contrast to his overall cold appearance. "You killed my sister." 
 
    "Who are you talking about?" Tilting her head back, Asoko asks in feigned ignorance. She's well aware that Rimfryst must be talking about Leimu. But seeing the god of ice so agitated when he barely showed any emotions the last time she fought him is quite refreshing. 
 
    Rimfryst's cold blue eyes shift to the ruby-studded demon beside Asoko, and they seemingly widen beyond their physical limits. Veins pop all over his face, and his white skin turns red from his anger boiling over. 
 
    "I see that you understand what this appearance means." Lenoly declares in a level tone. She doesn't let her newfound powers get to her head and treats the powerful opponent before them with the respect he deserves. 
 
    "She was delicious, but it didn't taste like I ate a goddess." However, Asoko doesn't have such restraints and revels in Rimfryst's fury. Then her face splits into an abyssal grin. "Will you be different?" 
 
    At that moment, Rimfryst's sanity, already stretched to its brink from his rage, finally snaps. 
 
      
 
    The casualties on our side are mounting fast. Since it was a hasty and messy retreat from the first ring, the Alliance troops are already beginning to climb up to the second wall with siege ladders before the demons can mount an organized defense. 
 
    As the humans push toward the still open gate, the walkways above are near their breaking point. The demon defenders are ground down faster than on the first wall, brought on by a combination of exhaustion and despair. 
 
    I don't see much hope in victory. That is if I don't interfere in full force. But then, Zeke will do the same, and everything would have been for nothing. Still, sitting by and watching the Dominion army lose here leads to the same result; in either case, demonkind will be wiped out. 
 
    Grinding my teeth, I think of ways to kill the Lord of the Sky before he can do anything. However, he knows the potential of the Reality Engine, so I can only believe that he could burn away this continent with a simple thought. 
 
    Suddenly, I realize that the rear of the Alliance siege camp is on fire. That must be the reinforcements Tahiri mentioned, but I can't make out who they are yet. All I know is that they must be well-organized and numerous enough to strike this deeply so quickly before the Alliance army itself even noticed. 
 
    I have no idea where such a force could have been hiding, but it means that not everything west of Erbilan has been lost to the Alliance invasion. My figurative heart beats higher at the thought that we may yet turn this situation around. 
 
    It would seem that the humans have noticed the disturbance in their camp. Horns are blown to signal the rear guard of the siege army to turn and head to the aid of the camp garrison. However, that only causes confusion and fear to spread like wildfire among their ranks instead. 
 
    This is an opportunity I won't let slip. 
 
    "Reinforcements have arrived! The Alliance camp has been taken!" I step up onto the parapets and roar across the wall. This victorious declaration only increases the Alliance troops' confusion and causes many to stop their advance to look back. 
 
    On a battlefield, stalling momentum can be fatal. My announcement instills the demon defenders with newfound hope while the humans are slowed by their fear. The situation is reversed almost instantly, as the demons push the enemy back all at once. 
 
    "Follow your princess!" I grow a shining golden blade made from dragon scales and raise it for all to see. With this, I give a rallying cry that spreads terror in the enemy ranks. "To victory!" 
 
    Suddenly, a massive explosion of light occurs in the center of the Alliance siege camp. The sound reaches us a few seconds later before a shockwave blasts away everything in the vicinity of the epicenter. Tents and wooden structures are sent flying, the Alliance command platform is toppled, and dust is kicked up in every direction. 
 
    The entire battlefield stops to watch the mushroom cloud slowly forming where the city of tents used to stand. Humans and demons alike cover their mouths and noses to avoid breathing in the dust flying through the air. 
 
    It looked like a small nuclear explosion rather than a meteorite impact, so I can conclude that it wasn't Kerry. The only other likely candidate for doing something on this scale aside from me is Zeke, then. But he wouldn't go that overboard to stop the Dominion reinforcements, especially not in the middle of the Alliance camp, where many human soldiers and civilians remained. 
 
    I look back at Tahiri, whose expression tells me that she has no idea what may have caused this. Clearly, the reinforcements wouldn't have done that to themselves. Then I gather my resolve and fly off in the direction of the epicenter. 
 
      
 
    Asoko looks up to find Tamariki standing over her. She shielded them from the explosion with her back, but it was Lenoly absorbing the heat that saved them instead. The red demon looks back with an eyebrow raised, then peers behind Asoko, where their army's vanguard was blown away. 
 
    As winds whip the dust apart, Rimfryst emerges from the explosion's epicenter, naked and glowing. His clothes have been burned away by the immense release of heat that caused the small nuclear blast. His burning eyes glare at the three demons who survived the explosion and grow even more intense. 
 
    "How dare you lesser creatures make a mockery of a god!" He roars and radiates overwhelming heat that causes the wind to swirl about him. Raising his arms, he seems to beckon the very sun above them to grant him a sliver of its power. The ground under his feet begins to melt and then boil. 
 
    "This is... beyond even Leimu!" Lenoly groans while absorbing the heat radiation coming their way to shield Asoko and Tamariki standing behind her. The Crawling Chaos stares at the glowing Rimfryst in confusion, unable to grasp why he would have powers over heat as the god of ice. 
 
    "What are you doing, Niko!" A thunderous voice booms from the skies. Asoko looks up to see a blond man in a white leather coat floating down from the churning black clouds mixing with the mushroom cloud from Rimfryst's explosion. Lightning crackles around his form, and his expression is furious. 
 
    "Stay out of this, Zeke!" Rimfryst's voice is no longer human and sounds like a jet engine generating speech. He points a glowing-hot finger at Asoko and her companions. "Those creatures killed Kyra!" 
 
    The man named Zeke stares at Asoko in particular, and his blue eyes widen in surprise. It's not one of confusion but recognition; he must know her other half somehow. He must also be a god if he can talk to Rimfryst, who he calls Niko, in such a familiar way. 
 
    "Two gods at the same time? It would seem I'm in luck today." Asoko looks between Zeke and Niko and laughs in joy, fearless before such overwhelming divine might. She will take revenge for her mother and all the demons that died during the gods' raid on Arkaim. 
 
    "Back off, Niko. You can take revenge later. You are disrupting the scenario!" Zeke demands of the god of ice, but the latter turns around to him with a flabbergasted expression. For a moment, his heat recedes, and the glow of his body dims as if following his mood swings. 
 
    "Fuck this scenario! Fuck you!" Niko roars, and his brightness increases once more. He sounds hysterical, and it's clear that he's no longer thinking straight. "I'm erasing this cursed continent!" 
 
    Asoko blinks her eyes at this declaration. Her mind races for a moment, considering whether he's speaking in metaphorical or literal terms. She concludes that as a god, he might indeed be capable of destroying all of Ceogath with his powers if he so desires. And it's up to her to stop him. 
 
    However, when she resolves to move forward, she finds that Niko's entire form already glows like a miniature sun. Lenoly appears to be at her limits, and her legs give out. The heat radiating from the former god of ice hits Asoko and Tamariki like a physical wave. 
 
    This is what the little bakari had to endure all this time? Asoko can feel her surface bubbling to counteract the immense heat. Tamariki's whole body is glowing, and she seems unable to stand up from the pain assaulting her. Even she may be too slow to adapt to Niko's rising temperatures that melt the ground around him in an ever-expanding area. 
 
    Asoko chants the light barrier spell many times over with several mouths growing on her body. Layer upon layer of spherical shields forms around Niko, holding back the heat radiating from his body. 
 
    "You think this can hold me?!" Niko's bellows in a voice like an ongoing explosion. He spreads his arms out and increases the heat further, lighting up the sphere's interior to the point his form can no longer be seen. 
 
    "Stop! You will kill yourself!" Zeke calls out to Niko, but his voice is drowned out by the noise of the living sun. The light barriers disappear without a trace, and the full force of the heat blasts Asoko backward. 
 
    Tamariki had the presence of mind to take Lenoly and retreat during the short reprieve that the shields gave her, but the skin on her back evaporates instantly. Her muscles begin to melt under the heat, and she screams from the pain. It would seem that she has reached the limits of her adaptation, and all she can do is try to get as far away as possible while shielding the unconscious Lenoly. 
 
    Asoko covers herself in black dragon scales. Kiamedras flipped them over to protect himself from the heat of his plasma breath, so they offer some protection under these circumstances. She puts layers of filters over her eyes to find Niko within the brightness. If she can reach him and kill him, this should end. 
 
    But all she can tell is that he hasn't moved from the spot he started this runaway nuclear reaction in. His bright shape remains in place as if unable to move anymore. Has he lost control? 
 
    The expanding light burns a hole into the very ground underneath it. All nearby matter evaporates under the heat and begins to be drawn toward Niko as if he truly turned himself into a sun. He will erase this entire continent at this rate, if not destroy the whole planet. 
 
    The noise picks up in intensity, no longer distinguishable between Niko's scream and the sound of a continuous nuclear reaction. Asoko can feel the protection from Kiamedras's scales failing as she desperately thinks of what to do. There's nothing in her arsenal that could stop the sun itself, and all she can hope is that Niko will kill himself through this, as Zeke warned him, before he causes too much damage. 
 
    From the corner of her eyes, Asoko sees something flying toward them from the direction of Erbilan. It's covered in familiar golden scales, and she turns her head to look at it with a Fata's eye template. It's her other half! Maybe she knows a way to put an end to the god of ice's rampage. 
 
    Suddenly, the heat and sound from the small sun in their midst cut out, but not its brightness. The eerily silent light sends chills down Asoko's back. Then, the sun slowly rises toward the sky and speeds up before disappearing into the clouds. 
 
    A moment later, the thunderclouds are ripped apart by a massive explosion of light that quickly fades away to reveal the bright blue sky and the actual sun beyond. There's not a trace of Niko, meaning he must have self-destructed. 
 
    Asoko doesn't understand what happened at the very end. She stares at the aftermath of the god's rampage, a gigantic crater filled with molten rock pooling at the bottom. Almost the entire Alliance siege camp has been erased from existence, and only burning piles of rubble in the distance indicate that something had been here at all. 
 
    All living things in a large area were vaporized without a trace, and those in the wider circle of destruction were cooked alive by the heat radiation. Only Tamariki and Lenoly remain there, slowly getting back up and assessing the situation. 
 
    Luckily, Asoko had Ascelin Sheason split off and head for the rear of the Alliance's left flank while Ninlil and the Maid Corps made for the right flank with another detachment. Still, the demon army that followed her has been decimated, with very few survivors in the rear. She can't begin to fathom how many lives were lost in this strange turn of events. 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Zeke's voice breaks the silence and pulls Asoko out of her thoughts. She looks up to find him floating above the crater. 
 
    When the Crawling Chaos follows his gaze, she spots a petite female figure in a simple long-sleeved white dress descending across from him. She has straight, shoulder-length, pale-blonde hair, and her eyes are closed, showing off her long golden eyelashes. Her beautiful features are youthful and spotless, like a perfectly-crafted porcelain doll. 
 
    "What I should have done a long time ago." The girl declares before opening her eyes to reveal two blinding lights as if the sun itself is shining through them. "This ends today, Zeke."

  

 
   
    Chapter 182 - To The Ends Of The Sky 
 
      
 
      
 
    So much death. So much destruction. 
 
    I didn't want any of this. If not for Zeke's condition, I would have intimidated the Alliance into surrendering and granted them safe passage out of the Dominion. Then, we could have started peace talks, perhaps built up mutual trust, and coexisted on this planet free from Old Human interference. 
 
    Now, the entire Alliance siege camp has disappeared, and a large part of the human army still outside of Erbilan's walls was evaporated. The Dominion reinforcements that broke through the camp's rear were also within range, leaving countless charred bodies on the ground. 
 
    All that remains at the epicenter is a gigantic molten crater, at the edge of which stand three familiar figures. One is Asoko, and the other two are Lenoly and Tamariki. My other half must have consolidated the survivors east of Erbilan and marched them here after she returned to the Dominion from across the ocean. 
 
    In the air above the crater float two figures. One is Zeke, and the other is a barefoot girl in a spotless white dress. The latter suddenly opens her eyes to reveal two bright lights as if the sun is shining through them. That reminds me of Arcelia Crux, who had a similar ability in her eyes. My eyebrows draw together when I make the mental connection. 
 
    "This ends today, Zeke." Her youthful and clear voice declares firmly. There's no doubt about it: She is Sidonia, the Lady of Brilliance, mother of Sigurd - even if she doesn't look old enough to have been a mother - and the founder of the fallen utopia of Rikshakti. The fact that she's here means that she has come out of exile to oppose the other Old Humans once more. 
 
    Even though she has a theme of light about her, I can't imagine that she created the miniature sun earlier. The benevolent, saintly goddess she's described as would have never caused so much destruction for any reason. And I doubt Asoko did it either, considering the majority of the troops following her was wiped out by it. 
 
    "End what?" Zeke replies to the petite girl's declaration with his eyes narrowed in displeasure. Then he spreads his arms to gesture at the destruction all around them. "Niko has already ruined it all." 
 
    I blink my eyes when I hear the name Niko. So the Old Human known as Winter's Frost was responsible for this. I can see no reason for him to appear here and disrupt Zeke's game in such a blatant manner and then disappear again without a trace. 
 
    "Your friend has just died, and that is all you care about?" Sidonia speaks in a chastising tone. Even though she seems filled with sadness and regret, her voice remains firm. 
 
    Then I realize the meaning of her words. Niko died in that massive explosion? My mind is filled with questions, but there's something more important to do right now. 
 
    "Niko was never my friend." Zeke spits out in disgust. "If he didn't fear my power, he would have taken over and plunged this world into another ice age." 
 
    "You are irredeemable, Zeke." Sidonia's tone falters when she realizes how rotten the Lord of the Sky truly is. Her indignation dissipates, and she closes her eyes. With it, the light disappears to show her beautiful face slightly distorted by an expression of utter and overwhelming disappointment. 
 
    To my surprise, Zeke looks dejected when subjected to such a look from Sidonia. He must genuinely care about her opinion to react this way. Perhaps he considers her an equal, unlike Niko, whose death he dismissed without much thought. 
 
    "If you wish to continue your game, I shall stay by your side until the end of everything." Sidonia states with a determined expression. If that was meant to be a threat, it sure didn't come across as one. "You will never play with the lives of these beings again." 
 
    "That is in violation of our agreement." Suddenly, a deep and echoing voice remarks, and I look around in surprise. "This is not your domain." 
 
    I feel a presence behind me and spin around to find a massive skeleton draped in inky black robes floating in midair. He wields a scythe made of pure darkness and looks down at me with glowing red dots in his empty eye sockets. For a moment, I'm frozen in place by his sudden appearance, but then my mind races to a singular conclusion. 
 
    It's Xing, the Liberator of Souls - and the Old Human who's most likely responsible for murdering my mother. I raise my arm cannon and unleash a plasma beam at him. However, he opens his skeletal hand and dissipates it with a simple gesture. Then he draws back his scythe to cut me down. 
 
    "Cease this at once!" Sidonia's voice calls out to him in a reprimanding tone, and he stops. She floats over to us, and I can feel her gaze on me despite her closed eyes. Now that she's so close, I can tell that Arcelia Crux must be one of her many children in this world as well. Xing and I both watch as the petite Lady of Brilliance approaches with her eyebrows drawn together in sorrow. "When will you give up this Death act?" 
 
    "This is what I really am, Sidonia." Xing's deep and otherworldly voice speaks in an almost remorseful tone. He turns away from the beautiful but plainly-dressed girl as if unable to stand her brilliance. 
 
    "You don't have to be." She mutters and lifts a hand to touch his bare skull. He recoils as if scared of her and then disappears in a cloud of darkness. From this interaction, I begin to grasp who Sidonia is to the other Old Humans. To new humanity and even the demons and other sentient beings of this world, she's a selfless soul and a beacon of gentleness. But it would appear that she's powerful enough to stand up to Zeke and Xing without a hint of reservation. 
 
    "You should talk to me more, Xing..." Sidonia mutters and shakes her head in resignation. Then she turns back to Zeke, whose expression shows that he dreads her attention. "Now, tell the humans to leave these lands and never return. Then, you can have your freedom - as long as you do not use it for such cruel games ever again." 
 
    Zeke stares at Sidonia for a while, unable to make a decision. Then, he looks at me, and I can see in his sharp blue eyes that his mind is racing. He glances at Asoko, then back at Sidonia, before returning his gaze to me. His thought process seems to reach a conclusion that leaves him enraged. 
 
    "All of this is your fault!" He points at me in anger, and electricity courses through his body. Sidonia gasps in realization, but before she can speak, my vision blurs from lightning. I can't see my surroundings, but I feel something grasping my throat and pushing me backward through the air at an incredible velocity. 
 
    Suddenly, my back impacts the ground hard, and everything comes to a stop. Jumping up quickly, I check my surroundings to find myself in an unfamiliar land. Residual electricity courses through my body, and my limbs feel slightly numb. Zeke must have grabbed me and traveled somewhere far from Erbilan in lightning form. 
 
    Black clouds darken the sky above and steep the land around me in shadows. I look ahead and find rolling hills covered in white marble stakes reaching toward the horizon. I've seen something like this before in my previous life: It's an immense war grave. 
 
    Before I can walk up to one and take a closer look at its engraving, lightning flashes through the air in front of me. Zeke floats a few meters above the ground, his eyes crackling with electricity and cold fury. In his mind, I was the one who disrupted his scenario and brought it to a point beyond repair. Although it was Niko's doing, who got involved because of Asoko, I don't feel like correcting the Lord of the Sky. Seeing him so angry makes me want to mess with him even more instead. 
 
    "Is this your idea of a place for a final battle?" I look around and shrug with exaggerated pity on my face. 
 
    "This is the grave of all the heroes who fell in the wars against the Dominion." Zeke spreads his arms in a grand gesture and explains. 
 
    "I thought you considered them lesser beings. What brought on this fit of sentimentality?" I'm genuinely surprised by his choice of our battlefield. 
 
    "They are lesser beings, but that does not mean I cannot appreciate their existence." The Lord of the Sky looks around as if reminiscing about the deeds those interred here performed in life. "But it is just us two here. I will take my time with you." 
 
    This declaration causes a sense of dread to crawl down my back. Zeke doubtlessly has the most powerful imagination out of all the Old Humans I know. He's the one who taught Tahiri how to be the God of the Sky, so he should be able to do anything she can and more. 
 
    "Who picks a graveyard for a first date? That's not how you win a woman's heart." Still, I act confident and reprimand him while wagging my finger. "Though I'm not interested in men, so it wouldn't work out between us anyway." 
 
    Zeke's eye twitches in anger, but before he can move, lightning flashes through the sky next to me. A figure with long hair the color of the cloudless sky, eyes shimmering with rainbow light, and an unconcerned smile on her lips emerges from within. It's Tahiri, likely the only person in this world who could chase after Zeke in his lightning form. 
 
    "Tahiri!" The Lord of the Sky points at his ex-wife and Armerian counterpart in accusation. "Stay out of this." 
 
    "I refuse." Shrugging, Tahiri replies casually. Then, her expression freezes, and her rainbow eyes grow cold. "Let's end this here, today." 
 
    "Very well. I will take you both on." It would seem that Zeke is self-confident enough to fight one on two. Something tells me he didn't leave Armeria because the new humans who grew more proficient in the use of the Reality Engine posed a threat to him. Otherwise, he would have done everything in his power to curb it before it got out of control. 
 
    Raising a hand, the Lord of the Sky calls down a lightning strike on me. I've grown accustomed to Tahiri doing this to me, so I barely feel it. But it would seem that Zeke already expected as much since his expression doesn't change. If I could be affected by simple lightning, I would have died along the way when he brought me here. 
 
    "What will you do? We are equals in the sky." Tahiri remarks with her head tilted back. Her skin turns dark like a thundercloud, and the usually barely visible silver tattoos glow from within. It's the form she takes when she gets serious, which is a rare occurrence that should give Zeke pause. 
 
    "You believe we are equals? Know your place." However, he doesn't seem concerned and sends down lightning on Tahiri, who raises a hand to catch it in her palm before throwing it at Zeke. It runs through his chest and exits from his back, but as expected, it doesn't faze him. 
 
    "This is a pointless fight; we can't harm each other." Tahiri scoffs and crosses her arms. I've always known that the God of the Sky is powerful, but when I think about it now, she might truly be invincible. After all, what can one do against living lightning? 
 
    But the same is true for Zeke, so it may be impossible to fight him. Let alone harm him, even touching him should be impossible. I can only think of comical scenarios in which I turn into rubber and punch him somehow. But reality isn't that simple, considering he can think and react at the speed of lightning, too. 
 
    "Then why will you not receive my lightning?" Zeke tilts his head back slightly and wonders with a smirk. It would seem that he knows something I don't. 
 
    "I've received enough from you." Tahiri's response is filled with her displeasure for their shared past. Her glowing eyes narrow, and she raises a hand to the sky. "How about you then?" 
 
    At those words, a massive lightning bolt comes down on Zeke. It's like those she used against Maungawera, capable of cutting through volcanic rock as if it were a physical blade. Any flesh-and-blood being would be evaporated by the electric plasma. 
 
    As expected, Zeke takes it without as much as an eyebrow twitching. Unlike Tahiri, he appears to absorb the energy into his body, where it disappears without a trace. All I can think is that this will indeed be a pointless battle at this rate. 
 
    "Don't forget about me." I raise my arm cannon at Zeke and unleash a plasma breath. Unlike lightning, this beam is made of heat that can melt away steel within the blink of an eye. If he can take that with his body, I'll be out of options. 
 
    Zeke raises a hand, and I stare in wonder as the bright blue beam is bent around him. His expression shows that he's done playing around, and I brace for another lightning bolt. However, I feel pressure acting on me from all around and understand immediately what he's doing. 
 
    When one thinks of the abilities from control over the sky, lightning comes to mind first. It's one of the most destructive forces in nature, so it's obvious that one would consider it the most potent weapon. In reality, there's a more powerful force, and it's the one most people never even think of. 
 
    Zeke drastically increased the atmospheric pressure acting on me. A human body is subjected to many tons of pressure evenly distributed across their bodies at all times. Due to how air works like a fluid, this isn't felt at normal altitudes or depths. It's one of the very few things I took away from physics class in high school. 
 
    But now, I feel like I'm deep underwater, being crushed uniformly from all around. It's already growing so restricting that I can't move a muscle, but it increases with every passing moment. If Zeke can do this without limit, I'll be compressed into nothingness. 
 
    I increase my density to the maximum, evenly applying all the matter in my unfathomable depths across my body. It alleviates the pressure immediately, but judging by how it keeps increasing, it's safe to say that this is far from Zeke's full imagination. 
 
    Tahiri realizes what he's doing and waves a hand in my direction, and the pressure disappears immediately. Luckily, I saw her movement and knew something like that would happen, so I avoid exploding from the inside by keeping my surface rigid. Without her, I wouldn't know what to do to get out of Zeke's prison. 
 
    "Is this how we're fighting?" I look up at Zeke with a mocking grin, feeling feisty despite his overwhelming power. It's anticlimactic to be standing around and taking turns exchanging long-range attacks. But it makes sense not to throw fists when one has the ability to control the very atmosphere itself. 
 
    "Fights between gods are indeed quite boring." Tahiri sits back in midair and cancels her thundercloud form to emphasize her point. "They are always fruitless and only leave a bad aftertaste." 
 
    "I am only indulging you, Tahiri." The Lord of the Sky explains in a calm tone. His is a demeanor of absolute self-confidence, one befitting the leader of the Old Humans. I genuinely believe that he could end this world with his mind alone, which I doubt somebody like Alexander is capable of. 
 
    "That sounds like an excuse to me." The God of the Sky replies with a smug smile and shrugs exaggeratedly, causing Zeke to furrow his brow. She knows which buttons to push with him to get a reaction that breaks his divine façade. 
 
    "Take it as you will. But now, this battle will be concluded." With these words, Zeke rises to the sky and disappears in a lightning bolt. A web of lightning spreads across the thunderclouds above as if he dispersed himself completely. 
 
    In the next moment, my life sense tingles. I have a weak version of it active at all times after Folke's assassination attempt on us during the parley. It's not one where I can see all living beings in an area as light, but a vague sense for the presence of things. However, this is the first time I have felt something like this. 
 
    I look around and see a black mist coming in like the high tide, rolling over the land before seeping into the ground. It's not like Tephna's oil-like darkness, but there's no doubt that this is Xing's doing; he's the only one who would join this battle at this time. 
 
    The graves before us crack open, and the fallen heroes of yore rise to the Lord of the Dead's call. Their skin is completely blackened from whatever embalming method was used to preserve them, and they carry the weapons they wielded in life. Uniform armors cover their bodies, and a red cape is draped over their shoulders as a burial gift. It would seem most of them were Electi in life. To my surprise, horses appear from below them and raise the undead Electi into a mounted position. They were buried with their mounts, too. 
 
    I can't begin to fathom what Zeke and Xing are thinking, pitting this small fry against Tahiri and me. Their movements are sluggish, and they seem as mindless as those I encountered in Hovsgaerden's underground cemetery. Even this entire army wouldn't be able to make me break a sweat. 
 
    Suddenly, lightning strikes every single one of the Risen Electi. Blue flames are lit in their eyes, and a ghostly blue mist spreads around them. The undead straighten their backs and begin to move as naturally as humans do in life. 
 
    I'm reminded of Rolan and his party recounting their battle with my mother. According to him, lightning struck his sword, and he felt power surge through his body before his consciousness cut out. Ophalen also reported a similar phenomenon in his duel with Grand Duke Tycho, one of the Alliance's veteran generals. Tycho gained a second wind from it but refused the help and died shortly after. 
 
    "They are merely playing around." Tahiri remarks in displeasure while glancing around lazily. But something tells me that there's more to these powered-up undead than meets the eye. Should I consider the possibility that each one of them has the power that killed my mother? 
 
    Flicking her finger in the general direction of the hills before us, Tahiri throws out lightning tendrils that chain between the Risen Electi. Those struck fall apart immediately, as whatever power holding them together is canceled by her electric interference. 
 
    "You see? Child's play meant to impress lesser foes." The God of the Sky states with a shrug. Then she narrows her eyes when the animated corpses put themselves back together. It would seem it's not as easy as she thought. 
 
    "It's the blue mist." I point at the glowing mist surrounding the Risen Electi, who line up and prepare to charge at us. 
 
    "How annoying." Tahiri grows impatient and raises a hand to summon a strong gust of wind. However, it doesn't affect the ghostly mist and only rustles the red capes on our enemies. This seems to displease her even more, and she instantly turns into her thundercloud form. She stretches out her arms, and electricity crackles through her long hair. 
 
    Lightning springs from her entire body with a deafening roar and runs through all the enemies before her. It jumps from one Risen Electi to the next, chaining across the rolling fields instantly. The entire army falls apart and drops into the glowing blue mist. For a moment, I expect them to rise again, but no such thing happens. 
 
    "Is that it?" I wonder in a cautious tone. The mist is still there, so what's different this time? 
 
    Suddenly, I feel a presence behind Tahiri and turn my head to see Xing rising from a puddle of darkness on the ground. I unleash a plasma breath at the massive skeleton without any charging time, but he doesn't even bother to use his palm to block it. Instead, it hits his cloak of darkness and vanishes into it like light swallowed by an abyss. 
 
    Tahiri spins around on the spot and finds the towering skeleton looming over her. For the first time since I've met her, she looks terrified and seems unable to move. Xing's appearance is a universal depiction of Death, and perhaps he made sure to implant that primal fear into the people of this world after the cataclysm. She must be glimpsing her own mortality in the red glow of his otherwise empty eye sockets. 
 
    "What you do is child's play." He speaks in an ethereal tone that reverberates into my very soul. Although I know that he's an Old Human and saw him in broad daylight earlier, he appears different now. Surrounded by his domain, he seems to exist in a different realm from the other Old Humans. I sense an otherworldly presence in him - the spark of a Crawling Chaos. 
 
    Tahiri turns into living lightning and shoots upward, but Xing's skeletal hand moves at blinding speed and grabs the tail of the lightning as if it were a physical object. From within the glow emerges Tahiri, caught by her leg and back in her regular form. 
 
    With an earth-shattering impact, Xing slams her into the dirt, knocking the air out of her lungs. This is the first time in millennia that she has suffered a physical attack, and it leaves her stunned. But when she sees Xing towering over her with his scythe raised, she scrambles back to her feet. 
 
    But the attack has damaged her, and she staggers in place, unable to move away when Xing swings the black weapon at her in a seemingly deliberately slow movement. I create an explosion in my back and blast toward Tahiri. 
 
    "No, stop!" Zeke's desperate voice echoes across the sky. 
 
    I slam into Tahiri, grab her waist, and yank her away. The sound of a blade cutting through thin air rings out in an unnatural and ethereal tone. Xing's robes flutter from his movement, and his scythe stops behind him. As I stop a dozen meters away with the God of the Sky in my embrace, the Liberator of Souls remains in place with his back toward us. 
 
    I look down at Tahiri in my arms and expect her to complain about my rough treatment. However, she's naked, the clothes she made from clouds dissipating before my eyes. Her lifeless rainbow eyes have faded to white, and her lips are slightly parted. She's silent and unmoving. 
 
    "Now, you are free of your past." Xing declares toward the sky, but there's no answer. 
 
    Tahiri's skin turns gray and flakes off like ash in the breeze. A scene enters my mind: My mother, lifeless on the floor of the Forerunners Chamber. Her body dissipates into a fine ash that slips through my fingers no matter how I try to catch it. 
 
    The God of the Sky breaks down into dust in my arms. My mind is blank as I watch Tahiri disappear into nothingness, leaving behind her feathered headdress as the only evidence of her ever having existed. 
 
    The past and present overlap, and my emotions shut down.

  

 
   
    Chapter 183 - Even Death May Die 
 
      
 
      
 
    My entire form wavers. Kiamedras's golden scales flip over to their underside without conscious input, turning my surface black and spiky. All I feel is cold nothingness as I regard Xing, the murderer of both my mother and Tahiri, with deathly eyes. 
 
    It would seem he thinks nothing of me and sinks into the blue mist despite his size. I don't chase him because I know that he won't run away from here. A moment later, the undead rise from the ethereal mist once more, given new life now that Tahiri's interference is gone. 
 
    The clattering of armor is accompanied by the unmistakable sound of water droplets hitting metal. Rain begins to fall, and lightning flashes across the sky as if lamenting the death of their ruler. But I know that it's Zeke's doing. 
 
    The Risen Electi move into position, cavalry in the front and infantry in the back. Without waiting for them to get ready, I unleash a devastating plasma breath and let it sweep across them. However, the beam is scattered and dissipated by the blue haze rising from the dense mist surrounding my feet. This merely means I will have to fight using my body. 
 
    The army of undead heroes begins to charge down the hill, forming a wave of blue mist, blackened skin, and silver armor. Swords are raised, spears are couched, hammers are drawn back, all aimed at the lone opponent before them. 
 
    I grow out a golden dragon sword and face the enemies with absolute calm in my heart. There's no more point in feeling anything, and all I need to do is fight. I will destroy this army and kill Xing; everything else is secondary. 
 
    As the charge approaches, I see the Risen Electi's mummified faces in the glow of the blue mist emerging from their empty eye sockets. They're nothing more than puppets, not even worth trying Libera Animar on. The combined control of Zeke and Xing will make them even more formidable than they were in life, but they're still no match for me. 
 
    Angling my saw-shaped sword and lowering my stance, I get ready. I'm not a trained sword-fighter, and I'm on foot against a cavalry charge. It would be a hopeless situation if it weren't for the fact that I'm a Crawling Chaos. Simple weapons will do nothing against me. 
 
    I increase my density and grow out the dragon blade to many times its length. Putting all my strength into it, I swing it horizontally and cut down an entire row of the Risen Electi. Without waiting to see my success, I draw it back and attack again, mowing down another swath of enemies. 
 
    Finally, the first rider reaches me and stabs at my chest with his spear. The tip bounces off my dragon armor, and the shaft splinters, but the undead soldier drops his weapon immediately and draws his sword. I grow a tentacle from my back and stab his head, dragging him off his horse and dropping him into the dirt. 
 
    The Risen Electi surround me now, coming in waves to attack from different sides. I remain in my human form but grow extra appendages wherever needed to overpower my swarming enemies. Soon, I stand on an ever-growing pile of corpses, cutting down the undead left and right without pause. 
 
    My enemies will doubtlessly reassemble themselves and resume attacking soon. Zeke and Xing might be thinking that I will grow tired eventually, but that will never happen. I have an untiring body, and I need no sleep. If it's a battle of endurance they want, we could keep going for all eternity. 
 
    Suddenly, I feel a presence behind me and spin around, bringing my extended dragon blade to bear. It cuts through the black mist of Xing's robes near his midsection, but it doesn't hit anything solid. He swings his scythe and cuts through my neck, but I separate my matter as the black blade passes through while reconnecting it on the other end. 
 
    I grow a pair of tentacles with hardened spiral-shaped tips from my back and arch them forward while inducing a spinning motion. Xing dodges them by gliding sideways with his entire body, then he throws his scythe around with two hands to cut me again. 
 
    This time, I generate an explosive burst in my flank, funneled into a booster I grow from my skin. It propels me sideways faster than I could fly with the Reality Engine alone and allows me to dodge the scythe of darkness. Then, I create another explosion in my back that propels me toward Xing. 
 
    His blank skull with only a pair of red glowing dots for eyes can show no emotions, but I can sense surprise in him as I stab the jagged dragon sword into his eye socket. The blade breaks through the back of his skull, and his roar shows me that he felt it. 
 
    A Risen Electi's billhook catches my flank and pulls me away from the staggering Xing. But I use the momentum it induces to saw through the Liberator of Soul's face and lower jaw before my blade is pulled out. He raises a skeletal hand to his destroyed face and floats backward with clear hatred in his remaining red eye. 
 
    As Xing fades into the background, the undead soldiers swarm me. But my spirit is reinvigorated; I hurt the Old Human. And what can be hurt can be killed. 
 
    Cutting down enemies left and right, I keep my senses trained on Xing's reappearance. He will doubtlessly attack from a blind spot while I'm occupied fighting off the undead horde. Their movements are swift, and their strikes are heavy, but none of it can penetrate the dragon armor. This army could easily wipe out the Dominion, but it might as well be a lineup of wooden targets against me. 
 
    Xing's presence appears behind me once more, and I spin around with my plasma cannon already charged. He extends a massive skeletal hand and covers the barrel, stopping the beam before it even emerges. But I grow a hand from the cannon and grab his before stabbing at his head with the dragon blade. 
 
    That's when I notice that the damage I did to his skull has disappeared. It's perfectly mended despite having been almost cut in half, meaning that he has a means of repairing his body. Perhaps the pain he showed was an act, but I won't let my guard down either way. I will keep going until he is turned to dust and scattered into nothingness the same way he did with two of the most important people in my life. 
 
    Xing dodges my attack by tilting his head, then swings his scythe upward to bisect me from below. I split down the middle by myself and reconnect as the blade passes through. He should learn that physical attacks are useless against me, but I won't inform him of it. After all, as long as he keeps attacking me this way, he needs to get close, which allows me to retaliate. 
 
    I pull my mass through the dragon blade and reform behind him before using all my weight to cut downward. The weapon disappears into his black robes, and finally, I feel it hitting something solid. Without hesitation, I pull on the saw-like blade and rip through Xing diagonally from behind. 
 
    But far from finished, the towering skeleton spins around and swings his scythe at me at a blinding speed. I duck under it and look up, finding the cloak of darkness draped around his body ripped open. It reveals a ribcage filled with human-sized skulls, and his spine ends in a tail with no pelvis. My attack has cut through part of the ribcage and crushed several of the skulls inside. 
 
    "Damn you!" To my surprise, Xing seems angry about the damage I dealt. If he can regenerate his body, he shouldn't be concerned, but maybe being wounded by me is a humiliation to him. 
 
    Without missing a beat, I create an explosive jet booster in my back and propel myself toward the Liberator of Souls. Risen Electi throw themselves between me and my target, but I crush through them with mass and momentum. 
 
    Suddenly, something comes down from above and slams me into the ground. When I turn my head, I don't see anything on my back, so this must be Zeke's doing. He's using air pressure to stop me from overwhelming Xing. If he's interfering now when he didn't before, it must mean that the Liberator of Souls was indeed damaged by my last attack. 
 
    I concentrate my mind on wind magic and its application of moving the air. With a thought, I dispel the pressure on my back and leap up toward Xing. He seems unable to heal the damage I did to his body and retreats down into the blue mist before I reach him. My blade narrowly misses the top of his skull and cuts through a Risen Electi behind him instead. 
 
    Looking around, I try to find where Xing might reemerge. The undead attack, and I rip through them while training my senses on my surroundings. If I had the leeway to activate my life sense, I could spot him and Zeke effortlessly. But who knows what they'll throw at me when I stop and close my eyes to concentrate. 
 
    That's when pressure assaults me from all around and pins me in place. This time, my attempt at using wind magic to dispel it doesn't seem to work anymore, and I'm beginning to be crushed. My mass increases to the maximum, but it only postpones the inevitable. 
 
    My eyes move upward to the clouds where Zeke has appeared again. His gaze is filled with rage toward me, but I can tell from his reddened eyes that he cried only moments ago. 
 
    "Because of you, Tahiri stood against me!" He screams and seemingly doubles the pressure on me. In his mind, it's my fault that Tahiri even became his enemy, and he doesn't blame Xing for killing her because it had to be done. 
 
    "You..." Something snaps inside me, and I undo my transformation. The pressure acting on me is sucked into my formless depths through my black liquid-like surface. In an instant, I'm free to move again as the air keeps rushing into my infinite stomach uniformly across my entire body. "Lord of the Sky! Do you have enough air?!" 
 
    "You damn creature!" He curses when he sees me in my true appearance. A person with a lesser mind would have broken down already, but he maintains his wits and stops wasting the atmosphere of this planet. 
 
    Suddenly, something icy cuts into my back and runs down its length vertically. I spin around and rip through the assailant, a Risen Electi, with a formless arm. Still, the affected area grows numb as if my nerves were cauterized even though I don't have any nerves in this body. Physical attacks should be useless against a Crawling Chaos since I can close cuts by merely reconnecting the tissue. 
 
    But when I try to mend the wound, the numbness remains. I turn my head around in a movement that would destroy a human's neck and look at my back. There's no physical wound, but the affected area is as if paralyzed. 
 
    Several undead charge at me, and I make short work of them with countless tentacle arms. Something cold stabs my flank, and I retaliate with an upward swing that scatters the attacker's body into pieces. Once again, the attack leaves the same numbness even though there's no physical wound. 
 
    That's when I realize all the Risen Electi's weapons are sheathed in blackness. It would seem that after disappearing into the blue mist, Xing has spread the power of his scythe to the undead legion. They aren't as potent as his weapon, or I would already be dead, but they're capable of weakening me. He will doubtlessly reappear to deal the killing blow once I'm slowed sufficiently. 
 
    "Coward!" I roar and explode into a mass of tentacles as my emotions return with an outburst of anger toward the Liberator of Souls. To think that a self-proclaimed god of death would use such underhanded tactics against a lone opponent. "Come out and fight me!" 
 
    But I get no answer. My real voice doesn't affect the mindless undead, and Xing doesn't let himself get provoked. I know I wouldn't come out even if I did hear my opponent call me a coward; in fact, I would exploit the situation and make them angrier by ignoring them. 
 
    These thoughts calm me down as I stay on the move and plow through the undead like a whirlwind of black tentacles. Still, I'm nicked by the shadow-clad weapons here and there even through the dragon armor covering my body. Tentacles that are severed turn to dust once separated from me, and the minor cuts that accumulate cause me to grow increasingly numb. 
 
    The reality of the situation is that I'm being overwhelmed. While each Risen Electi goes down in a single hit, they reassemble themselves once they fall into the blue mist and return at full strength to rejoin the battle. Even if I'm untiring, I will be whittled down soon. 
 
    Finally, my body slows to a crawl, and I come to a stop in the middle of the enemy army. The rain keeps falling, turning the dirt under my feet into mud. Even my hearing seems affected now, as the numbness spreads to my mind. All I can make out is the sound of droplets hitting the metal armors of the empire's undead heroes, reaching me through a hazy veil. 
 
    I struggle to stay on my feet as my tentacles wither and return to my body. Soon, I stand amid the swarm of enemies in my most basic form, a barely humanoid but shapeless body of black with red veins running all across it. 
 
    Through my blurred vision, I see a white skull rise from the blue mist. Xing appears before me once more, raising a shadowy handle where his scythe should have been. The blackness surrounding the weapons of the Risen Electi floats off as a black mist and gathers around it to form his immaterial blade that can kill even a Crawling Chaos. 
 
    "This is the end, creature." He declares while drawing back his scythe deliberately slowly. Clearly, Xing revels in fear and despair, but all I can feel from him is a pale imitation of true terror. 
 
    "No." I pull my mind together and show an abyssal grin tearing across my nonexistent face. "Death is only the beginning." 
 
    Death was the beginning of this life. Who is to say that I won't find myself reincarnating again if I die here? Of course, that's wishful thinking. I exist here because my mother labored for thirty years to bring me back to life, and it was only through a cosmic coincidence that it worked. 
 
    But Xing doesn't know that, and my words give him pause. His glowing dots for eyes stare at me in silence. No emotions can be gleaned from his skeletal visage, but I can somehow tell that he's intrigued. 
 
    "You are like Nemesis." He finally remarks, his scythe still raised. Even though his blank skull is always grinning, it's clear that he's amused. "Perhaps we should call Alexander and have him take you." 
 
    I concentrate my mind on the few parts of my body that still work. As Xing speaks, I turn back into my human appearance to appear as if I've lost even the strength to maintain my true form. Of course, that's backward from the truth, but the Old Humans wouldn't know it. Underneath my skin, I prepare hidden weapons with the last of my strength. 
 
    "Curious." Xing bends down as if to look at me more closely. That's when several drill-covered spikes explosively emerge from my chest. However, I realize that my movements are incredibly sluggish since all I pierce is his cloak of black mist as he moves aside in time. 
 
    "You know not when to give up." He states in an almost pitying tone and raises his scythe. 
 
    "I know when not to give up." I reply with a defiant glare and raise my fists slowly. It's a laughable gesture compared to what my enemies bring to bear, but it shows that I won't go down without fighting to the last. 
 
    "And that's what makes you special." Suddenly, Senka's voice speaks into my mind. 
 
    The humming sound of an electric engine reaches my ears, followed by a multitude of violet laser beams that tear through the Risen Electi army. The super-heated lines they leave behind on the ground explode, scattering the nearby undead. The Liberator of Souls freezes and turns to look at their origin. 
 
    Hestia hovers into view above me. In my blurry vision, it looks as if her wings have grown back, but I soon realize that they aren't covered in feathers. Instead, each wing spreads out into eight rectangular black metal plates. In our short time apart, Exia must have given her these prosthetics to allow her to fly. 
 
    Xing appears to be shocked by the sudden attack. He looks up and beholds the fallen Fata with her mechanical wings. With righteous fury in her crimson eyes, Hestia angles them toward Xing. From the holes at the bottom of the rectangular plates emerges a barrage of violet lasers. He raises a skeletal hand in time to deflect the beams heading toward him, but they blast our surroundings and burn away the Risen Electi. 
 
    A large blue beam coming from behind me tears through swathes of enemies, melting their armors and bodies in its wake. Unlike the violet lasers, this one appears to be made of plasma, much like Kiamedras's breath. It leaves behind only molten slag and the stench of evaporated flesh. 
 
    Xing stares at the destruction of his troops for a moment, then spins around and swings his scythe at me. He wants to finish me off before somebody can stop him. But a streak of white light cuts through our surroundings and passes through his right forearm. The undead in its wake fall apart like puppets with their strings cut. 
 
    Then, Xing's wrist is severed, and his scythe dissipates into black smoke long before it reaches me. He stares at the cleanly-cut stump in incomprehension. 
 
    A figure appears before me, accompanied by a small gust of wind. Short brown hair sways in the breeze, illuminated from the side by a familiar glowing sword. Banged-up plate armor that looks like a mercenary's first-ever purchase covers his body. It's Rolan Helt, the Chosen One and hero of this age, and he wields a reforged Roshanee. 
 
    "It seems we're on time." He speaks without turning around to me. It's the first time I notice how broad his back is. Never have I thought that he would be a dependable ally until now. 
 
    A large shadow falls over me, and I find Gram stepping forward with a new shield in hand. He doesn't speak or even look at me, but I can sense his determination to aid me in my time of need. The plasma beam earlier was definitely Luna's doing, so Sigurd can't be far either. 
 
    "Help me, Zeke!" Xing roars toward the sky, evident panic in his voice. The fact that he's asking for help means that he's desperate. 
 
    Zeke raises a hand toward the sky to call down lightning, but the clouds above him disperse from a sudden explosion of wind. A furious whirlwind blows and whips his hair and leather coat around. Suddenly, Aratio appears out of thin air and slams against Zeke's forehead with her own. 
 
    "Father!" She grabs his lapels and screams at him. Even from down here, I can see the tears streaming down her face. She must have been around the edge of this battle all this time and witnessed everything that happened but was unable to make a move until now. 
 
    When Xing realizes that Zeke will be busy, he looks at my companions now surrounding him. I can sense fear in his demeanor despite the lack of expressions on his blank skull. Without warning, he sinks into the remaining blue mist, but a red blur comes in and catches his neck before he can complete the action. 
 
    It's Rewera in her true form, with red skin and a pair of batlike wings sprouting from her back. It would seem that her maid uniform burned off from the air friction of her swift movement. I'm surprised to see that underneath her prim and proper façade, she has been hiding such a muscular frame. 
 
    She pulls Xing out of the ground by his neck vertebra, but his severed hand has grown back from being submerged in the blue mist. A black scythe forms in his grip and he tries to strike at Rewera, but she punches his skull and shatters it in a single strike. The headless Liberator of Souls falls backward into the mist, scattering it like a rock hitting a puddle. 
 
    "Chaos-sama, please excuse my tardiness." Rewera turns to me and bows deeply. Although her horns and sharp teeth give her an overall aggressive appearance, she maintains the grace and countenance of the maid leader. 
 
    Hestia lands a few steps away and runs forward to embrace me. The numbness in my body is healed by her touch, although I don't know if it's because of my imagination or a physical effect. Returning the hug, I take a deep breath in her chest, smelling her natural floral scent. It blows away all unnecessary thoughts; my comrades are here, and that's all that matters. 
 
    "You can do that later. This isn't over yet." Senka suddenly remarks behind me, and I separate from Hestia to spin around. The doll girl stands there with Luna and Sigurd, her arms crossed and a disapproving frown on her face. "Here they come." 
 
    The Risen Electi charge at us from all around, cavalry and infantry mixed together in the chaos. I look where Xing fell only to find that his body has disappeared, leaving behind black mist that spills from the ground like a silently gushing spring. 
 
    This means the Liberator of Souls is still alive, and he's putting everything into taking us down after the humiliation he suffered at the hands of what he considers lesser beings. My comrades form a circle around me and get ready to clash with the enemies. 
 
    Hestia spreads her wings and unleashes her lasers. Rolan disappears in a blur, leaving only a streak of light with Roshanee in his wake. Luna casts her plasma beam from the tip of her staff. Rewera uses her bare hands to rip apart the enemies approaching us. 
 
    Senka, Gram, and Sigurd remain by my side to shield me from the possibility of Xing reappearing in our midst. With the bright light floating above the bard's feathered hat, he illuminates our surroundings in the twilight of the star-studded sky to ensure we don't miss any movements. 
 
    Suddenly, the parted clouds spew lightning toward the center where Aratio is still struggling with Zeke. But before the electric charge can strike the God of Whirlwinds, a single small cloud appears above the Lord of the Sky and absorbs it all. 
 
    "You lesser creatures!" Xing's disembodied voice pulls my attention back to the ground. It echoes across the hills, driving fear into everybody's hearts. After all, he still possesses an undeniable aspect of a Crawling Chaos, even if he clearly isn't one himself. 
 
    "Do not falter!" Sigurd calls out in a clear and pleasant tone, spreading warmth in those who hear his voice. As a child of Sidonia, he's only a human with an illustrious background. However, it would seem that he has inherited some of her soothing presence. It's the reason he's so good with people, and it allows him to counteract Xing's terror. 
 
    The felled and shattered Electi all around us stir and gather to form a gigantic worm-like abomination seeping with blue mist. It has an ever-shifting form, with countless arms covered in sharp metal shards, and it walks toward us on a myriad of legs like a centipede. Both Hestia and Luna's beams burn through it, but the damage is quickly mended from the endless sea of bones around us. 
 
    Everybody combines their attacks, but the giant worm repairs itself faster than they can damage it. It raises its many bladed appendages to let them crash down on us, but Gram raises his heavy shield over his head and summons a dome of white light from it. 
 
    The abomination's attack hits the barrier with so much force that its limbs are shattered. Then, its entire form rolls forward to collapse on the shield and bury us underneath it. Gram's barrier may be able to block its attacks, but its sheer weight will overwhelm him. 
 
    That's when something shoots through the massive skeleton creature like a cannonball. The impact force causes the bone and metal construct to burst apart into a million pieces and scatter across the area. 
 
    The projectile impacts the hill beyond and generates a massive explosion. The shockwave blows away everything that isn't secured to the ground outside Gram's shield dome. A small onyx-skinned figure wearing a spiked helmet emerges from within the cloud of dust. Kerry's glowing eyes look around as if taking in the aftermath of their attack with grim satisfaction. 
 
    Then, my senses pick up a new presence in our midst. Rising from Sigurd's shadow is Xing, wielding his black scythe. All the damage to his body has been fully mended, and a spotless new skull sits on his neck. 
 
    His weapon is angled and ready to swing already, and he could take down everybody around him in a single attack. Before I can move, a blur hits him in the exposed ribcage with the human skulls inside and knocks him backward slightly, causing him to swing over my head. 
 
    It was Senka, moving as fast as Rolan while wielding Roshanee. However, the world seems to slow down as I watch Xing draw back the black scythe and run it through the doll girl. My mind goes blank as Senka falls to the floor lifelessly, and the scythe dissipates. 
 
    Then, I explosively propel myself toward Xing with jet boosters on my back. He's unable to react in time, and I open my body into a massive maw. With all the anger in my heart and all the willpower I can muster, I overcome my numbness and trauma to swallow him whole. 
 
    "What is this?!" He cries in terror when I transform my unfathomable insides into a shredding machine made from dragon armor and move on him from all sides. 
 
    "Death." My otherworldly voice reverberates through the space in my stomach, and the shredder begins to grind down on his limbs. 
 
    "Stop this!" Xing screams in a choir of voices, all the skulls within his ribcage speaking in unison. Even though he can't make an expression, his horror is tangible. "I don't want to die!" 
 
    Hearing his pleading only encourages me, and I speed up. His arms disappear, and soon his torso is caught in the relentlessly spinning shredder. As his shrieks become unintelligible, he's ground down to dust and disappears into my depths. The light of his life fades within my life sense as the last piece of bone is crushed into nothingness. 
 
    My consciousness returns to my outside, and I sink to my knees. All numbness in my body is gone as if blown away after eating the source of the power that caused it. As my comrades surround me in worry, I'm left to revel in the overwhelming terror he showed me in his final moments. But then, only emptiness fills my heart at the thought that my revenge is complete. After all, it won't bring back my mother, Tahiri, or Senka. 
 
    "What happened to him?" A familiar voice asks behind me, and I spin around to find Senka standing before me as if nothing happened. 
 
    "What? How? I saw you..." I look her up and down, utterly confused. Then I catch her as she's about to inch away from me and hug her to my chest. 
 
    "Ugh." Senka makes this unhappy noise but doesn't try to squirm away. "Did you forget what I am?" 
 
    "I have no idea what you are." That is all I can say while suppressing my tears. I thought for sure that she had died as well. 
 
    "So, what happened to the big skeleton?" The doll girl asks, and I finally separate from her. Our surroundings are silent, and the blue mist has disappeared completely. The Risen Electi have fallen apart and show no signs of movement after their controller has died. 
 
    "Gone. Reduced to nothingness." I reply with grim satisfaction, even if it feels rather empty. My comrades show relief at my words; we have taken out another Old Human. 
 
    The self-proclaimed God of Death found his end while begging for his life in an unsightly manner. I wish I had the presence of mind to inform them of that fact, but my thoughts are a jumbled mess of sadness and joy. 
 
    "Something is happening up there." Gram points at the sky, and everybody looks up. The small cloud that absorbed Zeke's lightning was Exia, behind whose massive shoulder Aratio is now hiding like a scared child. 
 
    "So be it. I will scour this world and start again from scratch!" The Lord of the Sky roars when he realizes his situation. Now that Xing is dead, he has lost any chance of fixing his game. 
 
    The clouds in the sky rush back into the hole Aratio created, and unceasing lightning runs through them. Pillars of light hit the land all around us and explode into fire. The hills begin to crumble and overturn as if gravity no longer affects them. 
 
    "You wouldn't!" Exia shouts at Zeke, but he spreads his arms to expand the effect of his imagination. The clouds churn and extend beyond the horizon, with more and more light pillars striking the ground across the land. Truly, it looks like the end of the world. 
 
    Suddenly, a wave of light washes over the sky and disperses the clouds to reveal the star-studded sky. The noise and atmosphere of destruction cease instantly, leaving only silent peacefulness. 
 
    Zeke looks around in surprise, then stares at Exia in utter confusion. But it would seem that she didn't do it either, as she is equally surprised. Her eyes widen when she sees a sphere of light approaching over the horizon. It stops a short distance away from the Lord of the Sky and scatters to reveal the petite figure of Sidonia. It would seem that she's responsible for canceling the apocalypse. 
 
    "Sidonia? How dare you!" Zeke points at her in accusation. Electricity crackles around his body, and he seems ready to strike out at her. 
 
    "I said that this ends today." The Lady of Brilliance declares while opening her eyes wide. The blinding light from within basks the Lord of the Sky, and his body seems to disappear, leaving behind only his clothes. 
 
    Exia extends a giant hand forward and catches the clothes in her palm before looking at them. I can't see her expression from down here, but she doesn't seem to show any emotions at her brother's disappearance. A moment later, she and Sidonia float down from the sky and approach us. 
 
    "What did you do?" I ask the Lady of Brilliance with a doubtful gaze. I never thought that she had it in her to kill. But I suppose even a saint has a breaking point, and Zeke's actions brought her over hers. However, the giant cloud girl opens her hand to reveal a young blond boy in an oversized white leather coat sitting on her palm. It's not that Zeke was disintegrated; he shrunk inside his clothes. 
 
    "What have you done?!" He yells at Sidonia, but when I send my Crawling Chaos vibes in his direction, he flinches and turns around. Upon seeing me so close before him, he shies back in terror. 
 
    The real Zeke looks just like his divine form in younger. It would seem that, much like the other Old Humans I know, he maintained the age he was at when he went into stasis and never grew up after. His older body was merely an illusion or perhaps wishful thinking. If he had truly wanted to grow up, he could have done so naturally, so one part of his heart held onto his youth. 
 
    "W-what do you want to do with me?" He points an oversized sleeve at me and demands to know. Now that he has lost his powers, he can no longer maintain a dignified air. 
 
    "What indeed." I reply in a cold tone, causing Zeke's expression to falter. His body begins to shiver when he realizes that he's at the mercy of a being similar to Nemesis. 
 
    "Lord Taivass?" A familiar voice calls out to Zeke, and he flinches. It belongs to Svanhild, who approaches us gingerly while keeping her eyes fixated on the blond boy sitting on Exia's palm. She must have come here with all the others from the Death Moon but stayed away from the fighting. Not that I expected her to come to my aid anyway. 
 
    "This is the truth about those you call the gods." I reply in a calm tone. Svanhild's eyes are swimming, showing utter confusion and disbelief. She witnessed Zeke's overwhelming power as he was about to remake this world because he lost control over it. 
 
    Drills only continues to stare at Zeke, her mouth slightly ajar. The blond boy recognizes her as his pupil but doesn't seek her help and only averts his gaze. His pride won't allow him to speak up; he would sooner die than ask one of those he considers a lesser being to save him. 
 
    "Are you going to kill him?" Exia asks in an anxious tone, breaking the silence that laid itself over us. She saw me swallow Xing a moment ago, and there's no question what happened to him. She now struggles with whether to hand over her younger brother or grab him and run away from me. Even if she thinks he deserves the severest punishment for his actions, his pitiful state is stirring her familial instincts. 
 
    Zeke stares at his sister and Sidonia, hoping for their help. But I notice that even the Lady of Brilliance no longer has mercy to spare. It would seem that he realizes this as well, as his eyes widen in terror. If even this pacifist saint no longer stands up for his life, it's as good as forfeit. 
 
    Everybody stares at me, awaiting my answer. They know what Zeke and his other Old Human playmates have done to me, so they expect me to exact revenge right here. But I glance up at Exia, then let my gaze move past her gigantic face toward Aratio peeking over her shoulder. The God of Whirlwinds stares teary-eyed, and although I know it's for a different reason, seeing her expression reinforces my decision. 
 
    "No." To everybody's surprise, I reply in the negative. One part of me really wants to tear him apart with my bare hands even now, but I suppress it. 
 
    Sidonia's expression relaxes slightly, and she sighs in relief. It would seem that she was hoping for this outcome after all, even if it looked like she resolved herself to stand by and watch him get killed without lifting a finger. 
 
    It's not that I have any pity for Zeke in his currently powerless state, but that I think death isn't enough of a punishment. The same was true for Xing, but I didn't want to take any chances and have him destroy me from the inside. And I don't want to add to Aratio's sadness by killing Zeke before her eyes. However useless he may have been as a parent, he is still her father. 
 
    "What then?" Exia asks tentatively, afraid that my answer will be that I'd torture him for a long time. In a way, she's right. 
 
    "You'll see." I reply and give Zeke a freezing look.

  

 
   
    Chapter 184 - The Return Of The Queen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The siege of Erbilan is over. 
 
    With Niko's cataclysmic self-destruction, a large portion of the Alliance's main army was eradicated, including Lucianus V himself. Its entire siege camp and all its supplies were burned away, leaving the remaining troops with nowhere to run. 
 
    Ascelin Sheason's reinforcements routed the enemy's right wing under Evelyn. And Chandra's forced march allowed her to arrive in time to aid the Suhra in defeating Angelus and his army's desperate but nigh unstoppable final onslaught. 
 
    According to eyewitness reports, the elven queen escaped in the confusion, and the first prince was last seen riding west with only a handful of surviving troops. Giant King Raladon and his daughter, Gyda, were caught alive, alongside most of their tribe. The dwarven representative was in the Alliance camp when it burned down and is presumed dead. Finally, the army of Fatas under Apate fled the moment Zeke left the battlefield. 
 
    With this, the leaders of the Alliance are dead or scattered, fleeing for their lives with no regard for their allies. The invasion has been repelled, and the enemies of the Dominion have been dealt a crushing blow. The war is all but won. 
 
      
 
    We return to Erbilan a few hours after Zeke took me to the Empire of Terminus for our final battle. The fires in the city have been put out, and the last Alliance troops remaining in its streets have either been chased off or captured. 
 
    Exia waits in the sky above the fortress city with the depowered Zeke in her pocket. Aratio and Kerry remain with her while Sidonia splits off and heads down into the city by herself. She says that she wants to tend to the wounded, an action she considers an act of atonement for having stood by so long without stepping in to stop her fellow Old Humans. 
 
    As I descend toward the castle with the others inside the Chaos Jet, winged demons come up to inspect me. Many Avinea clan members already know this appearance from seeing it in Rodens, so they guide me toward a landing spot in the courtyard. They salute me when I undo my transformation but keep a close eye on Rolan's party and Svanhild in the rear. 
 
    "Welcome back." Tokomaha calls out to me when we approach the keep gate. She sees Hestia with her prosthetic wings behind me and raises one of her thick eyebrows in wonder but doesn't comment on it. "There's another you in the castle right now." 
 
    "Yeah, I'll explain it later." I respond with a wry smile. If Asoko is meeting with the commanders, the cat is out of the bag regarding our existence. I'll have to explain it to the demons then. "Where are Kamii and Daica?" 
 
    "Waiting inside." The little goddess nods her head behind her. 
 
    "And Korenga?" She disappeared over the mountain sometime during her duel against Halthor, and I lost sight of her in the chaos surrounding Niko. 
 
    "She returned with a human she had beaten black and blue. Said she took a liking to him." The little goddess replies with a shrug. Then she looks across everybody following me before returning her gaze to me. I already expect her question, but she doesn't say a word and closes her eyes. I appreciate that she doesn't ask and enter the keep. 
 
    "Senka, call Asoko for me." I speak to the doll girl in my mind as we walk. "Tell her to meet me alone." 
 
    "Done." She replies a moment later without letting our conversation show on her face. 
 
    I have the others wait for me in the main hall before continuing alone. With my life sense, I quickly spot Asoko's void in a corner of the castle without any other life signatures near her. It seems that she was able to slip out alone even though everybody should be swarming around her right now. 
 
    "There you are." Asoko calls out to me first when I round the corner. She's leaning against the wall with her arms crossed, a casual smile on her lips. But I can tell there's a darkness underneath her lighthearted façade; she has seen her share of hardships since we were last together. "How have you been, sister?" 
 
    I have difficulties finding an answer for what should be a simple greeting phrase. So much has happened since we were separated, but we don't have the time to exchange our stories. I'm also not in the state of mind for banter right now, and she seems to recognize it. 
 
    "Will you tell me?" Asoko pushes off the wall and walks over to me. 
 
    "Not now." I gather my emotions and reply in a firm tone. "We need to sort the issue of there being two of me with the Dominion first." 
 
    "I'm your younger twin and your shadow. I was kept hidden as a backup in case something happened to you. This is what I told the commanders of Erbilan." My other half answers without hesitation. That tells me she put some thought into this issue while she was acting in my place. 
 
    "Are you alright with that?" I ask, surprised by her willingness to consider herself only a supporting figure to me. While we established that she's the clone and I'm the original, I don't care about such matters. We are both Kuroe Makoto, but our different experiences since we split have made us separate individuals. She has every right to be my equal. 
 
    "Hey, I have no interest in taking on the responsibilities that come with ruling a nation." Asoko replies with a shrug. "I did like some of the benefits, though." 
 
    She's referring to the harem she gathered among the Maid Corps. Since I only stayed in Arkaim castle for a few weeks before going out into the wide world, I don't know many of the maids by name, let alone well enough to have made them my lovers. 
 
    "Of course." I sigh and smile wryly. As my lower half, she seems to think with hers a lot. 
 
    "Alright, it's time for us to appear in public together for the first time then." Asoko says with a grin and walks past me, but I stay rooted in place. She turns around with an eyebrow raised when I lean against the wall with my back and look up at the ceiling. 
 
    There's only the distant background noise of the busy castle echoing through the empty corridor. The world seems to fade away as my shut-away emotions threaten to burst out. The thought of lovers has ripped off the band-aid called distraction that covered the deep wound in my heart until now. But I can no longer distract myself in this moment of peace. 
 
    I've experienced a loss like this before, and I hate myself for not feeling as empty and lost as I did back then. It's as if my Crawling Chaos mind has adapted to the previous shock and is dampening it so I don't lose control again. 
 
    I suddenly feel a hand on my neck and look down to find that Asoko has approached me. She puts me in a warm embrace and touches her cheek with mine. Even though she's silent, I can tell what she's saying with this gesture. 
 
    Tears blur my vision, and I bury my face in Asoko's hair. It still doesn't feel real, but one part of me has already coldheartedly accepted the truth. 
 
    Tahiri is dead. 
 
    I don't even think of muffling my cries into Asoko's shoulder. As the princess and her shadow, we shouldn't be seen like this, but I don't care anymore. If I don't give voice to my sorrow, it will only mean that I'm losing my humanity more than I already have. 
 
    Asoko silently pats my hair as I let my emotions run freely for the longest time. 
 
      
 
    Instead of appearing in public with my other half, I have some pressing business to attend to first. I leave Asoko to stall Erbilan's commander until I return and walk back to where I left my entourage. Along the way, I encounter Kamii and Daica, who join me silently. 
 
    As we reach the main hall where the others are gathered, I spot Tokomaha and Korenga with them. The latter nods at me wordlessly, doubtlessly having heard the situation from the little goddess. Despite the Black God's seemingly simple personality, she can be subtle and emotionally mature when the circumstances require it. 
 
    I return the gesture and look across everybody else. Today was a long day, but there's one thing we have to do before we can move on - before we can even consider celebrating this victory over the Alliance. Although I'm not in the mood for festivities after all that happened, I know that the Dominion needs it. 
 
    We make our way to the courtyard, where I peer up at the dark sky. Floating far above the castle is a single cloud, unmoving despite the strong winds. A black dot is orbiting around it, showing that Kerry has grown impatient while waiting for us. 
 
    I transform into the Chaos Jet and have everybody board me. Then I ascend toward the lone cloud and quickly reach Exia's altitude. Aratio is lying in her giant lap, seemingly having cried herself to sleep. When I see the God of Whirlwinds, I feel the emotions well up inside me again. But right now, I need to keep myself together. 
 
    Sidonia sits on Exia's shoulder, her face filled with melancholy. I assume that she has finished healing everybody in Erbilan while I was in the castle. She must have had some time to talk to Exia afterward and learned about all that has happened to her fellow Old Humans recently. 
 
    Yuna is dead, Kyra is dead, Niko died right in front of her, Xing died shortly before she arrived at our battle. And now, Zeke has been rendered powerless and is at my mercy. She must grieve for the fate of old humanity, now closer to the brink of extinction than ever. 
 
    But at the same time, she understands that they brought retribution upon themselves with their inhumane games. It's why she can gather her emotions and take a deep breath before speaking. 
 
    "Let us depart." Sidonia says in a determined tone that is free of any doubts. She will no longer waver in her path, and she will trust in my decision. With one last glance at her, I turn the Chaos Jet around and head for Arkaim. 
 
      
 
    When we reach the skies above the capital, I find that seemingly all the lights in the castle are lit. The Maid Corps that returned here with the Dominion high command must be cleaning up for my eventual return. 
 
    The least damaged part of the city is also bustling with activity. Demon civilians and soldiers who worked to clear the rubble during the day partake in a communal dinner while sitting on any open space they can find. The atmosphere is carefree, even hopeful. The news about our victory in Erbilan couldn't have reached them yet, but it shows that returning to the Dominion capital has raised their morale. 
 
    I head for the courtyard of Arkaim castle and land gently on a patch of grass. After all my passengers disembark, I return to my human size and look around. A contingent of the Crimson Storm comes running to see who we are, but they salute when they recognize us. I wave at the elite Petsobek to be at ease and head for the open castle door when a girl in golden robes emerges from inside. 
 
    "I assume you were victorious." Aurelia states in a matter-of-fact tone that brings a smile to my face. She had no doubts that we would win and might even think that we took too long. 
 
    "Yes. Among other things." I reply and hug her. She can sense that something must have happened and silently reciprocates my embrace. I can't see her face, but she must be looking across everybody behind me to note the situation. 
 
    "Are you alright?" The Golden Queen squeezes me and whispers this question in my ear. Much like Tokomaha, she quickly grasped the reason for my melancholy. 
 
    "I'm alright now." I pull back and look into her golden eyes, then go in for a kiss on her lips. Aurelia reciprocates it and silently reassures me of her love. Senka clears her throat behind us, and I feel compelled to separate from the Golden queen again. "Oh yeah, there is somebody I would like you to meet." 
 
    With these words, I turn around and gesture at my entourage. Sidonia steps forward from among them, causing Aurelia's eyebrows to shoot up. 
 
    "Lucerna!" She calls out the name the Lady of Brilliance is known by in the Empire of Terminus. For a moment, she seems to be at a loss. The subtle changes in her expression suggest that she's going through several emotions one after another. Finally, she breathes a resigned sigh. "It has been a while." 
 
    If it were the old Golden Queen from before she met me, she might have accused the Lady of Brilliance of abandoning her back during her rebellion. Sidonia and Karina came to her together to reveal the truth about the Old Humans, but only the Witch of the End stayed until the end. 
 
    I wondered where Sidonia went when Aurelia told me her story. But it would seem that the Golden Queen no longer cares to learn the answer to that question she most likely repeatedly asked herself a long time ago. The past can't be changed, and being angry about it is only a waste of effort now. 
 
    "That isn't all." I say to her with a wry smile and look up. "Come, Exia." 
 
    I call out to the cloud girl floating above us. She descends quickly and reveals her gigantic size to the Golden Queen, who stares with widened eyes. From inside her breast pocket, Exia pulls out the tiny Zeke, who is now dressed in simple white clothes fitting his stature. He struggles against her grip but can't resist his giant sister's overwhelming strength. 
 
    "This is Kael." I introduce the blond boy to Aurelia, who looks him up and down with a scrutinizing gaze. After all the revelations, this one doesn't seem to shock her anymore. But when I continue, her jaw drops in a most undignified manner that gives me the urge to chuckle. "I have killed Phasmantus. Gelidus died at Erbilan, and my other half killed Fraglantia." 
 
    Of the Old Humans engaging in their twisted game using real living beings, only Alexander remains. From here onward, we will be fighting whatever complete lack of ethics, immoral bioengineering, and rampant technology he throws at us. But until he appears again, we will have some time to get ready. 
 
    "What do you intend to do with him?" Aurelia asks with a cold glare at Zeke. The last time they saw each other, he was the one in control and threatened the Golden Queen into submission. This time, their roles could be reversed. 
 
    "Come with me and find out." I take her hand and smile. 
 
      
 
    Some of the entourage I brought to Arkaim with me remain in the castle. I'm surprised that many don't seem interested in witnessing Zeke's fate despite all he has done to this world. As such, only those whose lives were directly affected by him join us. Kamii, Daica, and Hestia stay behind, and out of Rolan's party, only he comes along. To my surprise, Svanhild wants to come along. 
 
    Thus, I'm left with Aurelia, Aratio, Kerry, Exia, Sidonia, Rolan, and Svanhild. Rewera guides everybody else inside the castle, where I'll meet with Ophalen and the other Dominion leaders later. Until then, they will await my return while getting a meal from Airiunne. Most of them haven't had anything to eat for the whole day. 
 
    We leave the castle and head north into the ruins of Arkaim. Exia leads the way, drawing from a combination of intuition and millennia-old memory to find the way to her intended destination. Eventually, we come upon a small square with rubble scattered all over. This is a neighborhood where the demons haven't done any cleanup yet, so it's as it was the day after the attack. 
 
    The cloud girl raises both her hands toward the center of the square. For a moment, there's only silence. Then the earth begins to rumble, and a grinding noise comes from below. But instead of where she points, several houses behind us collapse, and a gigantic drill emerges. It rises several meters out of the rubble and reveals itself to sit atop a cylindrical structure leading underground. 
 
    "Oops." Sticking out her tongue, Exia shrugs and shrinks down to a regular human's size along with her cloud. She moves toward the tube, and an automatic door opens on its side, revealing a perfectly clean elevator illuminated by soft white lamps. 
 
    I push Zeke forward, and we follow her inside. The door closes after Rolan steps in last, but it doesn't feel like we're moving, like in the elevator in Alexander's Death Moon. A moment later, the door opens again to reveal a dark tunnel lacking all illumination. 
 
    Exia floats forward on her cloud, and the lights flicker to life automatically. White walls like in a hospital extend at least a hundred meters forward before ending in a massive circular vault door. I guide Zeke along with a hand on his neck, and we walk down the tunnel. 
 
    As we approach the enormous door, it begins to open automatically as if recognizing its rightful owners' return even after so many millennia. The walls surrounding it are several meters thick and appear to be made of many layers of metal alloys. 
 
    "Is this the only entrance?" I turn back to look at the now-closed elevator. It's impossible to tell how deep this place is, but it might be directly underneath Arkaim castle. 
 
    "No, there are several others to make an escape possible in the worst-case scenario." Sidonia replies quietly. Even with Old Human technology and this sheer impenetrable design, it still has redundancies. These bunkers were built to ensure survival even if the entire planet's surface is scoured in nuclear fire. It's only natural for those living inside to be able to leave from other exits in case some are blocked or broken. 
 
    "But where he's going, there will be no escape." I may make it sound like a statement, but it's an implied question. Zeke glares at me when he hears those words, but I ignore him. 
 
    "Without my permission, he will not leave this Arkheim vault." Exia replies without turning around and floats over the threshold into the bunker, where she sets down her feet on the ground for the first time since I met her. 
 
    The lights in the facility flicker on automatically and reveal a massive circular shaft leading deeper into the earth. I can see similar vault doors across from our level, but those below appear to be smaller doorways leading down different corridors. It's a veritable underground city. 
 
    "How many people was this place supposed to house?" I inquire with a glance at Sidonia. During her centuries-long journeys across the world, she founds very few signs of Old Human activity after the cataclysm. According to her estimates, fewer than a hundred survived and emerged from the vaults over the millennia. 
 
    "Over a thousand in this one alone." Exia responds in Sidonia's place while walking toward an open elevator on the inside of the shaft. "But Arkheim was never used." 
 
    "The same is true for many other vaults around the world." Sidonia adds in a dejected tone. According to Nemesis, not many humans were alive by the end of the first war fought with the Reality Engine. But it would seem that there used to be at least enough to fill several of these vaults built for thousands of people before he caused the second war that killed most of old humanity. 
 
    "There are many more such places around the world?" Rolan asks while looking around in wonder. Then he blinks his eyes a few times and turns to Sidonia. "Are the Lost Tombs of Kongenssoevn also one of these?" 
 
    "Yes, the one in Kongenssoevn was damaged in the cataclysm and lost its structural integrity." The Lady of Brilliance replies in a melancholy tone. The new humanity that settled in Blereath discovered the destroyed vault and built their tombs inside it. Over time, the original structure was unrecognizable under the millennia of brickwork and dirt that was piled on. 
 
    "Vertex Mundia must have a vault, too." Aurelia comments in a mutter. 
 
    "Zeke chose that place precisely because it has one he could take shelter in, in case something happened." Exia explains with a disdainful look at her younger brother. "Most transportation network points have a vault underneath them." 
 
    We ride the elevator down the shaft, and I take in the sights. All the blast doors are open, revealing the various rooms they lead into. Communal spaces, dining halls, workshops, and corridors disappearing into the distance. I could imagine this place bustling with life even after the world above has been turned uninhabitable. The sleek design of everything makes the vault feel comfortable to live in rather than a place to hole up inside fearfully. 
 
    Throughout, Svanhild keeps her eyes on Zeke as if still unable to come to terms with the reality of the situation. The Lord of the Sky, the god that gave her immense powers and the title of a Chosen Knight, is a human from another age. And this Arkheim vault, which is so much like the interior of the Death Moon, is merely one of many more such constructs in this world that conceal the Old Humans' lie about their godhood. Her belief is all but shattered. 
 
    When we reach the lowermost floor the elevator can take us, I find that the shaft still continues downward. Below here is the dirty underbelly of this comfortable sanctuary. Since everything is automated, I assume that it's operated by machines capable of self-repair. 
 
    "We're not going down there." Exia calls out to me when I stand and stare into the darkness with my night vision to behold the pipe-filled bowels of this vault. "It's all machinery and storage tanks. Not a place for people." 
 
    I suppress the urge to reply that we shouldn't treat Zeke as people and glance at the blond boy beside me. He's strangely composed despite knowing what I have planned for him. I'd like it if he were to panic or struggle, but his silent dignity doesn't irk me. It shows that he can be more than an immature brat, even if his track record suggests otherwise. 
 
    Exia opens a double-layered blast door by inputting a code on its control panel. This is the first time anything had to be done manually since everything has responded to her presence automatically so far. It shows that this is a place of heightened security, only accessible to people with the proper authorization level. 
 
    Beyond is a long corridor lacking any features. It's perfectly smooth and relatively narrow, but I can tell that there's more to this place than meets the eye. The space is illuminated by light coming from the ceiling with no perceivable lamp fixtures. The whole structure seems to be made to allow perfect visibility. 
 
    When one stands in the right place, it looks like one single wall of white rather than a tunnel. Only when I strain my eyes can I make out a tiny dot at the center that might be the other end. Maybe it was built this way to create an optical illusion. 
 
    In this strange space seemingly removed from time itself, we walk for a long time with only the sound of our feet hitting the ground accompanying us. I can't imagine that the Old Humans in their heyday would have walked this path. The only reason Exia and Sidonia aren't flying is that they want to take in the remnants of their lost civilization for the little time they'll be here. 
 
    Aratio clings to my shoulders and lets me pull her along as if she were a kite in the breeze. Her breath tickles my neck, but I can hear her sniffling. She's staying on my right side to avoid having to look at her useless father, who turned out to be a child in disguise. Once this is over, I'll have to spend some time helping her sort her emotions. And maybe have her help me sort mine. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like an hour of walking, we reach a vault door similar to those leading aboveground. When I look back, the exit is no longer visible even though we've been going in a straight line. Exia works on a control panel where she has to scan her retinas and handprint, as well as input a long password. Finally, the door opens to a relatively small hall. The walls are as smooth as the tunnel outside and are completely white. 
 
    "This room is armored and shielded from the outside world. Even if the planet were to be shattered, this place would stay unharmed." Exia explains as we step inside. Then she turns around and looks up at me. "Nothing will break in or out of this place, no matter what happens." 
 
    "I assume there's more to this room." I look around the empty space, searching for any signs of hidden mechanisms. It's about twenty meters cubed, but there are no seams on the walls. 
 
    "It's modular." Exia walks up to the wall next to the vault door and touches it. With seemingly nothing but a thought, the space inside the room grows smaller as parts of the walls begin to move inward. Once they stop, doors open to reveal what appear to be rooms in a regular house. 
 
    "It looks like a nice place." I scoff. This was clearly intended as a final refuge for the few powerful in charge of the Arkheim vault in case it was breached. Exia told me it could be repurposed as a prison for Zeke, but it wouldn't feel like a punishment then. 
 
    "It's what we have." The cloud girl shrugs and states with a wry smile. "I mean, you could throw him in a demon prison if you wanted to. He won't be using the Reality Engine as long as Sidonia prevents him from it." 
 
    "No, this is fine. Just remove all forms of entertainment. We want him to have time to think about all that he has done." With these words, I turn to Zeke. He doesn't show his thoughts about his situation, but that's only because he doesn't know the true extent of his punishment. He must be thinking that I'll lock him up here for a while and have him reflect on his actions before letting him out again, as bad parents would do for disobedient children. 
 
    But I won't treat Zeke like a child, even if he looks like one. I put a hand on his shoulder and push him forward, causing him to stumble a few steps into the room. He then turns around with a resentful glare at me. 
 
    "Is that all?" Aurelia asks with an expression of incredulity. 
 
    "You know best what it is like to be left to your thoughts." I turn to the Golden Queen and give her a reassuring smile. At my words, she only lowers her gaze thoughtfully. She spent centuries in the bowels of Castra Legionis in self-imposed exile. Even then, she had Kiamedras and the occasional challenger to take her mind off her past. 
 
    "So be it. As I said, you are more magnanimous than I am, Chaos." Aurelia resigns herself and gives her ancestor one last look before turning away. 
 
    "I will be out in no time." The powerless blond boy declares with a self-assured expression. "Alexander will come soon." 
 
    "I'm counting on it." I respond in a cold tone, and he narrows his eyes. 
 
    Rolan must have many questions, perhaps even accusations, to direct at Zeke. But at this point, he can't voice any of them anymore. I can tell that all the Chosen Hero feels for the lonely Old Human is pity. Before he loses his resolve, Rolan leaves the prison room and follows Aurelia. 
 
    Svanhild is unable to watch Zeke's unsightly behavior any longer and turns away with her face distorted in disbelief and anguish. At this point, her image of the Lord of the Sky has been erased. He has been reduced to a selfish child unworthy of the respect the illusion of his divinity commanded. 
 
    "If only you had listened to me, Zeke." Sidonia says in a regret-filled tone. She turns away as if unable to stand looking at him any longer. 
 
    Exia appears to be thinking of what to say. She's here, helping me, little more than a stranger, lock away her very own brother. From her expression, I can tell that she isn't having second thoughts, at least. But it's clear that she has some things she wants to speak to Zeke about before they separate again for a very long time. 
 
    "Let's go, senpai." But to my surprise, she turns away without a word and addresses me instead. Zeke remains alone in the repurposed prison space, maintaining his stoic dignity despite the complete isolation he will be subjected to from this point forward. 
 
    "Wait, daughter!" But as I turn around and leave, his façade finally cracks. He finally pays attention to Aratio, who hung onto me all this time without saying a word. "Are you fine with this?" 
 
    The God of Whirlwinds flinches at her father calling out to her. Her arms around my shoulders quiver in a combination of fear and anger, but she only presses her eyes shut. She doesn't want to turn around and face Zeke, so I do it in her stead. 
 
    "Do you even know her name?" I ask, causing Zeke to flap his mouth open and closed. I can't even muster a sense of disappointment at this and sniff in disdain. "Thought so." 
 
    "Damn you. I will remember this." He declares while pointing at me. "When I get out of here, I will-" 
 
    "One question, Zeke." Ignoring his words for the empty threats of a powerless person that they are, I interrupt him. 
 
    "What?" Despite everything, he answers me. 
 
    "Did you love her?" I ask without giving a name. His eyes widen at this question, and his demeanor shifts completely. Gone is the haughty attitude of somebody believing himself to be a god and the desperation upon realizing the inevitability of his imprisonment. 
 
    "Yes." He looks up and responds without hesitation or any hint of falsehood in his gaze. Wordlessly, I turn away from him and gently caress Aratio's tear-stained cheek as she throws herself into my embrace. 
 
    There's only silence between all of us for the longest time. None of my companions break the moment until the vault door finally closes. As the sounds of locks moving into place echo through the long corridor, I close my eyes and take a deep breath before walking forward with the others. 
 
      
 
    When I return to the castle, I'm greeted by the Maid Corps. The demon maids line up in the entrance hall to welcome me, with Rewera leading by example. It feels like an official homecoming, but I will return to Erbilan shortly. 
 
    Rewera informs me that she has gathered the Dominion high command in the central meeting hall and leads the way. Those who didn't come to watch Zeke's ultimate fate wait on the second floor and join us silently as we walk through the corridors toward our destination. 
 
    The entire Maid Corps follows us, and it almost feels like a ceremonial procession. I smile to myself when I hear at least one maid sniffling behind me. To them, this must be an incredible moment they have been waiting for since my mother's death. Arkaim will be rebuilt, and the Dominion's heir has returned to the castle. 
 
    We pass by the throne room with its double-winged doors open, and I stop in my tracks, causing Kamii to nearly run into me from behind. I stare into the massive hall, at the end of which stands the Dominion throne on an elevated platform. 
 
    I then glance at my sizable entourage. Rewera turns around and waits for my next move, expressionless and silent like the perfect professional maid leader that she is. But underneath her aloof attitude, I can tell that she's encouraging me. 
 
    I enter the throne room and walk down the center with measured steps. Hurried but hushed footsteps behind me signal that the Maid Corps is pouring in to witness this moment. 
 
    The path to the throne platform feels longer than I remember. The last time I was here, it was to expose Mithra for the spy I thought he was. Back then, I stood next to my mother's while the entire Maid Corps was lined up left and right of the carpeted path from the door as they are doing now. 
 
    Finally, I reach the bottom of the platform and stop to look up. My mind fills the empty seat with my mother's figure, who raises a hand to beckon me to approach her. She gives me a proud smile, and I swallow my emotions to place a foot on the first step. Upon doing so, the vision fades, and I begin my slow and deliberate ascent. 
 
    When I reach the top, I look down at the black cushion on the naked marble. I let my fingers glide over the smooth armrest while rounding the backrest, over which is draped the Dominion's flag, the black sun on a red field. 
 
    Senka is sitting behind the throne as if it's a matter of course. Her lifeless form makes me think she has run out of energy, but she cranks up her neck with a creaking sound to look at me. With a genuinely warm smile, she nods and closes her eyes in silent approval. I take a deep breath and finish rounding the throne to peer across the witnesses gathered in the hall before me. 
 
    "Mother, watch over me." I mutter to myself before sitting down on the throne. As I place my hands on the armrests, Rewera takes a knee, and the Maid Corps follow her example. To my surprise, my beloved girls do the same, and even Rolan and his party express their respect toward my royal authority. 
 
    Svanhild remains standing among them, then realizes the situation and drops to her knee as well. Although she doesn't necessarily consider me her queen, she can't help but be pulled along by the circumstances. As I thought, despite all her grandstanding, she's a pushover at heart. 
 
    Only the Old Humans and Korenga standing at the door don't follow the customs. Yet, their approving smiles show that I have their blessing. Among them is Aratio, watching the proceeding in a rare moment of calmness with her feet on the floor. 
 
    Suddenly, Tahiri's floating phantom appears behind the God of Whirlwinds and puts her arms around her daughter. She looks up and smiles at me, and I stare back for the longest time, not wanting her to disappear. But I understand that the time must come, and I close my eyes. Taking a deep breath before opening them again, I find that the God of the Sky is gone. 
 
    "I will never forget you, my love." I whisper and lean back on the throne. As if perceiving that as my signal to show that I'm ready, Rewera raises her voice. 
 
    "Long live Queen Chaos!" She declares in a firm and decisive tone that echoes through the hall. I peer across the faces of the gathered with a swell of pride as they repeat after the maid leader. 
 
    "Long live Queen Chaos!"

  

 
   
    Zeke Epilogue - Punishment Of A Lifetime 
 
      
 
      
 
    He had suffered a humiliating defeat. It wasn't because he miscalculated or made any mistakes; his own sister had betrayed him, and Sidonia sealed his powers with her pointless fantasy of eternal peace. Still, as long as the lesser beings of this world believed in the Lord of the Sky, he would remain immortal. 
 
    However, instead of attempting to kill him, the creature threw him into a prison in the Arkheim vault. It wanted him to reflect on his actions for a long time, perhaps even for eternity. He complied with the dignity of a higher being; there was no point in struggling in an unsightly manner. After all, as long as he was alive, he could return to his former glory. 
 
    While he would never rely on others, he knew that Alexander was still out there. Surely, he would come and free him. Even if that were not to happen, Sidonia would let down her guard eventually. He would wait and bide his infinite time for the day she forgot about him and no longer sealed his powers. 
 
    He would rise again. 
 
      
 
    When one lived for millennia, time held a different meaning. He could close his eyes and meditate while months and even years passed him by unnoticed. With no means of knowing time inside his perfect prison, all he had was his skewed sense of it. 
 
    Despite Sidonia's fantasy, he was still immortal. Without the need for food, water, or even sleep, all he spent his infinite time on were his thoughts. He imagined all the things he would do once he got out of this cell. He imagined a world where he reigned supreme once more. He imagined. 
 
    Only that his imaginations never turned into reality. It meant that at least Sidonia had not forgotten about him in all this unknowable time. He was frustrated about how easily he was foiled by her lesser imagination but found solace in the fact that she would not live a happy life herself. If she wanted to keep him locked up in here for all eternity, she would have to spend the rest of that eternity awake and vigilant. She would have to think about him forever. That was a worse prison than he lived in now - a prison of the mind. 
 
      
 
    One day, the sound of the vault door unlocking echoed through the silent prison cell. 
 
    He was reluctant to hope that it was Alexander, as it could just as well be the creature that learned how to kill him despite his immortality. But no matter how long he waited, the door remained slightly ajar as if the motor moving it had broken down. Nobody entered, nobody called out to him. He was still alone. 
 
    Gingerly, he squeezed through the tiny opening since the heavy vault door was impossible for him to push open any further. Beyond, the seemingly endless tunnel was sparsely illuminated. The lights were flickering, giving it an eerie atmosphere. 
 
    Had so many millennia passed that even Arkheim's impeccable self-maintenance had fallen prey to the jaws of time? He walked down the corridor and reached the blast doors unhindered. The electronic system operating them no longer functioned, and he could push them open even with his little physical strength. 
 
    The central shaft was mostly dark, and although the floors and structures were not dilapidated, the lamps here were acting up as well. It was clear that the energy systems had failed, allowing him to escape. Sidonia may not have forgotten to keep his powers sealed, but his sister forgot to check up on the prison's state itself. 
 
    He was finally free. 
 
      
 
    When he emerged from the underground to see the blue sky for the first time in an eternity, he breathed in the fresh air as if it was sustenance for his soul. He liked to keep up a strong façade, but being held in isolation with nothing to take his mind off itself did take its toll on his psyche. Still, he had not lost his ambition to reclaim his place in this world. 
 
    Now, if only Sidonia would forget about him. 
 
    Behind him lay Arkaim, the capital of the Dominion. The fact that it still stood did not bode well for the Alliance, but he knew that his sister and Sidonia would never allow new humanity to be eradicated by the demons. It meant that he could return to his former glory and take control over the lesser beings once more. 
 
    All he had to do was gain access to his sanctum, but for that, he needed to reach Vertex Mundia. 
 
      
 
    It took him many days to reach a small settlement since he had to travel by foot. Even though he looked like a human child, not one demon cared about his presence so deep in the Dominion. 
 
    It did not take him long to learn that he had been isolated from the world for far shorter than he had thought. He wondered about the pitiful state the Arkheim vault had fallen into, but perhaps opening it to the outside air had accelerated its decay. 
 
    He soon found a traveling merchant who was willing to take him some ways toward his destination, Pontis Daemonis. There he would find a ship to carry him to the Empire of Terminus. Once he left these demon-infested lands, he would be safe from any pursuers. 
 
    Still, his anger simmered deep within his soul at the state he had been reduced to. Being forced to hitchhike a distance he could have covered in the blink of an eye if only he had his powers was incredibly humiliating. Still, he bottled up all of that inside himself to not give away his identity. 
 
    Now that he was free, revenge would be his eventually. All he needed was a little bit of patience. 
 
      
 
    Humans and demons lived side by side peacefully in the former seaside fortress Pontis Daemonis, which had been renamed to Pontis Culturis, Bridge Between Cultures. Clearly, this was not a recent change, and this peaceful arrangement had been going on for some time. No matter where he looked, he found no signs of racial tension in the city that had expanded beyond its walls long ago and turned into a trading port. 
 
    Plenty of merchant ships were moored in the harbor. He had to degrade himself and hide inside a barrel to become a stowaway on a vessel heading for the empire. Since he required neither food nor sleep, he would surely not be discovered, but it was an uncomfortable and humiliating experience. 
 
    Still, he found a silver lining in the memory of a story he had heard from his sister in passing a long time ago. It mentioned an emperor in a barrel, smuggling himself into his homeland to reclaim his throne. 
 
    In reality, the emperor in the barrel had already been dead and pickled to stop his decay. And rather than his homeland, he wanted to be buried in a city that was not his at all. The deceased emperor's followers ultimately failed to complete his final request, too. 
 
    If only he had known the true story, he would not have made this mental connection. 
 
      
 
    The Eternal Palace of Vertex Mundia had disappeared in his absence. The symbol of his rule, a monument to his greatness, and the landing pad from which he could call his sanctum was gone without a trace. In its place was an extensive park open to the public. The citizens were going about their business as if the titanic building that once towered over the massive metropole, impossible to construct with their primitive knowledge of architecture and technology, had never existed in the first place. 
 
    He finally gathered his thoughts and asked some passersby what had happened. According to the history books, the Guardian of the Soil had come here and plucked the marble-covered building out of the ground as if it were a giant tooth a long time ago. She had called it the symbol of the false gods' decay. 
 
    The fact that these lesser beings agreed with his sister's assessment caused his world to come crashing down. Alexander must have died or abandoned this world entirely if he let things get to this point. He was truly alone now, and the last lifeline to his former power had disappeared, too. 
 
    He lashed out in rage, pointing at the humans and accusing them of blasphemy. They were faithless pets that deserved death for forgetting the bounty that the Lord of the Sky had brought them - that he had brought them. 
 
    He did not see the fist until it connected with his cheek. This was the first time anybody had ever hit him with a physical attack. But even more shocking than the fact that the man had dared to punch him or that he was insulted for invoking the title of that false god - the root of all evil - was the pain he felt. It pulsated across his face and caused tears to shoot up into his eyes. 
 
    The new humans had truly forsaken their belief in him. As such, he was no longer immortal. 
 
    As if that realization flipped a switch, he started to feel hunger for the first time since he could remember. He had seen that magic still existed in this world, so Sidonia or his sister may have somehow disconnected him from the Reality Engine entirely. 
 
    From that moment on, he was an average human who could be wounded and even killed. He was no longer impervious to starvation or disease, and he had to sleep. His time, which had stopped when his father put him into stasis to escape Nemesis, had started to move once again. 
 
      
 
    His life went downhill from there. 
 
    He quickly learned that without power, money, or any authority to his name, he could not survive in this harsh world. In his desperation, he banded together with a group of orphans in Vertex Mundia, led by a man who controlled them from the shadows. He aimed to take over this man's position and claw his way back up to glory by any means necessary. But as somebody who never needed to work before, he grew impatient quickly and experienced many setbacks. 
 
    Finally, he was made fully aware of the cruelty of life when that man sold him to a deviant noble. There, he experienced hell. 
 
    Running away from the capital was his only path to survival. With only the clothes on his body and a pair of oversized boots stolen from a servant, he ran as far as his constitution would take him. Away from the top of the world, where he used to stand and look down at new humanity. Away from these lesser beings he had considered nothing more than pets, who could now squeeze the life out of him with a single hand around his slender neck. 
 
    His feet took him into the wilderness, into freedom. But it would not be the end of his hardships; in fact, it was only the beginning. 
 
      
 
    Wild beasts, hunger, cold winter nights, and sickness drove him back to humanity. He stumbled into a small village with barely three hundred inhabitants, but nobody would take in a dirty and diseased orphan child. 
 
    However, that was when he saw her. Golden hair, pale blue eyes, spotless skin, and an angelic face that could bring peace to one's very soul. There was no room for questioning this strange turn of events in his mind. All he could think of was to call out to her, but he collapsed into unconsciousness before he could do so. 
 
      
 
    The next time he woke up, he felt much better. His pounding headache, the aching in his limbs, the pain in his throat, and all the other ailments that befell him during his life in the wilderness were gone like a fleeting memory. He lay in a warm bed with fresh sheets, in a small room of a wooden hut with a fireplace stoked by his savior. 
 
    "Sidonia..." He muttered, his voice sounding hoarse. 
 
    The Lady of Brilliance turned around, her open eyes looking at him with nothing but gentleness. Gone was the blinding light that shone from them, and back were her pale-blue eyes. The last time he had seen them had been when she had left for exile. Back then, she had vowed not to open them again until she brought peace to the world. Peace from his crimes against new humanity and demonkind. 
 
    Certainly, that appeared to have come to pass. 
 
    "How are you feeling?" She asked with her bell-like voice. But something seemed different about her from when he had last seen her. The memory of their last meeting, when she turned away from him as he was put in the prison in Arkheim, slowly floated back to the surface of his mind like a bubble in a swamp. 
 
    "You can heal me with a thought, so why do you need to ask?" He responded in an angry tone. She was the very reason that he had lost his powers, so all he felt toward her was enmity even when she had saved him. 
 
    "No, I cannot. Not anymore." The resigned tone she said this in caused him to turn his head on the pillow and stare at her in surprise. 
 
    "What do you mean?" His confusion soon turned to realization when the implication of Sidonia silently shaking her head settled into his consciousness. "What happened?" 
 
    "You need some more rest." With this weak attempt at changing the topic, she made the answer sufficiently clear. And that was when it dawned on him that the naïve and immature Sidonia he knew was no more; she had grown up - grown older. 
 
    The same had happened to him before he had realized; their stopped clocks must have restarted around the same time. They were both mortal now, and their lives in this world were limited by the short time an average human had. 
 
      
 
    Due to his weak constitution, he stayed in Sidonia's hut for a while longer. Every day, he witnessed more situations that drove home the fact that they had lost everything. She had to start fires by hand, cook food on her own, clean herself regularly, and all the other physical activities humans were forced to do, but which they had been exempt from because of their access to the Reality Engine. 
 
    Something in him broke when he saw her coughing from a developing cold during dinner. The girl who had been the paragon of health, whose gift to the world was healing magic, had been reduced to such a sorrowful state. It hurt him to see her like this. 
 
    He knew that everything was over, but he could not accept it. 
 
    "Why did you let that creature do this to you. To us! To me!" He raised his voice for the first time since coming here and accused her. 
 
    "So that we could finally have peace." Her expression was gentle, not at all perturbed by his childish outburst. Even when she lost all her powers, she was still a saint. 
 
    "Is that all? For something as boring as that?" He slammed his hands on the table and jumped up, causing his wooden chair to topple with a loud noise. "Could you not have talked to me about this first? Why did you betray me?" 
 
    "But I did. I talked to you, but you would not listen." With a weak smile filled with regret and resignation, Sidonia replied with the harsh truth. Then she covered her mouth and unsuccessfully tried to suppress another cough. 
 
    "Damn it all!" He could not bear to see her like this, so he ran out of the hut without as much as looking back. 
 
    He had no destination in mind, no other place to go. But he had to leave Sidonia behind, or the feeling of powerlessness would consume his sanity. Ignoring her voice calling out to him until it faded away in the distance, he continued to run away until the human limitations of his breath forced him to stop. 
 
    But it was still not far enough from everything he knew, so he continued to walk - away from it all. 
 
      
 
    Forced to return to a life of vagrancy and begging in the streets, the former Lord of the Sky was reduced to the lowest among those he had always considered lesser beings. His glorious life as the most powerful of his kind was but a fleeting memory at this point. 
 
    However, the vestiges of his fading self-esteem still held onto his shining past like a flickering flame in a storm. One small fragment in his soul maintained the hope that everything would return to the way it used to be. He waited for some miracle or even the pity of that creature that was doubtlessly out there, watching his struggles in glee. 
 
    If he did not, his mind would truly break. It was just a feeling, but he knew it to be true. After all, what was he without his past? 
 
      
 
    Many years had passed. 
 
    He had grown into an adult and beyond. His previously blond hair had not reflected the sunlight for a long time now. An unkempt beard covered his face, and his skin was darkened by exposure to the sun. His right leg had been broken when he had fallen off a cliff many years ago. Without any means to see a doctor, he had been left with a limp. 
 
    Yet, he still walked the countryside, taking more steps in days than he had needed to in millennia, even while he had to rely on a makeshift crutch. The perpetual pain from the poorly healed fracture had already become a background feeling, and it bothered him less than the constant hunger gnawing at his gut. 
 
    People had taken pity on his appearance and given him a few coins in the small town he last passed through. But every merchant had shooed him away, so he had to walk to the next settlement in hopes of finding somebody willing to sell him food. 
 
    Two peasants traveled down the road, talking loudly about meaningless things. Too often had he been bumped into or outright beaten for acting above his status, so he instinctively lowered his head to appear insignificant. This way, they would ignore his presence and pass by him without causing trouble. 
 
    But at that moment, something inside him finally snapped. Compared to the comfortable millennia spent as the Lord of the Sky, his new life of suffering should have passed in but the blink of an eye. However, the frustration, anger, and hatred of a human lifetime burst out when he became painfully conscious of the pathetic being he had become. 
 
    "I am a god!" He shouted in a raspy voice and raised his fist and crutch at the two men, who recoiled in surprise. "You should be the ones to lower yourselves before me!" 
 
    "Ignore him. He's that crazy old homeless wandering around these parts who's always mumbling to himself." One of the two remarked with a pitying glance at him while pulling his companion along. 
 
    "Damn you lesser creatures!" But that only fanned the flames of his rage. Rage at the creature named Chaos, who had already forgotten him. At his sister, Exia, for betraying him. At Sidonia for taking away his powers. At Alexander for abandoning him. At the world for subjecting him to such an unfair fate. 
 
    He swung his crutch at the men, hitting one over the head. Raising his makeshift weapon to strike again, he was stopped by a stinging pain in his chest. Looking down at himself, he noticed a new hole in his dirty rags and a stain of bright red blood spreading from it. 
 
    Raising his head, he saw the peasant before him staring into his eyes with a frightened expression, a bloodied knife in his shaking hand. The man stumbled back and exchanged a look of horror with his companion. 
 
    "He attacked me! It was self-defense!" He pleaded desperately with his friend. 
 
    "I know. Let's go." The other replied quickly and pulled him along to walk away from this situation. 
 
    He had experienced several stabbings in his time, but he knew this one was different. As the pain strangely subsided and numbness spread throughout his body, he understood that this was not something he could walk off. Collapsing to the ground without even breaking his fall, all sensation grew distant, and his vision blurred. 
 
    This was the end. This was how he would die. The Lord of the Sky, reduced to a vagrant and stabbed to death by a nobody on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere. He wanted to laugh, but his breath only produced a blood-filled cough. 
 
    He suddenly remembered Sidonia in her tiny hut. Despite everything that had happened between them, she had saved his life. Yet, he had slapped away her hand extended in selfless kindness. Now he paid the price for having thrown away the last chance at redemption this world had given him: The simple but peaceful life that she had offered him all those years ago in her modest but warm home in the woods. 
 
    However, in his final moment, he recalled a different memory. A village girl in a faraway land who had stared at his descent from the sky with longing rather than fear and blind reverence. He had given her the spark of imagination, and she had risen to see the world from his point of view. 
 
    She had been the mother of the only children he had fathered out of love in this world. She had become the only person he had ever loved as much as he loved himself. At one time, perhaps even more than that. She had filled this world of lesser beings with meaning. 
 
    Tahiri. 
 
    A tear appeared in the corner of his eye when he felt regret overcome him at how he had treated those who had genuinely cared for him. Regret at his own pettiness and fragile ego. 
 
    The tear rolled down his face and dropped into the dirt as the grip of oblivion dragged him under, and his world faded into darkness. 
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    Long live Queen Chaos... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I cannot stress my love for Peperon enough. His art brings atmosphere and action into my vision. I'm sure that the final cover will blow everything so far out of the water, though. Look forward to it! 
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    This list is incomplete; you can help by expanding it. 
 
      
 
    Last but not least, this is to all the readers who have been here from the beginning of the web novel and those who started with the books. Please continue to support Chaos in her conclusion in the next volume! 
 
      
 
    Volume 8 will be the final volume. Look forward to it in mid to late 2022! 
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