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Chapter 1: Hunters in the Night

Three figures stood perched atop an archway, looking down at their goal. Even if someone were to look up, they would never see them. It was a new moon, and thick storm clouds blocked the stars, leaving little light.

Their target was Caprea city hall. In addition to being the political centre of the city, it was also the home of several magical artifacts controlled by the mayor.

Lorcan, the eldest of the group, sniffed the air. His silver hair was matted against his head by the rain, but he seemed unbothered by the cold weather despite his light clothing. “13 guards, 2 on each entrance, with 5 more inside.”

At his side, a short black-haired woman smirked. She had nails reminiscent of an animal’s claws, and sharp eyes. “We can take them.”

The final member was a large man, with a calm demeanour called Remus. “We should avoid fighting if we can. All that matters is the Stone.”

“Exactly, they don’t matter. Whether or not a few random humans survive is of no consequence.” Selene grinned disturbingly.

“If we start killing them left and right, they’ll call in reinforcements. It’s best to do this with stealth,” Remus said, looking at the eldest member for confirmation.

Lorcan closed his eyes, breathing slowly. “They’ve covered every entrance. Sneaking past them will be impossible.” Selene grinned, her claw-like nails seeming to glisten in the moonlight. Lorcan raised a calming hand. “We need a diversion. We need to appear to be a big enough threat that they call on the other guards, but not so big they bring in extra men from elsewhere.”

Remus nodded, calmly accepting the plan. “I’ll be the bait.”

“No,” Lorcan said, grabbing his shoulder before he could move. “You sneak in. Selene and I will draw their attention.”

“Why?”

Lorcan stared at his subordinate dryly. “You still cannot control your transformation. In a protracted battle, you would be a liability.”

Remus’s expression fell. Selene laughed cruelly at his look of disappointment. “I can still fight.”

Lorcan shook his head, releasing his shoulder. “This job is important. Just because you are not fighting does not mean your contribution is insignificant. Now, head to the South side entrance. We will attack from the north. Do not enter until the guards have left.”

Remus wanted to argue more, but he knew it would be pointless. Donning his Balaklava, he darted from rooftop to rooftop to get into position.

He observed the guards at the south entrance lazily. This passageway was used infrequently, and was smaller than the others, so the guards didn’t seem to be taking their jobs particularly seriously. Their main concern seemed to be ensuring the rain wouldn’t ruin their card game. They had lit torches for light; the shelter keeping the rain off of them.

Remus watched them unimpressed, waiting as the minutes ticked by. It wasn’t long before they received a call on their Sending Stones. The howling wind meant that even Remus’s sensitive ears couldn’t pick up what was being said, but whatever it was, the guards grabbed their equipment and headed inside in a hurry.

Slinking down, Remus tried the door. It was locked, but that wasn’t a problem. Taking out his lock-picking kit, he made short work of the door, then slipped inside.

The halls of the town hall were poorly lit by dusty illumination stones, making for an unwelcoming and eerie feeling. Remus ignored his instinct to leave, focusing on the task at hand.

Lorcan had shown him the layout of the complex multiple times. Even though he had never been inside before, finding his way to the stairs was easy. He moved slowly, sticking to the shadows in case he ran into any more guards.

He didn’t. Lorcan’s plan was working a treat, letting him traverse the building freely. He soon reached his goal.

Caprea guarded its valuables well, storing them inside a large vault at nightfall to prevent any potential mishaps. Only the mayor and deputy mayor had the key to open the vault. Remus may be a decent lock pick, but that didn’t mean he could best such a well-made lock.

Approaching it, he studied the vault’s large door, searching for any sign of weakness. It was made of thick, tough metal. Fat load of good that’ll do.

Remus took a yellow crystal that seemed to have fire burning inside of it out of his backpack. He held it against the door, briefly pulsing magic into it. Remus didn’t consider himself a great mage, but using an item like this was trivial. The crystal glowed, then started melting through the door.

“Hey, what are you doing there?” Remus turned, finding an angry man holding a spear advancing in his direction.

Well, I tried. Remus raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. The guard relaxed slightly, but didn’t lower his weapon or stop his advance.

“Take off your backpack. Slowly. And keep your hands where I can see them.” Remus nodded, mutely doing as he was asked, holding out the backpack before him. “Drop it.”

Remus dropped the backpack. For a second, the guard’s attention shifted to watch it fall. That was all he needed. Grabbing the spear, he jabbed the guard in the gut with the shaft before ripping it out of his hands. The guard tried to call for help, but Remus knocked him out with a hard punch to the face before he could.

“Why couldn’t you just go with the others?” Remus complained, looking at the injured man shaking his head. His disappointment was short-lived, however. He returned his focus to the vault, which his crystal had melted its way through.

Reaching inside, he felt around for the release. Finding it, he unlocked the door. The door was heavy. It would normally take three men to open it, but with a grunt of effort, Remus pulled it open.

Inside there were all manner of treasures, gold and jewels, magic items and historic artifacts, but he ignored almost all of them.

There was only one thing he wanted.


Chapter 2: Home

Solon walked through the doors of the guild with a big sigh. It was time for another day of being a mage at Rising Phoenix.

When Solon joined Rising Phoenix, the local adventurers’ guild, he thought it would be great. He would rise through the ranks, take challenging jobs, and become a rich, powerful mage.

Unfortunately, the reality was less glamorous. As a solo mage of the lowest rank, he could only take rank E missions. Rank-E missions were jobs that could be solved by almost anyone. Solon rarely even needed to use his magic.

Looking at the board, he scanned the job postings, hoping for something remotely interesting.

Fix a fence. Find a missing cat. Construction work. No way in hell am I doing that again. Solon shook his head. He couldn’t do this again. His rank would increase if he completed enough missions, but that would take far too long.

He had completed 30 so far in as many days, not because he desperately wanted to advance through the ranks, but because they all paid so little he had to work every day. The first opportunity to advance as a solo adventurer was at 100 completed E-Rank missions. Although even that was at the guild master’s discretion. If he didn’t impress him, he’d get no promotion.

No one’s ever impressed by E-Ranks. Solon scanned the room, hoping to see new faces. Unfortunately, there were none. Members within a guild often formed teams, allowing them to take missions of a higher rank.

These teams were very hard to break into as a new guy. No one wanted to risk getting a dud. Solon had applied to 4 different teams since he joined the guild, and only 1 even bothered to interview with him. Even that was just a courtesy, as the team clearly had too many members already.

The sound of the front door slamming open drew Solon’s attention.

A blonde woman walked in, dragging an animal carcass in a sack. She cut an imposing figure, wearing damaged heavy armour and a sword at her hip. Clearly, she had been in a fight.

She was a Nekomi, or to use the slang term, a cat girl. Her ears poked out the top of her blonde hair, twitching slightly as she walked. Who is she?

Despite going to the guild daily, Solon hadn’t seen her. She approached the desk, speaking briefly with the receptionist before dropping off the monster. After that, she joined Solon at the notice board, scanning it coldly.

Solon felt a brief pang of nervousness at speaking to such an attractive girl, but he wasn’t about to let that make him miss this opportunity. “Hey, I’m Solon. I’ve not seen you around here before?”

“You may call me Mina. I am a Defender by trade,” she said formally. She bowed rigidly, Solon copying the gesture.

“So, Mina, are you currently a part of an adventuring team?”

Mina smiled formally. “Regrettably, my endeavours in that area have proved … less than prosperous.”

“Great!” Mina tilted her head in confusion. “I mean, it's not great that you can’t find a team. But if you’re interested, I’d love to work with you. I’ve found a good first mission for us. There’s a Fireape causing trouble. It’s only D-Rank, but the reward is high, even split 2 ways.”

“I was planning to take a respite. My last mission was rather taxing,” Mina said. Despite her words, she did scan the posting. “Perhaps tomorrow.”

“No can do. The job’s deadline is at the end of the day. We need to kill it today or the reward will go down.” This wasn’t strictly true. Usually, job postings that hit a deadline get renewed with the same reward. They only got taken down if the poster lost interest or the problem somehow resolved itself. Seeing she was faltering, Solon grabbed her hand. “Come on, let’s go register our first mission together.”

“So forceful,” Mina said softly, letting him drag her. Solon ignored her complaint. She didn’t pull her hand free, so she couldn’t be that bothered.

The secretary, Gwen, smiled at them. She was a short platinum blonde with a large chest who liked to wear loose airy dresses. Today’s dress had a purple and pink flowery pattern. “Hiya, Solon, here to register for another job?”

“You betcha, we’re taking this one.” Solon slammed the paper down. Gwen paused, not picking up the paper.

“Um, are you sure?” She asked, looking at Solon pointedly. Solon spoke before Mina could back out.

“Of course we are!” Gwen didn’t look convinced. Solon was a little disappointed by her apparent lack of faith in his abilities. He knew he was only the new guy, but they had spoken a couple times and she always seemed nice. Apparently, he wasn’t as impressive as he thought.

“I’m just saying. This team up might seem like a good idea but-”

“We appreciate your concern. But we’ve already made up our minds. Now, we’re on a time crunch, so please sort it out asap.” Gwen rolled her eyes, giving Solon a flat look.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” She took the job, wandering into the back to process it. This left Solon with Mina, who was fidgeting awkwardly.

Great, now she thinks I’m a loser. Thanks, Gwen. Solon sighed softly, looking down at his temporary teammate. “Don’t worry. This mission will be easy. Fireapes are easy. The only reason the reward is so high is that it’s been destroying the crops of some local farmers. It’s easy money.” Stop saying easy.

“Hideous beast. Destroying the livelihoods of the defenceless, it’s our duty as adventures to stand in its way. Even if we cannot succeed in this mission, it is our duty to attempt it.”

Solon nodded along, smiling supportively. He was about to say something else when Gwen returned. She handed Solon a copy of the mission details. “Okay, you’re all set. I just need to know the team leader and name.”

“I’ll be the leader,” Solon said without missing a beat.

“It’ll be me, naturally,” Mina said, resting a hand on her armoured chest. When they realised what the other had said, the two looked at each other warily.

Gwen smiled awkwardly. “Um, it really doesn’t matter who. I just need a name for our files.”

“I guess since it’s just temporary, we can always change it later…” Solon said. Mina was unmoved.

“I have been an adventurer for over a year,” she said. “You’re a new member. It’s natural that I take the leadership position.”

“Actually, I was in a guild before this, and I trained under an independent mage for years before that,” Solon said, smirking. Mina’s eye twitched, irritated at losing by her own criteria.

“That may be the case, but I have more leadership experience.” Solon waited, but she didn’t elaborate.

This is getting us nowhere. Solon pulled a coin out of his pocket. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’ll flip this coin, you call it in the air. Winner gets to be the leader.”

Mina crossed her arms, grunting, but nodded her acceptance. “Very well.” Solon flipped the coin. “Crowns.”

Catching it, Solon glanced at it, then flipped it into his other hand. “Swords. I win.”

Mina glared at him. “You flipped it.”

“Yes. That’s what I said,” Solon said, grinning at her irritation.

“You wouldn’t have flipped if you had lost. I demand another turn.”

“No.” One single word, yet somehow Mina looked so taken aback.

“Ahem, a queue is forming,” Gwen said, gesturing to the line of angry adventures behind them.

“Tell you what, I lead this mission and then you can lead the next one,” Solon said. Turning, he bowed to the annoyed adventurers. “Sorry for taking so long. We’ll be done soon. Won’t we, Mina?” Under pressure to settle, Mina nodded.

“Very well.”

“Great, for our team name, put Team Shining Steel.”

Mina opened her mouth to say something, then seeing the irate crowd, thought better of it. “That is acceptable.”


Chapter 3: Fireape

They set off immediately, both already having provisions prepared. Considering she was planning to rest, Solon was a little surprised Mina already had what she needed, but then again, it was only a single day mission. Not much was needed.

The Fireape had been attacking a farm at the edge of the city, using the nearby forest as its home. It was a long walk. At first, they travelled in silence. Solon was never the type to suffer awkward silence and quickly started searching for topics of conversation. Unfortunately, outside of the city, there wasn’t much to comment on.

They just followed a dirt road between various farms of cereal crops, never even seeing a farmer out. The Fireape must have them scared.

“So, what kind of abilities do you have? I’ve never worked with a Defender before,” Solon said at last. “It would be good to learn each other’s abilities so we can plan our strategy.”

“Very well. I’m a ki user. It strengthens my defence and can be used for powerful attacks. I can also use Decoy if required.”

“Decoy, that’s unusual,” Solon said. Decoy was a ki based technique to draw attention of monsters towards the user. For obvious reasons, it’s a very unpopular ability.

“It is a Defender’s duty to be the wall that protects her team,” Mina said seriously.

“Uh-huh.” How has she not already been scooped up? This girl’s amazing. Then again, if she always insists on being team leader, I can see that rubbing people the wrong way.

In Nekomi culture, women are the dominant gender. Households are matriarchal, with many women having harems of men who act as sex slaves. Solon didn’t find this very unusual, except that he’s used to cultures where men are dominant with harems of women.

“Are you a warrior?”

“Ha, no, I’m a mage,” Solon said, waving her off with a casual laugh.

“Pity.” Solon frowned. “I meant no offense, merely that your large stature made me think you would make a natural warrior.”

Solon nodded, seeing her point. Mina was tall for a woman, but he was still almost a whole head taller than her.

“I was trained in magic from a young age,” Solon said, shrugging. “Never really got taught how to fight any other way.”

Mina nodded, falling silent again. They continued walking for a little longer, this time Mina struck up the conversation.

“Have you ever faced a Fireape before?”

“Yes, once. They’re not particularly strong if they’re alone. The real risk is that if they group up, then they’re a nightmare.”

“Do they empower each other somehow?”

“Not exactly. It’s more that they work well as a team.” The conversation continued this way, discussing the way Fireapes fight and other minor details. Eventually, it changed to more casual conversation, continuing easily as they walked the long path to their destination. Solon was pleased to find Mina was quite chatty once she got started, happy to ramble about seemingly anything.

Mina stopped walking abruptly. “We have arrived.”

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what Mina saw. The large barn had been where they stood. Had. Now it was just a burnt shell, with only a few walls left standing. The stairs to the upstairs were surprisingly intact, but the landing itself was almost completely destroyed. All the animals within were gone, no doubt eaten by the monstrous ape. “This is the last known location of the beast.”

“We should search for clues,” Solon said, entering the blackened remains.

“The fire was days ago. By now, the trail will be cold.” Mina was right, of course. Solon only wanted to search for clues so that he’d seem more like a professional. But he could hardly say that now.

“Still, it can’t hurt to try.” Mina nodded seriously, then got to work looking around. Solon did the same, occasionally lifting burnt support beams as he tried to find something relevant.

There wasn’t really a lot to see. Just ash, wood and more ash. Solon was about to give up when Mina called him over.

“What is it?” Solon asked. He walked around a surviving wall fragment, finding Mina crouched over a pile of ash.

“I am not sure, it almost looks like an egg.” Mina brushed at the mound, revealing a bright red egg with silver patches.

“Fuck.” Solon stepped back instinctively. “We need to go. Now.”

“Why, what is it?” Mina asked, still perfectly calm and unaware of the danger.

“It’s a drake egg.”

“What is a drake?” Mina got her answer when a man sized lizard rammed into her, throwing her off her feet and across the barn.

“Fuck.” Solon called on his magic, creating a pair of thick chains. He sent them towards the drake, but it leapt away before he could make contact. Solon didn’t give chase, instead rushing towards Mina, hand aglow with his next spells magic. “Mina, are you okay? Stay still I can-”

Mina leapt to her feet, covered in ash but unharmed. “Where is it?”

“You - you’re not hurt at all?” Solon said, too shocked to think about anything else.

Mina snorted. “Please, that was only a love tap.” She banged a hand against her damaged breastplate. “Now, where is he?”

Holy shit. This girl’s so much stronger than me, it’s not even funny. Solon shook his head, refocusing on the problem at hand. “Drake’s are ambush hunters. He’ll be hiding, waiting to pounce when we’re distracted.”

“Hm. Annoying.” Mina looked around, her ears moving independently as she listened for any sign of their attacker. “Do not worry. I won’t allow any harm to befall you, even if it means sacrificing my own body for your sake.”

So cool. Solon fought to keep his expression calm, as if this was an everyday occurrence for him. Even so, he couldn’t help but be impressed by her noble attitude.

Mina activated Decoy, and not a moment too soon either. The drake burst through the wall, slashing at her chest. It cut through her armour like it didn’t exist.

Solon tried again to catch it with his chains, but drakes aren’t stupid. It saw his attack coming and leapt away again. Mina tried to punch it as it left, blowing a remaining section of wall to bits with the force of her fist.

“It’s too fast,” Solon said, keeping his guard up.

“... Yes. I do not think I will be able to strike it,” Mina said reluctantly. Somehow, even though it tore through her armour, her skin was undamaged.

“It attacked as soon as you used Decoy. Is that part of how the ability works?” Mina looked at Solon, tilting her head in confusion.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I know Decoy makes monsters focus on you and ignore all others. But when you activate it, does it force them to attack immediately?” Mina scrunched up her lips, then shrugged.

“I think so, but I am not certain. I had never given it much thought until you brought it up. From what I recall, it's always been immediate when I've used it in the past.”

Solon hummed, trying to listen for the ambush predator. “That’ll have to do. Until now, it’s been playing with us. But now it’s seen how dangerous you -we - are, it won’t keep holding back.”


Chapter 4: Drake Hunting

Mina waited with her back to the wall patiently. She stood in the only surviving corner, giving her cover from most directions. Naturally, this wouldn’t be enough to catch the drake. The beast was too fast.

“Now,” Solon called. Mina closed her eyes, activating Decoy. By the time she opened her eyes again, the creature was upon her.

The sound of chains clinking filled the air, and suddenly the drake was being hoisted into the air. It thrashed about, struggling in the net made of chain to no avail.

Solon stepped out of his hiding place, smirking at the captured beast. “That was easier than I thought.”

“It was a good plan,” Mina said, smiling calmly.

“Do you want to finish it off?” Solon asked. He tried to make it sound like an offer, but the truth was he knew he couldn’t finish the monster off. Drake skin is insanely tough, and chain magic is poorly suited to killing tough monsters. Its main function is capturing enemies, not killing.

“Very well.” Mina closed her eyes, focusing for a moment. Her hand blurred back, winding up for the punch that would end the creature’s life.

Why does she even have a sword?

A black blur tackled Solon. He only just had time to summon some chains to try to defend himself, but they didn’t work. His attacker, a second bigger drake, bit through them like they were spaghetti. It stomped down on his stomach, winding him.

His concentration broken, the trap holding the other drake was released, letting it drop to the ground and flee. Seeing it had saved its partner, the larger drake left, too.

“Solon! Are you okay?”

Solon coughed, slowly sitting upright. This is bullshit. I should’ve stuck to E-Rank missions. “Yeah, I just need a minute.”

“You have my most humble apologies. I didn’t even consider that there would be a second one of those vile beasts.” Mina helped Solon sit up. He gratefully accepted her help, struggling to regain his breath.

“Not your fault.” Solon took in a shaky breath. “I didn’t either.”

“What do we do now?”

Solon looked at her like she was crazy. “We leave. Duh, no way we can take on 2 of them.”

“But what about the mission? We agreed to help!”

“We agreed to fight a Fireape, the mission was made in bad faith,” Solon said, rubbing his bruised stomach. “This isn’t a D-Rank, it’s a B at least.”

“That may be so. But those drakes are a danger to the people of this city. Is it not our duty to stop them?” Solon looked at her exhaustedly, hoping she was kidding. She was not. She really was dead set on fighting them. “You can leave if you are injured. I will fight this battle alone.”

Solon was tempted to do just that. Staying was a stupid risk, with no real benefit. He knew no one would blame him if he left; he was injured, after all. Besides, it’s not like I have a better plan. They’ve already seen my trap, they won’t fall for it again. To trick them, I’d need some sort of leverage, like “the egg.”

“Huh?”

“The egg. That’s how we beat them. Drakes always use hit-and-run tactics. They try to slowly wear down their prey until they can go for the kill. They never stand their ground unless they have no other choice. If we get the egg, they’ll have no choice but to fight us until they get it.”

“That is not a very honourable way of fighting,” Mina said. Solon glared at her. “It's just a thought! Fine, we’ll do your egg plan.”

“Good. Okay, here is what we are going to do.”

A minute later, Mina returned to where they found the egg. It was exactly where they had left it, still covered in ash and soot. Mina grabbed it. It was hot to the touch, but only as big as a chicken’s egg. She could easily carry it in one hand.

To think something so small will become so dangerous one day. Mina started running, knowing the drakes would be in hot pursuit. She could hear them moving about just out of her field of vision, but didn’t dare waste time looking.

She heard chains rattling with every step she took. Decoy. She didn’t need to use the ability. They both already wanted to hurt her and no one else. But this ensured they both attacked at the same time.

Mina braced herself, falling to the ground as the pseudo-dragon landed on her back. The egg stayed safe in her hand, even as the other bit her wrist, making her scream in pain.

Then Solon pulled on the chains, and the egg raced away. The drakes raced after it desperately, leaving themselves open.

Mina grabbed the larger one’s tail, delivering a ki infused fist to its back. The monster roared in pain, then fell to the ground. Dead.

Mina didn’t have long to celebrate. She chased after the remaining monster, while it chased the egg. Solon led it through every twist and turn he could, occasionally springing traps like the one he used earlier.

Unfortunately, the predator was used to this and avoided them all effortlessly. It slipped around the chain nets like they didn’t even exist, leaping over pit falls effortlessly. They climbed up the stairs to what little remained of the second floor.

With one last turn of the corner, Solon was revealed, holding the egg with a smug smirk. The beast leapt at him, claws drawn, ready to end his life.

Then Solon fell.

The floor he was standing on had been made of nothing but chains created with his magic. He slipped through them, falling to the ground below. The drake screeched furiously as it landed on the chains, its fury compounding even further when the chains tightened around its legs, binding it in place.

“Time to end this,” Mina said, out of breath but grinning all the same. The drake thrashed angrily, but couldn’t move. “Iron fist!”

Mina lashed out with her full force attack, grinning like a madwoman. The drake couldn’t even try to dodge, having no choice but to take the full brunt of the powerful blow. It whined in pain, then collapsed.

“It’s dead.”


Chapter 5: Payment

“Congratulations on completing your mission. The poster says they are satisfied that the monster you killed is the same one they reported, and that it was merely an error in reporting,” Gwen said formally.

Solon rolled his eyes, deciding not to argue about it. There was no way someone would mistake a pair of drakes for a Fireape. The farmer just didn’t want to shell out for a higher ranked mission, so risked their lives by giving faulty information instead.

“Since you accepted the mission, you will only receive your D-Rank reward. However, there is some good news. The drake hides you brought us are in good condition. The guild will manage the sale, and should be able to give you an additional reward based on this.”

“That’s something, at least,” Solon said with a casual shrug. He took his share of the D-Rank reward. Good thing I convinced her to let me skin them. To think she called it a waste of time. Does she not know how valuable drake skin is? “How long will that take?”

“A couple days,” Gwen said.

“The money is inconsequential. What matters is we made the city a safer place for all its residents,” Mina said, thumping her damaged chestplate.

“Speak for yourself.” Solon smiled despite his words. Even split 2 ways the reward was several times that of an E-Rank missions reward. This was a huge victory.

Mina rolled her eyes. “I should get going. My armour is in desperate need of repairs,” she said, gesturing to the scraps of metal left. “But if you would like, I could return tomorrow and we can do another mission together, unless you need time to recuperate.”

“It might be wise to give it another day. But we could meet anyway just to hang out if you like?” 

Mina’s eyes widened, her expression briefly morphed into one Solon couldn't recognise before landing on a formal smile. “I would be honoured to spend the day with you. I shall be here at morning bell awaiting your arrival.”

Morning bell? That’s so early. My first day off in weeks, and I’m up even earlier than normal, Solon whined internally. He didn’t want to complain, though, fearing he would put her off if he did. “Sounds good.”

“Solon, if you have a moment, Master Coldsword wants to see you upstairs,” Gwen said, stopping Solon from leaving.

“Now?” Gwen nodded. “Alright, I’ll head up.”

After a quick goodbye, Solon and Mina parted ways. Solon then headed up the stairs to the guild master’s personal workspace. Solon stopped when he reached the heavy stone doors of the office.

Hagan Coldsword was a notorious hardass. He had been running the guild for years. Naturally, when dealing with people with supernatural abilities, a firm hand was often needed to keep them in line. Up until this point, Solon had avoided the man’s ire. But getting called to his office was rarely a good thing.

Swallowing his nerves, Solon knocked on the door. “Come in,” a gruff voice ordered. Turning the handle, Solon pushed the far too heavy door open.

Solon had never actually seen Hagan before. He wasn’t involved in the recruitment process, preferring a largely hands off approach. So Solon was more than a little surprised to see what he looked like.

At just over 4 feet tall, Hagan did not cut an imposing figure. His arms were thin and his thin grey hair gave the impression of a kindly old man. Even his outfit was mundane, an age weathered suit without a tie.

“Ah, you must be Solon,” Hagan said, waving him over. He gestured to a seat across from his desk, which Solon took.

His office was impressive, with a desk that was almost as tall as he was and a large bay window letting in lots of natural light. “Yes, sir. I’m told you wanted to speak with me.” Solon wasn’t dumb enough to risk offending the old man. He may look harmless, but he knew appearances can be deceiving.

Hagan may not look like much, but keeping adventures in line wasn’t an easy job. When your subordinates could shoot fire from their hands or run as fast as a horse, they tended to be difficult to manage. Adventures only respect one thing: strength. To be accepted as their leader, Hagan had to be monstrously strong.

Hagan smiled softly, making him look even more like a kind old man. “That’s right. I’ve got good news, my boy. You’ve been requested?”

“Requested?”

Hagan chuckled softly. “That’s right. You must have more of a reputation than you thought, because you were requested by name.”

Solon scratched his cheek, baffled. “Who would ask for me?”

“See for yourself.” Hagan handed him a piece of paper. Solon read its content, his confusion slowly giving way to irritation.

“I’m afraid I can’t take this mission, sir.” Hagan’s eyebrows raised.

“Why is that?”

“I was injured on my last mission. Tomorrow’s a recovery day,” Solon explained, gesturing to his bruised stomach.

Hagan chuckled again, his smile wrinkles deepening. “That will hardly be an issue. It’s only a bodyguard job. I doubt you’ll even have to fight. Considering who the client is, I’m sure they’d be willing to heal you as part of your compensation.”

“Even so, I don’t want-”

“Young man, you seem to be under the impression I give a crap what you want,” Hagan said, voice turning ice cold. “This is not a suggestion. This is an order. Take the mission or find a new guild to work at.”

Solon started to sweat, feeling an insane sense of pressure bearing down on him. He didn’t know how to describe it. It was like being stared at by a dragon, knowing you were helpless to defend yourself. His hand started to shake despite his efforts to control it. His mana flared, then waned. What is this? Is he using some kind of ability?

Sweat dripped into Solon’s eye, but he didn’t blink. It felt like Hagan would kill him if he took his eyes off him for even a second.

Then, as suddenly as it started, it ended. The pressure lifted, and Hagan was smiling like a kindly old man again. “So, you’ll take the mission then, son?”

Solon tried to speak, but his throat was too dry. He swallowed uncomfortably. “Of course, sir.”

“That’s my boy.”


Chapter 6: Priestess

After the meeting with Hagan, Solon practically sprinted home. It took him a while to get to sleep. Every time he tried, he was reminded of the terror the man evoked.

He woke up the next day and immediately regretted it. He was tempted to just not go in, but he knew Hagan wasn’t kidding about kicking him out of the guild.

He’s even worse than people said. So the next morning, Solon dragged himself into the guild at morning bell, ready to meet Mina. He wanted to tell her about the nonoptional mission in advance, but he soon realised he had no idea how to contact her. She never told him where she was staying.

When Mina arrived, she was wearing a flowery sundress and flats. Her hair was straightened, falling over her shoulders in soft tresses. She looked good. Solon mentally cursed Hagan for ruining his day.

“Hi Mina, over here,” Solon said, calling her to his table. He was sipping a morning tea, having already finished his guild breakfast. The guild served food throughout the day, mostly the meat of various low rank monsters. It tasted terrible, but at least it was cheap.

“Good morning, Solon,” Mina said, bowing slightly. “Will you be ready to depart soon?”

“Um, about that.” Solon gestured to a seat, which she took. “Master Coldsword kind of strong-armed me into taking a body guard quest. It technically only needs me, but if you want to come, I’m sure that won’t be an issue.”

“He must hold you in very high regard to choose you specifically for this job.”

If only you knew.

“I’m afraid my armour is in the shop,” Mina said.

“That’s okay. According to Master Coldsword, we won’t need to fight anyway. Honestly, the job’s a little silly. We’re just escorting some priestess to the next town over.”

“A priestess? Of the Order of the Radiant Night?”

“Yep.” Solon shrugged.

“Very curious. For what purpose is she travelling? Radiant Priestesses usually stay in their temples,” Mina said, tilting her head.

“Your guess is as good as mine. The mission didn’t say why, just that she needed an escort.” Mina hummed, but offered no further comment. “So, are you in?”

“Do I have time to change into something more appropriate?”

“We need to meet her at the gate in about 20 minutes. Is your house on the way?” Mina shook her head sadly. “Afraid not then.”

Mina sighed softly. “Very well, it is not ideal, but if the mission is as undemanding as you say, it should not be an issue.”

“I’m sure it’ll be a piece of cake. What are the odds we’d get 2 missions that are harder than they seem in a row?”

“Indeed. Such an unusual occurrence borders on the impossible.”

Having thoroughly tempted fate, the pair headed off. They followed the patched main road, travelling alongside horse-drawn carriages and pedestrians alike. Solon wasn’t wealthy enough to own a mount, so he had no choice but to join the throng of early morning foot traffic, with Mina trailing behind him.

The journey to the gate wasn’t long, and soon enough they saw the high walls of the city coming into view over the hillside. With monsters spawning outside, it was inevitable that some would try to sneak into the city. As such, the outer wall had been built to keep them away.

Guards stood at each gate, keeping track of who came and went. Peasants who wished to enter or leave had to pay a toll used to maintain the wall’s defences and pay the guards. As a guild member, this didn’t apply to Solon, who merely had to show off his crest to enter and leave at will. In theory, this only applied when he had official mission related business, but no one ever checked.

At the gate, he saw his client. She was short with a black hair in a pixie cut. She had dark purple skin, as was common for a dark elf. She was wearing a traditional Radiant Order habit, consisting of a shiny bralette and matching mini skirt. She was wearing a pair of practical boots.

“Greetings, we are the team you requested,” Mina called out as they approached. Solon remained silent.

The dark elf turned to them, eyes sharp. “Is that so? I didn’t actually make the request, nevertheless it’s a pleasure to meet you. You may call me Helene. Blessing of the radiant night to you.”

Solon frowned at that. It seemed some higher up was screwing with him, and he didn’t even know who. Classic Radiants. “Let’s go. We don’t have much time.”

“Goodness, rushing right from the get go! Then again, you’re not wrong. If we are to reach the first rest stop before moonrise, we’ll have to move quickly. Are you able to steer a carriage?” Helene climbed into her carriage without waiting for an answer.

“I would’ve thought a priestess of your order wouldn’t fear the night,” Solon muttered under his breath. Mina looked at him oddly, but didn’t comment. “Do you want to drive or shall I?”

“We shall take turns. It’s going to be a long journey.”


Chapter 7: Scary Witch

Gavin took the job as a night guard at the city hall for one reason. It was easy, incredibly easy. There’s no skill in standing next to a door, especially when your brothers in arms are standing out in the cold, stopping anyone from getting to you.

He never considered he would actually have to fight. He certainly didn’t expect to be the only survivor.

His stomach still hurt from where he was hit with his own spear. He knew he should be grateful, considering what happened to everyone else.

Gavin wished he didn’t have to go back. The mayor was nice enough to sort his medical bills, calling it a work related injury. But that was it. Once he healed, he was right back where he started. He was even guarding the exact same vault door, only now he nearly pissed himself whenever anyone came around the corner.

He didn’t even get a partner. So many died they had to make the surviving guards work double shifts- except Gavin thanks whoever was listening - and still they were understaffed. Half the positions were unmanned.

The sound of footsteps down the hall made Gavin tense, his stomach screaming out in protest. Turning to the source, he calmed down.

“Mayor Turo, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Gavin said, snapping a somewhat pained salute.

Mayor Turo was a kindly old man, with soft features and thin arms. He was wearing his signature pink suit. Gavin could never figure out why he wore that monstrosity, but he seemed determined to wear it nearly every day. Gavin wondered when he washed it. He probably has multiple identical suits.

At his side was his exact opposite. Gavin’s heart skipped a beat when he saw the furious, piercing eyes of the witch. She was short, with black hair and matching eyes. She was wearing the traditional heavy green and brown robes of a druid.

She had elaborate red markings on her cheeks and around her eyes. The markings gave her a threatening, almost animalistic appearance. Gavin once heard that the different colours represented the nature of the druid. Seeing Raven’s stern glare, he didn’t doubt that hers represented her violent nature.

“Gavin, my boy, this is Raven. She’s the mage we hired to investigate the attack,” Turo said, smiling his signature disarming smile. Raven’s glare hardened. Turo took a half step back before catching himself.

“I thought we were hiring Team Pussycat,” Gavin said, voice wobbling.

“They were… indisposed, so I was sent in their stead,” Raven explained. Despite the innocuous words, Gavin felt a tingle of terror sliding down his spine. The mayor seemed to share in his sentiment, the usually chatty man staying oddly silent.

“Ahem, anyway, she wanted to speak with you about the events of that night.”

Please don’t leave me with her.

“Well, I should really get going. I have a lot of business to see to,” Turo said, awkwardly backing away. “Take care of Gavin for me. He’s one of our best!”

Raven’s lips spread into a cruel grin. “Don’t worry. No harm will befall Gavin unless I will it.”

Gavin’s head snapped around so hard it hurt, his battered stomach flaring with pain. “That’s, um, good to hear. If you need anything, I’ll be in my… Well, just speak to my secretary. She should be able to help you. Bright lass!”

Turo turned, all but sprinting down the halls. Coward.

Raven watched him leave, then turned her intense gaze onto Gavin. “You will tell me what you know, or you’ll regret it.”

Gavin swallowed, getting the distinct feeling he was being interrogated. “I have nothing to hide,” Gavin said, trying to sound more confident than he felt.

“I know,” Raven said, throwing Gavin for a loop. “Now, describe the man who attacked you.”

“Oh, um, uh,” Gavin stuttered, falling over his words as he tried to change gears. That was easy. “He was big, like really big.” Raven didn’t look impressed by that description. “Almost 7ft tall and broad is what I meant. But he was fast, too. He grabbed my spear when I tried to stab him. He took it off of me. He was so strong…”

“I get it. He’s big and strong. Tell me his hair and eye colour. Did he have any scars?”

“Oh, no scars that I saw. He was wearing a balaclava, though, so I didn’t see much.”

Raven clicked her tongue. “Fine. You at least saw his eyes. What colour were those?”

“Black… or maybe brown? Definitely dark… I think. I didn’t get a very good look at him.” Raven stared at him flatly. Rolling her eyes, she started walking away. Gavin was grateful she was leaving. Unfortunately, she turned back to him with a withering glare.

“Why aren’t you following me?”

“I’m supposed to guard this-”

“Now.” Gavin jumped, following after her. “Good, now take me to where the fight took place.”

That was, quite literally, the last place Gavin wanted to be. He wanted to refuse, but knew it wouldn’t matter. So, hanging his head, he led her to the front of the building.

Since he wasn’t present for the battle, Gavin hadn’t seen the full destruction. He hadn’t wanted to. Seeing the damage was not fun.

Slash marks marred the ground and surrounding trees. It had been cleaned up, but even days later there were bloodstains on the stone slabs of the pavement. Gavin could even see scraps of cloth that had once been one of his friends’ uniforms.

Raven surveyed the chaos coldly, taking it all in without emotion. “Wait here.” She approached a tree with 3 horizontal slashes in a row. “Interesting.”

Raven continued going from place to place. Gavin watched her, trying to discern what she was looking for. Despite his best efforts, he could see no pattern. One moment she was looking at slashes as if they held some sort of answer, the next she would look at blood on the ground quizzically.

After a while, she bent down picking up a tiny rock. This seemed to interest her, as she actually cast a spell on it. “What spell are you casting?” Despite the situation, Gavin still couldn’t help but be a little curious about what she was doing. In his line of work, he rarely got to see real magic in action.

“Why do you need to know?” Raven asked, narrowing her eyes.

“I’m just curious. I don’t recognise that spell.”

“You wouldn’t,” Raven said dismissively. She completed the spell, her eyes briefly shining a brilliant green before it faded to a gentle glow. “Disgusting.”

Gavin frowned. “Did you just call me disgusting? Just because I’m not a mage doesn’t mean-”

“Don’t be stupid. I’m not calling you disgusting. This is disgusting.” Raven gestured to the carnage around her. “To think just 2 people killed everyone here. It’s repulsive.”

“2 people? No, you must be mistaken. There were at least a dozen guards on duty that night. There must have been more of them.”

“There were 13 guards on duty, including you,” Raven corrected offhandedly. “It wasn’t a fair fight. Normal humans couldn’t hope to kill monsters like these 2.”

“Were they mages? Ki users?”

Raven stood up, straightening out the dress. “Possibly. What did they take?”

“Huh?”

“It was a robbery, wasn’t it? The one that attacked you by the vault. What did he take?”

“Um, I’m not supposed to tell anyone…” Raven approached him, eyes darkening.

“I was hired to bring the murderers to justice and recover the stolen artifact. It will be much harder to do that if I don’t know what the artifact is,” she said, as if she was speaking to a particularly slow child.

“They took Mene’s Tear.” Raven’s eyes widened, her cold facade broken by shock. It only lasted a moment before she schooled her emotions once more. “Um, is that bad? I thought it was just a rare rock.”

“You’re wrong.”

“Is it magic or something?” Gavin asked, nervousness building in his chest.

“Yes.”


Chapter 8: Mt Mene

The journey was long and boring. They were travelling around Mt Mene. According to legend, the moon is the physical form of a goddess named Mene. The mountain was created when the moon was hit by an asteroid breaking a piece off that fell to the earth, hence the name.

Mt Mene had a lot of dangerous monsters hidden within its network of natural tunnels. But they weren’t going anywhere near them. They were staying close to the base of the mountain, where monsters rarely ventured.

In truth, hiring an escort was largely superfluous. Merchants who traverse this path every month never see anything worse than a pack of Mountain Wolves.

“Just because it’s not likely to be dangerous, doesn’t mean you can slack off!” Helene shouted, slapping Solon on the shoulder.

“I wasn’t slacking off!”

“Yes, you were. Your eyes were closed, you were taking a nap.” Helene shoved her finger into Solon’s face, all but poking him in the eye. Solon slapped her hand away.

“I was trying to sense mana, dumbass.” Solon suppressed a yawn, regretting sitting in the back with the priestess. The rocking of the carriage was making him sleepy.

“Why try to sense mana? Just look out the window.”

“And if a monster hunts us from behind?” Solon turned around, looking at the opaque back of the carriage. “What will I do then?”

Helene ground her teeth, unable to think of a retort. “Mene above, why did we hire you?”

That piqued Solon’s interest. “I was told I was chosen by name by your handler. Who is that, by the way?”

“They're not a handler, they're a senior temple official.”

“Sure, whatever, but who? They're the one you're going to meet, right?”

“I have no idea,” Helene said. She crossed her arms, proud of her ignorance.

“None? You didn’t even ask why you’re traipsing across the country?” Solon stared at her incredulously.

“If me knowing where I’m going was relevant, Mene would reveal the knowledge to me.” She placed her hands on her lap, smiling serenely. “I have faith this is the right course of action.”

“It wasn’t Mene who summoned you. It was a mortal, and you don’t even know who,” Solon pointed out. Helene didn’t flinch.

“A mortal in service to Mene, who can therefore speak on her behalf. I know they will not lead me astray.”

“What if they made you do something you knew was wrong?” Solon leaned forward, pressing the priestess.

“They wouldn’t.”

“But what if they did? They’re only humans.” Helene frowned, grinding her teeth.

“Then I wouldn’t do that,” she said, her calm facade breaking to show irritation.

“But if you never question what you’re told, how will you know it’s wrong?” Solon asked. Helene took a deep, calming breath.

“Mene would reveal it to me,” she said, seemingly at peace once more. “She is my mistress. All I do, I do for her.”

Solon’s frown deepened, eyebrows creasing with anger. “And if the higher ups disagree with Mene’s guidance, what then?”

Helene sighed heavily. “Then Mene will guide me to a way to deal with that. Why do you keep asking these stupid questions?”

Mina peaked back from the front seat, watching the debate out of the corner of her eye. “I’m just curious,” Solon said, shrugging. “I’ve heard a lot of people complain about the Order of the Radiant Night, so I wanted to confirm the rumours myself.”

“What?” Helene shouted, her pretense of calm gone. “Who? Who could possibly have a problem with our order? We’re healers. We help people!”

Solon was taken aback by her sudden outburst. “Well, you only heal those that can pay for it.”

“We don’t take payment,” she said it like it was a dirty word. “We only take donations. It’s very different.”

“But you only heal those who can afford to donate,” Solon said. “So, isn’t that the same thing?”

“No. We don’t demand donations, we merely accept them when offered. People can donate as much or as little as they want.” Helene crossed her arms, turning her nose up at Solon.

“Okay, then let me ask you a question. When did you last heal someone who was too poor to make a donation?”

Helene barked with laughter. “The Order of the Radiant Night heals the sick and weak. Many of whom cannot afford to give us anything at all, but we don’t hold it against them.”

“That’s not what I asked. I asked when was the last time you personally healed someone who couldn’t afford to pay?” Helene opened her mouth, but didn’t say anything. After a time, she closed her mouth, her earlier confidence evaporating.

“A… a heathen like you wouldn’t understand. Our duty is to help as many people as possible…”

Solon snorted at being called a heathen, but didn’t try to deny it. “So you focus on the rich, because they can pay. Meaning only the rich get healed, while the poor suffer.”

“No, that is - it’s just… listen heathen, this is a complicated topic and-”

“Mina, I’ll take over driving for a while,” Solon said. Mina brought the carriage to a stop, letting Solon climb out before Helene could form a coherent argument.

He got into the front seat beside Mina, taking the reins from her. “Aren’t you going to join her back there?”

Mina looked over her shoulder at the fuming priestess. “I believe she would enjoy some time to herself.”

Solon smirked, whipping the tack to make the horses walk again. “Fair enough.”

The horses set off at a slow trot. “May I ask what your issue is with Radiant Priestesses?”

Solon shrugged. “I don’t have an issue with them in particular. I just think it’s important to think for yourself.”

“In that case, do you also disapprove of those who choose lives of slavery?” Mina asked, seeming to already know the answer.

“That’s different.”

“How? They both submit themselves to one they see as above them, taking pleasure in the feeling of being controlled.” Mina smiled at him sweetly. “Sounds pretty similar to me.”

“Yes, but they don’t do so blindly. It’s different because slavery entered into willingly is a contract, so to speak. The slave obeys because the master gives them the life they enjoy, and they will leave if that ever stops being the case.”

“Radiants can leave,” Mina pointed out.

“Yes, they can, but at a cost.”

Mina looked at him oddly. “Regardless, remember, I am the team leader for his mission. I don’t want you antagonising our client anymore.”

Solon gave her a lazy salute. “As you wish, oh great and wise leader.”

Mina snorted, turning her nose up. “Finally, some respect.” She held the pose a moment before they both burst out laughing.


Chapter 9: Nightfall

The journey was too long to complete in a single night. So when they reached a sufficiently large area, Mina had them set up camp.

As experienced adventurers, Mina and Solon both set up quickly and efficiently. Helene wasn’t so good at it.

“Ahhh! Damn it, damn it, damn it!” Helene smacked her flat tent with the broken pole, screaming furiously.

“Having trouble, zealot?” Solon asked. Mina glared at him. Worth it.

“Shut. Up!” Helene made a mouth closing gesture with her hands. “This tent’s obviously no good. No one could build it!”

“Wanna bet?” Solon walked over, inspecting the damaged tent.

“Ha! Be my guest. Tell you what, if you can build the tent I’ll double the payment. But when you fail, we’re only paying half,” Helene said, crossing her arms victoriously.

“Deal.” Solon clapped his hands, summoning a pair of chains that slid through the tent flaps and into a tree holding it up. The whole process took about 5 seconds and left Helene gaping in horror.

“That’s… that’s…”

“You never said I couldn’t use magic.” Solon walked over to where Mina was starting a fire.

“That was mean,” Mina said, although her smile made it clear she didn’t disapprove. She hit her flint together, making a spark, but the kindling wouldn’t catch.

“At least she’s finally shut up,” Solon said, gesturing to her with his head. Helene had crawled into her tent, pouting. Mina tried again, but the kindling was too wet.

“It’s going to be cold rations tonight, I’m afraid,” Mina said, sighing softly as she put the rocks down.

“My favourite.” Mina rolled her eyes, sitting on a log. “Let me try.”

“You really believe you can burn damp kindling?” Mina asked, handing him the flint anyway.

“Wanna bet?” Mina narrowed her eyes.

“No way.” Solon shrugged, getting to work. 5 minutes later, the kindling was no closer to burning than when he started. Putting the rocks aside, he sat back with a tired sigh.

“Should’ve taken that bet.” Mina snorted. “I thought you were going to reveal some fire magic or something.”

“Nope, just chains,” Solon said, laughing softly. “Pretty generic, I know.”

“Is it?” Mina asked.

“Oh, maybe it’s different for Nekomi. You don’t have many mages, right? For humans, chain magic is one of the easiest to learn. Loads of people can do it,” Solon admitted, seeing no reason to hide it. “I’m really nothing special.”

“Nothing special?” Mina smirked at him. “We killed 2 drakes. That’s pretty impressive.”

“You killed them,” Solon said. “My chains couldn’t even hurt them.”

“Regardless, you restrained them. That’s something. It’s amazing how strong your chains are. I bet I wouldn’t be able to break them either… Well, I probably could. But most people couldn’t.”

Solon grinned at her. “Want to bet?”

“Pervert.”

“That’s not an answer.” Solon summoned a set of chains. “Come on, I promise I’ll be gentle.”

Mina rolled her eyes exaggeratedly. Her eyes lingered on the chains. It was hard to tell in the low light, but it almost looked like she was blushing. She cleared her throat. “What- what would we wager?”

Solon grinned. She was definitely blushing. “We’ll keep it simple. The loser has to be the chef for the remainder of the trip. If you can't do it, admit I'm stronger and then I'll let you go. If you win, I'll admit you're stronger.”

Mina bit her lip, glancing at the chains one more time. “Very well. I accept your terms.”

Solon got up, going behind her. He took her hands, pulling them behind her back. “I knew you wanted this.”

“Ha, don’t be ridiculous. I’m just doing this to prove a point,” Mina said with false bravado.

“Whatever you say.” Solon wrapped the chains around each wrist. “Pervert.”

Mina clicked her tongue. “Jerk.”

“Oh, don’t be like that.” Solon grabbed her feet, binding them together as well. “It’s just a bet.”

Mina bit her lip, chest raising and falling unsteadily as she took shaky breaths. “Are you done?”

Solon was tempted to add more chains. To have her bound so tight she wouldn’t even have a chance of being free. Instead, he added just 2 more. The first connected her feet to her hands, making standing impossible. The second was a short chain around her throat. It wasn’t connected to anything, and was only just about tight enough to be felt. “Perfect, now I’m done.”

Mina swallowed, feeling the chain constrict her ever so slightly. “What’s the point of the chain around my neck?”

Solon shrugged. “I just thought it looked pretty,” he admitted, beaming at her. Mina rolled her eyes exaggeratedly. “Go ahead, try to break free.” 

Mina closed her eyes, summoning her ki. She tugged, the chains rattling.

Thud.

She fell onto the floor. “You okay?”

“As if something as simple as falling over would harm me.” She kept struggling, failing to hide her grin as she tried to break free.

The chains rattled loudly, but that was it. The awkward position made breaking them impossible. All her attempts achieved was tiring herself out and making her hair a mess.

Panting for breath, she finally stopped struggling. “Ready to give up?”

Mina sighed, slumping to the ground. “Fine. I can’t do it, you win. Now release me.” Solon rubbed his chin, humming to himself. “Hey, I said, you won. Let me go already!”

“Oh, I will, don’t worry.” Solon said, moving so that he was towering over her. “Just as soon as you admit I’m stronger than you. That was the rule, remember? Admit it and I'll let you go.”

Mina growled. “Never!” She started struggling again, thrashing about on the ground furiously. Solon might’ve thought she was actually angry, if not for the small grin on her face.

“Come on, just say it. It’s not hard,” Solon teased, taking a step back when she tried to kick at his ankles.

“I'm the strongest. I am this team’s leader.” Mina stretched, pulling as hard as she could against the chains. With her ki, she was impressively strong. But even so, trying to break them behind her back was too difficult.

“For this mission,” Solon said, calmly watching her. “And look how that’s going. You’re in chains on the floor, wriggling around like a worm. Truly inspirational leadership.”

Mina growled again, but she knew she couldn’t break out of the chains. “You better let me out, or else you’ll regret it, little man.”

“Little? I’m taller than you,” Solon laughed, looking down at her. “And that's including your ears.”

Mina shifted, trying to bite at his ankle. “Now, now, no biting. Be a good girl.” Mina snapped her teeth in the air again, missing by a longshot. “Haha, not even close!”

Solon took another step back, only to stumble on a rock.

Snap.

Mina leapt up. His lapse in concentration weakened the chains too much, letting her finally break free. With chains still dangling from her wrists and ankles, she tackled him to the ground, grinning toothily. “Looks like I win, big boy!”

Solon looked at the proud catgirl, and couldn’t help but smile along with her. “Looks like you did. I guess you are stronger than me.”

“Now, admit I’m the better leader,” Mina said, mock stern.

“Why’d I do that? The bet was about who cooks dinner,” Solon reminded her. Mina pouted cutely.

“Aw, that’s not fair.” She sat back on Solon’s lap, crossing her arms under her chest inadvertently pushing up her breasts… or maybe it wasn’t so accidental, if her cheeky grin when Solon glanced at them was anything to go by. “Oh well, what matters is that I won.”

“I don’t know about that. From this angle, I’d say I look like a winner.” Solon sat up, so they were face to face. With Mina sat on his lap, there was barely an inch separating their lips.

“Hey! Can you guys stop flirting for a second and make dinner? I’m starving,” Helene shouted, poking her head out of her tent flaps.

Solon’s head snapped around. He had completely forgotten about the priestess. Mina practically leapt off of him, bowing to the priestess. “Of course. Solon, make our client some dinner.”

Damn priestess. Solon sighed, grabbing the flint again. Might as well give it another try.

He hit the rocks together, creating a spark. The kindling caught, quickly erupting into embers. “Hey, it worked.” He turned to where he thought Mina was, but the cat girl had retreated into her tent. Guess I’ll be cooking dinner by myself.


Chapter 10: Package Deal

“Come on out, Mina. Dinners ready,” Solon called in a singsong voice. Mina slinked out of her tent awkwardly. Solon was sitting with Helene, the pair seemingly unusually calm together. Solon waved at her calmly, holding up a bowl filled with some sort of soup. “I made stew.”

Mina nodded, approaching the ground around the fire. She couldn’t believe how calm Solon was. It was as if she had dreamed what just happened, but she knew she hadn’t… right? No, that’s ridiculous. No way I would dream about something like that.

Solon had wrapped her up in his chains. He had made her feel helpless. All she could do was squirm about on the floor while he mocked her, and the weirdest part was that she liked it.

She really liked it.

Mina blushed as she thought about what had happened next. Solon handed her a bowl, which she accepted, taking a small mouthful. Gods above. “This is delicious.”

Solon smiled softly. “Thanks, it’s my old master’s recipe.”

Mina took another spoonful, briefly forgetting about her embarrassment. “Oh, the one who taught you chain magic?”

“No, this is a different one,” Solon said, taking a bite.

“Hm?” Solon looked at Helene, who was eating silently, content to merely listen.

“Yeah, it was when I was younger. Before I learnt chain magic,” Solon said, blowing on a spoonful. “I tried to learn a rare type of magic, but I was never very good at it. In the end, I left.”

“That’s a shame. Are you still in contact with him?” Solon shook his head, smiling sadly.

“No. We didn’t exactly part on the best terms.”

“Maybe you should write him a letter? Get back in touch.”

“She has a point, heathen. Mene teaches that it’s important to resolve disputes lest they eat away at your soul,” Helene said, chipping in for the first time. Solon glared at her.

“Look. I can’t just write a letter and everything will be okay. It’s not that simple. When I left-” Solon stopped, turning to face in a random direction. “We’re under attack.”

“What?” Helene jumped up, looking around like a meerkat. “Where, I don’t see anyone?”

Mina put down her food, looking around calmly. In the dark of night, she couldn’t see much beyond the fire. It didn’t help that the mountain was blocking the moon. It glowed a little, but not enough to illuminate their camp. There was almost no light. “Are you sure? I didn’t hear anything.”

“I set a chain perimeter. Someone tripped it,” Solon said. “It could just be wolves attracted by the smell of food. Or…”

“Or?” Helene asked, looking around nervously.

“Worse,” Mina finished.

“Worse? Like what?”

“Greetings, fellow travellers!” A black-haired young woman walked out of the shadows, waving to them. She was wearing travelling boots and had a massive straw sunhat on.

“Funny seeing anyone in such a remote area,” Solon said. He was smiling, but his tone was distinctively accusatory.

“May Mene’s light shine on you, ma’am,” Helene said, bowing. She was completely oblivious to the tense atmosphere, approaching the woman happily. “Would you like to share our meal? It’s nothing fancy, but we have plenty of food.”

“I would love to, but I’m afraid I’ve not got time for social calls.” She smacked her head. “Where are my manners? My name is Casey. It’s wonderful to meet y'all.”

Casey curtsied, grinning dumbly. Everyone introduced themselves. “What brings you out here, Casey? This isn’t exactly a safe place to be so late at night,” Solon asked.

“I can take care of myself,” Casey said, waving off his concerns. “I’m out here looking for a Radiant priest who goes by Lex. He was supposed to arrive a couple days ago, but we’ve heard no word from him.”

“I wouldn’t worry about him too much. Monsters in these parts are no threat to the priests of the Radiant night,” Helene said. Mina looked at her oddly, but Solon spoke before she could say anything.

“Monsters aren’t the only threats in a place like this. You wouldn’t have bodyguards if that was the case.” He crossed his arm, looking at Casey suspiciously.

“Wait a short minute, did he just say you're a Radiant priestess?” Casey said, advancing on Helene. Helene nodded shyly. “Well, slap my knees and call me Mene! You're just what I need!”

“Um, what?” Helene asked. Casey grabbed her hand, holding it excitedly.

“The reason we need a priest is my best friend’s getting collared tomorrow. She wants it to be all traditional like, but we don’t have a temple in our village.” Helene beamed, her own enthusiasm skyrocketing to match the newcomers.

“Oh, how wonderful! This meeting must be Mene’s will,” she said, putting her hand over Casey’s with sparkling eyes. “I would love to help your friend out. We can take a small detour for love, can’t we?”

“No,” Solon said flatly. The excited women deflated.

“Why not?” Helene asked.

“Because we were told to take you directly to Flamburg. That’s the mission, no detours.”

“My village is on the way, mostly. It’s barely an hour off the main path!” Solon was unmoved.

“Solon, relax. We can help them out, can’t we?” Mina asked, nudging his arm with her elbow.

“We’re only getting paid to take her to Flamburg. Any delays mean money wasted for no extra reward.” Mina rolled her eyes.

“You're the one who said priests should heal the sick for free. Isn’t this kind of the same thing?” Mina challenged, hands on her hips.

“No.”

“How’s it different?”

“I’m not a priest.” Solon smiled triumphantly. Mina huffed.

“Well, you're also not the team leader, so this is my decision. And I say that after we eat, we head to the village!”

“Oh, how wonderful,” Helene cheered. “I can guide us with Mene’s light.”

“I’m mighty grateful for the help, little lady.” Casey tipped her hat, grinning boldly. “And if the offer still stands, I’ll be taking a bowl of that there soup.”


Chapter 11: Collaring Ceremony

“I have to say, I did not expect to end up at a collaring ceremony when I started this mission,” Solon said. Legally speaking, a collaring ceremony is identical to a wedding, or in some cases not legally binding at all.

While the collared submissive will culturally be considered a slave, there’s no legal definition. The new slave can still leave whenever they wish, or get a divorce if they so choose. Even so, for many submissives, their collaring day is a momentous occasion, especially when it’s combined with a wedding, as is often the case.

Being guests at the collaring ceremony for a couple they had never met was, in Solon’s opinion, weird. But Mina was still the team leader, so he let her make the decision with only minimal protests. He didn’t want to ruin a couple’s special day either.

“I wish we had the chance to go shopping.” Mina crossed her arms. “I feel so underdressed.”

“At least you’re in a dress,” Solon said, gesturing to his travel gear. “I don’t think anyone’s paying us any mind, anyway.” 

They didn’t actually leave until the following morning. Helene had said she could use Lunar magic to make light, but Solon categorically refused, saying it was too dangerous when they weren’t even in a rush. Mina agreed with him, so they camped instead.

The journey had actually been close to 4 hours out of their way, a fact Casey definitely already knew. Not that she apologised. Whenever Solon brought it up, she just awkwardly changed the topic or walked away.

When they arrived, Helene had quickly been swept away to meet the happy couple.

Solon and Mina had been given seats near the back of the converted barn they were using for the ceremony. Obviously, they wouldn’t have been invited if they weren’t Helene’s bodyguards.

Helene stood on the stage wearing her priestess habit, waiting patiently. Her habit was made of a shiny black material that clung to her like a second skin. The skirt reached her knees, but no skin was visible as her high boots rode up to her thighs.

Radiant priestesses are considered to be the embodiment of the moon during such ceremonies, so they dress in such a way as to completely conceal their identity. Even her face was covered, a skintight mask hid everything but her eyes and mouth. Only her hair poking out in a ponytail revealed it was still her.

Next to her was the soon to be master, wearing a snappy suit. He appeared outwardly calm, but Solon could tell that was just an act.

“I’ve never actually attended a human collaring ceremony before,” Mina said, scratching her cheek.

“Have you been to an equal wedding?” Solon asked, to which she also shook her head. “Hm, well, it’s largely the same as that except the parts about becoming a slave to your partner. Either way, I’m sure you’ll find it very interesting.”

“I wonder if it’s like Nekomi Taming ceremonies. Those have collars too,” Mina said, touching the chain around her neck absentmindedly. Solon had forgotten to remove it.

Solon was about to offer to remove it when the band started playing. Everyone else in the room fell silent, effectively ending their conversation. I’ll offer later. Don’t want to surprise her during the ceremony.

It was a strange eerie song dedicated to the moon, and it’s pulling the ocean to create tides. Solon never liked it, but it was traditional for ceremonies like this.

The bride walked out in an elaborate dress. It was the same shade of white as the moon, hanging off her body elegantly. Solon had no doubt it cost a lot. She walked slowly up the aisle, taking deliberate, measured steps. All eyes were on her. Some were jealous, others loving, but all enraptured by her beauty.

When she finally reached the altar, she curtsied to Helene, the signal to begin.

“Jessica, you have come here today dressed as our goddess Mene. A beacon of feminine power and prestige,” Helene said, voice echoing around the room in a way so perfect Solon couldn’t help but wonder if it was magically aided. “At this moment, I give you a choice. Do you wish to stay empowered?”

“I do not.” Jessica unclasped the straps of her dress and it fell away. As was the ancient tradition, she was left standing naked before her husband and everyone watching.

Helene smiled peacefully, looking at her naked body. “Jessica has chosen to submit herself. It is now up to Markus to decide if he will accept her submission or reject her. Jessica, please prostrate yourself before the one you wish to serve and speak your desire.”

Jessica lowered herself slowly and deliberately, so she was kneeling on the dress, her abandoned symbol of power. Lowering her head, she placed her forehead at Markus’ feet. “Markus, I wish to serve you from this moment until the end of my life. I vow to obey any order you give. If you accept me, you will own my body and soul. They will be yours to use in any way you so choose. I cannot offer you my heart, for you already own it. I am yours, Markus, your slave, to claim or discard.”

“Markus, Jessica has offered herself to you. She wishes to serve as your slave. I cannot tell you whether or not to accept her, but I must remind you of the significance of doing so. If you accept her, she will be your property and your responsibility from this day forward. Do not make this decision lightly. If you have any doubts, you must refuse her.”

Despite Helene’s serious words, Markus did not appear worried. “Raise your head, Jessica,” he said, in a voice so soft Solon could barely hear him. “It is my honour and privilege to claim you. I have no doubts.”

Helene nodded, gesturing to a groomsman. He approached with a metal collar on a pillow. It was a standard design, with a large jewel on the front locking mechanism. Jessica’s eyes sparkled when she looked at the device. Markus picked it up slowly, opening it and wrapping it around Jessica’s neck.

“When this collar closes, so too does Jessica’s life as a free woman,” Helene said. “This collar is a symbol of her devotion, and of Markus’ ownership. She will wear it for the rest of her days, never forgetting what it is to be a slave. Jessica, this is your last chance. If you do not wish for this life, stand now.”

There was a somewhat awkward pause as everyone watched Jessica. Naturally, she didn’t stand. “That’s what we like to see.” The Audience laughed softly. “Markus, you may now claim your slave, if that is your desire.”

Click.

The collar snapped shut, glowing softly as it fused around her neck. The audience cheered as Markus helped his new slave stand, kissing her passionately. After they pulled apart, Jessica waved to the audience shyly. Despite her obvious shyness, her joy was impossible to miss.

Markus led her down the aisle, where the guests smacked her ass as she walked by.

“What are they doing?” Mina asked, baffled at the display.

Solon chuckled softly. “It’s a new custom. Unclaimed smack the ass of the new slave. It gives good luck to the new slave, and good luck to the unclaimed to find a master.”

“I see.”

“You should give her a smack. Remember, the harder you hit her, the more luck you will be granted,” Solon said, still clapping.

“Are you going to spank her?”

“Dominants don't smack the new slave’s ass, only fellow submissives.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I have no desire to be a slave,” Mina said, watching as the new slave got closer. She was laughing despite her rapidly reddening ass, loving the attention despite her shyness. “Is it not rude? I don't even know her.”

“Don't be silly, it's not rude,” Solon said playfully. “If you want to do it, do it. She'll be thrilled if you do, I promise.”

Mina rolled her eyes. “I suppose this is my first human wedding. Just… don’t get any weird ideas.”

When Jessica reached them, Mina reached out and gave her a quick, gentle pat on the behind. Jessica smiled, thanking her as she finally made her way outside.

“Human collaring ceremonies are bizarre,” Mina said, blushing hotly.

“Are Nekomi that different? I’ve never been to one,” Solon asked, looking over his shoulder as the happy couple disappeared outside.

“Incredibly different. For one thing, the prey certainly doesn’t get naked,” Mina said, snorting. “I can’t imagine being made to do that. I’d die of embarrassment.”

“Hm? I thought you didn’t want to be a slave anyway,” Solon said, grinning cheekily. Mina blushed, looking away awkwardly.

“I meant… shut up.” Solon was going to tease her more when Helene hit a gong, getting everyone’s attention.

“Okay everyone. The ceremony is over. Please head outside for some snacks and we’ll begin the reception.” Helene gestured to the large double doors the couple had disappeared into earlier. People started streaming out, Solon following slowly after.

“Least there’s free food,” he said, deciding not to tease Mina anymore. The catgirl smiled gratefully.

“Yes. I definitely want to eat soon. We haven’t eaten since breakfast.”

“It’s not even midday.”

Outside, someone had set up circular tables surrounding a bonfire with space around it for dancing. Solon and Mina found a table near the edge with free seats.

For a while, they just hung out in a large room waiting and sampling the food. It was mostly small snacks, as the bigger meal would come later.

But after a time, Helene announced the arrival of the happy couple. They walked in again, heads held high.

“Oh, she’s not naked anymore?” Mina said, looking her new outfit up and down.

Markus was wearing the same as before, although Solon noticed he looked mildly dishevelled. It seemed the new couple had honoured another of the old traditions.

His slave was now wearing a full zentai suit, covering from toe to head. The only openings were for her mouth, eyes and nostrils, as well as a gap at the top for her ponytail to poke out. It was a traditional black symbolising her surrender. But still lustrous, showing how expensive the material was. Her lips were a deep rouge, and she was wearing heavy eye makeup.

“Disappointed?” Solon asked teasingly. Mina rolled her eyes.

“I always heard human slaves stay naked the entire day.”

“That’s the old tradition. Some still do it, but it’s out of fashion,” Solon explained, shrugging. “Imagine if it rained or was cold, the poor slave would be miserable.”

“Not an issue tonight,” Mina said. Indeed, it was a very warm summer's evening. “But I see your point. It is a lovely outfit, too.”

“It is,” Solon said. The couple had started circulating, speaking to the various guests happily. “Simple but elegant, very fitting for a collaring day outfit.”

The couple made their way to the area designated as a dancefloor. Helene announced their first dance. Holding each other closely, they started gliding around the floor. Dancing under the stars, lit only by the fire, they looked radiant.

Mina watched them with rapt attention. Solon would have to be an idiot to miss her interest. She tries to act all cool, but she’s still girly sometimes.

***

People started joining the couple on the dance floor, first close family and friends, then everyone else. Solon glanced at Mina. “Oh no. No. No. No. I don’t dance.”

“What? Why not?” Solon asked.

“I just can’t. I’m too clumsy. I’ll step on your feet or something.” Solon stood up, shrugging casually as he held out his hand.

“I won’t get angry, I promise.” Mina shot him an amused glare, but took his hand all the same.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she said, letting him guide her to the dance floor. He stayed holding her hand and put another hand on her hips.

Then Mina stepped on his feet. “Sorry, I didn’t -”

“Shh, relax, you’re too stiff and too far away.” He pulled her in closer, so close she was almost touching his chest.

He’s so tall. Being so close to him, Mina felt tiny. It was actually pretty nice, being so small compared to a man. Nekomi men were usually shorter than her, so it was a nice change of pace.

He guided her movements, dancing slowly. Mina tried to look down, but with their bodies so close she couldn’t see her feet anymore. “Don’t look at your feet. Look at me.”

Solon held her chin, forcing her to look him in the eye. Mina gulped, feeling a strange sense of nervousness as he looked down at her. He looked at her lips, his own twitching ever so subtly at the corners. Is he going to kiss me?

Mina knew one thing about human weddings. The tradition of the wedding hook-up. It was very common for humans to seek out their preferred gender at weddings, often ending in sex. If he tries to kiss me, should I let him?

Mina bit her lip, unaware of how sexual it looked. She kept thinking about what it would be like to kiss Solon. Of what it would mean if she kissed Solon. Would we be dating? Would he try to make me submissive? I can’t be submissive. I’m a woman. What would people think if they heard I let a human man dominate me?

Mina gulped, looking at his lips. Her mind was still racing, thinking about all the potential consequences and fallout if she let him kiss her. That was when she realised one thing. She wanted to kiss Solon. She had concerns, but only about what happened after, how people would respond. But none of her concerns were about kissing him specifically. Okay, I’ve decided. He can kiss me.

“See,” Solon said, smiling softly. “You can dance.”

“I can do what now?” Mina looked down, immediately stepping on Solon’s foot again. “Ack, sorry.”

“It’s okay, it doesn’t hurt. Your light,” Solon said, continuing unperturbed. Mina suspected he was lying to make her feel better, but didn’t question it. “All you’ve got to do is not think too hard about it, and you can dance. Just go with the flow, and let me lead you.”

“I-” Solon looked down at her, smiling softly. “Okay. Lead me.” Mina almost laughed to herself. What was I getting so worked up for? He was just looking at my lips. I shouldn’t overthink things.

A gentle smile graced her lips as they kept dancing, Mina’s mind at ease. They kept going for a while. Mina even managed to stop stepping on Solon’s toes. It felt like she was gliding about, guided by her confident partner.

Comfortable and secure, she let herself get lost in the moment, actually enjoying dancing for the first time in her life. Solon even spun her at one point, making her laugh at the over the top move.

Mina didn’t know how long they danced for, laughing and enjoying themselves. It was at the end of one particularly romantic song that Solon pulled her in close. Her chest pressed against his. She looked up at him, heart pounding in her chest.

He took her chin in between his fingers, gently tilting her head up. He’s really going to do it. He’s going to kiss me. Mina closed her eyes, passively waiting for him to do it. Kiss me.

Crash.

The sound of glass smashing ruined the moment. Mina looked around, seeing a giant beast rushing through the room. The crowd screamed, scattering in all directions.

A massive bipedal creature covered in fur with sharp gnashing teeth rushed forward, aiming straight for Helene. Solon intervened, wrapping chains around it. “Mina, finish it.”

“What the hell is that?” Helene screamed. Mina rushed forward, channelling ki into her fist. She never got to deliver the hit, because a second, slightly smaller beast tackled her, smashing her head into the floor.

“Bastard!” She lashed out with her fist, but the creature twisted out of the way. “Get off of me!”

She sprung it off her. It landed easily, extending its long claws. Mina got to her feet, the pause letting her process what she was seeing. It was a werewolf, a big angry creature with razor-like claws and teeth.

“Whatever you do, don’t let it bite you! If you do, you’ll become a werewolf,” Solon shouted. Somehow, the one he had bound had escaped. He was holding it at bay but barely, constantly falling back to avoid its strikes.

“Solon, keep that one busy. I’ll finish this one, then we’ll fight together,” Mina shouted. “Helene, stay out of the way! Helene?” Mina looked around, but the priestess was gone. Where did she go?

Mina didn’t have long to contemplate this. As the werewolf raced forward again, claws extended, ready to slit her throat. Falling back, she had to focus not to trip on the logs around the fire. Her attacker had no such issue, effortlessly bounding over it.

Ducking low, Mina charged ki in her fist attempting another attack. The werewolf effortlessly jumped over her, running his claws up her back. Flesh and fabric tore. She screamed in pain, spinning with a kick. It dodged her again, then grabbed her leg, throwing her into a tree, stealing her breath.

Mina barely had a moment to stand before it was upon her again, lashing out, taking a chunk out of the tree trunk.

Finally, a misstep. Its claw was trapped, Mina had him. She charges her ki, ready to end the monster’s life.

Thud.

Another beast tackled her to the ground, slashing her chest. Mina gasped, feeling blood spurting out of her injury.

“Fool, you almost got yourself killed,” the new werewolf growled, cutting its companion free.

“Mina!” Solon shouted, rushing towards her. His fight wasn’t over though, and with 2 new werewolves between him and Mina, it was hopeless. The monster that had been stuck in the tree rushed forward, gut punching him. Solon gasped and fell to the ground, unconscious.

Mina tried to stay awake, but her head was getting light and her eyes felt so heavy.

“The priestess is getting away,” the speaker growled. “Is he dead?”

Her attacker snorted. “Yes. Let’s go, we have no time to waste. The full moon is tomorrow.”

Solon’s dead? Mina’s consciousness started to fade. She had lost too much blood. It was over. Right behind you.

***

*

*

*

“Solon!”

Mina sat bolt upright, and immediately regretted it as pain bloomed in her chest. “Ah!”

“Woah, take it easy, Mina,” Solon said, placing a soothing hand on her back. He rubbed her back slowly, the pain dispersing at his touch. “You were cut pretty deep, but I had a healing salve. You’ll be okay. Just give it some time.”

Mina’s hand instinctively went to her chest, expecting to find deep gashes. There were none. “I’m alive.”

She looked around. She was in a small single bed, in a room with wooden walls. Solon was at her side, sat in a simple chair.

“That’s right, just take it easy. Give the salve time to work.” Mina felt the chain around her neck, Solon’s chain.

“You saved my life,” she realised, feeling the faint trace of a scar approaching her neck only to stop at the chain. “They would’ve cut my throat. Your chain saved me.”

“Heh, bondage saves lives. Who knew?” Solon joked, trying to lighten the mood. He was covered in sweat. He looked exhausted, flushed in the pale sunlight.

Wait, sunlight? Mina looked out of the window, seeing the sun shining above them. “What time is it? How long was I unconscious?”

“A while. The healing took time,” Solon explained. “It’s a powerful salve, but not fast.”

“I thought I was going to die.” Mina felt the marks on her chest. Even now, they were still shrinking. “The cuts were so deep, I’ve never been hurt so badly before.”

Mina’s hand shook. She felt so weak, helpless. “It’s okay, you’re alive. We’re both going to be okay,” Solon reassured, arm still wrapped around her. He brought her into a hug, which Mina numbly returned, trying to process everything that had happened.

“They said you were dead!” She shouted. Solon winced, pulling back.

“Yeah, I heard that,” Solon said, grinning uncomfortably. “I covered my chest with chainmail. It stopped him from gutting me, but he still cut me.”

Solon lifted his shirt. He had bandaged himself up, the rags red with blood. “You’re hurt. Why didn’t you use the salve?”

“You needed it more. You were nearly dead,” Solon said seriously. Mina nodded, appreciating his decision.

“I’m amazed we both survived. They were going for the kill,” Mina said, feeling as the wounds sealed all the way. This salve must have cost a fortune.

“No, at least one of them wasn’t. He must’ve felt my chainmail, but he didn’t finish me off. He knew I was playing dead.”

“You played dead!” Mina shouted. Solon gave her a flat look.

“There was 3 of them, and I was struggling against just 1. Of course I played dead,” Solon said, heaving a heavy sign. “If I hadn’t, there’s no way I would’ve got to you in time, even if I did win by some miracle. Getting them to leave was the priority.”

Mina hung her head. “You’re right, I’m sorry. This is just … a lot to take in.”

Solon finally released her, sitting back tiredly. “Yeah, you got that right. We got our asses handed to us.” Solon laughed bitterly. “The Radiants are going to be pissed when they find out we lost their priestess.”

“Helene? Helene! Shit, where is she?” Mina stood up, no longer in any pain. She felt good, really good, actually. Seriously, that salve was insane.

“They took her,” Solon said dejectedly. “By the sounds of it, they kidnapped her for some ritual. I don’t think they’ll hurt her… yet.”

Mina fought the urge to scold him for letting them take her. It wasn’t his fault. Given the situation, there really wasn’t anything he could have done.

“Did anyone else get hurt?” Mina asked. Solon shook his head.

“Casey was injured, but she’s fine now. Other than that, they didn’t attack anyone else. Their goal wasn’t to kill,” Solon said softly. Mina nodded, relieved by that at least.

“Now what?”

Solon got up, wincing slightly. “We’ve got 2 choices. Either report the mission as a failure and take whatever punishment they give us. It’s at least 2 days walk back to town. By then, they’ll have done whatever they’re going to do to her.”

“They’ll kill her.” Solon nodded, closing his eyes.

“Or we try following them. They’ve got a half day’s head start, but we do have one advantage. I have a hunch as to where they’re heading.”

“Where?” Solon pointed at Mt Mene. “Shit.”

“Yeah.”

“Are you sure?” Mina asked, looking at the dangerous mountain hesitantly.

“Pretty sure. Rituals aren’t like other magic, they need to be cast in magically powerful places for maximum effect. Mene mountain used to be a ritual sight for the Radiants. Considering they kidnapped Helene, and she’s a Radiant priestess…”

It made sense, frustratingly. “So we follow them into the mountain.”

“If we want to save Helene, it’s our only choice,” Solon said, looking at the dangerous mountain. “We’ll never get back up in time. If we’re doing this, we need to leave now. I may not like Helene, but we can’t just abandon her. We agreed to protect her.”

Mina closed her eyes, taking a deep, calming breath. She suspected it would be her last chance to relax for a while. “Alright, I’m in. Let’s save Helene.”


Chapter 12: Mene Mountain

It didn’t take long to pack to leave. Casey had already packed their bags, it turned out they were staying in her farmhouse. They met her downstairs, where she was waiting to see them off. She had one of her legs wrapped up in bandages, but otherwise looked healthy.

“I’ve got something for you, boy.” She held out a vial full of reddish liquid. “It won’t work as well as Mene’s touch, but it’ll do the job given enough time.”

“I cannot accept this.” Casey raised her hand, shaking her head furiously.

“It’s the least I can do for y’all. I’d come with you, but then there’d be no one left to defend the villagers if they come back.” Casey frowned, muttering “not that I was much use the first time.”

“You did what you were able. They weren’t normal monsters.”

“I know.” Casey signed. “Now take the potion. Seriously, don’t worry about it. I can always brew more.”

“Huh?”

“I’m an alchemist, honey.” Casey shoved the potion into Solon’s hand. “I don’t have all of my stock with me, but I always keep a head-stash. Speaking of…” she rummaged through her bag, producing a blueish vial. “This here is a greater healing potion! Take it. If y’all are injured fighting them vermin, this’ll set you right.”

“A greater healing potion, but those are so expensive.”

“It’s mine to do with as I please, and I want it to be a gift. Take it,” Casey said, practically forcing the potion into Mina’s hands.

Mina nodded, conceding the point. She accepted the potion. “Thank you. I hope to someday repay your kindness.”

“Just promise you’ll teach those vermin a lesson they won’t soon forget.”

“I give you my word.” Casey shrugged.

“Well, that’s all I got for y’all. You might as well head off now. You're burning daylight!”

“Ready to go, Mina?” Solon grabbed his bag. He tried to hide it, but Mina noticed him wincing in pain.

“Give me that.” Mina took his bag out of his hand, lifting it easily. “The least I can do is carry your burdens.”

Solon looked like he wanted to argue. A firm glare stopped him in his tracks. “Men, always trying to do everything by themselves,” Casey laughed, slapping her uninjured leg.

“Ugh, don’t get me started,” Mina said, smiling good-naturedly. Casey chuckled with her, but her expression soon turned serious.

“Promise y’all will kill the bastard who broke my leg.”

“If I am able, they will be punished.”

“… I guess that'll do.”

***

Mene mountain was the tallest mountain in the entire country of Nexus. Scaling it was almost impossible, not just because of the height but because of the numerous monsters that spawn within its depths.

Mene mountain wasn't just a mountain, it’s a rare above ground dungeon. A dungeon is a place where monsters spawn, due to high concentrations of ambient mana, they just appear out of nowhere. If there’s an unoccupied space, they could pop into existence at any moment.

Monsters then tend to spread out, leaving their “birth” places and heading into the wider world where they generally make a nuisance of themselves. Fortunately, not all monsters do this. Many stay in their dungeons, feeding off of the ambient mana to survive.

This makes going to these places highly dangerous, but also highly profitable for gathering rare monster parts, as well as the other rare materials that form in areas with high mana concentration.

Under normal circumstances, a pair of rookie adventurers would stay well away from such an obviously dangerous place. But these weren’t normal circumstances. Standing at the entrance to a cave, Solon gave Mina a meaningful look.

“This is it, the entrance to the mountain. This leads to a series of tunnels that criss-crosses the entire complex. It’s also the best route to the top,” Solon said, unmoving.

“You’re sure we cannot just scale it from the outside?” Solon shook his head.

“I’ve read about this. The caves are dangerous, but they’re stable. The outside has rockslides, mudslides and monsters attacking constantly, anyway. The caves are safer. Especially if we can reach the old sanctuaries.”

“Old sanctuaries?” Mina said, confused.

“The Order of the Radiant Night colonised this place a long time ago. It was eventually reclaimed by monsters, but even so, the sanctuary’s barriers are still working. If we go inside them, monsters won’t be able to follow us.”

“And you can locate these sanctuaries?” Mina asked hopefully. Solon shook his head.

“Nope. I've not got a clue where they are.” He took a step forward. He moved more easily now, the potion having helped him heal much faster than he would normally, but Mina could tell he wasn’t fully better. He tried to hide it, but his movements were painful at times. “But it’s almost nightfall. If we’re going to save Helene, it’s now or never.”

“Very well.” Mina followed him, cautiously looking around. The cave wasn’t dark, its stone glowed with the same light as the moon. “This place is bizarre.”

“It’ll only get stranger as we get deeper.” A strange creature that looked like a giant golden fish “swam” through the air around the corner towards them. “I got this.” Solon summoned a chain, smacking it to the ground. It didn’t get back up. “Piece of cake.”

“An excellent strike. I’m glad to see the denizens of this mountain are not a threat,” Mina said, looking at the dead fish.

“Yeah. It’s an Aufish. They’re easy to kill, but don’t underestimate them. Apparently, their attacks can kill,” Solon warned, stomping on its head to confirm its death.

“Do not fret, I will not relax my watch.” Mina drew her sword. “I usually prefer using my fists, but my sword’s greater reach may be preferable in this case.”

“Look alive, we got 2 in coming,” Solon said, gesturing to where a pair of Aufish were rushing towards them. Mina raced forward, sword at the ready. She sliced through one before it knew what was happening.

The other shot a burst of concentrated water, which she dodged elegantly. She followed up with a slash that bisected it, ending its life. The lifeless halves fell to the ground limply. “I see what you mean. If that had hit me, I’m afraid even my endurance would not have been sufficient.”

Mina approached the gash carved into the cave wall by the fish’s water gun. “Perhaps I should make you some armour.” Solon approached Mina, resting a hand on her shoulder. “I’m going to wrap you in chains to make chainmail armour, don’t worry. It won’t hurt.”

“I am not afraid. I already have your chain around my neck,” Mina said, pulling at the collar.

“Oh, I guess I never removed that,” Solon realised, forming chains that wrapped themselves around Mina’s torso and arms slowly snaking down her body. “Sorry.”

“There is nothing to apologise for. I suspect that if I was not wearing this, my neck would have been cut.” Mina smiled, fiddling with the chain. “Besides, I kind of like the way it feels around my neck.” Solon smirked at her. “Oh, get your mind out of the gutter!”

“What? I didn’t say anything,” Solon said, mock-innocently.

“You know what you did,” Mina said accusingly. She glared at him, but it soon gave way to laughter. Solon joined her, finishing up his spell.

“Alright, you’re all set. Let me know if it gets damaged, it’s easy to fix.” Mina nodded, admiring her temporary armour.

“Not bad, a little more form hugging than is strictly necessary,” she drawled. Solon looked away, scratching his cheek.

“Sorry, I’ve never done it to someone else before.” Mina’s eyes sparkled with delight.

“Is that so? I guess you could say I took your virginity?” Mina teased further, stepping into his personal space. “You can sense your chains, correct? How did it feel enveloping me?”

Solon snorted, moving forward so they were even closer to each other. Mina looked up at him, lips slightly parted. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Mina rolled her eyes. “You are always trying to act so cavalier. I see through it, though. You’re nervous.” Mina grinned, poking his chest for emphasis. Solon winced, sucking in a pained breath. He took a step back instinctively. “Ah, my apologises, I forgot about your wound!”

“It’s okay.” Solon took a steadying breath. “We should stay focused. We need to try to find a sanctuary to rest in. It's dangerous to get distracted.”

“Yes, you're right. I’ll be the vanguard.” Mina rushed forward, so she was in front of Solon.

“Are you trying to protect me, or to get me to check out your ass?” Solon said, trying to reignite the playful atmosphere.

“A woman can multitask,” Mina said, smirking at him over her shoulder. “Now, hush, I need to listen out for monsters.”

They continued into the mountain in relative silence. Every now and again, someone would say something, but the conversation never lasted for long. It was hard to banter when you were worried about killer fish sniping you.

They encountered a lot of Aufish, but they were dispatched easily enough. The fish didn’t tend to swim in schools larger than 4-5, so taking them out was simple enough. Solon would stay behind, using his chains to attack at a distance while Mina rushed forward and cut them down. They never got hit even once.

Despite this, the constant battles were wearing them down. Solon, in particular, had been up for almost 36 hours straight, and was rapidly reaching his limit. The only thing that kept him going was the fact they really didn’t have any choice. They were too deep to just turn around, and camping would mean taking shifts guarding against monsters. Their only hope was finding a sanctuary.

Mina picked up his slack, doing her best to take out as many monsters as possible without him doing anything.

Eventually, the tunnel came to a dead end. A river cut through the wall in front of them.

“It’s got to go somewhere. If we follow it, it’ll take us higher up the mountain,” Solon said, putting a bit of dirt in the water to see which way it flowed. It slowly floated away, confirming it was safe to swim.

“Don’t you mean we need to go against the current?” Mina asked, sheathing her sword.

“Not here. Mene mountain’s weird. Water flows to the top, then comes down the side.”

“How does that work?” Solon shrugged.

“Not a clue.” He gestured to her chainmail. “You okay to swim in that?”

Mina didn’t want to swim in chainmail, but the distance was short so she thought she would be okay. If Solon was in top form, she would’ve had him remove it and replace it, but seeing his pale features, she knew he couldn’t take much more. “I will be fine. It’s best to keep it on, in case something attacks us while we’re swimming.”

“If that’s what you want. I’ll go first.” Solon jumped in without waiting for confirmation, swimming with the current under the rock. It didn’t go on for long. Barely 10 seconds later, he was able to come out for air again. Mina followed shortly after.

“It’s dark.”

“I’m glad you’re here to give that keen insight,” Solon said dryly.

“Jerk.” Mina splashed in his direction. “I’m just saying, didn’t you say Lunar Stone always glows?”

“Yeah, it does.” Solon started feeling around, trying to find the shore. “Guess this part of the cave’s not made of Lunar Stone.”

Mina followed him, pawing about until she felt a flat surface. “I think I’ve found it. Come over here.” Solon swam over, and the pair climbed out. “Now what? I do not believe my tinderbox is watertight, so we cannot start a fire.”

Solon stayed silent for a moment, thinking, then clapped his hands, summoning a ball of pale light the same shade of white the walls had been.

They were in what looked to be a sanctuary. Only it didn’t look old and run down as they expected. The walls were pristine, undamaged, and appearing to have been cleaned recently. There were beds, but also bookshelves and desks. Whoever was here wasn’t just camping while they took on the dungeon, they stayed here for a while.

“They even left notes on the desk,” Solon said, approaching the scattered papers. His ball of light followed behind him. They were covered in strange ruins and ritual diagrams. “Could these belong to the werewolves?”

“What does it say?” Mina asked, moving to get a closer look.

“I’m not really sure. Ritual magic is way more complicated than regular magic, and I only ever studied it at a basic level.” Solon put down the piece of paper, picking up another one. “Whatever it is, it’s big. They’re talking about some sort of power source that would produce enough mana to affect the whole country.”

“Does it say what Helene’s for?”

“I think she’s a conduit… or a converter… something to do with ensuring the mana does what they want it to do.” Mina frowned, lying down on one of the beds.

“Leave it for now. Get some rest. I’ll take the first watch.”

“Here? Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Solon asked. Despite his protests, he laid down on the bed, practically melting into the mattress. He pulled off his wet shirt and pants, lying down in his boxers. He was still wet, but he was too exhausted to care.

“I doubt we’ll find another sanctuary anytime soon. Best to rest while we can. Besides, if they are ascending the mountain as well, they probably won’t come back down for no reason.”

Solon knew her logic was flawed, but exhausted as he was, he couldn’t summon the energy to argue. He fell asleep without even getting under the covers. Mina looked at him, smiling fondly.

“Honestly, you push yourself too hard.” She grabbed the covers from another bed, draping them over him. “You need to slow down and rest. The world isn’t going to come to an end because you decide to sleep.”


Chapter 13: The Ritual

Several hours later, Solon woke up. He wasn’t feeling well rested, per se, but the rest had done him some good. He found Mina sitting at the desk with some candles lit.

Hm, I didn’t notice those before. It was hardly surprising, considering how exhausted he was. Mina had also started a fire, hanging up their clothes to dry. She was currently dressed in loose pyjama bottoms and a top, but with his chainmail underneath still. Guess she’s worried the werewolves will return.

“You’re up,” Mina said, smiling tiredly. “Shall we head out?”

Solon raises a brow. “Aren’t you going to rest?”

“Nah, I’m not tired.” Mina yawned loudly. Solon stared at her dryly. “I guess I could use a quick catnap. But we can’t waste too much time. They have Helene!”

“We won’t do her any good if we turn up exhausted,” Solon pointed out. He pointed at the other bed. “Now, sleep. I’ll wake you in a couple of hours.”

Mina nodded, walking slumped over and falling into the bed. She fell asleep quickly, breathing softly as she curled into a ball. Getting up, Solon realised his boxers were still wet with river water. His shirt and pants were hanging by the fire, though, having dried while he was asleep.

Good thing it’s summer. He approached the desk, picking up strange documents. Now, what do we have here?

Solon planned to let Mina sleep for a few hours, but barely 2 hours later, she shot up out of bed. “Alright, time to go,” she announced, no trace of tiredness left.

“Relax, no need to stress so much. I figured out the ritual.” Solon waved around the papers. “She’s not a conduit, she’s the victim. They’re going to try to turn her into a werewolf.”

“What?” Mina jumped out of bed. “That’s awful. We must not let them do that.” Solon shrugged. “Why are you being so casual?”

“Because it’s not going to work. She’s a Radiant priestess, her divine magic will protect her. They’re trying to use the mountain and full moon to amplify the ritual, but it’ll also amplify her magic.”

“But I thought Radiants can only heal other people,” Mina said. Despite her complaint, she did seem noticeably calmer now. She approached their drying equipment, feeling them to see what was and wasn’t dry.

“That’s true, but the lycanthropy disease will be naturally countered by her divine magic.” Solon joined her. He had already put on some of the dryer clothes, cooking some rations on the fire. “They can do whatever they like. Turning a Radiant priestess is all but impossible. Probably.”

“Probably?” Mina repeated, tilting her head. “What if when they realise they cannot turn her, they kill her?”

“They went through the trouble of kidnapping her. They wouldn’t kill her immediately just because their plan failed… probably.” Solon started serving up some food, little bits of meat and cheese.

“Stop saying probably.” Despite her complaint, Mina accepted the food Solon offered her.

“Probably.” Mina glared at him, her irritation giving way to amusement. She hid her smile by taking a bite of the meat. “You are such a jerk.”

They ate happily, feeling somewhat calm for the first time since they were attacked. They still needed to save Helene, but knowing she wasn’t in any immediate danger, took the edge off. After they ate, they repacked their still damp gear, replacing their tinder with some the werewolves had left behind, then headed out.

Outside the sanctuary, the lunar stone provided all the light they needed, so they didn’t need candles or Solon’s magic.

At first they just encountered more Aufish, which were annoying, but by this point they were thoroughly used to them. Dispatching them was easy.

Then they encountered a Stonesnake. They’re as long as a man is tall, although they sliver across the ground on their bellies. Despite their serpentine appearance, they have no poison. Their main means of attack is to wrap around their targets and squeeze them, very slowly killing them.

The problem isn’t that they’re strong. In a way, they’re the opposite of the Aufish. Rather than being fragile and powerful, they’re weak but having incredible defensive abilities. Solon couldn’t even make a dent in their stone like skin.

This meant Mina had to take them out, using her iron fist to kill them one by one. All Solon could do to contribute was restrain them with his chains, keeping them in place so they couldn’t get away.

“We’re fine for now, but if a large group appears, we could be in trouble,” Solon said, thinking aloud. “They may not look it, but they can be pretty fast when they want to be.”

“I’m not worried. I doubt something so weak could even hurt me,” Mina said proudly.

“Maybe not, but if they wrap around you, then you might not be able to get them off.” Mina frowned at the idea.

“We’ll be careful. If needs be, we can always retreat.”

Solon sighed, reluctantly agreeing with her. There really would be no other choice. “Anyway-” Solon’s head snapped around “-Do you sense that?”

“Sense what?” Mina asked, readying an offensive stance. “A large pack of monsters?”

“No, this feels human… I think. And powerful. Whoever it is has a lot of mana.” Solon prepared his chains.

“Could it be the werewolves?” Solon hummed.

“I’m not sure. Mana sense isn’t that precise, and there’s a lot of interference from the mountain. But… I can’t think who else would be in here. We should hide, try to set a trap for them.”

The pair got into position, preparing a simple but effective trap for their potential attacker. A short while later, they heard light footsteps approaching.

Someone stepped on Solon’s hidden trip chain, so he activated it, dropping the net. They moved like the wind, effortlessly avoiding the net.

“Mina, now!” Mina leapt out, sword in one hand, her other fist loaded with ki. She didn’t recognise the woman, but they hadn’t seen the werewolves in human form. They didn’t have long to dwell on it, anyway.

It didn’t matter. She effortlessly avoided her ki laden fist, diverting her sword simultaneously, sending Mina tumbling into a heap.

“Mina!” Solon sent his chains, hoping to capture the new woman. She raised a hand, wind forming and redirecting the chains away from her. “What?”

She bounded forward, covering the distance between them in a single step. Drawing a dagger, she held it to Solon’s throat, narrowing her red eyes.

“Stop, or I’ll kill you.” Solon froze, letting his chains dissipate except those that were forming armour for himself and Mina. “Why did you attack me?”

“We… you’re with Rising Phoenix?” Solon looked at the crest on her outfit.

“Yes.”

“Are you a werewolf?”

“No.”

“Oh. We thought you were. Sorry, you had a similar magic aura to this werewolf who attacked us,” Solon said, still unmoving. He hated how bad his explanation was.

“That makes sense.” She put her dagger away.

“It does?”

“Yes.” Solon waited a moment for her to elaborate, but she didn’t. Mina got to her feet, dusting herself off unhappily.

“Um, I appreciate we are in no position to make demands. But why do you have the same magic aura as a werewolf?”

“I’m tracking down a werewolf using druidic magic. A side effect of the tracking spell is my mana feels like the targets,” she explained boredly.

“Oh, maybe we have the same target then. I’m Solon, by the way.” Solon extended his hand. But she just looked at it, confused. “I’m a Chain magic user from Rising Phoenix.”

“My name is Raven. I use druidic magic.” Raven bowed, a gesture which Solon copied.

Right, druids don’t do handshakes. Solon cleared his throat. “So you’re a druid, huh? I guess that explains your outfit.”

“No. I am not a druid anymore. I left some time ago.” Despite not being a druid, she still wore the green robes and animalistic face paint.

“Why are you hunting the vampires then?” Mina asked. She had her hand on her sword, glaring at Raven. If this bothered the former druid, she didn’t show it.

“They stole Mene’s Tear, a powerful magical artifact. I was tasked with retrieving it.”

“Oh, that’s cool. In that case, maybe we could team - wait. Did you just say they have Mene’s Tear?” Solon felt like he had just been punched in the gut.

“Yes.”

“Gods above and below, we’re all going to die.” All the colour drained from Solon’s expression. He started pacing back and forth, swearing endlessly as he tried to process the new information.

Mina watched him for a few seconds, as did Raven, who seemed remarkably disinterested in his little breakdown. “I thought it was just a symbol for lunar mana, but I was wrong. If they have Mene’s Tear, we’re fucked. Everyone’s fucked! Shit! Fuck! We’re all going to die!”

Mina grabbed him by the shoulders, holding him firmly but not so tight as to hurt. “Solon, slow down, take a deep breath and tell me what’s wrong?”

Solon took an unsteady breath. “I thought the ritual was a localised transformation spell, because it would never affect anyone past a few meters… unless it had a really, really big power source.”

“... Like Mene’s Tear.” Mina didn’t know a lot about magic, but she knew enough to know Mene’s Tear could supercharge lunar magic. “Well, that’s not ideal.”

Solon laughed sardonically. “No, it isn’t.”

“Are you 2 going to fill me in at any point?” Raven asked, crossing her arms, unimpressed.

“Right, sorry, so we-”

“Solon, can I speak to you over there for a second?” Mina started pulling Solon away before he could answer. “What are you doing?” she whispered angrily.

“I’m just filling her in,” Solon said, casually shrugging.

“Filling her in? We just met her, and she attacked us!”

“Technically, we attacked her. And besides, if she wanted to stop us, she could’ve easily killed me,” Solon said. Mina stared at him, baffled.

“Do you hear yourself when you talk?” She asked, putting her hand on her forehead. “She’s dangerous, and we have no reason to trust her.”

“She’s a guild member. She’s on our side,” Solon said, putting his hand on Mina’s shoulder. “Plus, we kind of need all the help we can get. There’s no way we can take on all 3 of those bastards at once by ourselves.”

Mina sighed, slumping. “Just… fine. But be cautious.”

“Great!” Solon turned back to Raven. “Hey Raven, I was thinking we should work together.”

“Yes, I heard.”

“Eh?” Solon froze. Raven shifted her hair, revealing her pointy ears.

“As an elf, my ears are much more sensitive than those of a human,” she said. “Also, you guys weren’t whispering.”

Solon scratched his cheek. “Is that so? Sorry about that. Anyway, the point is, do you want to join us or not?”

Raven gave him a dry look. “I guess I don’t have any better offers.”

“Fantastic. Raven, welcome to the team!”


Chapter 14: Travelling

Travelling with Raven sped things up dramatically. Her main weapon was actually a bow. She used her wind magic to manipulate her arrows, so she hit even when enemies dodged. Oftentimes she took out the Aufish before they even saw them, bending her arrows around corners to take them out. And, unlike Solon, she could actually take out Stonesnakes, although it took her a couple of hits.

All in all, they made great time. Solon explained about the ritual on the way. Raven’s reaction was … less than he expected. She didn’t seem surprised at all, yet oddly when he questioned this, she claimed to have no idea why they took Mene’s Tear.

Mina didn’t like this, seeing it as yet more evidence the elf would betray them. But Solon wasn’t worried. If the werewolves wanted them gone, they wouldn’t waste time with subterfuge. The gap in power was just too big to be worth it. He didn’t say this to Mina, though; he knew it wouldn’t help.

They had to adjust their tactics slightly to incorporate Raven. Originally, Solon had suggested that Mina be the vanguard and Raven shoot from the rear. Mina didn’t like the idea of no one keeping an eye on Raven though, so Solon ended up as rearguard, using his chains to corral enemies that tried to get past Mina.

Raven then shot enemies, while Mina played defence using Taunt if Solon ever got overwhelmed. She used it sparingly though, not wanting to be overrun herself. It proved very effective, most battles only taking a couple minutes before they dispatched the monsters.

“We make a pretty good team, don’t you think?” Solon asked, after one such battle. They were surrounded by corpses of Aufish and Stonesnakes, but no one had been hit even once.

“We’re okay,” Mina said, dusting herself off. Stonesnake dust was all over her from when she smashed them; they’re stone-like hides breaking into bits.

“It is easier traversing dungeons with a team,” Raven said. Solon smiled, giving Mina a pointed look. “Even though you are so weak, it’s still nice to have allies.”

Solon looked away from Mina. “Is that so? I guess you’d be used to stronger teammates.”

“No. Druids do not work in teams often and I rarely formed teams in Rising Phoenix.” Raven resumed walking down the halls, ignoring the multitude of corpses left in their wake. Mina frowned, rushing to take her position at the front again. Solon followed suit at the back.

“I guess it must be hard finding teammates up to your standards,” Solon said once he caught up.

“Hm, no. That’s not it. I just struggled to find anyone willing to work with me before,” Raven said. For the first time, she showed a little emotion, sadness leaking into her voice. “I’m not sure what I was doing wrong. That is why I appreciate you letting me join your team. I don’t have much experience, but I promise I’ll do whatever you say.”

Solon looked at Mina, who was looking back at him, just as confused. “You’ll do whatever I say?” Solon repeated. Usually, when teams join like this, the strongest member is implicitly in charge. So far, Raven had been going with the flow, but even so, Solon assumed she wanted to be in control.

“Yes. I lack experience working in a team, so I apologise if I make a mistake. But I promise I won’t allow you to be killed.”

“That’s …” Solon was briefly taken aback by the reference to his death, but recovered soon enough. “Very nice of you.”

“But I’m actually the leader of this team,” Mina cut in. Raven looked to Solon for confirmation.

“Well, technically she’s the leader for this mission,” Solon said, emphasising the word technically.

“Odd, from the way you set up all the plans, I just assumed you were.”

“He only set up the plans to take out the monsters. That’s rudimentary, so I delegated,” Mina said, waving her off.

“He also set up the ambush attempt on me.”

“You knew about that?” Mina shouted, voice bouncing off the walls. She spun on her heel, pointing an accusatory finger at Raven.

“I already told you my hearing is good.” Raven pushed her finger out of the way. “It’s irrelevant, anyway. You 2 are both far too weak to threaten me, even with a surprise attack. If I wished to harm you, there’s nothing you could do to stop me.”

Mina crossed her arms, turning her nose towards the ceiling. “If you think we’re so weak, why are you willing to let us lead you?”

“I don’t enjoy being in charge of people,” Raven answered simply. “Back when I was a druid, I was often expected to ‘crack the whip’, but I dislike being the one to do so.”

“So you’d rather be the one being whipped,” Solon said, grinning cheekily. Mina rolled her eyes, making sure Solon saw her do it.

“Given the choice, yes,” Raven said without shame. Mina’s head snapped around in shock. “Why are you staring at me?”

“Um, no reason. I guess… whatever you’re into.” Raven shrugged.

Solon had to fight not to snicker. Raven definitely didn’t know what she was implying. I could tell Mina that, but where would the fun in that be?

***

Mina took the first shift awake. In theory, they should be safe in the sanctuary. There was no sign the werewolves had ever been to this one, but they weren’t dumb enough to sleep without anyone keeping watch.

That meant Mina had several hours of sitting around doing nothing. At least last time she could search the room and start a fire to dry their clothes. This time, all she could do was sit alone with her thoughts.

Have I been letting Solon act like the leader? She frowned at the thought, because she knew the answer. She had. Solon let her make a few token decisions, but in terms of overall strategy and battle tactics, he had made almost every decision. It all just felt so easy. Comforting.

She knew she should be annoyed by him undermining her. This was her chance to be in charge, damnit! But she wasn’t. She was glad he took control. Mina was confused and uncertain. She really had no idea what she should be doing.

Solon always seemed to know. Sure, his plans weren’t perfect. Yet somehow, despite everything that had gone wrong, it always felt like he was in control. Calm, except when he found out about the werewolf ritual. Which, in fairness, did merit at least a small freak out. She would be worried if he reacted to a potential national catastrophe calmly.

Is it really okay to just let him boss me around? Mina’s mind wandered to Raven. She had chosen to be a subordinate. She certainly didn’t have to be. If she said she was in charge, there was nothing either of them could have done about it. She did it because she liked it.

It went against everything Mina had been taught growing up. She remembered being told time and again, women should always lead. That she needed to be strong and in control and never, ever, let a man tell her what to do. Mina didn’t want to think about how her mother would react if she saw the way she was acting.

I am in charge. Solon himself said it. This is my mission. Mina clenched her fist, gathering ki. I’m stronger than him. It’s natural I’m the leader. The strong lead, the weak follow.

Mina took a cleansing breath, letting her ki dissipate harmlessly. I can’t keep leaning on Solon. This situation is stressful, but it’s in situations like this that leaders show their mettle.

Mina suddenly remembered the fight with the werewolves. That time, she had unquestioningly been in charge. She led them and they lost. Badly. If Solon didn’t play dead, they both would likely be dead. Mina touched the chain around her neck, feeling the slight pressure around her neck.

He protected me. It was just random chance. A coincidence. He put the chain around her neck and it stopped the claws from slitting her throat. His decision saved her.


Chapter 15: The Prisoner

Helene was no warrior. Lunar magic did have combat applications, but they were almost exclusively supportive. The few directly offensive spells that existed, she had never learnt. A mistake that she now deeply regretted.

All her life, she had avoided combat. As a priestess, her place was as far away from the battlefield as possible. It’s what everyone always told her. Why learn to fight when you’re a healer?

So she didn’t.

And now she was in a dungeon, a length of chain binding her to the floor. Her cell wasn’t that bad, all things considered. It was plain. But it could be worse. Her bed was surprisingly soft, not as soft as her temple bed, but still distinctively livable. It also had an old beaten up desk for her to eat her meals on with a stool.

They were in a sanctuary, the uppermost altar to Mene. It had many rooms. The one Helene was in appeared to be a former dorm of some kind. Perhaps the priests of old stayed here back when it was an active temple.

They had locked the door, not that they needed to. She would never be able to break her chains. She had already tried. She had spent hours hammering away at the metal with a rock, barely even managing to make a scratch on the tough metal.

Now she lay in bed, resigned. Eventually, someone would arrive to save her. This is the fate of the weak. To wait for others to decide your fate.

Helene still didn’t know why they kidnapped her in the first place. They had been distinctly tight-lipped, refusing to answer even the most basic questions. Still, she had overheard a little of their conversations.

From what she could tell, she had 3 captors: Remus, Selene and Lorcan. Lorcan was in charge, the other 2 were executing his orders.

Normally, Selene brought her meals to her. She never said a word to Helene during these occasions, just dropping off the flavourless mulch and leaving.

This time was different. Instead of Selene, a bear of a man came in carrying her food tray. He looked to be young, mid twenties at the oldest. He had a thick brown beard and long hair. He was dressed like a peasant, wearing a simple tunic and pants. A rope belt kept his pants from falling down. He pocketed the key as he entered the room. Despite his massive size, he smiled at her kindly as he entered.

“Hi, how are you?” Remus asked, presenting her with the food. Helene’s lips spread into a thin line.

“Oh, I’m great. I love being held prisoner in a temple to the god I worship.” Helene crossed her arms with a huff.

Remus chuckled awkwardly, putting the tray onto the desk. “Yeah, sorry about this. It won’t be much longer. Then you’ll be free to go wherever you want. I promise.”

“Wow, maybe you’re not such a bad guy after all,” Helene said sarcastically. “If you want to be nice, why don’t you let me leave now?”

“I wish I could. I really do,” Remus said, taking a seat across from her. “But this is important.”

“I’m sure it is,” Helene said, her tone making it clear she was anything but.

“I’m serious. If this works, it could change the world.” Helene hummed, taking a seat at the desk, grabbing her stale bread. “Just… relax, okay? You’re going to be fine.”

Helene looked at him skeptically. “You promise you won’t hurt me?”

Remus smiled. “I promise.”

Helene heaved a heavy sigh. “Why didn’t you just ask the Order for help? If your cause is just, we would’ve provided aid. You didn’t have to kidnap me.”

Remus’ expression darkened. “We did what we had to do. Everything we’re doing is for the greater good.”

“Uh huh.” Helene took a bite of the bread, grimacing. “That’s what they all say.”

Remus grabbed her arm, looking deep into her eyes. “I know you’re scared, but believe me. When this is over, you’ll be glad to have been a part of it.” Helene stared back at him in shock. After a moment, Remus realised his mistake and released her. “Sorry.”

“So you apologise for touching me without permission, but not for kidnapping me,” Helene said, laughing at the ridiculousness of her situation. “You’re a strange type of criminal.”

“I’m not a criminal.” Helene rolled her eyes. “Look, just because I did what I had to do doesn’t make me a criminal.”

“Pretty sure it does,” Helene said. “That’s how the law works. It doesn’t say don’t kidnap people unless you really need to. It says don’t kidnap people.”

Remus sighed, standing up. “Whatever. Tomorrow’s the day. Soon you’ll understand.” Opening the door, he paused, turning back to her.

Helene screamed, throwing her tray at Remus’ back. Remus growled, fur forming on his skin. “You!” His teeth grew, threatening canines forming as his mouth extended into a snout. Helene didn’t run away, standing to meet him.

“Do it, show me what you really are.” Helene met his eyeline, arching her head to look up at him. “Kill me.”

“No!” He closed his eyes. “You’ll see. We’re not monsters. We’re going to make things better.”

He left the room, slamming the door behind him. The door locked automatically after he left. Once he was gone, Helene’s fear overwhelmed her. It felt like she couldn’t get enough air, even though she was hyperventilating. Slowing down, she reached under her top, retrieving the keys.

He didn’t notice. Helene couldn’t use combat magic, but basic telekinesis was something almost all Lunar mages could do. In Helene’s case, this meant calling light objects to her hands. Usually, it wasn’t good for anything other than showing off. But in this case, with the tray as a distraction, it let her steal the keys to her freedom.

Helene waited a couple of minutes, both to ensure he left and to give her time to calm down. Once she was sure the coast was clear, she opened the door.


Chapter 16: Trapped

Stay calm. Ignore the pain.

Remus stomped away from Helene. Stalking down the halls, his body shifting back and forth between werewolf and human with each step.

After a time, he reached Lorcan. The older man was in his human form, working at his desk. Remus’ eyes flashed to the ritual he couldn’t understand. Lorcan did try to teach him magic, briefly. His lack of talent was immediately obvious, so his mentor gave up. Magic is all about talent, he explained. If you don’t have the knack for it, you’ll never become a great mage.

“Remus,” Lorcan said, spinning around. “I warned you this would happen. You need to master your emotions, or you’ll never be able to control the wolf within.”

Remus growled, baring his teeth. Lorcan rolled his eyes.

“Slow down. After the ritual is complete, everything will be different. Soon we will be the same as everyone else,” Lorcan said. Remus nodded, remembering their goal.

“We’ll be the same…” he said, repeating it like a mantra. “The same as everyone else.”

Transforming back into a human is just as painful as becoming a werewolf. The difference is that the emotions triggered by pain help with becoming a werewolf. Trying to transform back into a human is much harder, the agony actively pushing Remus back into his monstrous form.

Regardless, Remus eventually managed to get calm enough to assume his human form once again. Panting for breath, he looked at his soiled clothes with disdain. He was covered in food. “She’s wilful.”

“She’s a spoiled brat,” Lorcan said, rolling his eyes. “She has never experienced any hardship in her life. She claims to care about those who struggle, but she can’t. It is impossible to truly understand the pain of others when you have not experienced pain yourself.”

“Once she sees what the ritual can do, then she’ll understand,” Remus said, rubbing his aching chin.

Selene entered the room. “We do not need her compassion, merely her obedience. Once the ritual is finished, we can dispose of her,” she said, lips spreading into a cruel grin.

“We’re not hurting her,” Remus growled, feeling his skin tingling.

“If we don’t kill her, then she’ll tell people what we did. You don't want them to know our secret.” Selene sauntered forward, resting her hand on Remus’ chest. She looked up at him, biting her lip seductively. “The Radiants will hunt us down and kill us. Is her life really worth more than ours just because we’re monsters?”

Remus snarled. “We are not monsters.”

Selene laughed, nails growing and sharpening against Remus’ chest. “Remus’, darling, we are monsters. Ask anyone you like, they’ll tell you the same thing.”

“We are monsters. But soon we won't be. When the ritual is complete, everything will change,” Lorcan said firmly. “We’re not just helping ourselves. We’ll be creating a better world for all werewolves. When we’re done, we’ll be just like everyone else. I can assure you that once we’re done, the Radiants will have no interest in hunting us anymore. Remus, come here?”

“Why?” Despite the question, Remus did as he asked.

“I need a sample of your blood for this to work,” Lorcan explained, bringing out a large threatening needle.

“Does it need to be mine?” Lorcan nodded sternly.

“You need to get over this foolish fear. Needles are not dangerous,” Lorcan said, stabbing Remus before he could react. He connected the needle to a tube that ran red with his blood, filling a bag.

“I know that it’s just…”

“He’s a coward, afraid of a little blood,” Selene mocked, grinning arrogantly.

“Everyone has their fears. What’s important is that you conquer them. I won’t always be around to protect you,” Lorcan said, watching dully as the blood flowed. He sniffed, turning to focus on Remus again.

“I don’t need protecting,” Remus muttered. He glanced at the needle, squirming awkwardly. Lorcan grunted in amusement. “Is it done yet?”

“No.” Lorcan checked the bag. “Soon.” Remus frowned, looking away, trying to ignore the pain spreading through his body.

I need to stay calm. Focus. I can’t transform now. Remus tensed his fist, stamping down on the cursed side of him.

“It’s done,” Lorcan said. He pulled the needle out, Remus bled a drop, then his skin closed again. “Now go clean yourself up. It will be time to start the ritual soon.”

Remus grunted. He walked past Selene, hitting her shoulder as he left.

Remus wished he didn’t have to work with Selene. Lorcan insisted she was the same as them, bound by the curse of the werewolf to live a life she hated. But Remus wasn’t so sure.

The way she talked about herself. The way she talked about killing. It wasn’t something she was forced to do. She just didn’t care. If someone was in the way, she would happily end their life in a second.

I’m just glad Lorcan was with her when we stole Mene’s Tear. Lorcan had told him about the fight after he escaped. He and Selene had been assaulted on all sides. It was only natural to consider killing. But Lorcan wouldn’t let that happen. He wouldn’t kill anyone he didn’t have to. He’s stern, but he’s a good man. He wouldn't ever kill anyone unless he thought he had to.

Remus was attacked by a werewolf when he was still a child. The next month, he transformed. He had planned to hide, to lock himself away in the basement so no one would find out. Unfortunately, after he transformed into a werewolf, he broke free, smashing the door to bits. It’s not surprising that after this, the village drove him out. They couldn’t risk him spreading the curse.

He wandered alone for days, struggling to survive until finally he met Lorcan.

Lorcan had been a werewolf for a long time already. Unlike the werewolf that attacked Remus, he was in complete control of his transformation. He could transform whenever he wanted to, not needing a full moon and maintaining his sanity when he did.

He helped Remus. He gave him a place to stay and food to survive, but more than that, he helped him feel like part of a family. The transformations were still stressful, but Lorcan made sure he never hurt anyone when he lost control.

Slowly, Remus learnt to control his beast side. It wasn’t easy. Lorcan had to reign him in several times. Even after years of practice, Remus’ transformation is still linked heavily to his emotional state. But he could maintain control, that’s what matters.

The problem was, he couldn’t just go back to being a peasant. Werewolves are dangerous, that’s what everyone believes. No one’s going to just sit there and watch you transform into a monster. That would require a level of trust that’s impossible to expect of someone.

So Lorcan came up with another plan. Lorcan was a mage before he was turned. He knew how to design rituals for all kinds of things. He developed the cure for lycanthropy. All they needed was a little help.

They reached out to the Order of the Radiant Night. The Radiants are famous for healing people. Surely, they would want to help. That’s what Remus thought, anyway.

Remus felt his hair thickening as he walked down the hallway, remembering those days. For months they waited. They never so much as sent a reply. They ignored their plight. The so-called holy order didn’t care about them in the least.

That’s when Remus learnt a horrible lesson about humanity. They only want to help people who can pay for it. A nobleman’s son needs his hungover cured; they’ll race over. A couple of werewolves think they’ve found the cure for their curse. They don’t care at all.

When the gods turn their back on you, it’s natural to sink into despair. Lorcan didn’t. He had expected the Radiants to refuse them. He had lived his whole life being rejected by people just like them. This was only the latest in a long series of disappointments to him.

Rather than wallow in self pity like Remus had, he made a plan. They didn’t need the Radiants to be willing to help. They could take what they needed. Once people saw that they had cured themselves, they would be forgiven.

Stealing Mene’s Tear was surprisingly easy. Remus wished Lorcan hadn’t insisted on Selene joining them, but he couldn’t deny she was strong. Unlike Remus, she had perfect control of her transformation. The only problem was she was even angrier than Lorcan, wanting to kill anyone who got in their way.

Lorcan disapproved, but he was also a practical man. What they were doing was important. They couldn’t risk failure. A few guards were one thing, they didn’t even know what they looked like normally.

But the mages were different. They could ruin the ritual if they got involved. Lorcan wanted them dead, but Remus couldn’t bring himself to do it. He felt his claw stop early. He knew the chain user was still alive. But if he said that, Selene would’ve slit the mage’s throat, and Lorcan would have let her.

When this is over, I’ll be human again. I won’t be a murderer. Remus thought about their prisoner. She had thrown her food at him, which meant she now had no breakfast. Part of him was pleased, in a vindictive sort of a way. I can’t just let her starve.

She was a pain in the ass, but willing or not, she was helping them. She deserved to eat. Remus grabbed another tray of food from the kitchen, heading to her cell. When he arrived, he noticed his keys weren't in his pocket. What the hell? Did I put the key down somewhere?

Remus froze, realisation hitting him like a brick. He allowed his nose to transform, sniffing the air with his enhanced sense of smell. “That bitch!”

She was gone. Already, she had left the compound. But he could still smell her.


Chapter 17: Flight

Helene slipped through the halls of the temple silently. Most Radiant temples she had been in had the same basic design, with a predictable layout. This one was different, older, and unfamiliar. She ended up deeper in the dorms by accident.

Opening a door she thought was the exit, she found herself in a small room that smelled of damp. Looking around, she saw a withered old man lying on the bed.

“Ah, you must be the priestess they captured. I see you’ve managed to escape. Well done.” He sat up, smiling at her serenely. His voice was soft and airy.

“Hello?” Helene approached him, extending a hand. He took it, shaking her hand. His grip was so weak she could barely feel it. “My name is Helene. I’m a Radiant priestess.” She put her hand on his, flowing healing magic into his body.

“I know. I could sense your power. You’re quite an exceptional young lady,” he said. Her healing flowed into him, but seemed to have little effect. “I’m Lex, a high priest. I’m the one who summoned you to Flamburg.”

“You requested me? Then how did you get captured?” Helene asked, confused by his calm behaviour.

“I’ll explain later. For now, you must hide.”

“What? Why?”

The door rattled. Helene dropped to the floor, crawling under the bed before it opened. “Time for your meal,” Selene said, throwing a tray onto the floor. Most of the contents spilled, but she didn’t care. “Eat it, or don’t. We really don’t need you anymore, old man.”

“Thank you for the food,” he said politely, climbing out of bed painfully to gather the fallen food. Selene scoffed, slamming the door behind her.

Helene scrambled out from under the bed. “We need to go. I’ve got the keys. We can escape.”

“Escape?” The old man laughed. “I’m in no fit state to escape. I can barely walk.”

“But you can’t stay here.”

“As a matter of fact, it’s the only thing I can do,” he said, his smile not quite reaching his eyes.

“Then…” Helene hesitated. “I’ll stay too?” She hated how much it sounded like a question. As if she was asking for permission to leave him behind. Because that’s what I am doing.

“No. I don’t want my last act in this world to be condemning you to die with me. Go, escape.” The old man finished gathering his food. “Without me, you’ll make it.”

Helene felt relief, followed by guilt at her relief. “I can’t-”

“There’s no time to discuss this. Leave, now!” He pointed at the door forcefully. “I’ll be fine. My moment will come.”

Helene knew he was lying. No one could ever be fine being held captive by monsters like these. He certainly wouldn’t be able to escape. He could barely walk! He was sacrificing himself, and she was going to let him. “I’ll… I’ll send help as soon as I can.”

It won’t arrive in time.

***

Helene rushed through the corridors of the dungeon as fast as her legs would take her. She knew it wasn’t safe, any one of the monsters in the dungeon could end her life if she wasn’t careful.

Anything is better than staying with those freaks. Sometimes in life, you have to take a risk. Helene knew if she was caught, they would kill her. Remus could act nice all he liked. She saw right through them. Once they had what they wanted, they would kill her.

She did have one advantage. Sanctuary is a hard spell, but Helene could manage it in short bursts. Whenever she got too near a monster, she activated it and they ignored her just like they ignored the sanctuaries themselves.

She would be fine, as long as she didn’t come across anything strong enough to break through her sanctuary.


Chapter 18: Fireside Conversations

“Can I talk to you for a second?” Mina looked over her shoulder in surprise. She found Solon standing next to her, looking awkward.

“Shouldn’t you be asleep?” Solon shrugged.

“This is important.” Mina looked at him oddly, but gestured for him to continue. “I’ve been hiding something from you. Not exactly lying… but omitting.”

“What’s on your mind?”

“Remember when you got hurt by the werewolf and I healed you with a salve?” Mina nodded, rubbing her chest at the phantom memory. “Okay, I did lie, actually. I didn’t have a salve. I used healing magic.”

“Huh? You know healing magic. How?” The way Solon said it, Mina got the feeling this was a big revelation to him. But she honestly had no idea why it would be.

“When I was young, I was a priest in the Order of the Radiant Night.”

“Ooooooh.” Mina nodded, the pieces finally snapping into place. “That’s how you knew so much about them and this place.”

“Yeah. I wasn’t lying when I said I had never been here before, but this place is pretty much common knowledge to members of the Order.”

“Okay… why would you hide this from me?” Mina asked, unsure how to proceed. “Is it not a good thing to have the power to heal?”

“Not exactly.” Solon fidgeted with some chains in his hands. “Technically, a priest can’t leave the Order. To leave, you have to be excommunicated.”

“Okay, so you are not a part of the Order anymore. What’s the difference?”

“It really depends who you ask. When I first left, I set myself up as a healer in a remote village. I’m not the best at healing.” Mina was surprised to hear him say that, considering he managed to heal her wound perfectly. “But I figured I could get by if I offered it at a lower price than the Order.”

“Oh.”

“You can see where this story’s going. They declared me a heathen, and the villagers drove me out of town.” Solon laughed mirthlessly, making light of his own pain.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that. But don’t worry, I don’t give a shit about the Order. Besides, who could be angry at the man who saved their life?” Mina tried to look reassuring, but Solon’s expression dropped even further.

“It’s funny you would say that. Rising Phoenix isn’t my first guild,” Solon said, repeating wrapping chains around his fingers, then unwrapping them. “I was part of a team in my old guild called Team Blazing Steel.”

Oh no…

“I was even weaker back then, so I was basically just the bag boy, but they treated me well. They helped me grow and made sure I didn’t get hurt fighting monsters that were too strong for me.” Solon stared into the fire, lost in thought for a moment. “Then one day they got greedy. They took on a monster they couldn’t handle, and someone got hurt. I figured we knew each other pretty well at that point, and I couldn’t just leave them there when I had the power to help.”

Oh gods, what is wrong with these people? Mina felt anger bubbling up in her chest. She decided then and there that if she ever met any member of his former team, she would punch them in the face.

“When they found out I was an ex-priest, they freaked out. I tried to explain, but they wouldn’t hear it, and after that, no one in the guild would work with me either. In the end, I decided to move on.”

Solon sat there, reliving his horrors. The light of the fire danced across his features, illuminating his sorrow. “I’m sorry your former team members treated you so poorly,” Mina said at last. Solon shrugged, resigned. “I understand why you did not tell me. I’m glad you did, but I appreciate you had your reasons for hiding it until now and I promise this shall not change things between us.”

Solon was still staring into the fire, seemingly lost in his thoughts. Mina scooted around so that she was sitting next to him. Snaking an arm around his shoulders, she pulled him over so he was resting his head against her shoulder.

“From now on, we are a team. I am not going to let you go no matter what,” Mina said softly. She rubbed his shoulder comfortingly. “I know we never talked about our long-term relationship. But I have decided we shall be a permanent team.”

Solon looked up at her, smiling softly. “I’ll hold you to that, you know?” Mina grinned, glad he seemed to be perking up. Solon rested his head back on her shoulder.

They stayed silent for a while, just watching the fire, the only sound coming from it crackling. Mina enjoyed the rare moment of peace. It was probably the first time she had really relaxed since entering the dungeon.

Until this point, she had always been fighting or recovering. It was nice to just take a moment to do nothing, just sitting there with her arm around Solon, watching the fire.

My arm's around Solon. Mina’s calm evaporated as she realised she was still cuddling with Solon. She had hugged him earlier without thinking about it. But it had been minutes, and he hadn’t moved.

From this angle, she couldn’t see his face. Was he even still awake? He was being uncharacteristically quiet. Now you chose to be quiet? If he was asleep, Mina could lay him on the ground and walk away. But if he was awake, that would be weird.

Should I just take my arm back? The problem was where to put it. He was resting on shoulder, her arm had to stay behind his back. She lifted her hand, then put it back, gripped by uncertainty. Damn it. What’s the protocol in this situation?

“Mina,” Solon said, refocusing all of her attention on him. “You ok?”

“I am great. Why do you ask?” she answered far too fast.

“You went all tense all of a sudden.” Solon said, sitting up and out of her arms. “Here, relax.”

Mina’s mind went blank as he grabbed her shoulder, pulling her down to rest her head on his lap. He grabbed a pillow with his chain for her to rest on.

“Comfy?” Solon asked, smiling down at her. Mina nodded mutely, too stunned at the sudden turn of events to say anything. “Good. Now just relax, you’ve had a long day.”

He stroked her hair. Mina hated to admit it, but being petted by him felt wonderful. She felt herself relaxing into the pillow, shifting subtlety to get more comfortable. Is this normal? Maybe this is how human teammates act. I don’t think it’s how teammates act. But it could be?

“Thanks for being so cool about the whole priest thing, Mina,” Solon said, stroking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. He rubbed her ears softly. It felt like a fantasy.

“You are most welcome. Solon, since you were honest, there is something I should probably tell you too,” she heard herself say back.

“Go ahead. I won’t judge,” Solon said, tone serious but soothing.

Am I really going to admit this? Mina closed her eyes, tension building in her chest. If I don’t say it now, I’ll never say it. And he will find out someday, and be pissed. “I too have a reason why I am yet to form a team.”

“Oh?” Solon asked calmly.

“The truth is, no one wants to form a team with me,” Mina said, wringing her fingers. “My attacks are too slow. If it were not for you restraining them, I would barely hit anything.”

“I know.”

“It’s just that- wait, you know?” Mina asked, sitting bolt upright. Solon smiled serenely.

“Mina, we’ve been fighting nonstop for days now. But even if we hadn’t, I noticed your weakness when we fought the drakes. You missed even at point blank range.” Solon shrugged. “It was pretty obvious.”

“So, you knew I wasn’t a powerful adventurer and decided to keep working with me, anyway?” Solon pushed her back down onto the pillow, Mina let him, relaxing into it.

“I liked hanging out with you,” Solon said, stroking her hair. “Plus, it’s not like I had a lot of other offers.”

Mina snorted at that. “Guess we’re a team of rejects.”

“Ouch.” Solon put a hand to his chest. “But yeah, pretty much.”

Mina laughed softly. Solon knew, and he didn’t care. Even if she wasn’t strong, he was happy to form a team with her. All this time, she had been worrying for nothing.

She sighed, eyes lolling shut. Having finally told him, she felt so much lighter. This is so comfortable. It’s okay to shut my eyes for just a minute, right?

Solon kept stroking her hair and ears, making her feel so light and relaxed. Before she knew it, she had fallen asleep.


Chapter 19: Guardian

When Mina woke up, she felt lighter and calmer than ever. She snuggled into the pillow, sighing happily as her eyes slowly fluttered open.

Then she saw Solon, who seemed to be reading some of the notes. Mina’s mind raced to understand what was going on. I’m on his lap. I fell asleep on his lap.

Mina’s cheeks started heating up. Rolling away from him, she saw Raven casually eating her breakfast.

“Good morning, Mina, sleep well?” She asked, cool as a cucumber. Mina sat bolt upright. Solon exclaimed in shock at the sudden movement.

“Woah, slow down, Mina,” he said, raising his hands in a calming gesture. “Relax. It’s morning… I think… it’s hard to tell in this place. You know, ‘cause there’s no sun. Anyway, grab something to eat and calm down.”

Mina glared at him furiously. He wasn’t even a little embarrassed! He was acting like her sleeping on his lap was the most natural thing in the world!

Raven was barely paying them any mind, looking at them with casual disinterest. Solon grabbed a plate, loading it up with meat and cheese with a healthy dose of cooked Aufish. Raven had told them they could eat Aufish, which was nice as it meant a little more variety in their food. Or at least it would be, if Aufish wasn’t completely flavourless.

Some monsters are delicacies, their flesh having distinct and interesting tastes or textures. Eating Aufish was like eating a flavourless jelly, but it was filling at least. With their rations running low, that was an absolute necessity.

“Thanks.” Mina accepted the plate, getting to work eating the dull meal. She tried to not think about what just happened, focusing on the present. If she didn’t reference it, maybe they wouldn't either?

For a while, they ate quietly. Even Solon couldn’t eat and talk at the same time.

“I also don’t care,” Raven said, breaking the silence.

“You don’t care?” Solon asked, jumping at the chance to flap his gums.

“About you being a priest, or Mina being useless.” Raven chucked a hunk of meat into her mouth.

“You heard that?” Mina asked, dropping her fork. It clanged loudly against her canteen.

“Yes. I am not surprised. I can see why so many teams would reject you.” Raven gave her a dry look.

“You- you can hardly talk!” Mina said, huffing.

Raven’s lips twitched slightly downwards. “That’s true. I did not mean for it to sound like I was judging you,” she said, still showing no sign of emotions.

Solon flicked Mina’s forehead. “Come on, Mina, play nice.”

“Me?” Mina looked at Solon in shock.

“Yes, you. Come on, we’re a team now and that means not upsetting each other.” Solon gestured to Raven, who looked as stone faced as ever. “She was trying to be nice.”

“She listened to our private conversation,” Mina said, crossing her arms with a huff.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. It was hard not to overhear you,” Raven said, not sounding sorry at all. Mina frowned. She had forgotten how good her hearing was.

“Next time, tell us you are awake.” Raven looked to Solon, who shrugged, nodding.

“That seems fair,” Solon said. Raven nodded.

“As you wish, from now on I will always let you know when I am awake.” Mina couldn’t tell if Raven was making fun of her or not.

Solon clapped his hands loudly. “Great! We’re all on the same page.”

Mina rolled her eyes, but decided to just move on. She’s such a weirdo.

They finished breakfast, then packed away, heading back into the dungeon. They were the deepest they had been so far, yet strangely, they were encountering monsters less and less often.

This wasn’t necessarily a good thing. In general, dungeons are stable ecosystems. The different monsters keep each other in check, occasionally moving into the outside world where they wreak havoc. The number of things strong enough to upset that balance is not high.

It could have been the werewolves. Maybe they didn’t want to risk having a monster interfering with the ritual. If that was the case, it would mean they’re close to where they intend to do it.

The other possibility was a Boss. A Boss is a term invented by adventurers to describe monsters that are unusually powerful compared to others in the same area. What exactly a boss will look like is anyone’s guess. Sometimes they’re just a bigger version of an existing monster, other times they’re completely unrecognisable. Sometimes they would enslave weaker monsters, hence the name. Other times, they just killed and ate them.

Solon didn’t have any idea what to expect. If Raven knew, she was not volunteering the information. That meant Mina was walking around blind, waiting for some horrible creature to jump out and attack her.

Mina touched the chain around her neck subconsciously, relaxing slightly. She knew Solon had her back. His magic sense wasn’t perfect, but he would fight beside her. She was wearing his chainmail, too. In the worst case, he could even heal her.

“Something’s close,” Raven announced suddenly, coming to a sudden stop. Solon summoned his chains.

“Where?”

“I’m… I’m not sure,” Raven said. “It feels faint. It keeps popping in and out of my senses.”

“Are you sure it’s not just your imagination?” Mina asked, looking around the halls. The light they gave off got brighter as they went up the mountains. On this floor, it was as bright as daylight.

“Yes,” she said dryly. “It’s hiding from us. We need to keep our guard up.”

Mina bit her lip, trying to think what they should do. “We cannot afford to waste time. We must get to the summit soon.”

“I could set up a perimeter with chains, but trying to move it with us won’t be easy. It'll slow us down a lot,” Solon said. Mina clenched her fist, mind racing to try to make a decision. “We should wait. If it’s a monster, its instincts will lead it to attack or find another prey sooner or later.”

“No,” Mina said, making a snap decision. “We continue. Follow me.”

Solon frowned, but didn’t complain. He followed behind her, looking around cautiously. “She’s going to get us killed,” Raven stated calmly.

“Look, I’m in charge, so just do what I say. We will be fine!” The wall broke apart, a man made of the same stone rushing towards Solon. Solon tried to defend himself, summoning his chains to capture it. It didn’t work. The creature’s body split apart, moulding around the chains. It continued straight into Solon, slamming him into a wall. “Solon!”

Solon didn’t stop when he hit the wall. He kept going, seemingly melting through it, the stone man following behind. Mina rushed to grab his outstretched hand, but she was too slow. Solon fully disappeared.

“Shit, what do we do?” Mina frantically patted the wall down, but it showed no signs of weakness.

“We need to break down the wall.”

“But if we do that, we might kill Solon!” Mina’s eyes were burning. She felt so helpless, letting the Stoneman just take Solon.

“If you don’t, he will suffocate in the wall,” Raven said, cold as ice. She touched it with her hand. “It’s perfectly airtight. He must be holding his breath right now.”

“You- how can you be so calm!” Mina’s shout was so loud the room itself seemed to shake.

“Panicking won’t help.” Mina clenched her fists so hard her knuckles turned white. Turning away from Raven, she screamed.

“Damn it! Fine, I’ll break the wall!” Closing her eyes, she charged her ki into her fist, punching the wall with all her might. It didn’t even make a dent. “What?”

“It appears you’re too weak,” Raven said. She inspected the wall.

“How is that possible?”

“This wall has an incredible concentration of mana. It’s much stronger than any normal rock.”

Mina hit the wall again. And again. Over and over she lashed out against the wall, but she never managed to do any significant damage.

“You’re going to exhaust yourself. We need a plan.” Mina glared at Raven, but stopped punching the wall.

“What should we do?”

“I don’t know.” Mina growled furiously, punching the wall to no effect.

“What the fuck even was it? How did it just melt into the wall like that?” Raven shook her head, not knowing the answer. “Solon would know. I bet if it was me that was captured, he would have freed me by now.”

Earlier, Mina had decided to keep going forward. She tried to justify it, to come up with reasons why what she did was a sensible choice. But in reality, none of them were true.

She did what she did, because Solon wanted to do the opposite. She was so desperate to prove she could lead without leaning on him; she put him in danger and almost got him killed. I’m the worst.

“I do not see what his magic could do in this situation,” Raven said calmly. “His chains are even weaker than your fists.”

Mina snorted. “That’s true. But the monster still dodged them.”

“It didn’t dodge them,” Raven corrected her dryly. Mina blinked, looking at the chainmail in wonder.

“Raven, you’re a genius!”

“I know. But why are you saying this now?”

“No, look!” Mina pulled off her chainmail top. It was a little embarrassing changing in front of the stoic druid, but considering the situation, she brushed it off easily enough. Wrapping the top around her hand, she pressed it into the wall.

The wall melted around the top like it didn’t exist. “I knew it. It works! That’s why it targeted Solon first. It must have known he could counteract it somehow.” Mina kept pushing, expecting to find Solon. Instead, her hand popped through to the other side. “It’s thin. There’s something on the other side.”

Changing tactics, Mina unwrapped it, forming a makeshift tunnel through the stone. Through the gap, she saw Solon fighting the strange Stoneman. “Solon, are you okay?”

The Stoneman shot an ooze of rock at Solon. He rolled away, flicking his chains at it, to no avail. “Mina, thank Mene. Please tell me you know how to kill this thing.”

“Not a clue. But it cannot touch your chains so-”

“Oh fuck, I’m an idiot.” Solon facepalmed. Summoning more chains, he wrapped himself from head to toe in chainmail. The Stoneman roared, his voice sounding like stone grinding on stone. Lashing out, he tried to punch Solon, but his armour worked perfectly. Seeing its failure, the Stoneman turned towards Mina, its featureless face somehow conveying anger.

“Oh, shit.” Mina rushed backwards, abandoning the chainmail. This proved to be a mistake when it rushed through the wall, ready to maul her. It slammed its stone fist downwards, Mina blocking it with nothing but her bare skin.

“Push your ki into its body, it’ll disrupt its mana,” Solon shouted, running through the wall still coated in chainmail.

Ki wasn’t like mana. Once it left the body, it dissipated almost immediately. This is why most ki techniques are focused on moving ki internally, and avoiding ki leaking into the outside world.

The worst part was, Mina had already used up most of her ki punching the wall earlier. If she did what Solon said and he was wrong, not only would she be unable to attack again, she would also weaken her defence so much she couldn’t maintain her defence either.

Mina’s skin was only so tough because ki flowed through it. If she didn’t have enough ki, her skin would be as fragile as anyone else’s. Mina didn’t know what Solon was basing his advice on. He hadn’t explained at all. There was no time to. Her instinct was to double down on defence, focus on survival rather than killing her opponent.

If she could maintain her defence, Solon could free her. Or maybe Raven could do something. Surely that was the safest thing to do. Ignore Solon, and focus entirely on survival.

I trust him. Mina thrust her palm at the Stoneman, expelling her ki as fast as she could. The stone around her hand cracked, then fell to the ground, leaving it significantly smaller. “It’s working.”

Noticing it was losing, the Stoneman tried to run away, having been reduced to half its size. Solon blocked its path though, his perfectly covered body giving it pause long enough for Mina to catch up. She repeated her attack, shrinking it even further.

It melted like a puddle, trying to escape, but Mina didn’t let it. She kept pumping it full of mana until it was nothing but rock, then smashed it with her foot. The wall disappeared, giving access to the room Solon had been fighting in.

“I did it!” Mina tackled Solon with a hug, grinning up at him proudly. “We did it.”

“Yeah, we did,” Solon said, still covered in chainmail. Mina looked at him oddly.

“You can take the chainmail off now. Stoney’s dead, you know?”

“Are you sure that’s okay? Should I replace your shirt first…”

“My…” Mina looked down, her heart hammering in her chest. “My tits are out,” she said softly, her mind slowing down as embarrassment overwhelmed her. She looked at where the wall had been, seeing her top in a pile on the floor. “Did you see?”

Solon’s head was tilted up, staring at the ceiling. “Yes… but I barely looked. I was pretty distracted by the monster.”

“Close your eyes.”

“Way ahead of you.” Mina couldn’t see Solon’s face through the chainmail, but she decided to believe him. Awkwardly untangling herself from him, she grabbed the chainmail, putting it back on.

“Ahem.” She picked at the floor awkwardly. “You can open your eyes now.”

Solon undid the chains around his face, looking at her. His face was red as a strawberry as he awkwardly scratched his cheek. “I barely saw anything,” he said, looking away.

“I saw everything,” Raven said. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. Your breasts are fantastic.”

Solon and Mina both turned to her in shock. “Raven!”

“Yes?” Raven was as calm and collected as ever, as if she didn’t just casually comment on Mina’s chest.

She said they were fantastic. Mina smiled, looking down at herself.

“Um, it’s generally considered rude to compliment people’s sexual organs,” Solon said awkwardly. It was rare to see him acting so shy.

He’s actually kind of cute when he shuts up.

“I know this. I was told not to when I first arrived in Caprea. Why are you telling me this?” Raven stared at Solon dully.

She genuinely doesn’t understand. Did she grow up under a rock or something?

“Breasts are sexual organs.”

“No, they’re not.”

“Well, technically they’re not. But most people treat them as if they are,” Solon continued patiently. Taking on a teaching role seemed to help him calm down. He wasn’t even blushing anymore.

“Are you sure?” Raven said, putting her hands on her hips. “I’ve seen many women go around topless. It’s not uncommon.”

“Yes, well, that’s different. Those women are nudists, or depending on the location, maybe exhibitionists,” Solon said, putting a finger into the air. “It’s not illegal to be naked. It’s all personal preference. But even so, you should always assume everyone is uncomfortable being commented on in that way. Unless they’ve indicated they’re fine with it in the past.”

“So complicated,” Raven said, sighing softly. “Everything is so complicated in the big city.”

“Um, not that I don’t approve of Raven learning the basics of how to exist in the world,” Mina cut in. “But we’re kind of on a deadline here.”

Solon nodded seriously. “Lead the way.”

“No,” Mina shook her head. “I mean, yes, I will still act as vanguard but… I don’t want to be the team leader anymore. Solon, what do you think we should do?”


Chapter 20: On the Move

Solon’s leadership didn’t really change much. They briefly explored Stoney’s room, but found little of interest. It was a weirdly perfect cube, but none of the other walls were made of the same weird rock as Stoney.

So they continued down the hallways, looking for the next Sanctuary. They were reaching the top, so they proceeded carefully, unsure what to expect. Fortunately, they encountered no more Stonemen, dispatching the normal monsters with relative ease.

Things were going well. Then Raven opened her mouth. “The werewolf is on the move.”

“Huh?” Mina asked. The group stopped, all focused on Raven.

“My tracking spell indicates the werewolf is moving down the mountain,” Raven explained dully. “They’ve not done so until now. I thought it might be worth noting.”

“Why would they suddenly go down when the full moon is tonight?” Solon muttered, scratching his chin. “Could they know we’re here?”

“They do not appear to be coming in our direction.”

“It’s possible they just do not know our precise location,” Mina said. “Or they are planning an ambush. We should proceed with caution.”

“Maybe.” Solon didn’t seem convinced. “Raven, what exactly do you need to track someone?”

“A piece of their body, or something they own.” Solon opened his bag, rummaging around.

“This is Helene’s shirt. Would this work?” Solon thrust out the garment. Mina looked at him oddly. “I took it when we camped, so she’d stop complaining about how heavy her bag was.”

Raven took the shirt, holding it up; her hands started to blow a bright green. The cloth caught alight in green fire, her eyes shining to match. The effect ended as soon as it began. Raven’s lips twitched. “She’s running. The werewolf is catching up fast.”

“We must hurry,” Mina said, but Solon caught her shoulder.

“The werewolves won’t kill her. They’ve already made that clear.”

“We have to save her!”

“Well duh. I was just going to say, we need to get this right. We don’t know how many of them are chasing her. We need to use this opportunity for all it’s worth.”

***

Helene ran as fast as she could. She had only had a short rest in the sanctuary, then she appeared. Why did it have to be her?

Lorcan and Remus were both monsters, of that there was no doubt. When they transformed, they were terrifying. Selene was different. She was a monster in her human form.

Her icy eyes were those of a predator, with no empathy or compassion towards the ones she saw as prey. She raced down the halls after Helene, moving so fast she was practically flying.

A couple of monsters tried their luck and were dead in moments. Damn it. What can I do about a monster like this?

Helene’s sanctuary spell meant that the monsters that grew in Mene mountain wouldn’t hurt her. But nothing she could do would even slow Selene down. She’s a healer, not a fighter.

“Keep running, little priestess, I do so love a hunt,” Selene drawled, her voice bouncing off the walls.

Helene’s lungs were burning. She wished, not for the first time, that it was possible to use her magic on herself. Selene’s footsteps were getting closer by the second, but she didn’t dare look back. If she looked back, Selene would catch her.

“Now, we need you alive for the ritual. Lorcan was very specific about that,” Selene said, talking as if she was sharing a coffee with a colleague. “But he never said anything about having all your limbs. We need assurance that you won’t run away again. You understand, don’t you?”

Adrenaline rushed through Helene’s veins. Her fatigue vanished, washed away by sheer panic. She ran faster than she thought possible, her tiny legs moving like a blur.

“Oh, there you are?” Selene had got in front of her somehow, leaning against the wall with a bestial grin. “Boo.”

Helene screamed, turning on her heel. She turned too fast, falling to the ground and scraping her face. Selene laughed harshly, stalking forward. Helene scrambled to her feet, but a firm kick knocked her back to the ground.

“Ah, ah, ahhh, no more running,” Selene scolded softly. She rested her foot on Helene’s back. Helene tried to wriggle out from under her, but it was impossible. Selene may not look physically daunting, but her foot felt like a cinder block on Helene's back.

“Please, let me go.” Helene twisted her head around, begging her captor.

“Let me think about it.” Selene played with her hair, twisting it around her finger. “Nah.”

She lifted her left, readying to stomp on Helene’s leg. Helene squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the pain of having her bone snapped.

She heard something cutting through the air. Opening her eyes, she saw Selene holding an arrow with a bored expression. “A magic archer, how quaint.” She snapped the arrow contemptuously. “Come on out, there’s no use hiding at this point, darling.”

A druid woman stepped around the corner, an arrow already nocked in her bow. “My name is Raven. I’m going to kill you.”

“Better women than you have tried.” Selene raced forward, hands glowing a soft blue and emitting steam.

Raven shot off another arrow. The straight hallway made dodging impractical. Selene sliced her hand through the air, the arrow falling in 2 pieces. Raven wasn’t dissuaded, firing another arrow without missing a beat. The result was the same: Selene defending herself effortlessly as she closed the gap.

Chains rattled, and Selene tripped. She yelled in surprise, then caught herself on all fours, growling ferally. “You should know it’s not so easy to sweep me off my feet, big boy.”

Solon stepped around the corner. He’s alive. Solon tugged the chain, trying to pull her over again. Raven shot again at the same time, forcing Selene to twist awkwardly to dodge.

“I guess I’ll just have to try harder.” Solon sent forward more chains, trying to overwhelm her with raw numbers. Selene danced around them gracefully, freeing her bound leg in the process.

Raven then thrust her hands out, triggering a gust of wind that knocked Selene flat on her back. Solon capitalised on the opportunity encasing her in chains. Selene struggled, grunting as she slowly shifted in her werewolf form. “This won’t hold her. Mina, you know what to do.”

Helene couldn’t believe her eyes. Mina rushed around the corner, fist glowing with ki. Selene stopped struggling, her body glowing bright blue. The air temperature dropped sharply, making Helene shiver. A thin layer of ice coated the floor. Mina didn’t stop in time, slipping ungracefully onto her ass.

“Bitch! That hurt!”

“She’s freezing my chains. Raven hit her as hard as you can,” Solon ordered, visibly struggling to maintain control. Raven fired another arrow. Selene squirmed, making it hit the frosted chains, crashing through them. “Oh, shit.”

Selene broke free. Unlike Mina, she slid over the ice gracefully. Solon and Raven tried their respective attacks, but Selene danced around them without breaking stride. “This is your rescue team. Darling, you really should invest in some better bodyguards. Your life is in their hands, after all.”

“Don’t forget about me, bitch!” Mina punched the ground, shouting furiously. The room shook, making Selene stumble. It was only a moment, but it was all the opportunity Raven needed.

She leapt forward, covering an insane distance in a single stride she tackled Selene. Selene gasped, looking down to see Raven’s dagger buried in her chest. Raven tugged the dagger free. “You should worry more about your own safety.”

“Well done, darling.” Selene stepped back on shaky legs. “I hope you enjoy your victory, because it won’t last. With or without Helene, Lorcan already has everything he needs.”

She fell on her ass, gasping for air. Solon stepped forward, glaring down at her without mercy. “Tell us how to stop him, and we’ll heal you.”

“No, you won’t.” Selene laughed painfully. Her eyes slowly closed, blood flowing out of her stomach. “It won’t make a difference either way.”

“We will stop Lorcan,” Solon said, turning away from her dismissively. “Helene, are you injured?”

“I… not badly,” Helene said, smiling despite the graze on her cheek. Once the adrenaline had passed, she felt everything. It hurt, but it’s not like they could do anything about it.

Solon approached her, hand glowing softly. “Relax.” He ran his hand over her face, the pain fading rapidly.

“Huh? You’re a healer, how? What?” Helene touched her now smooth skin, baffled.

“Don’t worry about it,” Solon said, moving down her body. His healing was, by her standards, rubbish. If she was doing it, it would have taken seconds to heal such minor injuries. Even so, the mere fact he could heal at all was amazing.

“I don’t understand. I have so many questions, you have to tell me-” Mina gave her a look that made it very clear she should shut up. Helene stopped, smiling calmly. “Thanks… for everything.”

It took Solon several minutes to finish healing her. If nothing else, he was thorough. When he was done with her, Helene felt good as new.

Selene was another story. They decided to leave her body there. They really had nothing better to do with it. They couldn’t exactly afford to spend time digging her a grave. Instead, they went to the nearest sanctuary, guided by Helene.

There, they made a quick fire and discussed the next steps. “The ritual’s due to take place tonight. It’ll only be a couple more hours until they begin,” Raven said calmly. “If we’re going to recover Mene’s tear, now’s the time.”

Solon was brooding, deep in thought. “I say we leave,” Mina said, raising her hand like she was back in class. “We can send soldiers to retrieve Mene’s tear later. There is no reason to risk our lives unnecessarily.”

“Mina’s right,” Solon said. “Helene being here is an unnecessary risk. She has to go. We can escort you back and send someone to deal with the werewolves later.”

“But Lex is still up there. We have to save him?”

“Lex?” Solon swallowed. “The high priest? Why? Why would they take him?”

Solon had yelled, standing so that he towered over Helene. He only stopped when the priestess flinched away, scared by his outburst. “Sorry, it’s just… if they have another prisoner, it’s important we know why.”

“Perhaps he’s a spare,” Raven said calmly. “In case she escaped or killed herself.”

“They did say something about not needing him anymore,” Helene said.

“Okay. This… changes things.” Solon took a deep, calming breath. “Helene, can you make it home by yourself?”

“I- what? Why?”

“In a combat situation, you are a liability. It’s best that we continue alone, and you make your way out of here by yourself.” Helene looked at the other women present for support.

“He’s right. You’re incapable of defending yourself, and could allow the enemy to achieve their goal. Bringing you would be foolish,” Raven said indifferently. Helene looked to Mina, who nodded sadly.

Helene had been a healer her whole life. As a child, her prodigious talent had been picked up and so she was taken in by the Order of the Radiant Night. They honed her talent, making her into a great force for good.

But despite her great magic power, she had never once been in a fight. The order said she was too valuable to risk putting her into dangerous situations. She couldn’t heal herself. If she got hurt, she would be helpless. If she died, she wouldn’t be able to help anyone.

She always accepted this logic. She was quite happy to go wherever she was told, which was always wherever was safe. Low risk missions weren’t even an option, she was only assigned no risk missions.

Helene told herself she was being devout, that she was following the instructions of the senior members of the order. If she was given the choice, naturally, she would always help anyone who needed it. She had no choice.

Once again, someone else was making the decision for her. Solon was telling her to leave, to get to safety. It even made logical sense. If she stuck around, she would risk making everything worse. It made perfect sense, but still a thought niggled at her.

Thank Mene. That was what she thought when Solon told her to leave. She wasn’t leaving because it was strategically wise, or to stop others from getting hurt. She was leaving because she was terrified.

Ever since this had all begun, she had been getting terrorised by werewolves. She had only managed to escape by pure luck. There was nothing she could do to hurt them. Being near them was utterly insane.

I’m a coward. Admitting it hurt. She didn’t want to be a coward. She wanted to be a brave healer who did whatever was necessary, but that wasn’t who she was. All her life, she hid while others faced danger and this day would be no different. “Okay, I’ll leave.”

“Okay.” Solon turned back to the warriors. Helene’s part was over. “So now our plan of attack. I think it’s safe to say we’ve lost our element of surprise. They’ll notice when Selene doesn’t return, so we should go for a full frontal attack.”


Chapter 21: Fight

After Helene left, it was just the 3 of them left planning around the fire. They gave her some supplies, and she went on her way. She had offered to stay to help them plan, but Solon pointed out it was best for her to be as far away as possible in case the werewolves came for her again.

“Solon, are you sure it’s wise you join the attack?” Mina asked, staring at him seriously. “You also possess Lunar magic, which means you could also be used as a conduit.”

“I thought of that,” Solon said, sighing softly. “I’m honestly not sure if I would work. I’m a pretty rubbish lunar mage, but either way, it’s a risk we need to take. They already have Lex, and if they use him, it’ll be bad.”

“Even so, Raven and I could attempt to rescue the priest while you escort Helene to safety. Considering the situation, that may be a wiser course of action.” Solon chewed on his lip, deep in thought.

“What are you really thinking about, Mina?” Mina crossed her arms.

“I don’t want to sound accusatory.”

“Just say it. I promise I won’t be offended,” Solon said, waving his hand dismissively.

“Very well. I’m concerned that you are acting irrationally. After Helene mentioned that other priest, you changed the plan entirely.”

“The situation changed. I’m just reacting to that,” Solon responded sharply.

“Did you know him?” Solon’s eyes went wide. “I thought so. Solon, I understand you want to help your friend. But you are being irrational.”

Solon narrowed his eyes. “My reasoning is just fine. We can’t delay, the ritual could start at any moment. If you don’t trust me to lead this team, then you can leave. I’ll fight by myself if I have to.”

“Solon.” Mina put her hand on his cheek, forcing him to look at her. “I will follow you, no matter what. If you really think a full frontal assault is the best idea, then I will do it.”

Mina and Solon kept staring at each other for a long time. Eventually, Solon sighed, looking away. “The man they have, he was my… he’s the man who trained me.”

“Very well.” Mina took a steadying breath. “Then it is decided.”

Solon sighed, stroking her cheek. “Mina, this isn’t a suicide mission. I’m fighting because I honestly believe we can win.”

“Alright… Just promise me something, okay?”

“I’m not going to get you hurt,” Solon said, rolling his eyes. Mina snorted.

“I’m not worried about myself.” Solon quirked a brow. “Do not let yourself get hurt. You cannot heal yourself. If you get yourself killed trying to be a hero, I will kick your ass.”

Solon snorted at her joke. Mina’s anger had dissipated, replaced by a joking tone. “No one’s ever accused me of being a hero before.”

Even more clear was her concern. She tried to hide it, but it was clear as day that she was worried about Solon. A strand of hair fell over her face, hiding her eyes. Solon reached out, slowly tucking it behind her ear.

“We’re going to get out of here together.” Solon left his hand on her cheek, holding her gently. “I promise.” He looked at her lips. They looked so soft, inviting. Why not?

Solon leaned in to kiss her. Mina’s eyes slowly lulled shut, moving to meet him.

“What’s the attack plan?” Raven asked, breaking the spell. Mina took a quick step back, blushing hotly.

“Yes. Yes! We need a plan, Solon!” Solon rolled his eyes. Her embarrassment was cute.

Guess she’s not a fan of public displays of affection. Or maybe it’s because it would have been our first kiss. Solon sighed gently as he sat back down. Mina joined them, pointedly avoiding Solon’s gaze. There’ll be another chance. I need to stay focused on the present.

Despite his resolve, Solon still felt annoyed at Raven. He had been so close!

“Okay, team, there are a lot of unknowns. That being the case, I think it’s a good idea to stick to a simple plan and alter it as needed. Now, Helene told us where Lex is, but we can’t rule out the possibility he’s been moved.”

**

Solon had never been broken into a secure base before. It wasn’t the kind of thing a priest would learn, nor a mage’s apprentice. Although, calling the base secure felt generous. It was a Radiant temple. Security wasn’t just an afterthought, it wasn’t even a thought.

It was sanctified, keeping monsters away, but that was it. They never considered the possibility of defending against human attackers.

This meant the large, stone double door wasn’t even locked. The sanctuary spell meant monsters couldn’t even approach the doors, so why bother making a lock? It's not like a thief would scale the mountain.

Solon stopped the group just outside the doors. “Are they close?” He whispered. Raven’s eyes glowed a second, then she nodded.

“I can only sense a single werewolf, the one who’s claw I found. He has returned to the base. He’s just beyond this door.”

Solon nodded, casting a quick spell. “We have an hour before the full moon.” From what Solon could tell, the full moon wasn’t strictly necessary for the ritual, it just increased the power. As such, they decided to attack sooner rather than wait and lose the element of surprise. “Let’s do this.”

Mina pulled the doors open, her unnatural strength meaning they weren’t even challenging.

“Selene, finally, what took you so long?” A silver-haired man asked. This was Lorcan. He was dressed lightly, not bothering with arms or armour. He had harsh, angry features and sharp eyes. He had been working on a large ritual circle, making minor adjustments when they entered, his back to the door. He sniffed the air, then spun around. “Where is Selene?”

He seemed oddly calm, despite the group of adventurers walking into his base. The roof was opening, showing the twilight sky. Nightfall was close. In the centre of the room, surrounded by the ritual circle, Mene’s tear glowed brilliantly.

“We’re here for Mene’s tear. Give it to us, and no one has to get hurt,” Solon said, stepping forward.

“Like I’d believe that. You killed Selene, and now you’re here to finish the job,” Lorcan growled, teeth stretching and nose elongating into a snout. “I should’ve known Remus wouldn’t have the guts to finish the job, but even so, I’m surprised. How did you survive, girly?”

Mina didn’t answer verbally, rushing forward fist glowing his ki. Lorcan laughed darkly.

“Another Radiant mage? How nice, but I already have everything I need.” He finished his transformation, avoiding her fist easily. “So slow. You’re an awful hunter.”

He swept her leg out from under her. Mina fell flat on her face. He was about to follow up with a stomp on her lower back when an arrow forced him to dodge.

“I won’t let you hurt her,” Raven said, lining up her next stop.

“Ditto.” Solon lashed out with his chains.

“Try and stop me. I’ve fought your kind before.” He slashed his claws through the air, severing both Solon’s chains and cutting Raven’s arrows. “Even if you kill me, you won’t win.”

“Raven, go find the old man. We’ll deal with this bastard,” Solon ordered. Raven nodded, moving with unnatural speed and grace. Lorcan growled, moving to block the exit.

“You think you can just leave whenever you want?”

“Don’t forget about me!” Mina jumped forward, tackling the werewolf, both tumbling to the ground. Using the opportunity, Raven sped right past the duo, slipping out of the doorway in search of the captive.

Lorcan kicked Mina up into the air, screaming gutturally. He couldn’t pursue Raven, though, as Solon had caught him in a chain, tripping him up. Mina used the opportunity to deliver an axe kick, which he regrettably rolled out the way of.

Her foot cracked the ground where it hit. “You’re strong. If I weren’t a werewolf, I doubt I could match you in combat.” Lorcan chuckled, eyes darkening. “You’ll make an excellent pack mate.”

***

Not all lives are equal.

Helene walked through the labyrinth that is Mene mountain. She couldn’t help but think about what her old teacher had once said. It sounded cruel, but it wasn’t, really.

Helene’s powers let her save lives. Risking her life unnecessarily meant risking all the lives she could someday save. Solon was right, her staying would be a needless risk.

What would I even be able to do? I can’t fight. Helene could only heal. If someone attacked her, she would be defenceless. But what if they need to be healed?

Helene shook her head, trying to dismiss the unpleasant thought. In the past, people had died who she could have saved. It was inevitable. She couldn’t be everywhere. She only had so much mana!

This felt different. They were only fighting because she got them involved. And they were fighting to save everyone, while she fled to save herself.

Helene stopped walking, gripped by uncertainty.

Can I really just leave like this? Helene didn’t know what she could even do if she went back. Solon was right, she was a liability. But what if they lose?

The steaks were impossibly high. If they lost, the whole country would be infected. They’d tear each other apart come the next full moon. After that, the rulers of neighbouring countries would likely attack. No one would voluntarily live next to a country full of monsters.

They would kill everyone.

Helene couldn’t afford to get involved. She also couldn’t afford to not get involved. Stealing her resolve, she turned around and started marching back the way she came.

Even if there’s nothing I can do, I have to be there. If there’s even a chance I can help, it’ll be worth the risk.


Chapter 22: The Ritual

Remus waited patiently for the moon to get in position. He was in a roofless room, with their prisoner, Lex. Lex wasn’t an ideal candidate, Helene had much more powerful magic. According to Lorcan, this would only make it slower. The result would still be the same.

I will be cured.

Remus was practically shaking with excitement. For years, he had lived in fear of the full moon. He had been alone, wandering aimlessly, not knowing what he did, only that he would wake up covered in animal blood every full moon. He prayed that it was animal blood.

Lorcan had helped him learn to control his transformation, but it wasn’t perfect. Lorcan had assured him it was only natural, but Remus still felt like a failure. Selene and Lorcan both had perfect control.

Soon it won’t matter.

The ritual would be complete, and he would no longer be a werewolf. He could look at the moon without fear or anxiety. That he couldn’t control his transformation perfectly would be irrelevant.

So he sat in the circle with the old man, waiting for Mene to bathe him in her light. One thing Remus excelled at was using his werewolf senses, even in human form. His sense of smell was far superior to any normal humans. This made sneaking up on him almost impossible.

He smelt a woman who smelled like the forest. Earthy and wooden, but with a hint of metal. Weapons.

Lorcan had warned him this might happen. He had thought he was being paranoid, concerned about nothing. Why would anyone want to stop them? If this worked, finally werewolves everywhere could be cured. No one would ever have to die to the moon madness again.

Unfortunately, Lorcan had little faith in humanity. Even the Radiants and the druids. Considering the Radiants refused them their aid, he could understand why, but still, it didn’t mean Remus had to follow in his footsteps.

“I know you’re there, druid,” Remus said, turning to face the corridor. He waited for a tense heartbeat, ready should she choose to attack.

“What gave me away?” She asked, stepping out. She was rather beautiful, with red face paint and wild features.

Remus tapped his nose. “I have sharp senses.” Raven closed her eyes. “Why are you here?”

“I was hired to retrieve the moonstone,” she said simply.

“You can have it. In an hour,” Remus said coolly.

“I’m also going to stop the ritual,” she said darkly. “What you’re attempting will disrupt the natural order. I have to stop it.”

“Disrupt the natural order?” Remus barked with incredulous laughter. “It will restore the natural order. All this time, I’ve been rejected because I’m different. Now, finally, I’ll be able to return to my village.”

“No, you won’t,” Raven said simply. “Even if this works, you will be hunted down and killed. It’s what you deserve.”

Remus growled, feeling the wolf awakening inside him. “Don’t talk down to me. You’ve never experienced what it’s like to an outsider.”

“Yes, I have.”

“No, you haven’t!” Remus felt the familiar pain all over his body. “You think you’re better than me, but it’s only chance that made me this way and you not.”

“You think if we were the same, we’d both be equal? Those delusions of yours are what make you less than me.” She turned her nose up at him, looking at him as if he was something she stepped in. “Being a werewolf didn’t make you a monster. It’s your choices that make you a monster. Stop now, or I will kill you.”

“You will try.” Remus let his control slip. The wolf he was always restraining was unchained. He raced forward, feeling his muscles tear and stretch, his skin growing a thick coat of fur.

She drew her bow and shot in one smooth motion. The arrow dug into Remus’ shoulder, making him hiss with pain. Pulling it out, he cast it aside, blood matting his fur.

Kill.

She fled, running down the hallway. Remus gave chase, like a wolf hunting a rabbit. He felt drool dripping down his chin, teeth barred in fury.

She shot again. An arrow dug into his leg. He howled in fury. “Get back here!” More arrows, more pain. He kept running. He didn’t slow down. The pain fuelled him. Every arrow made him faster. Angrier. Deadlier.

“Die!”

***

Raven raced through the hallways of the complex, sniping the monster whenever she could. She hit him every time. His huge size ensured that.

He’s not like the others. Selene hadn’t changed size, nor had Lorcan. Remus was something else. He wasn’t a normal werewolf. He was bigger and stronger. She had hoped to wear him down, but her arrows didn’t do enough damage. He’s healing.

At first, Raven thought she was imagining it, but she wasn’t. His wounds would steam and hiss, then seal themselves. The arrows fell out, his body rejecting them.

“How can I kill him?” Raven stayed calm despite the seemingly hopeless situation. She knew enough to know he couldn’t heal forever. Eventually, he’d run out of mana, ki or whatever was fuelling him. The problem was outlasting him wouldn’t be easy, but she wasn’t ready to give up yet. There was always a trick, a weakness that could be exploited. No ability was absolute.

“I’ll eat you!” Raven rolled her eyes at the threat. At first, he had seemed somewhat cognisant. As time passed, he got more feral, his speech devolving into furious insults and crazed threats.

He probably wouldn’t eat me. Raven hoped that was right. It was hard to tell. Looking at his wide-open, bloodshot eyes, it was hard to believe there was a man hidden within.

The only solace was that, as scary as he looked, he wasn’t faster than Raven. She was leading him in endless circles around the complex, and all he could do was follow. He charged on all 4s like an animal, seemingly untiring despite having been running for several minutes and being shot several times.

Once again, Raven led him into the ritual room. She wanted to sabotage the ritual, but she had no time to act. She couldn’t be rash. Removing something arbitrarily could just as easily cause an explosion and kill everyone.

There is one thing.

The old man was tied up and gagged, sitting miserably. Raven knew that without him, the ritual would fail. Drawing her knife, she focused, knowing she would only get 1 chance at this. Even in his crazed state, Remus wouldn’t let her try a second time.

She threw the knife.

***

Taking action isn’t always a good idea. To ensure the best result, one had to wait for the optimal moment. The time when a single, seemingly insignificant action can make or break a plan.

Lex lived by this philosophy.

He could have tried to escape with Helene, but what would that have achieved? They would have been recaptured, and the ritual would proceed as planned. He was old and physically weak. Although, his magic was as strong as ever- a fact he preferred to keep hidden. It’s hard to be in the right place and the right time when people know you're powerful.

Bound, gagged and blindfolded, a normal old man would be quivering in his boots. But Lex wasn’t afraid. He was waiting, waiting for the right moment to strike.

It wasn’t when he was alone with Remus. No, the boy was too dangerous. Too volatile. Unwilling to listen to reason.

It wasn’t when Raven arrived, starting an argument with Remus. He could have fled, yes, but again, to what end? He had still no way of removing his restraints. He would be completely helpless.

Was it the moment when Raven threw a knife at him? It was certainly a moment. Lex was under no delusions. He knew he wouldn’t live forever. It was, in a way, tempting to let the knife plunge into his stomach, killing him and ending the ritual.

But it wasn’t the right move. There were others that could be used for the ritual, others whose magic could be misused for even greater disaster. He couldn’t risk them deciding to use Helene after all. Young though she may be, her connection to Mene was head and shoulders above his own.

So Lex stayed passive, and let Raven pursue her true goal. The blade dug into the ground behind his back. The serrated hunting dagger was perfect for cutting his restraints. Under normal circumstances, Remus would have noticed. But with his rage given tunnel vision, he did not.

Raven fluttered out of the room once more, and the beast followed her. This allowed Lex to slowly whittle away at the threads that bound him, secure in the knowledge all his jailors were occupied.

The moment’s coming. I need to be ready.

***

Lorcan howled in fury, smacking Mina away for what felt like the thousandth time. She rolled to a stop, showing no sign of injury despite the beating she had endured.

Loran growled, but didn’t really care. Lorcan didn’t need to kill them. He just needed to stall for time. He could already see the runes on the floor starting to glow brighter as the ritual completed. He had designed it perfectly, requiring nothing but the existence of a Radiant priest and Mene’s tear within the temple for it to continue.

Even if I die, the ritual will still continue. Nothing can stop it. The world is going to change.

He panted for air, fighting his exhaustion. He knew he should have followed up, or attacked the chain mage, but he didn’t have the energy. When he was young and healthy, Lorcan could have easily dispatched both the brats.

He heard the chains rattling quietly, trying to wrap around his ankle again. Predictable. He seized the chain with his toe claws, tugging it suddenly.

Solon exclaimed in surprise, tumbling forward. Lorcan bound forward, extending his claws to gut the weakling. His chest glistened in the light, a sign he was using his chains to form a makeshift armour.

This was the technique that spared him from Remus’ claws. It may not look like much, but Lorcan doubted he would fare any better against it, at least not when relying on pure brute strength.

Shadow Claw. Thick inky blackness extended from his fingertips. He slashed Solon, his regular claws were stopped by the chainmail, but the shadow passed between the gaps.

Solon gasped, eyes opening wide as the icy coldness settled in his stomach. “What the-” he looked like he was going to be sick.

He tried to fight back, but he couldn’t summon anymore chains. The shadows had disrupted his magic. Time to end this. With his defences weakened, Lorcan could finish him in a single hit.

“Don’t forget about me!” Mina drop kicked him, cracking Lorcan’s ribs. He collapsed to the ground, howling in pain, allowing them a brief respite. “Solon, are you okay?”

“Yeah…” Solon moved away, letting Mina stay between them. “Why did he wait to do that to me?”

He’s figuring it out. Lorcan growled, baring his teeth. This human is too smart for his own good.

He tried to attack him again, but Mina blocked his path, forcing him to defend himself. Predictably, her fist lit up with ki. Her attack was too slow, letting him effortlessly dodge.

Crack.

The wall crumbled, rocks crashing to the floor. Fool. She seemed briefly stunned, letting Lorcan run past her to the vulnerable mage. He was rallying again, reforming his chains experimentally.

He swung the new chains about defensively, trying to keep Lorcan at a safe distance. Lorcan snorted at the pathetic attempt. His defence was full of holes, leaving a clear path of attack.

Wack.

Something hard and heavy hit Lorcan in the back of the head. He fell forward, roaring in pain. Rolling over, he reacted just in time to deflect a rock aimed at his face.

This left him open, though, an opportunity Solon ruthlessly took advantage of. He had only been faking poor control of his chain. His true goal was to corral him so he would be easy to hit. Once Lorcan was down, he used his full capabilities to bind his wrists, making defence impossible.

With ki enhanced strength, Mina threw the largest rock yet at him. Lorcan could only roll out of the way. The rock smashed against the ground. If it had hit, Lorcan had no doubt he’d be dead. Rolling hadn’t been without cost, though. It let Solon tie him up even tighter. He could barely move his arms at all.

A chain snaked around Lorcan’s neck, choking him. With his hand bound, all he could do was thrash about weakly. “Release me, cur!”

“Oh yeah, I’ll get right on that,” Solon said sarcastically. The chains tightened, more forming to wrap around him. “Don’t worry, I won’t kill you. So relax, everything is going to be fine.”

“It doesn’t matter what you do to me, the ritual can’t be stopped.” Chains enveloped his head, gagging him, then covering his eyes. The last thing he saw was Solon’s wrathful expression.

“I’ll never understand monsters like you. What could you possibly get out of this?” The question was rhetorical. Solon had already robbed him of his ability to speak.

He was just like all the other hunters. They thought they knew everything, that they were the moral elite and he was just a rabid dog that needed to be put down.

Coexistence is impossible. Lorcan felt the familiar rage burning in his chest. As a child, he had believed that werewolves could live alongside the uninfected.

His family was part of a nomadic tribe called the Canis. They were founded by a group who believed that as long as they stayed out of the way, the uninfected would tolerate them.

They never stayed in the same place for longer than a month. They didn’t want to risk being seen transformed.

Lorcan never understood why. Lorcan wasn’t infected by anyone. He was a natural born werewolf. This meant he had control of his transformation for as long as he could remember, having mastered it at a young age. To him, being transformed wasn’t scary or distressing. It was fun.

On the full moon he and his kin would dance until dawn, invigorated by Mene’s light, they became indefatigable.

Then they came. The hunters. They burnt everything to the ground with magic, rounding up Lorcan’s family and friends. Some tried to flee, but they didn’t make it far. Others tried to fight, but even werewolves are weak compared to skilled magic users.

Back then, Lorcan had suffered from hemophobia. Seeing even a drop of blood made him pass out instantly. He was always ashamed of it, the other cubs teasing him for his childishness when he would fall unconscious because of a grazed knee or a scratch.

That day it saved his life.

Passed out, the hunters mistook him for dead and let him be. He awoke some hours later to ash and bodies. The hunters didn’t even bother burying the dead. The smell of their decaying corpses had made Lorcan wretch. He threw up the contents of his stomach, searching frantically for survivors. There were none.

They killed them to the man, sparing no one. It hadn’t been a battle; it was an extermination.

Lorcan spent days burying everyone, jumping at shadows, afraid they would return and finish the job. Part of him wished they would, so he could rejoin his tribe.

Eventually, it became clear no one was coming for him, either friend or foe. Lorcan couldn’t stay, he was already running out of food. So he wandered off alone and scared.

He didn’t seek out another tribe. He had met others. The Canis occasionally engaged in trade with friendly werewolf tribes. But he didn’t want to join one. He didn’t want to risk getting to know more people, only for them to die and leave him.

Lorcan didn’t know how long he wandered for, surviving off the land. He intended to die this way, alone. Safe. Life had other plans, though.

He was out hunting when he stumbled across Remus. He looked so scared, covered in scratches and bruises. He was thin, clearly malnourished. He smelt like a werewolf.

Lorcan didn’t want to form a tribe again, but seeing the scared youth, he knew he had no choice. He took him in, protecting him and teaching him how to survive on his own. He intended it to be merely a crash course, a few quick survival tips before he left to resume his life of solitude.

Years passed, Remus grew strong and confident, but Lorcan never left. He found comfort in his younger companion, a sense of kinship he thought he would never experience again. Perhaps, if things had stayed like this, Lorcan would have been happy. But all things come to an end.

It was then that he met Selene and allowed her to join their pack as well. Unlike Remus, she was angry, violent even, but Lorcan didn’t blame her. He didn’t encourage the behaviour, but he could hardly condemn it. He hated humans, too.

She warned him of hunters operating in the area, tracking and killing werewolves for their pelts. Remus wanted to run away, to avoid them. Selene wanted to fight. In the end, the decision was made for them when the hunters raided their camp.

Lorcan recognised them. It had been decades, but he could never forget their faces. They were the same hunters who wiped out his tribe. He saw red. Rage consumed him as it never had before. The wolf inside took over.

When he came through, the hunters were dead. Literally torn apart, pieces everywhere.

Remus had been horrified. Selene was proud. Regardless, it made Lorcan realise a key fact. The hunters would never stop. No matter how much time passed, or how much they hid, they would always find them. There would always be more hunters.

There were only 2 ways to stop them forever. The first was to remove all the werewolves. If they had nothing to hunt, the hunters would disappear. The second was to make everyone a werewolf. Then, and only then, could they live in peace.

Lorcan was no fool. He knew there would be casualties. The initial transformation after infection is the least controlled of all, but it would be worth it. If he succeeded, then finally his people would be able to flourish.

I have to do this. I have to create a world where Remus and Selene can be safe.

Remus felt the wolf inside him. Trained since birth, it couldn’t affect his mind unless he let it. He also felt the other thing, the monster he had been keeping under control for years. It was time to set it free.


Chapter 23: Rage

Solon severed the chains, leaving Lorcan cocooned. He still rolled about, but that was it. He couldn’t escape.

“We won,” Solon said, heaving a heavy sigh. “I can’t believe we actually won.”

“Our victory is not assured. We still need to stop the ritual,” Mina said. Solon nodded, conceding the point.

“We just need to remove Mene’s tear. Once we do that, it’ll have no power source.”

“I wonder how Raven’s doing with her fight.” Solon rubbed his sore stomach. They’d seen Raven being chased by a werewolf, but hadn’t been able to do anything to help her. They were too busy fighting Lorcan.

“Raven’s tough, she’ll be fine.” Solon took a deep breath. “Let’s get out of here before he escapes.” Solon walked towards the Mene’s Tear. He made it several paces before he realised Mina wasn’t following him. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

Mina was standing stock still, muscles tensing and bulging. Sweat poured down her brow. “Solon… leave.”

Solon rushed over to her, putting his hands on her shoulders. “Shit, the ritual must be starting. Mina, you have to fight it.”

“Get out!” Mina pushed him away. “We don’t have time for this. Stop the ritual!”

Solon hated that she was right. He could see her suffering and there was nothing he could do to help. “I’ll be back.” Turning his back, he rushed towards it.

The chainmail armour he had made for Mina strained, then snapped, broken apart by her unevenly growing body. “Run!”

Her voice didn’t sound the same anymore. Solon tried to flee. It was too late, Mina was already upon him. Spinning around, he barely had time to dodge. “Damn it, Mina. Fight back!”

Solon seized control of the chains encasing her, squeezing them down around her tightly. Mina howled in pain, charging at him. “Die!”

That wasn’t a good idea. Mina was out of control. Caution and restraint were forgotten as she barrelled into Solon. This made fighting her easy. All he had to do was slip past her, catching her legs in chains and tripping her. Acting fast, he had his chains trap her arms and legs, rendering her helpless.

“Mina, listen to me. You can fight this. You’re too strong to let something like this control you. Listen to my voice, and fight!”

Catching Mina was easy. But keeping the ki enhanced werewolf prisoner under control was much harder. His chains cracked and stretched as he pumped as much mana as he could into them.

“Mina! Listen to me!”

***

Mina raged. She didn’t know why. Everything hurt, and she didn’t know why. She couldn’t move. She knew why.

“Solon!” she shouted. Her voice didn’t sound like her own. It sounded like a wolf’s howl. “Free me!”

“Not until you come to your senses.” Mina thrashed, straining to break her bondage. “I’m here, Mina. I’m not leaving you.”

Mina felt the chain around her neck. Solon had never removed it, so now it hugged snugly against her skin, nestled between her fur. It felt strangely warm, tingling her skin.

“That’s it, Mina, come back to me,” Solon said softly. Mina raged impotently, the feeling of powerlessness overwhelming. “I’ve got you. It’s going to be okay.”

The chains hugged her, keeping her in position. Keeping her safe. Keeping me restrained. He’s trying to control me!

Her thoughts felt odd, foreign. Like another person, or creature, was raging inside her. When she got angry, it felt like the other thoughts belonged to her. This isn’t me. I’m not angry, I’m calm.

No. Fight, kill! Don’t let him control you!

“Mina, listen to my voice. Take a deep breath.” Mina did as Solon asked. The voice in her head got quieter, but no less angry.

She didn’t know if she imagined it, but it felt like the chains wrapped around her squeezed her reassuringly. She felt secure, protected. Helpless, but safe in the knowledge Solon would take care of everything. Even if she wanted to break free, she couldn’t.

Yes, you can! Fight, break free! Kill him!

No. Mina closed her eyes, enjoying the strange sensation. Her muscles lit up with the same pain she felt earlier, briefly igniting the rage again.

“That’s it, Mina. You’re doing so great. Keep going.” Solon’s voice was so soothing, so confident. As if he could fix everything. Mina kept going. The pain was no less severe, but she was able to put it out of her mind. She could focus on calming down, letting herself melt.

Solon will protect me. He’s guiding me and everything’s going to be okay. The warm feeling from the chains grew, enveloping her. It washed away the pain, leaving just the pleasant calm. The angry voice tried to shout, but she couldn’t hear it anymore. “Solon?”

She opened her eyes. Solon was holding her, looking down at her with care and compassion. “Thank Mene.” His eyes glistened with tears. He closed them tight, letting a single tear fall onto Mina’s cheek. “You did it. You controlled the wolf.”

Solon pulled her into a bearhug. Mina smiled exhaustedly, remembering what had happened to her. Everything had seemed so blurry, but now it was coming back into laser sharp focus. She had transformed. The ritual had forced her to become a werewolf.

“We need to stop the ritual.” Solon didn’t move, refusing to let her go. “Solon,” Mina said softly, pulling out of his arms. The chains had slacked, letting her move freely. “We can do this later.”

Solon sniffed, rubbing his eyes. He spoke with that same inexplicable confidence he always seemed to have. “Let’s do this.”

***

“Why won’t you die?” Raven raged, shooting yet another arrow into her pursuer’s chest. At this point, she had stabbed him more times than a pincushion, but he still was chasing her just as fast as ever.

Raven was starting to get tired. Long fights were not her speciality, normally a few arrows were all it took to get a decisive win. The one place Remus did defend was his head. When she tried to brain him, he took the arrow in his hand instead.

The problem was knowing something and being able to act on it were 2 completely different things. She had hoped the priest would escape using the knife, but he stayed still, refusing to move.

Given the situation, maybe he had the right idea. The ritual was nearing completion. The floor glowed a dangerous red. She felt sick just being near it, the strange mana worming its way inside her.

As a druid, she had a degree of resistance to foreign mana. Various magical creatures and poisons existed, and she had to be able to shake them off. But this was different, more potent. Evil.

Nature is dangerous, but it’s never evil. This ritual wasn’t natural, it was a perversion of the natural order. It had to be stopped.

Raven lined up another shot, aiming at Remus’ head. When he blocked, she redirected it with her wind to flow around his arm, then into his throat. He gargled in pain, then fell down. Raven was finally able to stop running.

“He’s dead… I won…” Raven wanted to collapse, but instead she rushed over to Mene’s tear. She tugged on it with all her might, but it wouldn’t budge.

The light redoubled. With it, the feeling of sickness and pain redoubled. Raven focused all her energy on resisting it, but at this range, it was impossible. Her bones cracked, as she was remade into something against her will.

Then she felt a hand on her back. “Be at peace,” a soft elderly voice said. “The wolf has no hold over you.”

The pain faded, and Raven was under control again. Turning around, she saw the old man who had until now been passive, smiling at her. “You saved me.”

“It was the right moment to act,” he said simply. “However, I fear you weren’t the only one who needed saving.”

He gestured to Remus, who was laying with the arrow in his throat. “We can’t save him. He’s the enemy.”

“We’ll see,” Lex said, calmly approaching the werewolf. He pulled the arrow out of his neck, then his hands started to glow.

Raven didn’t stop him, deciding to trust his judgment. She nocked an arrow, however, just in case. The hole in his neck quickly sealed, and he transformed back into a human. He stayed asleep. He looked calm, almost peaceful once he was human again.

So much violence. I’m glad it’s over. When Lex was satisfied Remus wouldn’t die, he left the body, moving to where Mene’s tear was.

“Such a horrid misuse of our goddess’s love,” he said sombrely.

“Can you stop it?” Raven asked, standing close.

“Perhaps. But I’ll need some space. Grab Remus and go.” Raven was confused by the order, but did as he asked, leaving him alone in the ritual room.

***

Solon and Mina rushed towards the centre of the temple, where the ritual would be found. On the way, they ran into Raven, carrying the unconscious body of a man.

“Who the hells is that?” Mina asked loudly.

“One of the werewolves. I shot him through the neck,” she replied placidly. Solon looked at his neck, shocked.

“Is he dead?” Solon wouldn’t judge her for killing in self defence, but her calmly carrying the body felt weird.

“He was healed.” Raven didn’t elaborate. Solon snorted.

“Alright then, in that case, we need to focus on stopping the ritual.”

“It’s being handled,” Raven said. “The Radiant priest said he could stop it.”

“Oh, then… we don’t, I guess?” Solon sighed, feeling the tension leaving his muscles. “It’s over. We won. I almost-”

Boom

An explosion rocked the temple, knocking them off their feet and into a heap. Immediately after, a sickening miasma filled the air.

“That can’t be a good sign,” Solon said, shakily getting back to his feet. He offered Mina a hand, which she gratefully accepted. Getting up, her eyes shot open wide.

“What the hell is that thing?” Raven screamed. A werewolf stood behind them. It was wreathed in a cloak of shadow, its eyes dark, lightless voids.

“It doesn’t matter, it’s our enemy!” Mina charged forward, fist glowing with ki. The werewolf stopped, turning to her with a vicious snarl. It didn’t even bother blocking, letting her hit it full force in the chest. A scream of pain followed, then Mina retracted her fist. “What the hell is this thing?”

The monster showed no sign it had been hurt at all. It was as if Mina had taped it. That didn’t mean it wasn’t angry, though. Rearing back its claw, blades of darkness extended out of it. Mina raised her arms, ready to block, trusting her superhuman toughness to protect her.

Solon grabbed her by the collar, pulling her back.

“Ack, Solon, what the hell?” The blades sliced through the ground like a hot knife through butter. “Oh shit. It’s Lorcan. Run!”

Mina didn’t need to tell him twice. Solon was already fleeing. Some things you simply can’t fight. This monster was one of them. Trying to take it on would only get them killed. Fleeing was their only chance at survival.

“We need to stop the ritual! I sense the ritual’s magic in it,” Raven shouted, shooting the creature to distract it. It howled, changing targets to focus on her again. “I’ll distract him. Go!”

Solon raced to the ritual room, Mina hot on his heels. Inside, they found Mene’s tear and an old man covered in blood next to it. “Lex?”

“Solon,” he said, smiling softly. He was covered in cuts and scorch marks. “It’s good to see you, my boy.”

“Lex!” Solon forgot all about the ritual, mind going blank as he rushed over to the old man. His hands started glowing with light as he tried to heal him.

“It’s too late,” the old man said. “This wound is beyond your skill.”

“Shut up,” Solon spat angrily, the glow redoubling. “I can do this. I trained for years to do this exact thing.”

Lex smiled, reaching up to Solon with a shaky hand. “You were a good student. But some things can’t be healed.” He stroked Solon’s cheek. “Forget about me. Stop the ritual. This is your moment.”

“But- but…” Mina put her hand on Solon’s shoulder. She had no idea who Lex was, but it was clear he was important to Solon.

“Do it. It’s the only way.” Solon screamed in frustration. Grabbing Mene’s tear, he pulled with all his might. It wouldn’t budge. Mina joined him, but even using ki she couldn’t move it at all.

“Move, damn it! I need you. I can’t do this without you!”


Chapter 24: Return

“I can still save him.” Solon abandoned the tear. Rushing back to Lex, he put his hands on his chest as he tried to heal him. “He’s unconscious, but not dead. I can still save him.”

“Solon…”

“Damn it, why isn’t this working?” Solon pumped out healing mana as fast as he could, but it had no effect. Uncorking the greater healing potion, he fed it to Lex, but this too did nothing. “Heal, damn it. This is the strongest healing potion in the world, so heal.”

“Keep him stable, I can help,” Helene said. Solon looked up at her, baffled.

“What are you doing here?”

Helene smiled sadly. “I’m not running away this time.” She rushed over, putting her hands on Lex beside Solon’s. Lex’s body started stitching itself back up rapidly. Compared to Solon’s attempt, the difference was night and day.

But despite this, Lex didn’t look any healthier. His body was healing, but he didn’t rouse from his slumber. “His soul’s been damaged…”

“What?” Solon didn’t understand. “How can that even happen?”

“I don’t know, but it’s bad. Even if we heal his body, he might still die,” Helene said, hands glowing all the brighter. “We need to get him out of here now.”

Mene’s tear glowed a bright red, emitting a wave of darkness. Solon’s magic flickered, briefly failing. “What the hell was that?”

“Nothing good,” Helene said. Her magic wasn’t completely negated, but still dimmed.

Crash.

Lorcan crashed through the wall. He was still in his giant wolf form, scanning the room furiously. His eyes landed on the group of healers. Raven was nowhere to be seen.

“I can handle this, Solon. You need to keep him away from us,” Helene said. Solon cancelled his healing, summoning fresh chains.

“You got my back, Mina?” Mina stepped forward, fists clenched tight.

“Always. Let’s do this, partner.” Lorcan charged forward on all fours. Solon was the first to attack, striking his legs with chains, hoping to trip him up. Lorcan slashed through the chains with his foot claws, the shadowy extensions severing them effortlessly.

What the hell are those? Lorcan did something similar earlier. They must have some sort of anti-magic quality. Mina used the distraction to slip past him, delivering a brutal elbow to his back. Lorcan howled in pain, spinning around, ready to slash her in half. She hurt him. How? Before he tanked her attack easily.

Solon covered her. Lorcan could break his chains, but that doesn’t mean they were useless. Instead of trying to restrain his arms, he covered his face, blinding the brute.

Mina leaned back to dodge, then jab his side. This time Lorcan didn’t react, seemingly calming. The chains around his face fizzled and disappeared.

It’s a shield. If he can predict an attack, he can nullify the damage. Solon didn’t know how it worked. It seemed to affect both ki and magic, but whatever it was, it had a key weakness. “Mina, don’t focus on combination attacks, just hit as much as possible.”

Mina was confused, but she did as he asked. Blow after blow hitting the rock wall that was her opponent, while he passively took them, showing no signs of wearing down. I was right. He can’t move and defend at the same time.

Mina slowed down. As soon as she did, Lorcan lashed out, his shadowy claws extending again. Solon used the opportunity to wrap a chain around his neck, pulling him violently onto his back.

He fell with a dog-like yelp, claws disappearing as he reactivated his barrier, destroying Solon’s chains. “He can’t attack and defend at the same time,” Solon explained in the respite. “We need to catch him off guard to hurt him.”

Lorcan changed targets, sprinting at Solon. His claws weren’t extended, so his defence had to be active. Solon dismissed his chainmail. It would only slow him down. “Solon, what are you doing?”

“I’m going to make an opening. Be ready.” A key advantage to fighting a crazed open is he could strategize out loud, knowing it wouldn’t react to his words. As impressive as Lorcan’s defence was, it was pure instinct. His savage attacks showed no signs of tactical thinking. He merely attacked whoever hit him most recently.

Solon didn’t run. He stayed perfectly still as the beast charged him down, murder in its eyes. When it reached him, it reared back, extending its claws, ready to end his life. Solon knew trying to turn and run would get him killed. He could extend his claws at will. Sure hope this works.

Solon retracted his chains as fast as he could, sweeping his own feet out from under him. He was dragged between the beast’s legs, its claws missing his head by mere inches. He was pretty sure he actually lost some hair. Lorcan gave chase, spinning around, claws still out.

Mina punched him in the stomach full force. Lorcan gasped, the air knocked out of his stomach. Before he could recover, Mina followed up with a brutal uppercut that literally lifted him off his feet.

“Finish him.” Mina was already doing it. Her foot feared back, she prepared to deliver a kick that would break his back.

Another pulse of red miasma filled the room.

“Mina!” Raven screamed, sweeping Mina off her feet with a gust of wind. As soon as she moved, Lorcan’s foot claws pierced the air where she had been.

Rolling to a stop, Mina looked in horror as Lorcan got back to his feet. “How?”

“He can heal,” Raven supplied, drawing her bow. She was standing lopsided, her leg dripping with blood. “The other werewolf was the same. It doesn’t matter how many times you hit him, he’ll keep getting back up.”

“Healing too? Oh, come on,” Solon whined. “Seriously, what the fuck is this thing?” Lorcan leapt back to his feet, looking around the room. He was surrounded on all sides, although he didn’t seem to consider Helene or Lex as threats, ignoring them completely.

“He’s a Stygian wolf,” Helene said, voice quivering with fear.

“I have no idea what that is,” Solon admitted. “But it doesn’t matter. Everything can die. We just need to keep hitting him and he’ll eventually run out of mana.” Lorcan finished his assessment, choosing Raven as his target. Raven shot him in the back, her arrows snapping against his skin.

“He’s drawing power from the ritual! He can absorb its mana endlessly,” Helene shouted. “Until the ritual ends, he’ll heal from anything.”

“Then we need to stop the ritual,” Solon said, sending chains at Lorcan. Predictably, his attacks did nothing. But forcing Lorcan to defend meant he couldn’t attack. “Raven, don’t try to attack. Focus all your energy on not getting hit.”

“That’s easier said than done,” she complained, dodging a strike that could have beheaded her.

“How do we stop the ritual?” Mina asked.

“I don’t know!”

***

Lex wasn’t a man without regrets. Years ago, he was the priest in charge of training the prospects. He had chosen Solon when he was young, taking him from the orphanage he grew up in because of his high magic potential.

As it happened, Solon did have huge magic reserves, but he couldn’t release it all at once. When it comes to healing, quick bursts of power are best. Even after years of training, Solon took hours to heal even minor wounds due to his low output. Because of this, as a child, the other prospects had scorned him.

Lex had never given up on him, always encouraging him to keep growing at his own pace. The other priests weren’t so kind. They thought Solon was useless and made it abundantly clear.

Solon had wanted to prove them wrong, so he went out and healed the poor. He thought they’d be impressed at his taking the initiative, instead; they were angry Solon didn’t get any donations.

They said his healing was a waste. That Mene’s gift shouldn’t be wasted, and had to be used in ways that helped the temple. Looking back, Lex knew this was a critical moment where he had failed to act. He held his tongue, letting them scold Solon and punish him. In the end, Solon abandoned the brotherhood. Lex tried to stop him, but Solon wouldn’t hear it. He said he was angry at the hypocrisy of the priests, but Lex knew the truth.

He was angry at him. He needed Lex to stand up for him, but because Lex was so afraid of alienating the other priests he didn’t. So Solon left, and Lex always regretted it.

Lex had hoped to make amends with Solon before he died, to show him the order had changed. Now, dying on the floor, he knew he had once again missed his chance. Helene couldn’t save him. No one could. Even if she tried to use Mene’s tear, she wouldn’t be able to. The damage to his soul was too great.

“Solon…” Solon stopped struggling, turning to Lex with eyes wild with desperation. “Destroy it… it’s the only way…”

“What? I can’t do that! If I destroy it, you’ll -”

“I’ll die either way. Please, let my death have some meaning. Let me die knowing the people I love are safe.”

Solon looked at the stone numbly. The Nekomi girl he was with was already positioned near it. She looked at him for confirmation. I’m glad he found someone he can rely on.

Solon’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Do it.”

Mina hit Mene’s tear as hard as she could. She put everything she had into the punch. She still couldn’t so much as chip it. “It’s indestructible.”

“No. It isn’t,” Solon said, watching Raven dancing around to avoid Lorcan’s claws. “There is something that can damage it.”

***

When Remus woke up, the first thing he felt was confused. His memory was blurry, but he was pretty sure he got shot in the neck.

I died.

His hands went to his neck, feeling around for any sign of injury. There was none.

Was it a dream? It seemed so insane. First, they completed the ritual, but it didn’t cure him like it should. Instead, the girl who was trying to stop him started becoming a werewolf instead. She resisted it, but Remus recognised the signs. The ritual must have gone wrong somehow.

Remus was no mage, but even he could sense the foul aura filling the temple. “I have to do something. Lorcan could be in trouble.”

***

Helene dragged Lex’s body away, getting it as far away from Mene’s tear as she could. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“No. But I don’t have any better ideas,” Solon admitted. Raven was still dancing around, avoiding Lorcan’s claws. “And there’s no more time to waste trying to come up with one. Mina, do it.”

“Right.” Mina stormed forward, fist alight with power. Lorcan sensed her approach, twisting around her blow before countering with a savage claw.

Mina dodged before he could hit, letting Solon hit Lorcan’s eyes. “Arg! Bastard!”

Lorcan activated his defence, his eyes bleeding. He quickly healed, but it gave Mina and Raven the opportunity to flee. He chased them with unnatural speed. Mina wasn’t fast enough to get away.

“Raven, arrow!” Before he could kill Mina, Raven shot him, forcing him on the defensive again. Solon followed up with a chain around his wrist. It started breaking down almost instantly, but Solon was still able to pull him over, sending him crashing into the ground. “What’s the matter, Wolfy? Having trouble keeping up?”

Lorcan growled furiously, shaking his face clean. “Hunters… I’ll kill all the hunters!”

Solon’s plan had worked. He had Lorcan’s undivided attention. He bounded over Mina and Raven, acting like they didn’t even exist. His claws extended further than Solon had ever seen before, ready to slice Solon into tiny chunks.

Solon responded with a wall of chains, hiding himself from view. Lorcan was unbothered, cutting through the magical construct as if it didn’t even exist.

“Now.” Raven unleashed a barrage of wind, pushing Lorcan off balance. Falling forward, he couldn’t switch fast enough, his claws continuing through the chains into Mene’s tear. He tried to avoid hitting it, but a firm kick to the arm from Mina ensured his claw hit the artifact head on.

At first, nothing happened.

Then the light dimmed, the miasma faltering for a moment. Solon breathed a sigh, thinking it was safe.

Flash.

The light increased a thousandfold, blinding anyone foolish enough to be looking in its direction. Solon screamed in pain, covering his eyes and rolling on the ground.

It wasn’t just light. The miasma started thickening at an insane rate, compounding on itself until it was so thick he could taste it. Scrambling about, he heard Mina and Raven shouting something.

He tried to shout back, but the rumbling of the temple made it impossible to be heard. He felt a pair of strong hands grabbing him.

“Mina?” He shouted, knowing he wouldn’t be heard. Whoever had him, they weren’t trying to kill him. He followed them, trusting they were taking him somewhere safe.

Then something hit him in the head, and everything went dark.


Chapter 25: Collapse

Everything was falling apart. The ceiling was falling all around them. Mina ran as fast as she could, following Raven. She didn’t know what else to do.

She had tried to find Solon, but the collapse of the ceiling in front of him made that impossible. With no other choice, she followed the fleeing form of Raven.

The druid at least seemed to know where she was going. She navigated the hallways with shocking confidence, soon pushing open a door leading to the dark of night. “This way!”

Mina raced through the door, exclaiming in relief. She found herself on a plateau high above the ground with no sign of the way down. Maybe she didn’t know where she was going.

The upside was the plateau was wide enough she could make some distance from the crumbling temple. A few moments later, Helene came through the door holding Lex on her shoulder.

“You made it,” Mina called, wrapping them both in a big hug. Helene smiled brightly, returning the hug with her freehand. “Where’s Solon?”

Helene’s expression darkened. “I thought he was with you.”

***

Solon woke up with a banging headache. As soon as he opened his eyes, he regretted it, the harsh sunlight scorching his eyes.

“Fuck, what happened?” He sat up with his eyes closed. Whatever he was lying on was hard and uncomfortable. “Where am I?”

Risking opening his eyes again, he looked around. He was in a clearing in a forest, surrounded by trees on all sides. The floor was covered in sticks and rocks, making it uncomfortable to lie on. He wasn’t alone; there was a young man with broad shoulders sitting nearby.

“You should take it easy. A rock fell on your head,” the man said. Solon touched his head, feeling a sharp pang of pain when he touched it.

“Who are you? I was fighting …” Solon jumped to his feet, summoning his chains. They formed slower than he would like, evidence of his injuries. “Who are you?” He demanded.

The young man smiled softly. “You’re right, I’m Remus. But I don’t want to fight anymore. I’m sorry, I thought we were trying to make a cure.”

“A cure?” Remus pointed to where a silver-haired man was lying on his back, asleep. He looked severely injured, bruises, and scratches covered his form.

“He told me we were developing a cure for lycanthropy,” he said, staring at his fellow werewolf. “I never thought… I don’t understand why he did this.”

Solon sighed, letting his chains disappear. The fact was he could barely fight even if he wanted to. He had been through the meat grinder, whereas Remus somehow looked uninjured.

“I gave up trying to understand people like him long ago,” Solon said, sitting back down painfully. “You got anything to eat?”

Remus reached into his bag, pulling out a bag of berries and some water. Solon accepted them gratefully. He briefly considered the possibility Remus would poison him, but dismissed it shortly after it occurred to him. If Remus wanted to kill him, he had plenty of opportunities.

“What are you going to do with him?” Remus asked after a time. Solon chewed on some berries, thinking.

“He’s not a threat anymore, but what he did was dangerous. I still don’t know how many people were affected by the ritual.” They had aborted it fairly early, so it shouldn’t have affected anyone who wasn’t nearby. But that didn’t mean no one was affected. “Then there’s the theft, and the murders of the guards at city hall.”

“Murders?” Remus seemed genuinely surprised.

“You didn’t know? When he attacked city hall, he killed all the guards,” Solon said seriously. Remus eyebrows creased, troubled by the news.

“He told me he would avoid killing,” he said softly.

“Well, he didn’t.” Solon ate another berry. He felt some sympathy for the young man. Despite his large size, Remus couldn’t be any older than Solon. He chose to follow Lorcan because he believed it was the right thing to do, that they were curing a terrible affliction. The realisation of what his mentor was really like had to be troubling to say the least.

“... So we’re going to prison?” Remus asked nervously. Solon ate another berry, deep in thought.

“Lorcan and his subordinates have to be arrested, yes,” Solon said. “Selene’s dead.” Solon watched Remus’ reaction. He didn’t seem very concerned about the woman. “So now we need to find his other subordinate. I think his name was Chuck. Any idea where he could have gone?”

Remus stared at Solon, baffled. Then realisation dawned on his face. “I think he died when the temple collapsed.”

“That makes sense,” Solon said, standing up and cracking his back. “The fact is, I have no idea what he looks like in his human form. If he did survive, all he’d have to do is skip town and no one would be any the wiser.”

Remus stood up as well. “Lorcan… he’s injured. You’re a healer, can you…”

Maybe this is why he didn’t kill me. Solon was tempted to tell him to get lost. Lorcan was a piece of shit who deserved whatever happened to him. But while that was true, Solon knew he couldn’t do that. Killing a man in combat was one thing. It was unavoidable sometimes. But to kill an already injured man in cold blood just didn’t feel right. “I’ll look at him.”

He approached Lorcan. As he got closer, he realised his injuries were much worse than he initially thought. Is he even still alive? He was barely breathing. Solon felt his pulse, but it was so weak he almost couldn’t feel it. “He’s dying.”

“Can you save him?” Remus asked hopefully. “I know he did a lot of bad things but…”

Solon held up a hand, stopping him from explaining himself. “I’ll see what I can do.”

He channelled some healing mana into him, but it didn’t seem to do anything. It was as if his body was actively fighting the healing. Technically, everyone could resist magic to an extent. They usually did this when it was a hostile effect. It was one of the reasons why mind control magic is so notoriously difficult to do anything with. But when it’s a positive effect, they should instinctively recognise this and let it happen. “Why’s he resisting me?”

“... Just let me die,” Lorcan said, his eyes cracking open. Solon jumped back, startled by the sudden speech.

“You’re alive!”

“For now.” Lorcan coughed painfully.

“Then let me heal you, dumbass,” Solon said, starting his healing magic again. Lorcan moved his hand away weakly.

“I don’t need help… from your kind.”

***

Lorcan didn’t have long. That was obvious even to him. By refusing Solon’s help, he was signing his own death warrant. He didn’t care.

There’s nothing else left for me to do in this world. He looked at Remus, the boy he had adopted all those years ago. He was a grown man, but Lorcan still saw him as that scared little boy he found in the woods.

“Lorcan, what are you doing? Let him heal you!” Remus still needed him to protect him. Lorcan had done his best, but he couldn’t make a world that was safe for his family. He failed.

Tears streamed down Remus’ cheeks. Lorcan smiled softly. Remus was always too emotional for his own good. Solon didn’t appear to have any desire to kill him, but would that always be the case? As things stood, Solon was too weak to defend himself, but would his feelings be the same once he healed? “I wish I could keep on protecting you, cub.”

“You can. Let him heal you, and we can leave here together,” Remus said, grabbing his hand. “Please.”

Lorcan laughed softly. It still hurt his chest. “Nothing he can do will save me now,” he said, smiling despite the pain. “Whether or not these wounds kill me, I’m going to die.”

“What? I don’t understand.”

Lorcan relaxed his eyes. “Yes, you do. You’re a smart boy, you’ve noticed.” Remus’ anger collapsed, replaced with a look of pure despair.

“My cub.” Lorcan whipped away tears from Remus’ cheeks. “Do not cry. Never show weakness before a hunter.”

Remus slapped his hand away. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Perhaps, if I hadn’t called upon the dark wolf, I’d have had longer. Lorcan closed his eyes. He didn’t feel regret. He wouldn’t have lived long, no matter what he did. I fought for my cub. I did everything I could to protect him. Now, you’ll have to protect yourself. I hope you’re ready, son.

***

“He’s dead.”

Lorcan’s body went limp, the magic inside it dissipating into the air. Solon walked away, giving Remus some time with his deceased mentor.

Remus stayed there for hours, sitting with Lorcan’s body. Occasionally, he would mutter something softly, but for the most part, he was silent. Solon left him to it, not saying anything. He owed him that much for saving his life.

Even when night fell, Remus didn’t move. Solon built a small fire for warmth, moving slowly so as to not aggravate his injuries. Then he cooked a small meal, having caught a hare in a snare. It was when he was eating his stew that Remus approached him.

Solon handed him a bowl, which he silently accepted. He didn’t try to eat any of it, though. After Solon finished eating, Remus finally spoke.

“We should burn the body.” He didn’t speak any other words as Solon helped him gather wood for a funeral pyre. He even stayed silent when he lit it.

Solon didn’t know what he felt as he watched Lorcan burn. On the one hand, he was a man who was going to cause millions of deaths. His plan had been insane. There were no 2 ways about it.

But it was more complicated than that. Solon still didn’t agree with his plan. At all. But he understood why he did it, if only a little.

He had been scared, not for himself, but for Remus. Lots of people thought of werewolves as nothing but monsters. Hunting them wasn’t legal, but killing them in self defence was. This made it easy to get away with hunting them. All you had to do was say they attacked you first. If they had a bounty, even that was unnecessary.

If everyone was a werewolf, that would change. It was a horrible way of thinking, making everyone suffer so that Remus wouldn’t be persecuted. But still, Solon could understand why he did it. He loved Remus. In a way, Solon was jealous.

Solon rested his hand on Remus’ shoulder. “Would you like me to say something?”

“No,” Remus said, smiling sadly. “He’d hate that a Radiant priest was at his funeral.”

Solon nodded, respecting his choice. He didn’t mention that he was excommunicated, letting Remus mourn in peace. Solon watched as the fire consumed Lorcan calmly.

When it was finally finished, Solon and Remus went to sleep. When Solon awoke, Remus was gone. He didn’t even leave a note. Solon didn’t blame him.

They weren’t friends. If anything, they were closer to being enemies. Solon let him get away this time, but he didn’t know what he would do if they met again.

I wonder where Mina is. He had seen his team escape, so he was confident they were okay. But after so long without seeing them, he was starting to get nervous.


Chapter 26: Mission Accomplished

It had been 2 days since the battle at Mene mountain. They had gone back to Casey’s village, Elfin-Brook. Casey let them stay there, waiting for Solon to return.

Helene had healed everyone, although she couldn’t heal herself. She wasn’t too injured, so she was able to recover naturally. Word was sent to the Order explaining the delay.

Mina was sitting in a rocking chair on Casey’s porch, staring at the lone road that led into town. Raven came out of the house, taking a seat next to her.

“Do you think he’s okay?” Mina asked. She didn’t need to explain who she was talking about.

“No,” Raven said. Mina glared at her hotly.

“What is wrong with you?” Raven scrunched up her eyebrows in confusion.

“What are you talking about?”

“Why would you say he’s not okay?” Raven’s expression softened incrementally.

“A temple fell on him.” Mina frowned, unable to say anything to rebuff her.

“Look… I just don’t think he’s dead.” Mina felt around her neck where his chain used to be. It had faded around the time the temple collapsed. Raven had explained this often happened with magically created items. They wouldn’t continue to exist if the mage died or was unconscious. She chose to believe the latter was the case. “I know I have no evidence. I just know. Does that make sense to you at all?”

“No.”

Mina huffed, crossing her arms irritably. “Why do I even bother talking to you?”

“I hope he’s alive, too,” Raven said so softly Mina wasn’t even sure if she heard her correctly.

Mina’s anger faded at the admission. She knew Raven wasn’t trying to upset her; she was actually trying to comfort her. She was just awful at it. Still, I’m glad I’m not alone.

“Solon.” Raven stood up abruptly, staring into the distance. Mina got up and joined her but couldn’t see anything.

“What, where is he? I swear if you’re trying to fool me-”

“I can feel his mana. He’s just over the hill.” Mina took off running. She didn’t wait for further details, determined to see for herself. She raced to the top, heart pounding in her chest as she searched for him.

There he is. He looked rough, covered in dirt and injuries. He had bandages around his head, walking slowly up the hill. He’s alive.

Mina ran down the hill without thinking, shouting happily. Solon noticed her, smiling tiredly as she approached. It was only when she was close enough to tackle him Mina stopped, realising what she was doing. She stopped awkwardly, clearing her throat. She smiled professionally. “Solon, I’m glad to see you made it out okay.”

“You too, did everyone else?”

“Yes,” Mina said, her professional smile morphing into an idiotic grin.

“Good. In that case, there’s only one thing I need to do.”

“Oh, what’s that?” Solon grabbed her around the waist, pulling her into him and kissing her.

Mina yelped at the suddenness of the action. She didn’t disapprove, however, happily melting into the kiss. Her heart soured at the confirmation of his feelings. His tongue slid over her bottom lip, silently asking permission to enter her mouth. She eagerly consented, letting him ravage her with his tongue.

She lost all track of time as they made out. Kissing him was all she cared about. Sighing happily, she could have happily kissed him forever, but eventually her need for air made her break away from him.

“That’s what I had to do,” Solon said, smiling cheekily. Mina rolled her eyes at his smugness. Then she remembered how injured he was.

“Your head! What happened? Are you okay? We should get Helene to check you out!” Solon chuckled, still holding her close to him.

“Fine. I’ll go get checked out. But we’re continuing this later.” He pecked her on the lips. Mina blushed at the implication, only able to nod mutely. She hoped she wasn’t blushing. He released her waist, which made Mina briefly disappointed.

He can hardly hold me and walk. Stop acting like a teenager! Solon took her hand in his, squeezing it softly.

“Let’s go.”

***

After Solon’s return, they didn’t stay for long. They were already drastically behind schedule, so after Solon was healed, Helene had them set off immediately. Things were so hectic Solon never managed to get a moment alone with Mina. 

It didn’t help that Raven decided to stay with their team until they reached the city. Not that he minded too much. He did enjoy the druid girl’s company. Even so, it did make talking to Mina difficult. She might not look it, but the Nekomi girl could be surprisingly bashful and was acting shy ever since they kissed.

Maybe I shouldn’t have done it so soon. Lex was still with them, too. Unfortunately, the old priest still hadn’t recovered. He was in a coma, still recovering from whatever the ritual had done to him. Helene did her best, but she wasn’t sure when he would wake up. That’s the main reason they left so quickly, hoping that one of the senior Radiants at the temple would know what to do.

They managed to reach Flamburg before nightfall. The city had a tall, uneven wall. Every inch of the wall was at an odd, inconsistent angle. The idea was to make it impossible to erect siege ladders or other siege engines. Its effectiveness was debatable. The city had been besieged successfully before.

Either way, it made for an interesting architectural view. Inside the city, the uneven motif continued, with buildings being built unevenly for seemingly no reason at all. Apparently, the locals considered an even ceiling bad luck. It gave the city an odd mishmash look that reminded Solon of a child’s artwork.

The roads at least were even and wide enough for carriages to flow without issue despite the traffic. Pillars of lunar stone mined from the mountain acted as street lights, keeping the street lit even as the sun started to set. The only issue was they gave light based on the phase of the moon. They were useless on a new moon unless maintained by a mage.

The fact they could afford to pay a bunch of mages to maintain street lighting showed the affluence of the city.

We’re not in Caprea anymore. As Solon walked through the streets, he was assaulted by memories of his former life. He had trained as a priest here, then worked as a healer after he left before finally being driven out. He tensed at the latter memories, feeling distinctly uncomfortable returning even if he had been invited.

Mina took his hand in her own, smiling up at him reassuringly. He squeezed her hand, calming slightly.

“Sure feels great to be back home. Hey, there’s the temple!” Helene said, pointing forward. She sat on the front of the carriage with Raven steering.

The temple was the tallest building in the city. Local law dictated no one could build anything taller than it. It had 6 spires on its perimeter, forming a spiked crown. At certain times of the year, the moon would be positioned such that it appeared to be resting on each of the spires.

The main hall was in the centre of the spires. It was here that services were held. The steps leading up to it were just a bit too high to be comfortable to walk, even for someone as tall as Solon. Young children often needed to be carried to climb the oversized steps.

The arrogance of the order. Everyone has to struggle to make them feel important. Solon closed his eyes, taking a deep breath in an attempt to dismiss the angry thoughts. Just finish the job and leave.

Solon’s relationship with Helene was better, but he still didn’t like the order. His unresolved relationship with Lex, who was now in a coma, only made things more complicated.

They pulled up in front of the steps, an old man in a velvet robe greeted them. The robe was blue with star patterns and a crescent moon on its back. He’s one of the Phases.

The Phases are the most senior members of The Order of the Radiant Night. Each one had a phase of the moon depicted on their robe, indicating their specific role and responsibilities. Based on his robe, this man was the Waxing Crescent Phase.

This meant he was in charge of the management of all junior priests within the entirety of the Order. Solon had never met him before, but he would have been the one to ultimately decide on his excommunication.

He smiled, his wrinkled brow showing several deep creases. “Mene’s blessing to you, sister Helene,” he lowered his head, showing his balding head.

“Mene’s blessing to you, father,” Helene said, bowing back.

“Good to meet you,” Mina said, walking up to him with her hand extended. The Phase looked surprised at the gesture, but shook her hand regardless with a small genuine smile.

“You must be Mina. I heard about your efforts to protect Helene. On behalf of the entire Order of the Radiant Night, let me say thank you.” He bowed his head again. “Now, I believe you were also travelling with a former priest of our order.”

“Waxing Crescent Cornsilk, Solon performed admirably, I can assure you he is a good man,” Helene said, surprising Solon with her passion. He stepped forward, meeting the senior priest’s gaze.

“I’m Solon, and yes, I used to be a priest. I was excommunicated after I broke the rules,” Solon said, crossing his arms confrontationally. He tensed his muscles, mentally preparing for a fight.

The Phase looked at him, all mirth draining from his expression. He took a step towards Solon, meeting his eye. “We need to talk,” he said darkly.

“I supposed we do.”

“Please, follow me.” Phase Cornsilk led them into the temple. Raven looked around in awe, but Solon barely took notice. He had already seen it a thousand times before.

The artworks depicting various Phases throughout history, and the ceiling depicting Mene’s beauty, were all mundane to him. When he was young, he had been dazzled by the beauty of her depiction. Now, as an adult, it left him feeling cold. She’s not my goddess.

Cornsilk led them up some stairs to an office of some sort. Solon frowned when he realised this was the same office he was excommunicated in all those years ago. They had redecorated, removing some of the more ornate elements, but Solon could never forget.

“Solon, 13 years ago, you were excommunicated under the orders of the previous holder of my title. You were told that, should you ever return to a temple, you would be burnt as a heathen.” Cornsilk stood in front of a small altar, with a crescent moon on it.

“Phase Cornsilk, Solon isn’t a heathen. He’s-” Cornsilk cut Helene off with a gently raised hand. Solon felt his mana circulating, mentally mapping out the temple’s structure in case he needed to escape.

“I remember the terms of my exile,” Solon said stiffly.

“Solon, I’m afraid I cannot change the past. You have lived in excommunication for over a decade,” Cornsilk said softly. “Now, on behalf of the Order of the Radiant Night, I humbly apologise.” Phase Cornsilk picked up the moon emblem. “As Phase of the Waxing moon, I hereby lift your excommunication.”

“What?” Solon stared at the priest in shock. “So, my crimes are forgiven? Just like that?”

“I’m afraid I cannot absolve you of any wrongdoing,” Cornsilk said sombrely. “As I am unaware of any wrongdoing done by you. Your purview was to heal, and that is what you did. You should never have been punished for doing so.”

Solon didn’t know what to say. He had entered the temple expecting an argument, maybe even a fight. Instead, they apologised and said the thing he had wanted to hear for years. It took the wind out of his sails, leaving him to stare blankly as the Phase performed some sort of absolution ritual using the moon emblem.

“So, what, you expect me to be a priest again?” Solon finally said, still struggling to process what happened. He noticed Helene grinning with excitement when he said that.

“You are free to do what you wish. If you wish to rejoin the order, we will welcome you with open arms,” Cornsilk said, putting the emblem down and opening his arms as if expecting an embrace. When Solon didn’t hug him, he nodded, smiling sadly. “I suspected as much. That is also your right. We will not force you to do anything. We merely wanted to apologise for our abominable treatment of one of our own.”

“Forgiveness cannot be granted without contrition,” Helene said softly. This was one of the tenants of Order. Members were expected to formally apologise for whatever they did wrong in their lives. If they didn’t, Mene would never forgive them.

“Why now?” Solon asked.

“I’ve only been a Phase for a year now, and I’ve had lots of business that needed to be attended to,” Cornsilk said, politely saying his predecessor had caused problems. “Your case was actually brought to my attention by another, who requested I reach out to you.”

“Another?” Solon asked. He suspected he knew the answer, but he still wanted to hear it.

“High Priest Lex.”


Chapter 27: Moving On

“Now what?”

After their conversations, Phase Cornsilk had paid them their fee, plus a generous bonus for the added trouble with the werewolves. Helene went off to perform her duties as a priestess. Apparently, they were rather behind because of her delay.

This left the team of Solon, Mina and Raven standing outside the temple, unsure of what they were going to do. After all the craziness of the last week, returning to normal life seemed almost bizarre.

“Well, I guess we should go to the guild. I’m pretty sure they do dorms,” Solon said, looking at the girls. Mina agreed, while Raven just shrugged. “Oh, and you’ll have to report the mission to retrieve Mene’s tear a failure, Raven.”

“I’ll need a new job soon. I’m poor,” she said simply. Solon nodded, still struggling to process the sudden change in his situation.

“Well, I’m sure we can find something. Assuming you still want to work with us?”

“I do.” Raven smiled imperceptibly.

“Cool, let’s go to the guild then.” Solon knew the layout of the city from his childhood. The guild was hardly small either. The building towered above the surrounding ones, with thick, twisted columns supporting the uneven stone roof.

Inside, it looked remarkably similar to every other branch of Rising Phoenix. This wasn’t surprising. Rising Phoenix had a standardised design for most of its guild halls focused on utility more than aesthetics. The only reason it had the uneven roof was because it used to be a lord’s house before it was bought and modified by the guild.

“First things first, let’s eat. I’m starved,” Solon said, taking a seat at a random table. A server in a frilly outfit soon arrived, taking their order.

Solon and Mina used the opportunity to eat something that wasn’t Aufish, ordering curry.

“I’ll have the curry, too,” Raven said, smiling happily. The server looked at her oddly.

“It’s got meat in it… I could ask the chef to take it out if you want?” Raven shook her head.

“Meats fine.” The server still seemed confused, but wrote down the orders, leaving them be.

“What was that about?” Mina asked, watching the waitress walk away.

“Druids rarely eat meat,” Raven said, shrugging.

“Oh yeah, I remember hearing that,” Solon said, nodding along. “So you gave that up? Actually, you never explained to us why you left the druids.”

“I stayed after my Urban Tour.”

“Oh … what's that?”

“When druids turn 21, they go on an Urban Tour. We go into a nearby city and see how everyone else lives. We’re then given an option: return to the forest and become a druid, or leave.”

And she decided to leave, Solon concluded mentally. “Why did you leave?”

“A few reasons. Turns out meat is delicious and I liked the variety of things to do. Living in a forest is boring,” Raven said, smiling softly. “But the biggest reason was learning about slavery.”

“Huh?” Mina gave Raven a weird look. “Do druids not have slaves?”

“No. Druids believe that all living creatures are inherently equal,” Raven explained briefly, sounding bored. Solon didn’t know they didn’t allow slavery, but he supposed it made sense given their views.

“Do you want to have a slave, or be a slave?” Solon asked, giving Mina a brief look. She stared into Solon's eyes intensely.

“I want to be a slave,” Raven said confidently. Unlike Mina, she wasn’t the least bit embarrassed by her desires.

“You’re very confident,” Solon noted.

“I know what I want,” Raven said.

“Good for you. I’m the same way. I’ve always known I wanted to be a master with a slave harem.” Solon looked at Mina. “What about you? What do you want?”

Mina was blushed red hot, avoiding his gaze. “You know what I want,” she muttered.

“Yes, but I want to hear you say it.” Mina bit her lip.

“I like the idea of being submissive, but only in the bedroom. I don’t want to go full lifestyle slave yet,” Mina said, giving Solon a firm look. Solon nodded.

Yet, Solon thought, but he decided not to push the issue. Mina was still new to her submissive tendencies. He didn’t mind taking things slowly. “That’s great, Mina. Good girl.”

Mina smiled softly, then caught herself and tried to look annoyed. “You said you want a harem.”

Solon nodded, dropping his teasing smile. “Yes. I would understand if that was an issue, but it’s what I want.” He coughed. “If it is an issue… I don’t need one.”

“You would… you would be happy being exclusive?” Mina smiled softly. “Well, that’s not really something that bothers me. I know what human men are like.”

Solon beamed, laughing at her little joke. He was glad to have confirmation on that issue. “Thanks, Mina.”

“I would prefer being a part of a harem,” Raven said, looking at them intensely. Solon felt his pulse quicken.

Is she saying she wants to be with us? While he had told Mina he intended to form a harem, he didn’t mean to do so immediately. He meant more over time. In the future.

“I’m surprised you’re still single,” Mina said. “I would’ve thought a beautiful girl like you who wants to be in a harem would have her pick of suitors.”

Raven frowned ever so slightly. “Guys don’t approach me.”

That did surprise Solon. Raven might look a little scary to some, but that was hardly a turn off. In fact, a lot of guys specifically sought out scary girls like her. Maybe she attracts the wrong type of guys, or doesn’t know when she’s being hit on.

Solon was going to ask when the waitress arrived with their curries. The conversation shifted to food and spice when Mina couldn’t eat hers. Apparently, Nekomi made their food much milder, and she still hadn’t adjusted.

She tried to power through, but couldn’t and ended up drinking not only her own water, but Solon’s and Raven’s as well. In the end, the waitress brought her a small bowl of yogurt and she made it through.

As they ate, Solon tried to relax and enjoy the company of his new companions. Unfortunately, that proved difficult.

They’re staring. At first, he had tried to convince himself it was a coincidence, or that they were just curious about the new guy. That was rapidly becoming impossible as the group of adventurers he didn’t know stared at them, occasionally exchanging whispers. When he looked at them, they would rapidly look away. Subtly was not their strong suit. I’m not excommunicated anymore but that won’t change everything. I’m still an outcast. I can’t stay here for long.

Solon’s hands balled up into fists. He could barely listen to what Mina was saying anymore. His attention was entirely focused on the nosy voyeurs.

Mina put her hand on his, snapping him back to reality. “Solon, I was just saying maybe we should get going.”

“Already? I thought you wanted to stay out a bit longer,” Solon said. Tense and uncomfortable as he was, he didn’t want to ruin her night just because he was uncomfortable. It’s not like they’re actually doing anything. They’re just staring. I can ignore them.

“I know I said that, but I’m feeling kind of tired,” Mina said. She gave him a pointed look. “I think it might be time for bed.”

“It’s 9 O’clock,” Raven said, staring at them dryly.

“I guess I’m still on in mountain time,” Mina said with a brilliant smile. “What about you, Solon? Do you want to join me?”

Solon swallowed. She wasn’t being subtle at all about what she wanted, moving her finger in gentle circles on the back of his hand. “We should book a room. After all, we don’t want to risk them running out.”

“It’s not busy,” Raven said, looking around the room.

“Better safe than sorry,” Mina said, getting up out of her seat. “Are you going to be okay by yourself, Raven?”

Raven shrugged. “Yes.”

Solon felt a little bad about abandoning Raven. But they had been hanging out for days already, and they’d continue to do so tomorrow. “Tomorrow, we’ll take on a new quest. If you want to, that is?”

Raven smiled ever so slightly. “I do.” They had failed to retrieve Mene’s tear, which meant she would have to mark the quest as a failure.

He and Mina had offered to split the reward for the Helene mission, but she refused the offer flat out. Apparently, despite her money issues, she still had her pride.

I guess that’s all I’m going to get out of her. Solon thought. He said his good nights, waving as he walked away. Raven replied curtly, then went back to her meal.


Chapter 28: Double Room

Solon led Mina to the reception desk. “I’d like to book a room, please.”

“Sure thing, sugar, single or double?” She asked, chewing gum as she spoke.

“Double.”

“On it.” She disappeared into the back to get a key.

“You’re awfully confident, aren’t you?” Mina said, crossing her arms with an amused smirk.

Solon raised his brows in amusement. “Am I wrong?”

Mina giggled, sashaying into him until her breasts were pressed into his chest. She looked up at him, grinning seductively. “You’ll just have to risk it.” 

“I’m not usually the risk-taking type.” Solon wrapped his hands around her waist, pulling her even tighter against him. “But I get the feeling this is a risk worth taking.”

“Here’s your key, sugar.” The receptionist put the key on the desk, grinning with amusement. Mina eeped at her sudden arrival, pulling out of Solon’s arms, blushing like a virgin. Solon rolled his eyes, taking the key off the desk. “Room numbers on the keychain.”

“Thanks.”

Solon led Mina up the stairs into the dorm rooms. Their room was number 312, so they were on the third floor. Mina relaxed again once they were alone, leaning into him as they walked. He wrapped an arm around her, glad of the casual affection.

When they reached the room, she broke away blushing her signature hew. “So… what are we going to do?”

“What do you want to do?” Solon asked, closing the door and locking it. “I can be gentle.” He crossed the distance between them, kissing her softly on the lips. “Or I can be rough.” He summoned his chains, letting them rattle as they fell from his hands. Mina gasped at the feeling of the cold metal brushing her legs. “It’s up to you.”

She bit her lip, turning her head down, with her eyes peeking up at him shyly. Getting on her tiptoes, she whispered into his ears. “I want it rough.”

“Are you sure you can handle it?” Solon said, pulling the chains taunt. Mina kissed his ear, breathing softly.

“Yes… master.” Solon closed his eyes. He felt her hand run down his front, caressing his bulge. “You like it when I call you master, don’t you?”

“I do,” Solon admitted, enjoying the feeling of her touching his cock through his pants. “I really do.”

“Good, because I like calling you master,” she whispered into his ear. “Tell me, master, what do you like to call me?”

She squeezed his crotch softly. “Slave,” Solon said, making his chains snake down her legs.

“Slave?” Mina pouted cutely. “So harsh, so degrading.” She put her hands on his chest. “I love it. Say it again.”

“You’re my slave.” Solon pushed her back onto the bed, her legs falling apart naturally. “And I am your master.”

“You’re my master,” she repeated. Solon climbed on top of her, creating chains around her wrists and connecting them to the bedposts. “I’m your slave.” Solon lifted her top slowly, watching as she shook with need. “Don’t be shy, master. I’m a slave. My body belongs to you.”

Solon ripped it off, her tits bouncing free. They were perfect, well shaped, with cute little nipples topping them off. Solon’s instinct was to suck them immediately, consuming the small pink nubs. He fought the urge, instead running his tongue around her tits.

“Oh, you’re a cruel man. Teasing me when I’m so helpless,” Mina said playfully, quivering under his touch. Solon laughed, blowing on her rock hard nipples.

“That’s what being a slave is like,” he said, trailing kisses up her neck. “You’re mine now, and I’ll use you however I want.”

“You promise?” Mina asked, grinning seductively. Solon laughed, kissing her deeply.

“I promise, slave.” He moved down again, kissing and licking her breasts once more. Mina mewled at the feeling, eyes lolling shut. Solon placed a hand on her thigh, slowly sliding it up towards her burning hot sex. He felt her panties, sliding his fingers around the edge. “You’re wet.” Mina blushed at the matter-of-fact tone. “Why are you wet, slave?”

Mina mewled, staring at him helplessly.

“I want to hear you say it.” Mina bit her lip. She expected him to keep going, to touch her without her having to say anything. But Solon was a patient man. He could wait. She’ll break first.

“... Because being treated like a slave turns me on,” she breathed, looking about ready to explode. “There! Happy now? Hurry up and touch me!”

“I’m very happy.” Solon put his hand directly on her cotton covered crotch. He started rubbing her slowly, moving his fingers in slow deliberate circles, grinding against her pussy. “This is what I wanted. From the moment we met, I’ve wanted you.”

Mina moaned softly, breath catching as he manipulated her sex. “You have me,” she said airily. “You finally have me.”

Solon flicked his tongue over her nipple, making her gasp slightly. “You’re sensitive,” he said, grinning with amusement.

He kept teasing her through her panties, kissing and licking her tits. Every now and again, he’d flick his tongue over her nipple ever so briefly. Her reactions were music to his ears.

So easy to read. If Solon wanted to, he was confident he could make her cum any time. He’d just concentrate on her nipples while grinding her clit until she was writhing in pleasure. Where would the fun in that be?

He didn’t want it to be over so soon. He took his time, slowly drawing out her bliss inch by inch. She was helpless to do anything but let him, moaning and panting needily as he expertly manipulated her body.

He hadn’t even directly touched her pussy yet, and she was already putty in his hands. “Go faster… I’m getting close.”

Solon clicked his tongue, slowing down drastically. “Not yet. You’re not allowed to cum without my permission, slave.”

Mina moaned, making her feelings on the matter quite clear. “Please, master, I want to cum.”

“You will.”

“When?” She was desperate. Solon felt her shaking under his touch, her panties drenched. He made a show of thinking, drawing out the process while her craving steadily grew. “Please, master. I’ll be a good slave, I promise… just let me cum.” She struggled in her cuffs, then huffed. “Besides, isn’t there something else you would rather be doing with me?”

“I’m going to fuck you,” Solon said, giving her a chaste kiss on the lips. “But first, I’m going to make you cum… twice.”

“Ah… master, I can’t.” Solon raised an amused brow. “Seriously, I’ve only ever been able to once.”

“Wanna bet?” Solon asked, speeding up his rubbing ever so slightly.

Mina rolled her eyes. “So arrogant… go ahead, stud, blow my mind.”

Solon smirked, finally pushing her panties aside and touching her bare sex. She was even wetter than he expected. He glided his fingers around her sex, exploring its folds.

He watched her carefully, slowly zeroing in on her favourite spots. Then, when he felt she was prepared enough, he stopped being gentle. He consumed her nipple, tongue swirling around it relentlessly while his fingers mirrored the action down below.

Mina quickly started to lose control, moaning loudly and arching her back. “Ha.. yes, that’s it… I’m going to …”

Mina screamed silently, her body lifting off the bed as she was overwhelmed with ecstasy. Solon kept going, doing everything he could to extend her pleasure as long as possible.

She humped against his fingers repeatedly, tugging on her restraints, but couldn’t break free. Finally, she collapsed, panting heavily. “That was… amazing.”

“We’re not done yet,” Solon said, slowly shifting down the bed.

“Do whatever you want,” she said happily, grinning in post orgasm bliss. Solon pulled off her panties, tossing them across the room uncaringly.

Time for number 2. Solon buried his face in her pussy. He licked the outside of her slit, tasting her unique flavour.

“Ah, I don’t think I’ll be able to cum again so soon,” Mina said, wriggling underneath him. Solon spread her lower lips, licking her insides from one end to the other.

“I said you’d cum twice,” Solon said, swirling his tongue around her clit. “And I meant it.”

Solon didn’t hold back. He licked her all over, but especially her clit. Mina could do nothing but writhe underneath him.

***

It’s too soon, I’ll never cum. Mina thought as she squirmed. But Solon kept going, pushing through her sensitivity. The intensity was almost too much to bear, making Mina pant for air. Solon slipped a finger inside her, quickly finding her g-spot. He rubbed it softly at first. As soon as he touched it, Mina felt the pleasure build. How’s he doing this?

Solon smirked, noticing the change in her behaviour. “Just lie back and enjoy, slut.”

He wrapped his lips around her clit and sucked, running his tongue over it as he went. At the same time, he started grinding her g-spot. The double assault overwhelmed Mina, a new orgasm building. “I can’t believe… I’ve never felt like this before!”

“Get used to it,” Solon said. “5.”

“Eh, what are you counting down to?” Mina bit her lip. Is he guessing? He couldn’t possibly know when I’m going to cum, could he?

“4.” Solon sped up his ministrations, doubling down as he ate her out. “3.”

“2.” Mina's back arched, bliss overwhelming her. “1.”

“Cum, slave, cum for your master!”

“Yes!” Mina screamed, her body alight with bliss. She felt a strange pressure she had never felt in the past and let it go. Juices squirted out into Solon’s face as he kept playing with her, extending her pleasure for as long as possible. “So good. So fucking good!”

Mina collapsed onto the bed, exhausted by the feeling. Solon kept going. “Okay… you win. I came twice.”

Solon pulled away, smirking at her. “Told you.”

“What’s that on your face?” Mina asked, despite already knowing the answer

“You squirted.” Solon laughed at her shocked expression. “Don’t worry. I like sluts that squirt. It’s hot.” He licked his wet lips. “Wanna taste?”

“Isn’t that kind of dirty?” Solon crawled up on top of her so they were face to face.

“It’s filthy. Only the sluttiest, most obedient slaves taste their own squirt.” Solon loomed over the still bound woman. Tied up underneath him like this, Mina felt completely powerless. “So… what do you want to do?”

“Whatever you want me to, master,” Mina said dreamily. Solon kissed her. She tasted herself on his lips and was surprised by how much she liked it. I really am a slut.

His tongue ran over her lips. She let it into her mouth, tongues rolling over each other. It was only a brief kiss, but it turned Mina on all over again. Pulling away, the two breathed heavily, staring into each other’s eyes.

“What do you want now?” Solon asked, cupping her pussy.

“You know what I want.” Mina pecked Solon on the lips. “Take it, master.”

Solon trailed kisses down to her ear, then whispered, “not yet. First, I want to hear you beg.”

“You want me to beg,” Mina said, pretending to be affronted. “Our first time ever, and you want me to beg like some oversexed idiot?”

“That’s right.”

Mina huffed. “You’re a cruel slave master.”

“I am.” Solon sucked on her earlobe. “And I’m also inpatient. Are you going to give me what I want? Or will I have to resort to drastic measures?”

Mina was curious about what drastic measures would entail. So much so she almost remained quiet. But she was much more curious about what it would be like to be fucked by Solon.

“Please, master,” she began slowly, unsure what to say. “Please, fuck my cunt. I know you’ve already made me cum twice. But I want more. I want to feel your glorious cock inside me. I’ve been waiting so long it’s almost driven me insane. Please, take me. Make me yours.”

Few men alive could turn down such an earnest, desperate offer. Solon did not rank among them. He guided his cock into her, feeling her wet insides for the first time. She clung to him tightly, embracing his member.

“Ha~, yes, that’s it. Use your slave, master.” Mina cooed. “Stretch me around the fat cock of yours. Don’t hold back.”

Solon settled into a steady rhythm, letting her adjust to his size. At the same time, he played with her tits, one hand tweaking her right nipple while his tongue explored her left breast.

Her skin was smooth and unblemished, trembling as he licked her all over. Her nipples poked out proudly erect, just begging to be sucked.

Smack.

He slapped her tit. “Ha!” Mina bit her lip. “Abusing me when I’m defenceless. You’re such a cruel master.”

Solon snorted, slapping her tit again, watching it jiggle. “Don’t act like you don’t love it, slut. I can feel you tightening around my cock. You get off on this, don’t you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about?” Mina looked away pridefully.

“Aw, the slut’s getting cocky. I guess I have no choice but to break you.” Mina’s pussy twitched when he said that.

Smack.

“Admit you’re a masochistic slut.”

“I’m not a masochist,” Mina said. It might’ve been convincing if she wasn’t beaming with joy, pussy leaking around his cock.

Smack. Smack. Smack.

“Admit it. You know you love this.” Solon altered which tit he struck, turning both red as he peppered them with slaps. Mina was biting down on her lip hard, desperate to keep her voice from slipping out. She couldn’t even speak anymore.

Smack. Smack. Smack.

Solon didn’t let up. He kept slapping until both her tits were bright red, fucking her all throughout. Finally, he decided a change of pace was in order.

“Admit you’re a masochist, and I’ll be rougher,” he promised, pulling on her nipples.

“Rougher?” Mina blushed, mind racing as she imagined what that would entail. “I’m… I’m a slutty masochist.”

“I never said you had to call yourself a slut,” Solon said, giving her tits one last firm slap. He grabbed the chains, detaching them and freeing her hands.

He flipped her onto her stomach, then bound her wrists to her ankles, forcing her into a spread eagle position with bent knees.

“You’re a brute,” Mina said, wiggling her ass seductively. “Making me humiliated myself for your pleasure. I can’t believe you could be so wonderfully sadistic.”

Solon laughed, slapping her ass so hard it left a handprint. He slipped his cock back into her, riding her from behind. “I’m only treating you the way you deserve. You're a slave, so you get fucked like a slave.”

“Hehe, I’m a slave,” Mine giggled as he fucked her.

“You’re my slave. Only I can tell you what to do.” Solon grabbed her hair, tugging on it roughly, making her scream. “Never forget who owns you.”

Mina moans mixed with the sound of slapping flesh. “Yes, master. I’m your property and yours alone.” Mina licked her lips wickedly. “Please punish this stupid slave for forgetting her place.”

Crack.

A line of pain bloomed on Mina’s back.

“Ah, a whip.” Mina moaned as the pain burned her. “Yes, whip this stupid slut. Don’t hold back. Whip me till I’m raw.”

Crack. Crack. Crack.

Mina cried out in pain and pleasure as Solon continued to whip her. It hurt much more than being spanked, but that only made it better for Mina.

“Haaaa, I really am a masochistic slut. I can’t deny it anymore. This is the best!” Mina humped back into Solon, or at least she tried to. With her arms chained to her legs it was hard, but she was too lost to pleasure to care about how dumb she looked. “It’s so good. Harder, master! Beat your dumb slave!”

Crack. Crack. Crack.

Solon stopped holding back. He knew Mina’s ki made her practically indestructible, so there was no reason to. He hit her as hard as he could, making her go completely wild on his cock.

“I’m going to cum again! I can’t believe it but I’m -”

Crack.

Mina orgasmed again. With Solon’s cock still deep inside her, she orgasm wildly, pussy clamping down on him like a vice. Solon couldn’t hold on for long, shooting his seed deep inside his slave.

He thrusted a few more times lazily, then pulled out, followed by a stream of his jizz. Releasing the chains, he lay down next to her. He pulled her towards him, spooning his slave.

“That was… amazing,” Mina said, spinning around to face him. “I’ve never- 3 fucking times! Damn. I always thought multiple orgasms were a myth.”

Solon chuckled, justifiably smug. “I’m glad you liked being my slave.”

“I really did.” Mina swallowed. “I was wondering if you maybe wanted me to return the favour.”

Solon’s cock stirred to life, but he feigned ignorance. “What did you have in mind?”

Mina licked her lips, looking at his wet cock. “I enjoyed tasting myself. But… don’t you think a good slave should taste her master?”

She wrapped her hands around his semi hard cock. “Yes… yes, I do.”

“Then I guess it’s my duty as your slave,” Mina said, sliding down the bed. Solon rolled onto his back, dick standing tall and proud. Mina looked at it and paused. Now what?

Mina knew humans liked blowjobs, but she had never given one before. Looking at his member, she couldn’t imagine how it would ever fit in her mouth. Damn it. I let my mouth write a check that it wasn't ready to keep. Do I just put it in my mouth or-

“Start by licking the sides,” Solon said gently. Mina blushed at her ignorance being discovered, but was glad Solon was back in control.

He’s my master. It’s only natural. At least in the bedroom… for now. Mina got to work, flicking her tongue over the edges. There was a mixture of her cum and his jizz, giving it a salty taste. It’s not bad. I actually kind of like it.

She started with small, uncertain licks. But confident that it wouldn’t taste bad, she became bolder, running her tongue over the sides in large sweeping motions. The more she licked, the harder Solon got until he was fully erect again. “That's it, slut. Don’t miss any.”

Emboldened by his praise, Mina got more adventurous. She twirled her tongue around the tip, covering his cock in her spit. She was thorough as ordered, going until every last drop had been drank. Except his balls. Mina swallowed, looking at his balls. They were wet too, no doubt from her juices. Should I lick them clean too?

Mina started gently jerking him off, still licking. She was tempted to ask, but figured it was better to show some intuitive. He said not to miss any, so she wouldn’t.

Running her tongue down his cock, she started licking at the top of his balls as she rubbed his cock. Solon groaned at the feeling, showing she was on the right path. “That’s it, slave. Lick my balls. You know, only real sluts suck their master’s balls.”

Mina felt proud he was enjoying her blowjob, mixed with the sexual thrill of doing something naughty. I’m already licking them.

She sucked his ball between her lips, lapping at it lovingly. His groan grew deeper and louder. She worked his cock faster as she massaged his balls, occasionally switching to ensure they both had as much attention as possible.

She listened carefully, doing her best to learn what he licked and didn’t like. Solon had stopped giving orders, just enjoying the service she gave him. “That’s it… good girl… keep going…”

Mina never thought she would be turned on sucking a man’s cock, let alone his balls. But something about knowing she was giving her master such pleasure turned her on an unbelievable amount. Smirking to herself, she got a naughty idea.

“Master, would it be okay if I played with myself while I suck your dick?” Solon gasped, his cock twitching in time. I knew you would like that, master.

Mina put her hand between her legs, feeling her hot pussy. Amazingly, even after cumming 3 times, she was still horny. She let out a long moan as she licked and sucked her way up and down Solon’s dick and balls.

“Is this slave doing a good job, master?” Mina asked sweetly. She rubbed her clit softly, her arousal growing by the second.

“You’re doing great,” Solon said, voice strained. “Don’t stop.”

“Is my master close? Are you going to cum all over your slutty slave?” Mina slurped at the tip, tasting his pre-cum. “Or would you rather make me drink it?”

Mina sucked on the tip, hard. It felt like his soul was being sucked out of his cock she sucked so hard. Solon was loving it, but he wanted it to be more dominating. Grabbing her hands, he pulled them behind her back and chained them together. “No hands, just mouth. Don't worry, I'll handle your cunt.”

Solon fingered her from behind. Mina popped off his cock for a second, licking her lips. “So demanding. I like it.”

She got back to work. With her hands behind her back, she couldn’t hold his cock, so it rested on her face as she teased his balls and shaft. Every time she moved, it would rub against her, covering her cheeks in spit.

Not having hands also made it harder to get the right angle on his cock. Every time she touched it, it’d move away, making her struggle to follow it. Solon snickered at the sight. “Need help, slut?”

“Help?” Mina swallowed. “How would you help?”

“Have you ever been face fucked before?”

1 minute later, Mina was on her back with her head hanging off the edge of the bed. Her hands and feet were cuffed to the posts tightly. She couldn’t move them at all.

Solon loomed over her, his cock in line with her face. “This is your last chance to back out, slave.”

“I’m not a quitter,” Mina said, eyeing his rod. “I can do this.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Solon slapped her face with his cock a few times. Mina was surprised at how much force he got behind it. It actually hurt a little!

“Stop wasting time and fuck my face.” Mina smiled seductively. “Or are you trying to make me beg again? Because if that’s your plan…” Mina licked her lips seductively. “Please, master, fuck my face. I want to feel your strong cock inside my mouth. You trained my cunt, now I want you to train my mouth, too. Don’t be gentle. I want to feel your power.”

Solon slid his cock into her mouth. As requested, he wasn’t gentle. He slammed into her mouth brutally, gripping the sides of her head as handholds.

Mina gagged, unused to feeling a cock in her throat. But she didn’t mind. It actually felt kind of good in a weird sort of way. Solon was using her throat like a literal sex toy. It was hot.

She remembered his instructions and tried to breathe through her nose. It was hard to manage with a cock sliding in and out of her throat, but she managed it well enough. The only problem was she couldn’t touch herself!

The degrading treatment had her pussy on fire, and her earlier masturbation had only added to the sensation. But she had no way of relieving that tension thanks to Solon’s bonds. She had no doubt that was a deliberate intention. He loved seeing her desperate. Watching her hump at the empty air in the vain hope of getting some relief.

“Aw, does my slave want to be touched?” Mina nodded as well as she could while getting her throat fucked. “Very well, since you’re working so hard for me.”

Solon cast a spell. Mina felt the by this point familiar feeling of his metal around her waist, forming a chainmail bikini bottom. What’s he doing?

The bikini bottom started to vibrate. Mina almost jumped out of her skin at the sudden sensation, gagging painfully on his cock.

Then the pleasure kicked in. The links were touching everywhere, the steady buzz delicious. I never knew magic could be used like this before.

She supposed it made sense. If anyone was going to find a way to use their magic for sex, it was going to be Solon. The chain mage seemed to think of nothing else.

Not like I’m in a position to throw stones, Mina admitted internally. After all, she just begged to be face fucked. And she was loving the feeling of her magic vibrating panties.

Solon grabbed her tits as handholds. He massaged them as he used her throat, his movements getting rougher, more chaotic. He was close, but he still wanted Mina to cum one more time. Unwilling to lose, he increased the strength of the vibrations 4 fold. The sound of chains rattling became the loudest thing in the room, closely rivalled by Mina’s frantic moans.

There it is. Solon knew she would cum soon, so he stopped trying to hold back. He let his orgasm hit, pulling his cock out and shooting his load all over Mina’s face. Her own orgasm hit just as the first cumshot hit her cheek. She whined happily as she was painted, cum painting her face from her cheeks down to her forehead.

When he was done, he dismissed the chains, including the - wet- bikini. Feeling her own cum fall onto her was an odd feeling. Mina panted for air, then grabbed his cock, sucking out the last drops. “Thank you for the treat, master.”

“Such a well-mannered slave,” Solon said, smiling down at her. Mina laughed, sitting up, she started scooping the cum off of her face and drinking it.

“It really does taste good,” she said, grinning toothily. Seeing his girlfriend, and slave, drinking his cum so happily was almost enough to make Solon hard again despite having just done so twice.

“You really are wonderful, you know that?” Mina rolled her eyes.

“You’re still horny?” she joked, mock exasperated. “Alright, give me a couple minutes and we will go again.”

Solon snorted. “That’s not what I meant… but since you offered.”

Mina rolled her eyes. “Incorrigible. Well, that’s just part of what’s so wonderful about you.”


Chapter 29: Fallout

Mene’s tear was lost, buried within the collapsed temple. Attempts were made to discover it, but its magic signature was too similar to the Mene Mountain stone to be easily isolated.

Even so, attempts were made to recover it by both the Caprea city government and the Order of the Radiant Night. Both met failure, turning up nothing despite their efforts. In the end, they were forced to give up.

Perhaps, if the mountain was the same as it had been before, they could have maintained a semi-permanent camp while they searched. Unfortunately, while the ritual hadn’t been successful, that didn’t mean it had no effect. Mene Mountain’s danger rating had been raised from a C to an A.

High-level monsters were spawning constantly, no doubt the result of the increased mana saturation from the ritual. Maintaining a camp on the monster infested mountain side was a drain on their resources, requiring multiple high-level adventurers around the clock, something neither could afford.

Both put out a bounty, hoping an entrepreneurial guilder would find it for them, but that was the end of it. Neither held out much hope. The adventurers were going to be far too busy maintaining the suddenly booming monster population to take a quest to search through a bunch of rocks, looking for one in particular.

What neither side knew was that they never had any chance of finding Mene’s tear. This was because it had already been taken long before they arrived.

The thief carried it casually, the divine artifact casually thrown over her shoulder in a sack. She made her way to a hidden glade in the forest.

“I have returned,” she said to seemingly no one. The air shimmered, and a cave revealed itself. She walked into the opening confidently, making her way down into its depths.

Reaching the bottom, she met a shadowy figure sat upon a throne. The cave walls were uneven. Candles scattered about provided light, but even so, the figure’s appearance was impossible to make out. “Did you succeed?” He asked, voice muffled by magic.

“Was there ever any doubt?” She threw him the sack. He plucked it out of the air nimbly. Taking it out, he scrutinised it, turning it this way and that.

“It’s the real thing,” he said.

“No one knows I have it. In fact, they think I’m dead,” Selene said, grinning at her success. Somehow, despite not being able to see his eyes, Selene could feel them boring into her. It was as if he was staring at her very soul. Maybe he is. For someone like him, such magic isn’t off the table.

“For now, we must move in the shadows. But do not fear. Soon Lilith will be restored. Then no one will be able to stop us.”
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