
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Heretic Spellblade 2

    

    





      
        K.D. Robertson

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by K.D. Robertson

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      
        
        Sign up to my newsletter and you’ll be notified when I release my next book.

      

      

    

  


    


    


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      A vast hellscape lay before Nathan. It split into two separate valleys only a stone’s throw from where he stood. The sky glowed a hazy red, and purple light shined from within the many cracks that stretched across the volcanic wasteland.

      Other than Nathan, only two other people were present—both women. The three of them stood on a wooden palisade at the far end of the valley. Behind them, a solid stone wall rose into the clouds. A double door gate was the only visible exit from this strange world, and it remained closed for now.

      “It wasn’t like this when I patrolled last night,” one of the women said. Her name was Sen, and she hid her lithe, toned frame beneath a red cloak. Her brown hair held streaks of white, but her vivid red eyes were what drew most people’s attention.

      “So, it split into two overnight,” Nathan said.

      Sen winced and looked away. “When you put it that way…”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Nathan said. “We’re standing in a demonic portal. Anybody who says they understand how these worlds work is lying. They can change in an instant. This portal has been growing since we repelled the invasion in summer. Now the valley has split. That’s important.”

      Demonic portals dotted the world of Doumahr. They were a fact of life, and so were the demonic invasions they regularly caused.

      Nathan was a Bastion. That meant his job was to keep the portals under control. Both women here were his Champions—powerful warriors empowered with his magic that served him and helped him defeat the demons. As far as most people were concerned, Bastions like Nathan knew everything about the portals and how to stop the demons.

      Reality was a touch more complicated.

      “I don’t remember being taught anything about portals changing shape,” the other woman said. She was Jafeila, better known as Fei. A bushy black cat’s tail swished back and forth behind her, and a pair of cat ears twitched on her head. She wore the black and silver uniform of a Champion of the Anfang Empire, including a gleaming black breastplate.

      In Fei’s case, her breastplate lived up to its name. No amount of steel plate could hide her massive chest. Her figure was the opposite of Sen’s in many ways, with curves where Sen was lithe.

      “Nobody taught you anything because portals usually don’t change shape,” Nathan said.

      That was the problem.

      The world of a demonic portal was normally composed of two sections: the valley and the clearing. The clearing was a large open space where the rift to the demonic dimension opened during an invasion. The valley was the long descent to that clearing, with the exit to the world of Doumahr at the other end. Steep cliffs lined the sides of the world, preventing escape through any other means.

      In the simplest terms, Nathan’s job was to stop the demons from getting from one end to the other. Months ago, he had done exactly that and stopped a demonic invasion. The wall he stood on was a remnant of that defense.

      But now the portal had changed into a different shape. It had two valleys, each of which joined connected to the clearing and the exit to the Doumahr.

      On the face of it, nothing had changed. The valleys came together far enough from the exit that Nathan could still defend a single location if he chose to. But the fact that there were two valleys was disquieting.

      “You haven’t seen this before, have you?” Sen asked quietly, trying to prevent Fei from hearing.

      From the way Fei’s ears pricked up, it was a futile effort. Fei was a cat beastkin and had excellent hearing among her other enhanced physical traits.

      “I haven’t,” Nathan admitted, running a hand through his unkempt black hair. He hadn’t cleaned up properly this morning, as Fei had dragged him out of bed in a rush after her morning patrol.

      The admission that he didn’t know what was happening was more significant than it sounded. Most Bastions oversaw only one or two portals and never saw anything significant in their lives. Furthermore, Nathan had only officially become a Bastion less than a year ago. His real-world experience was low.

      On paper.

      Because Nathan was arguably one of the most experienced Bastions on Doumahr right now. He had seen the collapse of nearly every nation on the continent. Battled demons across almost every climate and in every situation. He had fought and defeated monsters who had slain legendary Bastions and Champions.

      Then Nathan had been defeated himself, only to be given the chance to go back in time and prevent the destruction of Doumahr. He had seen a timeline that nobody else knew about. That also meant he knew a lot more than he technically should.

      Sen knew the truth about Nathan’s past. Her personality had been carried over from Nathan’s timeline.

      But Fei didn’t know the truth. Hence why Sen tried to exclude the beastkin from the conversation.

      Fei continued to lean against the wooden spikes of the palisade. Her eyes were fixed on some point in the distance, but she remained alert. Sen glared at her fellow Champion. It became evident that Fei wasn’t going anywhere.

      “This is bad,” Nathan admitted, giving up on the idea of keeping Fei out of the loop. She was his Champion as well, so it didn’t hurt for her to know what was coming.

      “How bad?” Sen asked.

      “I think a Messenger is coming.”

      “What?” Sen blurted out.

      “What’s a Messenger?” Fei asked, turning her head toward the two of them.

      Pretending that they both asked the same question, Nathan explained, “Messengers are demonic generals. They are tremendously powerful and control magic that is only partially understood. Where we use magic that uses the natural elements such as fire and wind, they can manipulate space, time, and even the currents of magic.”

      “Time…” Fei mumbled. She shook her head and asked, “How come I haven’t learned anything about this? The academy taught me about different types of demons, but I never learned about their generals.”

      Sen remained silent. She already knew about Messengers, after all.

      “Because the idea of demons as powerful as Bastions terrifies people,” Nathan said. “More powerful, even. They’re the stuff of myth and legend. The worst of them are monsters capable of defeating trigem Champions or destroying entire countries. At least one appeared when the Kurai Peninsula fell. By all accounts, they have the same power over demonic portals that Bastions have over binding stones.”

      Or at least, that’s what Nathan had believed. Recent occurrences made him doubt that wisdom.

      “That’s why nobody talks about Kurai,” Sen muttered.

      “Pretty much. It’s easier to pretend that Kurai was corrupt and incompetent than admit that something more powerful invaded them than we’re prepared for,” Nathan said.

      He looked out at the wasteland around him. The split valleys brought back memories he preferred not to dwell on. Memories of the last time he saw a demonic portal do things he had never seen before.

      His life had been turned upside down on that night. A Messenger had emerged from a portal and destroyed his life’s work, killed everybody he loved, and brought him back here.

      Nathan wasn’t about to let history repeat itself. This new Messenger wasn’t going to defeat him.

      The three of them left the portal, exiting through the gate in the stone wall behind them. They found themselves in the great hall of Gharrick Pass, Nathan’s main fortress.

      Gray limestone walls surrounded them, broken up by gleaming statues, vivid rugs, and elaborate tapestries. The keep was lavishly decorated, and the upper level of the hall contained enough precious metals in its decorations to buy a whole other keep. Snow piled up against the windows, and ice coated the exterior of the glass.

      Not all the statues were inanimate, however. Beside the gate he had walked through were two imposing knights that turned to face him. Each stood nearly three meters tall and wielded halberds the size of a draft horse. There was nothing but air inside their armor, but the knights moved and glared at Nathan regardless.

      A moment later, they decided that he, Fei, and Sen weren’t a threat and became still once again.

      These knights were some of Nathan’s summons. He animated them using his magical power as a Bastion, and they served as some of his most powerful warriors. Their armor was over an inch thick and imbued with magic. Even demons would struggle to harm them, and a single return blow could cleave through a dozen monsters in return.

      It was this same power that let Nathan decorate Gharrick Pass with so much wealth. He could create whatever metals he wanted using magic.

      Although he had to be careful about selling too much of his “fake” gold and other creations, Nathan also used this power to keep his finances afloat. As did most Bastions. Nasty letters tended to flow from nobles if a Bastion crashed the precious metal market by selling too much, however. Nathan even knew of one Bastion in his timeline that was executed for selling reproductions of extremely rare artwork.

      Only a couple of people wandered around the hall at this early hour. The lamps were still on, lit by magic, and no light streamed in through the windows. One of those present was a young wolfgirl who saluted Nathan from a distance, her tail wagging violently. She wore the uniform of Fei’s knights, and she was one of the beastkin he was training to be an elite warrior.

      He saluted back. Moments later, the wolfgirl’s eyes widened, and she turned away to resume her patrol. Nathan spotted Fei making shooing motions and gave her a look.

      “She can flirt with you when I think she’s good enough,” Fei said with a pout.

      “Since when has a salute counted as flirting?” Nathan asked.

      “Since she wagged her tail like a dog about to receive a treat.”

      Nathan left out the fact that the wolfgirl was a dog, in a way. Beastkin weren’t just humans with animal ears and tails, but also shared animalistic traits. Wolf beastkin were highly social animals and showed their emotions as openly as actual dogs.

      Besides, Fei wasn’t much better. Nathan ruffled her hair and her tail wagged back and forth in response. A moment later, she squawked and jumped away. Her eyes darted around the hall, looking for anybody watching them. She relaxed once she confirmed that nobody had seen them.

      Sen rolled her eyes at their antics. “So, what are we doing about this Messenger?”

      “For one thing, we’re not talking about it in the open.” Nathan glared at Sen, who winced. “Otherwise, we have time to build up our response. It’s winter, so we don’t need to worry about war with the Federation. That means I can focus all my power on reinforcing the portal.”

      “Are we sure the Federation won’t attack during winter? It’s not that far from their borders, and we can’t easily cross the Gharrick Mountains,” Sen said.

      This was Nathan’s other responsibility as Bastion. With the power at his disposal, he didn’t merely fight off demons. He fought other nations.

      Until last summer, this fortress had marked the eastern border of the Anfang Empire, which Nathan served. The Gharrick Mountains separated the Anfang Empire from the Amica Federation, and Gharrick Pass was the southern-most land route through the mountains.

      While the Empire had been distracted, the Federation had invaded. Nathan fought them off and counterattacked. The result had been that he seized a significant portion of Federation territory on the eastern side of the mountain range. Part of that had included Fort Taubrum, a Federation fortress.

      “The pass may be snowed in, but the Federation suspects that we have a way to cross anyway. We proved that when they attacked Vera’s tower,” Nathan said. “Besides, winter is hell on logistics at the best of times. There’s no food to forage, no crops being grown that armies can pillage, and many villages will be running lean over winter. That means you need to supply everything yourself when attacking.”

      Nathan continued, “Even if the Federation is willing to do that, winter is still awful. Snow makes travel slower. Wagons get stuck. Animals became vulnerable to freezing weather, and a caravan of draft animals can be worth more than the supplies. And if it rains, everything grinds to a halt.”

      “So, they’d be stupid to attack,” Sen said.

      “Nobody starts a campaign in winter. Even continuing one over winter is difficult. We’re learning that up north.” Nathan shook his head. The Empire was bogged down in a war with its northern neighbor, Trafaumh, which had carried on into winter.

      “So, we’re spending the next couple of months preparing for the demons?” Fei asked.

      “No, we’re preparing for both war with the Federation and a demonic invasion,” Nathan corrected. “Once winter ends, we need to be ready for both. But right now, we can focus everything on the demons. Which means I can use the reserves in my binding stones.”

      Both women nodded at Nathan. The sapphire implanted in Fei’s collarbone glimmered in the light of the hall.

      Nathan was a Bastion, and the heart of a Bastion’s power was their binding stone. Or stones, in Nathan’s case. He had captured a second when he had counterattacked the Federation.

      Reaching into his mind, Nathan found a monolithic entity lurking in the back of it. When he got close to it, it expanded out into a complex web of magical connections. Two nodes of magic stood out from the rest and tethers linked them together in Nathan’s mental world.

      Compared to Nathan’s magical presence, each of these nodes eclipsed him by several orders of magnitude. These were binding stones, and each possessed magical power capable of altering reality.

      A glowing orb of stone hovered in the basement of Gharrick Pass and represented the physical presence of the binding stone. But Nathan had bound the binding stone to his mind and could access its power at any time and from any place. The catch was that the farther away from a binding stone he was, the weaker the power became.

      Nobody knew how the binding stones had been created or what they did. But Nathan had been trained to control them, using techniques passed down from Bastions over millennia. Supposedly, the Watcher Omria, the goddess of the world, had taught the first Bastions how to claim and use the binding stones.

      Nathan tapped into his binding stones and confirmed that they had a substantial reserve. Neither was close to full yet, but he hadn’t used either one for some time. Both of his fortresses had magical generators that powered them, and those ran directly off the leylines rather than the binding stones. Although Nathan used the binding stones as a backup, should the leylines ever become unstable.

      Technically, the leylines connected to the binding stones, but the power drain was miniscule. Every time Nathan cast a spell using the binding stone, he used enough energy to power the keep for a year. Altering the fabric of reality was horrendously inefficient.

      Returning to the real world, Nathan saw that no time had passed. While he was in his mental world, the binding stone slowed the passage of time. It often enabled him to strategize or think through plans that otherwise required more time than he had.

      “I’ll use the binding stones to upgrade the defenses of the portal,” Nathan said. “Although I don’t know if we’ll only defend the gate, or each valley separately. Splitting our forces may be dangerous, but it’s possible that allowing the enemy to combine their strength may be more dangerous.”

      Although he wasn’t admitting it to the girls, Nathan knew a little more about the threat than he let on. There was somebody he needed to meet with to confirm his theory with, however.

      Sen nodded, although she gave him a suspicious look. “I’ll contact Fort Taubrum and have them check if anything is wrong with their portal. Fei—”

      “I’ll increase the intensity of the training for the knights,” Fei chirped, pointedly ignoring Sen. “Maybe I can get some new recruits, too. You can make more enchanted weapons if we find more knight candidates, right?”

      Nathan raised an eyebrow. “I won’t say no to more qualified knights. But fighting demons is difficult. Any beastkin who isn’t strong enough to handle it will die. There’s a reason I’ve kept the numbers small.”

      “I have a different question,” Sen said, once she realized Fei was ignoring her. “This is happening a lot faster than I expected. We’ve been here for less than a year. Why so quickly? Why here?”

      Sen surely knew at least part of the answer to that. But to Nathan, it was Fei’s reaction that interested him the most. No surprise appeared on her face. Instead, she glanced between Nathan and Sen with a look of faint curiosity, as if wondering if she would hear an answer at all.

      “Leopold did tell us that suppressing the last invasion so easily would have consequences,” Nathan said. “And that invasion wasn’t brought about by natural means in the first place. Things are awry.”

      Awry didn’t even begin to cover it. Nathan had to visit a special somebody to gain some answers. Sen and Fei might not be happy with his explanation, but it would suffice.

      After all, Nathan was about to battle a Messenger he knew nothing about. His knowledge of his original timeline couldn’t help him, and he had far fewer resources and Champions than when he had fought Messengers in his own timeline.
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      At the back of Nathan’s office was a pitch-black door. He didn’t know what it was made of, or how it was built. He didn’t even know how it had appeared there.

      What he did know was that it didn’t reside on this plane of existence. Nobody other than him could see it, and everybody else saw and felt a solid wall in its place. If he drove a nail into the wall, dust puffed out from midair. His binding stone told him that the door wasn’t even there.

      He pushed the door open and stepped into the white void that appeared beyond it. When the blinding light faded from his eyes, he found himself in a strange black space. A room and furniture were marked out around him in white outlines, but almost none of it held color or substance. Nathan felt as though he had stepped into a picture book that somebody had barely started drawing.

      A bed, a table, and a pair of chairs were the only items that appeared real to Nathan’s eyes. They had color and texture.

      There was also a scantily clad woman reading a book on top of the bed, but Nathan pretended not to notice her. She dropped her book and focused her attention on him.

      The room had changed in the week since he had last been here. He felt a chill as he realized that the shift in the portal was likely related to the change here.

      For the past year, he had been denying the slow changes to this void room. What happened in here didn’t affect him, and the introduction of color made his increasingly regular visits less unsettling, so wasn’t that good?

      But he couldn’t help but think that every change that occurred here related to either the demonic portals or the binding stones.

      When he had last been here, this place had appeared to be a large bedroom with an attached bathroom. But now it had countertops and strange objects lining one wall. It was hard for him to tell, given they were only outlines, but they reminded him of the magical appliances in modern kitchens. The kettles and stovetops were normally powered using enchantments.

      “You like my new kitchen, I take it?” the woman asked.

      Curiosity overwhelmed Nathan’s desire to annoy her, and he answered her, “So it is a kitchen.”

      “What else would it be?”

      “I don’t know. I looked in your bathroom the other week and genuinely wondered whether I had fallen into another dimension,” Nathan said.

      “Yes, well, I find the technology of your world a little quaint,” she said. “And by quaint, I mean that it’s frankly bizarre. The anachronisms hurt my modern sensibilities.”

      Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. As with many conversations he had with her, they became confusing quickly.

      This delightful woman was Kadria. The four curly horns rising from her skull gave away her inhumanity. She was a Messenger. The same Messenger who defeated him in his timeline and given him a second chance.

      He still didn’t know what her angle was. He especially didn’t know why she insisted on wearing so little clothing. The black cloth covering her chest and bottom barely qualified as underwear, and the only other things she wore were a number of platinum hoops and bangles on her thighs, hips, and arms. Her black hair had grown out since he first met her, and she now tied it back in a short ponytail.

      What hadn’t changed was her bronzed skin, and the sheer amount of it she showed along with her lithe figure always drew his eye.

      Kadria smirked at him and ran a finger along a bare thigh. “My, you haven’t even had breakfast yet and you’re already looking for an excuse to exercise?”

      He glared at her. “That’s not why I’m here.”

      “I figured. You usually visit in the afternoon, when your Champions are all too busy to keep you company,” Kadria said. “Normally you have one at night, one in the morning, and can often squeeze some time in over lunch. But when they all wander off to their duties, you feel lonely and want some female companionship.”

      “By your explanation, I sleep with three women a day, so I don’t think I need any more female companionship,” Nathan said drily.

      “Oh, but I give you something they don’t.” Kadria moved her hand in front of her mouth in an obscene motion, and Nathan’s body reacted despite himself. She giggled, her eyes drawing lower on his body.

      He sighed and tried to ignore her provocations. It was too early in the morning to waste his stamina on her.

      Pulling up a seat, he plopped himself down at the table. She pouted in response but scrambled off the bed and into the opposite chair. A pair of mugs appeared on top of it, along with a thick slice of cake. Naturally, only Kadria ate cake.

      “You usually share the sweets,” Nathan said.

      “You’ll spoil your breakfast. I know you haven’t eaten yet,” she replied.

      He idly wondered how she knew what he was always up to.

      The mugs filled with coffee from the bottom up. The brew had a strong smell to it and was unlike anything he had ever drunk outside this room. Kadria had absolute power over this space and could create food and drink at will. Nathan lacked that power, as did any Bastion.

      “This is normal coffee, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “Have I ever given you anything strange?” she replied, batting her eyes at him innocently.

      “I’m pretty sure you gave me coffee with horseradish in it last week.”

      “Wasabi, actually.”

      “The green plant from the Kurai Peninsula?” Nathan asked, surprised to hear the name.

      “Oh, you call it the same thing here?” Kadria looked surprised. She muttered under her breath, “Or maybe it’s a translation thing.”

      “I can’t imagine why you would add that to coffee,” Nathan said.

      “Because seeing your face was funny?” Kadria giggled. “Even the memory makes me laugh. But no, this is normal coffee. Just, you know, better than what you drink.”

      The two of them drank in silence for close to a minute. Nathan dwelled on the mysteries of the demon opposite him. He didn’t know what thoughts ran through Kadria’s head.

      No, that was a lie. He had some idea, given her foot was crawling up his leg.

      “The portal has split into two valleys,” Nathan said eventually.

      “I suppose the Twins are getting ready to invade,” Kadria responded idly.

      “So, they are behind this.”

      “I already told you to be ready for them,” Kadria said. “And who else could modify the structure of a portal so drastically? I doubt this will be a full-fledged incursion. They’re fairly powerful Messengers, and this world isn’t ready to summon two at once, but they seem rather impatient.”

      “Why are they showing their hand so readily?” Nathan asked. “Most Messengers wait until the last moments before they attempt to invade. You gave me less than twenty-four hours to react.”

      “Because they’re not here to ransack and pillage the world. They’re here to play.” Kadria pointed a finger at him. “Play with you, to be specific. You were an idiot when you stopped the last invasion and caught their eye. Now they want to take you out on a date, see a movie, maybe steal a kiss.”

      “I have no idea what you’re saying,” Nathan said. What the hell was a movie?

      Kadria rolled her eyes. “They’re going to have some fun with you, blow things up, and see if you’re interesting enough to keep pursuing. I told you before that each Messenger has their own objective. They’re not the ‘take over the world’ type, more the ‘collect their playmates’ type. I think.”

      “You think?” Nathan asked.

      “I mean, I only talk to them. I don’t live in their head. If I’m wrong and they try to blow your head off instead of blowing another part of your body, don’t blame me.” Kadria grinned lewdly.

      Nathan settled down as her words sank in. His coffee had cooled down, but it tasted great all the same.

      Eventually, he said, “That makes them sound a lot less dangerous than I expected. Which improves my confidence.”

      “Oh. That’s not the reaction you should have. They’re still plenty dangerous,” Kadria said, eyes wide.

      “You just told me that they’re not here to blow my head off. Probably.”

      “Sure. But that doesn’t mean they’re not going to blow other heads off. You have a bunch of Champions whose heads I suspect you’d prefer to be attached to their bodies. Unless you have an interest in things that are a little too much even for me.” Kadria raised an eyebrow. “You don’t, do you?”

      “No.” He glared at her.

      “Good. Also, we have something of a working partnership going here. We’re trying to prevent this world from turning into a wasteland overrun by demons. It’s rather hard for me to help you accomplish that if another Messenger turns you into their plaything. So, try not to lose,” Kadria added.

      “And there’s the catch,” Nathan muttered. “You’re not going to help me deal with them at all, are you?”

      “In battle? Absolutely not. If our relationship is uncovered, everything will fall apart.” Kadria grimaced. “But I can tell you that you don’t want to fight them together. And that I’m doubtful they’ll attack any time soon.”

      Don’t fight them together. Nathan noted that mentally.

      He would need to erect defenses in each valley then. Presumably, something bad would happen if the Twins both reached the far end.

      Then he blinked, taking in Kadria’s final comment.

      “Why not?” he asked. “The sooner they attack, the less prepared I am.”

      “Because, as I said earlier, this world isn’t ready for two Messengers yet. By all rights, they shouldn’t even be able to appear. It’s odd that they’re able to make a visible appearance.” Kadria bit her lip.

      Something clicked in Nathan’s mind. “This has to do with the war, doesn’t it?”

      “Mmm. I had hoped that by bringing you here I would push this world onto a new path—one free from interference—but that doesn’t seem to have happened. Not yet.” Kadria sighed. “Your world collapsed under similar circumstances. A Messenger broke in during a war between the Federation and the Empire and ruined everything. It happens a lot.”

      “This is about those predetermined events you mentioned. I don’t really believe in the idea that the future is predictable,” Nathan said.

      Kadria smiled faintly. “Luckily for you, it’s not. At least, not fully.”

      “You can control time,” Nathan said incredulously. “How can any future be predetermined if that’s possible?”

      “Let’s just say that your understanding of time and the way it works in practice are very far apart. Trust me, because I’m the interdimensional invader whose entire existence relies on knowing how this works,” Kadria said.

      “That doesn’t inspire much trust.”

      “Hush, you,” Kadria said. Then she smirked. “In any case, you shouldn’t be so worried about this situation. Being at war with the Federation is good for you, isn’t it? After all, isn’t there a certain someone that you desperately want to join you?”
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      The meeting room filled up suspiciously quickly. Narime raised an eyebrow and looked at the Champions standing beside her. Most shrugged in response, but Lucia ignored her. The young Champion seemed nervous and kept glancing around. Her black pigtails flicked about with each of her movements.

      Lucia’s presence was strange in and of itself. Normally, her place in this meeting would be taken by a different Champion by the name of Seraph.

      With no answers forthcoming, Narime contented herself to wait. She was a mystic fox and had a few centuries under her belt. Waiting a few minutes, or even a few hours, to find out the answer to this particular mystery was nothing new.

      She drew her six silver tails close to her body and made herself as comfortable as possible. Her dress today was a simple dark blue one with long thigh slits, and it hugged her busty figure closely. A pair of sapphires resided in her collarbone, but she had covered them with a piece of black cloth wrapped around her neck. Her silver fox ears twitched as she glanced around her.

      The meeting room was massive, ornate, and ostentatious. A dozen oaken chairs surrounded a table large enough that an entire marching band could walk down it. Each chair was plated in solid gold, and the table itself was rimmed in platinum. Various crystalline statues of the goddess Omria lined the center of the table.

      Chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling. Outside, past the floor-to-ceiling glass windows, was a rock garden in the style of Narime’s homeland. She knew them as zen gardens.

      Narime doubted that the owner of this mansion had any idea of the origins of zen gardens. No doubt, he had liked the appearance of one and spent an obscene amount of money replicating it.

      Although, given Narime’s homeland no longer existed, she wasn’t going to complain too loudly. Reminders of her homeland were few and far between these days.

      Eventually, eleven of the twelve seats filled up. And the occupant of the twelfth seat dialed in using the wireless device that sat in the very center of the table.

      Narime knew that something was very wrong.

      She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen every regent in the Amica Federation attend a Regency Council. Normally, they used the wireless to communicate. They had an encrypted channel over which they could talk to one another. Face-to-face meetings were simply unnecessary. And even then, usually only five or six bothered to dial in while the rest ignored the meeting.

      Yet today every single one attended, and almost all in person. Once again, Narime glanced at her side. The other Champions returned her look of concern. It seemed that no one else had any idea what was going on. Lucia continued to ignore her, however.

      The Regency Council consisted of the most powerful people in the entire Federation. Each regent governed a province within the Federation, and that province corresponded to the territory they had ruled before their nation had joined the Federation. Ultimately, the Federation itself was a collection of smaller states who had banded together to oppose larger empires and kingdoms.

      Narime represented her Bastion, and therefore the military that defended the Federation. She wasn’t here to vote or influence matters. At least not officially. Instead, she was here to offer advice on anything related to war and conflict. The same applied to the other Champions present.

      Bastions could attend in person, but each Bastion defended huge tracts of the Federation. They were immensely powerful and important generals. As a Champion, Narime was a magical warrior who defended the Federation and represented her Bastion politically and militarily. An enormous gap in status stood between Narime and the regents.

      All of this led to a simple question: if every regent was present, why had none of the Bastions been summoned in person, or at least over the wireless?

      Before Narime’s thoughts went any further, one of the regents rose to his feet and started the meeting.

      “I’m sure all of you know why we’re here today,” the regent said, his tone silky smooth. This man was High Lord Torneus. He was clean-shaven, but his closely cropped hair had long since turned white. Well into his sixties, he was one of the most powerful regents in the Federation. In fact, he was one of the founding regents of the Federation.

      Despite his words, Narime wished she knew why she was here.

      “Because you started a damn war, and now half of us are wondering where we’ll find the money to run our provinces,” Duke Ilmarn shouted and slammed his fist onto the table. The statues of Omria shook. Several fell over, but none smashed, thankfully.

      Narime and the other Champions looked at each other in surprise. None of them had heard that they were at war. Again, Lucia ignored the other Champions.

      That boded poorly. What had happened on the western borders? Lucia was a duogem Champion of a Bastion by the name of Theus. He oversaw the western provinces, which bordered the Anfang Empire.

      The regents grumbled. Many of them glared at Torneus. A few glared at Ilmarn.

      Ilmarn stood as high on the pecking order as Torneus. Both were founding members of the Federation. Both were wise, old men with considerable influence and wealth within the entire world of Doumahr. A political duel between the two men was not something to be taken lightly.

      “Yes, we are here to discuss the war,” Torneus admitted. “Specifically, I have received an update from Emperor Gorthal. I assume that you are all interested?”

      Narime closed her eyes. Gorthal was the Emperor of the Anfang Empire. This confirmed her fears. Somehow, the Federation had entered a war with one of the most powerful nations on Doumahr.

      Openly grumbling now, the regents told Torneus to hurry up and stop with the theatrics.

      “I will keep it brief then,” Torneus said. “Afterward, all of you will be able to see the correspondence from Emperor Gorthal.”

      He cleared his throat, then continued, “Following their unjustified invasion across the Gharrick Mountains, the Empire has declared that Bastion Theus has committed heresy. Their demands are that we hand him over to undergo trial within the Empire, and that the war will continue until their demands are met. They have made no efforts to remove the forces they have placed within our territory and have increased the number of Champions located in Fort Taubrum.”

      Everybody in the room stared at Torneus. Narime had a good idea why.

      An accusation of heresy was unprecedented. It meant that the Empire was accusing the Federation of going against the will of Omria. Heresy by a Bastion was far graver still, as they were servants of Omria and protected nations from demons. If a Bastion committed heresy, it raised doubts about their ability to defend Doumahr.

      Furthermore, Narime hadn’t even heard about this war to begin with. Or that the Empire had occupied Federation territory.

      “Based on the contents of the correspondence, we believe that Emperor Gorthal has no intentions of returning the territory that they have wrongfully seized from the Federation,” Torneus continued. “Between their baseless accusation of heresy and their unjustified aggression, it is my recommendation that we amass an army and—”

      “Now hold on a fucking second,” Ilmarn interrupted. “I may not have been involved in this nonsense to begin with, but you’re missing a few parts, Torneus. Unjustified? You invaded the Empire! You sent an army through Gharrick Pass, and now you’re screaming about how we should be shocked that the Empire struck back.” He scoffed.

      “That is the Empire’s story, but we did no such thing,” Torneus said. He glared at Ilmarn.

      “Save your breath.” Ilmarn rolled his eyes. “Many of us know that you’ve been building up an army on their borders all year. I may not trade in weapons, but I can spot food shipments months in advance. You’re not as stealthy or as smart as you believe you are, Torneus.”

      The two regents glared daggers at each other. Eventually, another of the regents waved the conversation on.

      “Fine, we’re at war with the Empire. Let’s move on,” Ilmarn said, rolling his eyes. A few of the regents grimaced but said nothing. “The problem is that they’re throwing heresy around. The hell are we doing about that?”

      “Nothing, I imagine,” another regent said. This time, the speaker was Grand Meister Korvell. A balding man in his young forties, Korvell was extraordinarily wealthy and ran a city-state within the Federation. Narime found it curious that he appeared to be defending Torneus.

      “Nothing?” Ilmarn asked.

      “What are we supposed to do?” Korvell asked, looking at the other regents with a sarcastic grin on his face. “Hand over one of our best Bastions to the Empire and say ‘well, you got us’ and then move on? What if they keep fighting us? We’re at war, Ilmarn.”

      “Don’t pretend that’s all it means,” Ilmarn said. “We have defense pacts with our neighbors. Neighbors who aren’t honoring those pacts because the Empire says we’re harboring heretics.”

      “It’s part of their strategy,” Korvell said. “It demeans them to falsely accuse us of heresy, but we all knew the Empire would use every weapon against in a war.”

      The regents grumbled and glared at each other. Almost all of them glared at Korvell and Torneus. Minutes passed, and many objections were raised. They argued and bickered back and forth.

      Ilmarn leaned back in his chair, his arms crossed. He had remained silent since he last spoke. His eyes set off into the distance. Another regent had also remained silent, and Narime knew this man much better. He was Duke Terrius, a wealthy merchant who ruled a coastal province.

      “Are we going to debate all day?” Torneus asked, his tone exasperated. “Or do we plan to make a decision?”

      “Is there any point to a Regency Council other than to debate over our decision?” Ilmarn asked. “We are all regents here, Torneus. We do not serve you.”

      “There is no need to such pointless anger,” Torneus chided. He hid his smirk, his eyes curving in delight at Ilmarn’s growing fury.

      Ilmarn threw his hands up into the air. “And there wouldn’t be a need for me to be angry if you hadn’t dragged us into this mess. You haven’t even described how you stuffed everything up to begin with. Why even invade the Empire?”

      “As I said—” Torneus tried to say.

      Another regent scoffed. “Do not waste your breath pretending that we did not attack first. Ilmarn is right. We attacked the Empire first. This is the Regency Council, not a public forum. Excuses merely insult us and yourself.”

      Torneus grimaced, but without missing a beat, he said, “Very well. As I believe all of you are aware, we have been in debate with the Empire regarding the tariffs into their territory for some time.”

      “You must be joking,” Ilmarn said. “You started a war with one of the most powerful nations in the world over trade taxes?”

      “No. We started a war to ensure future profit for the entire Federation,” Torneus said, anger leaking into his voice for the first time since the meeting is started. “If the Empire reinstated tolls at Gharrick Pass, many provinces and merchant companies would be unable to meet their anticipated profit goals. Profit that we need to fund our Bastions and military.”

      “Wonderful. I’ll be sure to tell everybody how easily they’ll meet their profit goals now that we’re at war with the Empire and nobody can trade with them at all,” Ilmarn said sarcastically. “They can use that profit as a down payment for the armies they’ll need to recruit to fight the Empire.”

      “Sarcasm does not become you,” Torneus said coldly.

      “And acting superior doesn’t take back the damage that you have done to the Federation with your stupid scheme,” Ilmarn said.

      “Now, now.” Korvell raised his hands and leaned into the table. He looked between both regents with an open expression and a gentle smile. “As we argued about earlier, the fact is that we are at war. Shouldn’t we be focused on how to deal with that fact?”

      The regents slowly nodded in agreement, although a couple looked at Ilmarn before they did so. For his part, Ilmarn remained motionless. His eyes flickered between Korvell and Torneus, as if he realized what was going on.

      Watching from the side, Narime realized that the meeting had slipped beyond any point of argument. Something had shifted in the meeting, as the regents began to debate how to amass a military force with which to stop the Empire.

      The other Champions looked at Narime in confusion. No doubt they wondered why none of them were being asked to contribute to the meeting. It was highly unusual for the regents to talk about military matters without involving the Bastions or their representatives.

      Normally, Narime would step in anyway. But when she took a step forward, Duke Terrius shot her a look and shook his head. She took that as a warning and remained silent. Not all of the regents were trustworthy, but she knew Terrius well.

      Ilmarn continued to ignore the other regents, and a couple of other regents joined him in his silence. Narime saw the growing division within the Regency Council. At her side, Lucia became calm. Attention had shifted away from the cause of this war, and that meant her Bastion had escaped punishment for now.

      The meeting wrapped up shortly. At no point did the regents ask the Champions to provide any information or intelligence. To Narime, this seemed like a gross oversight. Or possibly a sign of something more dangerous.

      Later that night, she traveled to the residence of the regent who warned her during the meeting. It was a small villa that sat atop a man-made hill within the city. A privacy wall built of black granite surrounded the building. Outside, lamps lined the generous walkway of the estate. Each villa occupied a substantial plot of land.

      Every villa here was worth more money than most merchants handled in their lifetime. Just to enter the street, Narime had to show proof that she had a meeting with someone who lived here. Guards patrolled the streets in pairs and kept an eye out for any criminals.

      A butler met Narime at the gate of the villa and escorted her to the front entrance. She spotted the runes glowing dully on the ground as she walked. Long familiar with this place, Narime knew that the servants could activate them at any time. They powered defenses hidden within the grounds of the villa.

      Once inside, Narime was escorted to meet the regent. He sat at a table, doing some paperwork. Duke Terrius didn’t look up when they entered and continued to scribble away at the papers. He was noticeably balding, and his figure had long gone past pudgy. The expensive furs that cocooned his body were a reminder that winter had set in.

      After a few minutes, Terrius looked up. He waved for Narime to sit down and handed his paperwork to the butler, who left the room.

      “I’d say it’s good to see you, but this is not a great time for anyone to see each other,” Terrius said.

      Narime nodded but remained silent. She watched as a pair of maids entered the room and placed down a tea set. They poured tea for both Terrius and Narime—carefully adding tea and sugar as desired by each person—and stood off to the side.

      Both maids were beastkin. They had horse ears atop their head and long tails full of fine hair behind them. Beastkin came in many varieties, such as horses, cats, and wolves.

      Duke Terrius had an entire household full of horse beastkin. His family had long maintained a clan of horses as servants, and his personal preferences were that they served him as maids and butlers.

      In the Federation, the crucial difference between beastkin and mystic foxes such as Narime was simple. Mystic foxes were considered an independent race with all the rights of humans. Beastkin were not. While slavery was normally illegal, an exception remained in place for beastkin. This was standard across most of Doumahr, with the Empire being a notable exception that banned beastkin slaves.

      Terrace waved away both beastkin maids, and they left the room. Several moments passed in silence after the door closed.

      “I take it you have concerns over today’s meeting,” Terrius said.

      “Concern doesn’t begin to cut it,” Narime said. “But few of the regents seemed to share my worries. Nobody even asked the Champions for input on military affairs, even though that’s why we’re there. Duke Ilmarn was the only one pushing back against Torneus, and he clearly gave up halfway through.”

      “Ilmarn has power that few regents have. Most of us need to worry about retaliation if we stand up against Torneus. Although that’s less of worry now.” Terrius took a long drink from his cup of tea and ignored the look of confusion he received from Narime. “Tell me, how much do you know about what’s happened so far in the war against the Empire?”

      “Almost nothing. Today was the first I heard of it,” Narime said.

      “But you can hazard a guess, correct?” Terrius said. “We attacked the Empire, lost, and now we’re trying to deal with the aftermath. But some elements of that stick out like a sore thumb.”

      Narime frowned. “I assume you are referring to Seraph’s absence.”

      Seraph was a duogem Champion that had been assigned to assist Bastion Theus in the west. Like Narime, she hailed from the Kurai Peninsula. Unlike Narime, Seraph was human. But a duogem Champion held immense power no matter what race they were.

      And Seraph had been a highly capable Champion. On top of that, she had been a highly efficient political operator and close to Torneus. Her absence had been curious and somewhat alarming.

      “And what do you think that means?” Terrius asked.

      “That either she’s very busy covering up Theus’s mistakes, or she’s dead,” Narime said. The possibility of the latter alarmed Narime greatly.

      “Close, but not quite.” Terrius drained his cup and poured another. He took his time adding milk and sugar. “She defected to the Empire. Along with another Champion from the Kurai Peninsula, Sunstorm.”

      Narime sat in silence for several long seconds, barely able to believe what she had just heard. “Defected?”

      “That’s right. We don’t know the circumstances, but we know that both Seraph and Sunstorm are now fighting for the Empire. They’re under a new Bastion that the Empire has just recruited. A Nathan Straub.”

      “Then why wasn’t that a major topic of today’s council meeting? This is the sort of thing that is of extremely high importance for the Bastions. In the end, we will be the ones to do the actual fighting.” Narime tried to keep her scowl off her face, as she knew that Terrius didn’t mean to insult her.

      Narime had a long history with the Terrius family. If it weren’t for this man’s grandfather, Narime might not be here. The trading relationship that the Terrius family had built up with the Kurai Peninsula—and specifically with the mystic foxes of Narime’s tribe—had been crucial to escaping the Kurai Peninsula when demons overran it.

      So, although Narime had many issues with the Federation, she did her best not to throw them in Terrius’s face. She owed him, and the Federation was slowly becoming a home. Not her true home, but a home.

      “Two reasons,” Terrius said. “The first is one that I thought you would catch onto right away. Two Champions in the Kurai Peninsula have just joined the Empire.” He pointed a fat, stubby finger at Narime. “You are also a Champion from the Kurai Peninsula.”

      Narime stared at Terrius. After a long moment of silence, she spluttered, “Are you joking? The Regency Council believes that I will defect to the Empire, with no basis whatsoever?”

      “I wouldn’t say no basis.” Terrius raised a hand to stop her from continuing. “Losing two of his favored Champions rattled Torneus. Everything he planned fell apart when he attacked the Empire, and he doesn’t know why. That’s an unusual situation for that old bastard. So he’s trying to draw patterns. Make connections where they may not be connections. An obvious one is that you, Seraph, and Sunstorm all come from the Kurai Peninsula.”

      Narime rolled her eyes. “Fine. Let’s allow Torneus’s delusions, and the rest of the Regency Council their unwillingness to challenge him. What is the other reason no one would raise the topic of this new Bastion?”

      “Because every time you talk about him, Torneus gets the shits.” Terrius chuckled into his cup.

      “I thought you were joking earlier, but now you really must be joking.” After several moments, Narime realized that Terrius was not joking. “By Omria, you aren’t. So, we can’t talk about a major threat to the Federation because Torneus is upset that he lost to him?”

      “More or less. Fortunately, I’m good friends with old George. His spies provided information on this Bastion. Apparently, Torneus was the one who ignored Nathan after receiving this information,” Terrius explained.

      George was another regent, formally known as King George II. He governed a province in the south-west of the Federation. Evidently, he had been involved in this foolhardy war against the Empire.

      “And I assume we have no idea why Torneus felt that Nathan Straub was so weak,” Narime said.

      “Of course not. But we do know that his assessment was horribly wrong. Nathan’s defeated the Federation in three separate battles, converted two of our Champions, and captured a large portion of our territory. On top of that, he levied the accusation of heresy against us. As a result, our allies have abandoned us.” Terrius drained his cup again and glared off to the side.

      “Of course not,” Narime said. “No nation would accuse another of heresy so lightly. And especially not the Empire, who cling to their status as Omria’s chosen country. Korvell is spouting nonsense. Whatever Torneus and Theus did, it was highly questionable.”

      “And that is the problem we find ourselves with.” Terrius sighed. “We know about the Empire. We know about Torneus. And on both fronts, things look questionable. We attacked first, which is the main reason that both of our allies will not intervene. Even if the heresy accusation goes nowhere. The dark elves in the Aurelian Spires don’t want to give the Empire a reason to invade them. While the fairies in the Republic of Arcadia are looking for any excuse to weasel out of an agreement.”

      A difficult situation. The entire reason that the Federation had signed defense pacts with its neighboring nations had been to protect itself against the rising aggression of the Empire. Now Torneus had ruined the best laid plans to defend the Federation. The Empire had managed to find a way to expand its territory without angering other countries.

      “How do things look questionable in the Empire?” Narime asked. “Beyond the fact that they’re the Empire.”

      “I told you, George gave me his information on this new Bastion. Perhaps you know of him from his last name,” Terrius said.

      Narime blinked, then focused on the name. “It can’t be. You mean he’s related to Bastion Tharban von Straub? The Crimson Warhound?”

      Terrius nodded. “I don’t know the specifics, but Nathan is Tharban’s son. And appears to be as terrifying a Bastion as his father is, given his string of victories.”

      “Fantastic. So the Empire has sent an imperialist dog to tear us apart.” Narime shook her head, a grimace spreading across her face.

      “We don’t know if he shares the same political views as his father,” Terrius admitted. “But it’s a bad look for the Empire. Our greatest fear has been an invasion led by Tharban’s Nationalists. Now his son has broken down our door.”

      “Given I’m suspected of being about to betray the Federation, what do we do?” Narime asked.

      “We still have time.” As if to signify this, Terrius poured two more cups of tea. “It’s winter, and only an idiot would continue a war in the shadow of the Gharrick Mountains at this time of year. Despite Torneus’s proclamation, we have time to negotiate. I doubt the Empire wants to fight a two-front war.”

      “Of course,” Narime said. “I forgot that the Empire has just started the war again with Trafaumh to the north.”

      The pair of them talked long into the night, and Narime gathered what information she could about what happened during the conflict between the Empire in the Federation. She still had large gaps in her knowledge, as Torneus knew little about the battles. Even George had been unwilling to tell his friend much about them.

      But as Terrius suggested, Narime had time. Time to force her way into any negotiations and establish the truth of any heresy that might or might not have happened.

      She wasn’t about to allow her home to be destroyed.
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      The weeks rolled on, and winter showed no signs of thawing. This year proved to be a particularly cold winter. Snow piled up on the walls of Gharrick Pass and Fei trained her knights by having them routinely clear out the snowfall that built up overnight in the courtyards.

      For Nathan, that meant he found few excuses to avoid his paperwork. Now, he managed two fortresses and the military of an entire county, Nathan often found his desk inundated with paperwork. His administrator, Kuda, handled a lot of the financial issues, but the military side of things was all on him.

      The growing tensions between the Empire and the Federation meant that nobody wanted to be responsible for a mistake that allowed an invasion to take place. Technically, Nathan had a subordinate in Fort Taubrum who should handle most of this. And she did, but she was also very good at managing upward.

      Which was code for dumping everything that she didn’t want to handle on him.

      So, Nathan found himself stuck in his office most days. Sometimes snow drifted past the window, at least on the days that he could see out of it. The rest of the time, he was largely alone from morning to dusk. One of his Champions would pay him a visit around lunchtime. If they didn’t, usually one of his beastkin knights would steal the opportunity to talk to him.

      Supposedly, there was a war on. Two, in fact. Nathan felt that the world had frozen in time.

      It wasn’t a new feeling for him. He had seen campaigns and wars grind into nothing due to the frozen chill of the changing seasons. As a Bastion, the calm was an illusion. Demons didn’t care about the weather, and a glacial January could produce a nation-threatening disaster overnight.

      A buzzing noise emanated from a corner of the room. Dropping his pen, Nathan rose and wandered over to the strange machine spitting out beeps. It was part of the castle’s long-range wireless system, which he had installed recently.

      He pressed a button on the side, and the beeping transitioned into a low whine. A few moments later, a voice echoed in the room.

      “—hate waiting for this thing to connect. I don’t even know if it’s working,” a female voice mumbled. “Kuda used to play with these buttons, but I don’t know what they even do.” An unladylike noise came over the wireless, presumably her growling.

      “Hello, Anna,” Nathan said.

      There was a long pause. “How long have you been listening?” Anna asked.

      “Long enough to know that you probably shouldn’t call anybody important using the wireless.”

      “You’re an ass, you know that.” Anna grumbled inaudibly, the whining of the wireless overwhelming her complaints. “And are you admitting that you’re not important?”

      “Given you just returned from the Imperial Diet, I’d say I’m not. I don’t run the Empire,” Nathan replied, referring to the ruling body of nobles that supposedly governed things.

      “Run the Empire? Hah. If the Diet ran the Empire, I’d have been collared as a child and would be working as a maid for Falmir or the Federation,” Anna said, her voice pure acid. “Those old buffoons can barely run their own territory.”

      “I take it your trip to the capital wasn’t productive,” Nathan said.

      “Things happened. Not much, but enough. I don’t trust the wireless enough to talk about it over this line, even with encryption. Jump in a carriage and keep me company while I bitch,” Anna said.

      Nathan chuckled. “Shouldn’t you be visiting me? I have the big castle.”

      “I’ve been away from home for weeks now.” Anna’s tone brooked no compromise. “I’m sleeping in my own bed. Lounging on my own sofas. Drinking my fancy tea. And being served by maids who I don’t suspect may stab me if I turn my back on them for too long.”

      “That bad, huh?” Nathan asked. He shook his head. He’d had an inkling that tensions were high in the capital, but this sounded worse than he feared.

      “Nobody actually tried to kill me, although your father spent more time glaring at me than I think I’ve collectively been glared at in the rest of my life.” Anna paused, and Nathan suspected she was choosing her words carefully. “He doesn’t think much of you, does he?”

      “If he didn’t think much of me, he wouldn’t be so upset with you,” Nathan said. “It’s more accurate to say that he hates me and everything I stand for.”

      “Fair point. I’ll see you tonight?” Anna’s tone lifted, and Nathan knew that refusing would hurt her.

      “I’ll summon Seraph and hop in a carriage once she arrives.”

      “Good.”

      Nathan closed the connection, then opened a new one to Fort Taubrum. One of Seraph’s aides answered, and he passed on his request for her to join him at Gharrick Pass. She could use the gateway between the two fortresses to teleport across within minutes.

      Afterward, he leaned out of his office door and ordered one of the beastkin standing guard to ready a horseless carriage.

      Then he returned to his paperwork, but his mind was elsewhere.

      Nathan’s father wasn’t his true father. At least, not in his memories.

      When he had been sent back in time, Nathan had taken over the life of a different man. Nathan was born “Nathan Martel” and had replaced a man called “Nathan Straub.” But it wasn’t just the name that matched between this timeline and the last.

      Nathan’s father had been a Bastion in his timeline, and somehow his new father was also a Bastion. Both fathers wanted little to do with their son, although for radically different reasons. Both were politically active. Both had deep-seated issues with non-humans.

      And Nathan had become a sort of “wunderkind Bastion” in both timelines. He found it strange how history seemed to be repeating itself, even as he took over somebody else’s future.

      A knock sounded at the door, and Nathan realized he had lost himself in thought. He looked up and saw a gorgeous woman slip inside his office. She wore a black and crimson dress that hugged her figure—she referred to it as a cheongsam, and it was a normal garment in her homeland. Slits were cut high into the sides of the dress, revealing plenty of olive skin. Her black hair hung freely down to her waist and shimmered in the light of the room as she approached Nathan.

      “One day you’re going to spend too long staring at a woman’s assets, and they’re going to stab you while you’re sizing up their breasts,” the woman said. She slipped on top of Nathan’s desk.

      “It hasn’t happened yet,” Nathan said. “And I wasn’t looking at your chest.” It was modest, and her dress greatly accentuated its appearance.

      A pair of jade gems sat in her collarbone. They were the mark of her power. Seraph was Nathan’s only duogem Champion, and she held an important position in his hierarchy as a result.

      Also, she was far more experienced than his other Champions. Fei and Sen were both young and newly recruited, and his other Champion, Sunstorm, lacked talent and interest in anything that didn’t involve stabbing things or cutting off heads.

      If Nathan’s brain melted overnight and he became incapable of doing anything except fighting, Seraph could run things well enough that he doubted anybody would notice his absence. In fact, they’d probably be impressed at how much smoother things ran without Nathan procrastinating on his paperwork.

      “You should,” Seraph said. “It’s rather easy to hide a small blade in even my chest. Staring at my legs for too long leaves me plenty of openings.”

      “Is there anywhere safe to stare at you without leaving an opening?” Nathan asked.

      “At my back, while I’m on all fours, I imagine. Not that I’ve tested that.” Seraph smirked.

      Nathan didn’t rise to her provocation. Unlike his other Champions, Seraph’s teasing was just that. Teasing.

      “Anna’s returned. She’s in a foul mood, but has some news from the Diet,” he said, rising from his chair. “There’s a carriage prepared outside.”

      “Are we taking anybody else?”

      “Should we?”

      Seraph paused as they stepped into the corridor. Her eyes fell on the two wolfgirls nervously standing guard outside his office.

      “Sen, probably. You seem comfortable telling her a few secrets I don’t yet know,” Seraph said. “I’d suggest Sunstorm, but I doubt she’d listen to a word that Anna says about politics.”

      It bothered him that Seraph knew there was something different about Nathan’s relationship with Sen and Sunstorm. The two of them had their personalities partially overwritten from his original timeline, and he could therefore talk to them about his foreknowledge. He didn’t realize he’d been so conspicuous about it.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not the only person who’s noticed that you tell them more. I can’t help but wonder if it has something to do with why they changed sides so quickly and easily.” A smile floated across Seraph’s lips.

      Nathan sent one of the knights off to find Sen. Then he and Seraph made their way outside, making small talk as they walked.

      A shiver ran along Seraph’s body when she stepped outside the warmth of the keep. The sky was overcast, and snow piled up in the corners of the castle courtyard. Soldiers huddled around burning braziers. The courtyard was largely empty and had been cleared of snow that morning.

      An unattended carriage sat in the center of the courtyard. It had no horses nearby, but it didn’t need them. An engine powered by magic resided within the undercarriage.

      Everyday life on Doumahr relied on amenities powered by magic, such as this horseless carriage. Enchantments within kettles and lights made life much easier than relying on fire or casting spells individually. Any noble could hook up their home with a magical generator and have lighting at all hours. Even the peasantry had a magical torch or two that allowed them to continue to work and play after dark.

      The horseless carriage was more complex than most devices, however. The same could be said about the wireless. It contained an internal magical generator and was self-powered. Most magical devices either relied on an external generator or had a limited lifespan. An internal generator gave the horseless carriage longer range, as it didn’t need to stop so that horses could rest or to refill magic reserves.

      But magical generators became temperamental the farther they were from a leyline. This close to the binding stone, the horseless carriage could move across the county without limitations. But farther south, in the peaceful farming region that Fei grew up, the horseless carriages were prone to breaking down.

      The generators relied on magic from the world around them, and the leylines were the primary source of magic in the world. Nathan didn’t know where that magic came from, but he knew that Doumahr relied heavily on it.

      “Figures that she’d make us go to her when it’s this cold,” Sen grumbled as she joined them outside. “While we’re freezing our asses off, she’ll be sitting beside a toasty fire.”

      “She probably went through the same thing coming back from the capital,” Nathan said. “Let’s go.”

      The trip to Trantia—Anna’s hometown and the capital of the county—went well. Trantia itself hadn’t changed since Nathan’s last visit. He suspected the population had swelled, but the sprawl of the town hid any changes.

      Pulling up outside Anna’s manor, a pair of servants greeted them. Both were cat beastkin, and they wore the same black and white vests and pleated pants that they did in spring. Like all beastkin in the Empire, they were gainfully employed rather than slaves. Working for Anna ensured they were well paid relative to most people in the town.

      “Not updating the fashion for your servants?” Nathan asked as he entered the sitting room that Anna was in.

      “No, because nobody can agree on what it is,” Anna replied. “Half the nobles of the capital are big on old-fashioned black and white dresses with plenty of frills. But some dislike the fact that the style came from Trafaumh and are pushing more extravagant styles. It’s become quite silly.”

      “You’re telling me that the clothing of servants has become politicized?” Nathan asked.

      “Welcome to my time in Aleich,” Anna said, rolling her eyes as she referred to the capital of the Anfang Empire. “The complete failure of the northern campaign has riled up so much of the Nationalist faction that they’re lashing out at everybody and everything. They even managed to insult Falmir and cause a minor diplomatic incident.”

      That caught Nathan’s interest. He took a seat on one of the sofas in the room. Seraph and Sen joined him, and a platter of tea and cakes appeared in short order.

      This room held the same modern look as it had before. Neutral tones, plenty of steel and glass in the furnishings, and ebony wood added in to spice things up.

      The rest of the manor had been renovated since spring, however. Nathan suspected that Anna had used her absence as an opportunity to improve things. The claustrophobic spaces, ancient wooden furniture, and dated color schemes had vanished from most rooms. If you ignored the exterior, the manor looked almost modern.

      “How did the Diet anger Falmir?” Nathan asked.

      “Not the Diet, exactly,” Anna said, nibbling on a cake. “For the most part, we just sat around and argued about what to do now that we were at war with two countries at once. Lots of joint sessions of the colleges. I don’t think I’ve ever sat in the same room as all archdukes before.”

      The Anfang Empire was a curious place, in Nathan’s mind. He had grown up in the Kingdom of Falmir, which was as straightforward a place as monarchies went. The royal family governed the country, and the nobles ran things on behalf of the king in a relatively straightforward hierarchy.

      Whereas the Empire had webs of nobility. The Emperor was elected by the nobles, but usually from the same family several times in a row. The current Emperor was one Gorthal von Arangar, who was simply known as Emperor Gorthal to most. His father had been the first emperor in his family, and it was expected that one of his children would be elected after his passing.

      But the Emperor didn’t hold true power, because he was elected. Instead, three archdukes did. Each effectively owned a third of the entire Empire. Almost every noble held an oath of fealty to an archduke, either directly or indirectly.

      Anna was no exception.

      Sen raised her hand, before ducking her head as all eyes turned toward her. “Um, can we pretend that I’m an uneducated bandit girl that doesn’t have a clue how Imperial politics works or what this Diet really is?”

      Anna stared at Sen in disbelief.

      “I mean, I’ve heard of the Diet,” Sen blabbered. “It’s where the nobles all get together to do… something. I just don’t know anything other than that.”

      Rubbing her forehead, Anna let out a sigh. Then she glared at Nathan, who shrugged.

      “Fine, I’ll give you a brief explanation,” Anna said. “Aren’t I nice?” Anna smiled sweetly, daggers hidden behind her expression.

      “Yes,” Sen said as she took a noticeably long sip of tea to hide her reaction.

      “The Imperial Diet is the name for the three colleges—gatherings really—of nobles that have the right to control the Empire,” Anna explained. “Each college is a forum where the nobles get together and vote on proposals. The real power is with the archdukes, as they control over ninety percent of all land in the Empire. Nobody tells them what to do.”

      “I know that much,” Sen muttered. “How come if the archdukes are so powerful, there’s still so much arguing then?”

      “Because even the archdukes have to rely on the many nobles below them,” Nathan said, crossing his arms. “Like right here. Anna owes fealty to Archduke von Milgar, but he’s preoccupied with managing the war to the north.”

      Anna nodded, nibbling on a cake. “Milgar’s always ignored me before, but now I’ve become important. He even asked me to call him ‘Hans’ in a private meeting. Terrifying.” She shuddered. “He’s the only archduke openly opposed to the Nationalist faction, and I’m openly aligned with Leopold, so I guess that makes me useful to him.”

      “Um, what are the Nationalists?” Sen asked.

      Anna bit her lip and remained silent.

      “People who want the Empire to return to what it was when Omria lived in Aleich. The pre-ascension days, in other words,” Nathan said bluntly. “Back before Trafaumh and Falmir split off, and when half the Federation was Imperial territory. Pretty much the only major powers other than the Empire were the Kurai Peninsula, the Spires, and Arcadia back then.”

      “Oh. Can the Empire ever become like that again?”

      “Not really,” Anna muttered. “But Nathan’s father would kill me if I said that openly.”

      All eyes turned to Nathan, who sighed. He waved Anna on.

      “So, they brought the colleges together. I take it that didn’t improve matters?” Nathan asked.

      “The opposite.” Anna sensed Sen’s questioning gaze and sighed. “The three colleges separate the different ‘classes’ of nobles. The Lords College consists of all of the counts, and we all have a single vote. The Princes College is the most powerful one, as only nobles who rule in their own right have a vote—it’s basically a glorified cabinet where the archdukes and Emperor veto anything that the other nobles do. Finally, there’s a Cities College, where the counts who govern the cities meet and vote.”

      “That sounds overly complicated,” Sen said.

      Nathan coughed. “If Milgar supported you, what about the other archdukes?”

      “Oh, they hated me. Milgar forced me to speak publicly when they brought everybody together in the palace. I thought I was going to burst into flames. The other archdukes and half of the assembled nobles were trying to eviscerate me with their eyes.” She shuddered again. “And despite all that, it was a waste of time. Nobody wanted to speak up against the Nationalists, even though I suspect most people want these wars to go away.”

      “You might need to explain further about what happened with Trafaumh,” Nathan said, noticing that Sen and Seraph appeared somewhat lost. Or very lost, in the case of Sen. Seraph was sharp, but the intricacies of Imperial politics were not her forte, given she came from the Federation.

      Truthfully, the only reason Nathan knew so much was because he had learned of this in his childhood. As the son of a noble, he had been forced to learn about the different governments of his neighbors.

      “Right.” Anna drained her tea and poured another cup. “We attacked the Order of Trafaumh months behind schedule. His Majesty wanted to reclaim the Pearlescent Canyon along our northern border, as a symbol that the Empire was ascendant once more in the world. It was something to appease the Nationalists. Instead, negotiations dragged on. Then we invaded in the middle of summer, instead of spring.”

      “And ran into heavily fortified positions, because Trafaumh had spent months preparing for an invasion,” Nathan said.

      “Mmm,” Anna agreed. “Now the Nationalists blame everybody else for delaying the war, while the Emperor’s supporters blame the Nationalists for not preparing adequately and say that more time was needed.”

      “Isn’t that politics as normal?”

      “Sure, except that you and Leopold just flattened the Federation, accused them of heresy, and are asking for permission and resources to prosecute our claim.” Anna scowled. “You succeeded where the Nationalists didn’t. And your father is one of their leading figures and really, really hates you.”

      She sighed and played with her teacup. Most of the cakes on the platter remained untouched. While Fei demolished any food placed in front of her, Sen and Seraph were pickier with how many sweets they ate.

      After giving Nathan a sidelong look, Seraph spoke up, “And where does Falmir play into this?”

      “The Nationalists made some stupid claims that not being with the Empire meant you were against us. It got out of hand, and their ambassador left the city in protest.” Anna pressed a hand into her cheek. “That’s what ruined the last few days. The Federation finally requested to negotiate with us but salvaging our relationship with Falmir takes priority.”

      “We can’t do both?” Nathan said.

      “Didn’t we just hear how incompetent the Diet was? Does it sound like the sort of place that can negotiate with two countries at once? Three, if we include Trafaumh,” Seraph said.

      Anna rolled her eyes. “Technically, Leopold is supposed to negotiate, but that will go nowhere. High Lord Torneus isn’t responding to any of us, after all. I think he’s upset about the heresy accusation.”

      “That means he’s scared,” Nathan said. “Good.”

      “That sort of thinking is dangerous,” Seraph chided. “All this feels too intentional to be a coincidence, or purely the result of political ineptitude.”

      “What?” Anna asked, frowning.

      “Torneus is refusing to negotiate, but suddenly attempts to at the last second. The Nationalists are at a political disadvantage, but then blow up a political relationship with another major power.” Seraph paused, realizing that neither of them were following her. “Tell me, how would you describe our current position relative to when I joined you?”

      “Unchanged. That’s my point,” Anna said.

      Nathan leaned back and looked thoughtful. Sen’s attention focused on him, and she took the opportunity to take a cake while she thought nobody was watching.

      “No, we’re worse off,” Nathan eventually said. “The whole point of the heresy accusation was to force the Federation into a weaker position, so that they would either surrender or face the full might of the Empire. But neither is happening.”

      “And why is that?” Seraph pushed.

      “Because the Emperor is too distracted with a larger political fuckup to negotiate with the Federation. And the Nationalists have successfully prevented anybody from forcing them to withdraw from the north, starving us of resources to fight a war against the Federation.” Nathan scowled as he realized the truth. “We’ve been hung out to dry.”

      “Exactly.” Seraph smiled. “And it’s all a little too convenient. The Nationalists played their cards at the right time to frustrate us, and the Federation can even claim they attempted to negotiate. If we’re truly unlucky, the faeries may even use that as an excuse to intervene in the conflict.”

      Anna’s jaw hung open, and she looked between Seraph and Nathan. “You’re suggesting that the Nationalists are working with the Federation?”

      “They have a common cause,” Nathan said bitterly. “The Federation doesn’t want to surrender or fight a war against the Empire. The Nationalists don’t want to lose political face and are building up strength to overthrow Emperor Gorthal.”

      “So, the Emperor is focused on relations with Falmir, the Nationalists have convinced everybody to continue throwing more soldiers into the meat grinder that is Trafaumh, and we’re on our own?” Nathan summed up.

      “That would be mad of them,” Anna grumbled. “They failed far too publicly against Trafaumh to pull off a coup now. If they keep up their nonsense, the Emperor will be able to publicly back us once Falmir is pacified and nobody will bat an eye. Plus, we still don’t know for sure why the Federation chose to negotiate now rather than earlier.”

      “Like the Empire, the Federation isn’t a single cohesive entity,” Seraph said. “It’s possible the Regency Council overruled Torneus. Or perhaps one of the regents is going rogue and reaching out on his own.”

      “Can you find out?” Nathan asked.

      “I’ll try. My contacts are sparse now, as it’s become public knowledge that I’ve betrayed the Federation, but money greases plenty of wheels.”

      The fire in the room continued to burn late into the afternoon as the four of them chatted about the situation. Sen made the least contributions, as the political nature of the problem overwhelmed her.

      For the most part, Nathan suspected that Anna wanted company. She lounged and whined for hours. The servants brought out wine, and Nathan indulged alongside her. Although his tolerance was much higher than Anna’s. It only took a few glasses for Anna to be drunk enough to need saving.

      “I believe it is time for Lady von Clair to retire,” one of the catgirl maids said, placing a hand on Anna’s shoulder. The countess glared up at her servant but didn’t resist.

      “I understand,” Nathan said. “It’s probably best for us to head back before it gets too dark.”

      That was a lie. They were in the dead of winter, and a glance out the windows confirmed that it was already black as pitch outside. But nobody protested, and the servant gave Nathan a warm smile in response.

      Nathan, Sen, and Seraph piled into the carriage and began the ride home. Little of consequence happened, despite the darkness. The bandits that had once plagued Gharrick County were largely eliminated, and the few that remained were used as training for Nathan’s knights.

      The fortress was quiet when they arrived. Few people wandered the streets. Hardly a surprise, given the subzero temperatures.

      Their carriage rode through both the outer and inner gates without pausing. Gharrick Pass was a fortress split into two layers: the outer layer, where the residential populace lived and worked; and the inner layer, where the keep and main defenses were built atop a hill. A sturdy limestone wall separated both layers. Soldiers kept watch at all hours from the walls.

      “Finally, warmth,” Sen shouted as she burst into the keep. The double doors of the entrance slammed into posts that kept that from opening too far, and the booming noise echoed around them.

      Nathan and Seraph followed more sedately. Within moments, both of them stopped. Their eyes darted around the hall, looking for something that wasn’t there.

      Or more accurately, people that weren’t there.

      “Nathan,” Seraph muttered.

      He didn’t respond, too busy diving into the mental world of his binding stone. Using its power, he scanned the castle interior. The results came back within moments, and he scowled as he returned to reality.

      “Sen, get back here,” he shouted.

      Seraph waited patiently by his side as his younger Champion doubled back, a confused look on her face.

      “There are intruders in the castle,” Nathan said. “And I’m pretty sure at least one of them is a mystic fox.”
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      Seraph’s eyebrows shot up. “You can sense that?”

      “It’s more accurate to say that I can’t sense it, which is what gives it away.” Nathan tapped the side of his head. “The binding stone gives me complete control over the castle. I can add additional rooms at a whim or slap a staircase in place within minutes. That requires me to know what’s happening around me, or else I couldn’t control the binding stone without line of sight of what I’m doing.”

      “That’s not how most Bastions work, you know,” Seraph said flatly.

      “Well, I guess I’m not like most Bastions.”

      “I’ve noticed.” A smile floated on Seraph’s lips. “I wouldn’t be your Champion if you were.”

      Did her expression sharpen, or was that Nathan’s imagination?

      “Can’t say I get it,” Sen said. She tilted her head. “Although I get the feeling you’ve done this sort of thing before. And explained it in excruciating detail.”

      “Ifrit already knows what I’m about to tell you,” Nathan said, referring to the spirit that possessed Sen and granted her supreme power over fire. “It’s possible to use magic to actively hide from sensory detection magic. But it’s not elemental magic, it’s a form of spatial magic. And there’s only one race who is good enough at it to hide from a Bastion inside his castle.”

      “Foxes,” Seraph said. “They’re master illusionists, assassins, and mage-killers as a result. You say you can sense a void?”

      “When I try to scan the entrance to the basement, I can’t sense anything. Not the walls, not the door or its enchantments, not the summons that should be guarding it.” Nathan shrugged. “That’s a surefire sign that somebody is using spatial magic to cut me off. Demons can use it, so it’s something I need to be able to detect.”

      Nathan walked forward, and the two women followed. Neither had their proper weapons on them. While Seraph usually used tonfas and Sen a greatsword, they were clumsy tools to carry around everywhere. Both of them carried a simple enchanted longsword. Far from an ideal situation to fight mystic foxes, but Seraph was a duogem Champion.

      Of course, that only applied if the intruder wasn’t also a powerful Champion. That void prevented him from learning anything about them, so he was going in blind. Perhaps he should head farther inside the keep and call for help from his other two Champions.

      The entrance to the basement was only around the corner, however. Nathan’s curiosity was piqued, and the intruder surely knew he had returned. Sen’s loud entrance had made sure of that.

      The three of them rounded the corner, weapons drawn. A long staircase led down to the basement. At the very bottom was a solid steel door. Runes glowed on it as a visual indicator of the enchantment that Nathan had cast on the door to prevent intrusion. The enchantments only opened the door for those who Nathan had granted access to, and those were a limited few.

      Nobody stood in front of the door. A pair of bulky knight summons stood guard outside, staring at nothing in particular. Not a sound could be heard, and no damage was visible.

      Seraph and Sen frowned. Sen’s free hand glowed, and he felt her reach out with her magic. A moment later, she shook her head at him.

      With a raised eyebrow, Seraph looked at Nathan.

      “Tell me, what do you find wrong with this picture?” Nathan asked.

      Sen tilted her head to one side. She looked down the stairway, her eyebrows furrowed.

      Seraph’s lips quirked upward. “I’m not a sorcerer, so I can’t pick up whether something is off or not. But everything looks fine to me.” She paused for effect. “Except for one thing.”

      Nathan waited for her to continue, but she didn’t. He waved a hand in the air in exasperation, urging her to go on. “Do you have to be like this?”

      “I’m imagining the tension this must be causing.” Seraph laughed. “But fine. You mentioned you couldn’t sense the summons guarding the gate, so I tried to command them. No response. I’m not very good at controlling your summons yet, but I’m not so incompetent that I can’t order them around when they’re literally in front of my face.”

      The summons that Nathan created with the binding stone were mentally tethered to him. Seraph and his other Champions had a similar connection due to the gems implanted in their collarbones, which bonded them to him for life and granted them their immense power.

      Using that connection, Seraph could give orders to Nathan’s summons. His Champions tended to be rather clumsy at it, as they weren’t trained to command summons or control magic using mental commands. But as Seraph said, both she and Fei were more than capable of ordering around the summons if they had line of sight.

      “You can’t order them around because they’ve been destroyed, I imagine,” Nathan said, crossing his arms. “Their true state is covered up by illusion magic.”

      “Should we confirm by touch?” Seraph suggested, her eyes twinkling with mirth.

      “Are you trying to get me killed?”

      She giggled, much to Sen’s confusion.

      Nathan sighed. “If our uninvited guests are talented, then the summons will feel real to the touch. But there is no way for them to detect our mental commands.” He raised his voice. “I know you can hear us. Stop wasting our time and show yourselves.”

      No response.

      Sen gripped her sword nervously, looking between Nathan and the bottom of the stairway. By contrast, Seraph twirled her sword and placed a hand on her hips.

      “They have to be here,” Nathan muttered.

      “What if they’re not?” Sen asked.

      “Then they’ve escaped. I can’t sense anything closer to the binding stone.”

      Sen nodded slowly. She licked her lips. “Then I’ll flush them out.”

      Wait, what? “Sen, don’t—”

      Ignoring him, Sen cast a fourth rank spell. A glowing square of red light appeared in front of her open palm, and flames fountained down the staircase. Fire consumed Nathan’s vision within moments.

      But the fire never reached the bottom. It slammed into an invisible barrier of force and bounced off. Jets of flame spiraled every which way, scorching the walls and melting the decorations on the walls. The spell threatened to bounce back up the stairs at any moment.

      “Stop that,” Seraph snapped. She raised her sword, the jades in her chest glittering as she prepared to use her gem abilities to destroy Sen’s spell.

      The flames vanished in a moment, and Sen lowered her arm. Her eyes were wide, her expression lost in shock at the fact her spell was so easily blocked. She hadn’t even seen her opponent’s spell.

      Their opponents were visible now, however. A man and a woman stood at the bottom of the stairs. The summons were in ruins, and the door showed signs of damage. Nathan felt relieved to see that the runes still glowed on its metallic surface. The intruders hadn’t broken through.

      That was the only good sign Nathan took from the intruders.

      Nathan vaguely recognized the man, but not by name. His face was familiar, which likely meant they had fought together in the past. Nathan knew this because there were a pair of red garnets in his collarbone. If he was a duogem Champion, then that meant he was from the Federation.

      The familiarity that Nathan felt likely stemmed from the fall of the Federation in his timeline. He must have fought alongside this particular Champion at some point.

      But it was the other Champion that truly caught Nathan’s attention.

      Six silver fox tails. Long silver hair past her shoulders and a twitching pair of fox ears. A pair of sapphire gems in her collar. A slim, buxom frame hidden by a dark blue robe in the fashion of the Kurai Peninsula. Although Nathan suspected that most women from her homeland didn’t tailor their robes to hug their figures and reveal so much thigh.

      The fox’s bright blue eyes stabbed at Nathan, but he didn’t look away. He knew this woman.

      Narime.

      What was she doing here? Silly question. She worked for the Federation, and he was their enemy. She was bound to appear at some point. He had merely hoped that her arrival would take place later, when he was better prepared to deal with her.

      Right now, fighting two duogem Champions was a tough call. He had Seraph, but the rest of his Champions were only monogems.

      The gap created by each gem a Champion received was enormous. Each gem provided an exponential increase in power for a Champion, as well as new abilities and powers. Not only were Narime and the male Champion stronger than Fei and Sen, but they also had tricks at their disposal that most of Nathan’s Champions didn’t.

      “Wait—” Nathan began to say, holding up a hand.

      Narime didn’t let him finish. Her hands thrust forward, palms together, and a glowing golden pentagram appeared in front of them. Her tails glowed and the surrounding stones lit up with white incandescent light. The sapphires in her chest remained dull.

      A moment later, the pentagram exploded into a furious flash of light.

      Seraph cursed and raised her sword. Nathan was faster, already prepared for Narime’s spell.

      As the pentagram vanished into motes of golden light, time slowed to a crawl. Nathan’s body was frozen, but he still perceived everything perfectly.

      He had entered the mental world of his binding stone, but this time he focused his physical senses.

      Sen’s eyes widened millimeter by millimeter. Seraph’s muscles rippled in slow motion, the fabric of her cheongsam frozen in space. Both of her jades glowed brilliantly, and Nathan saw the glow of her gem ability focus in her longsword. When time resumed, a blast of magic would fly from her sword and attempt to destroy the spell that Narime had cast.

      Nathan was uncertain whether Seraph’s gem ability could overpower Narime’s spellcasting ability. His Champion was very powerful, and her magic blasts obliterated any spell weaker than her own magic. But if Narime’s spell had even the tiniest ounce of magic more than Seraph could output, the blast would have minimal effect.

      And Narime was a very powerful magic user. She had one tail less than Nathan remembered her having, but otherwise she was identical to his memories of her.

      As a mystic fox, Narime was already a more powerful sorceress than almost any other race on Doumahr. Her tails glowed with immense magical reserves that she drew on to empower her spells, and they let her cast fifth and sixth rank spells at terrifying speed. Where Nathan practically exhausted himself with a single fifth rank spell without topping up his reserves, Narime could go all day on the things.

      And he couldn’t discount her sapphires as well. Each type of gem gave Champions a different type of magical enhancement or ability. Sapphires provided gem abilities to Champions, which made them difficult to anticipate and counter.

      A gem ability granted a Champion a spell or technique they otherwise couldn’t use. In Fei’s case, she controlled a magical flame.

      In Narime’s case, her gem abilities let her empower her spells with nasty abilities. Fortunately for Nathan, Narime hadn’t used her gems. If she had, then he would have been in a lot of trouble.

      Reaching into his binding stone, Nathan pushed magic into the castle’s floor. He then pushed some into the walls beside Narime and the male Champion.

      His handiwork completed, Nathan let time flow freely.

      Seraph’s blast of magic slammed into Narime’s spell. The two met explosively in midair, and Seraph’s wave of shimmering magical energy vanished into nothingness. The golden light of Narime’s spell was no longer visible.

      Nathan grabbed Seraph’s arm and pulled her back. She growled at him and pushed him behind her, shielding him with her body. Both of them were on the same page. Kind of.

      A wall of stone burst forth from the floor at the top of the staircase, cutting them off from Narime. Shouting came from the other side, and Nathan heard Narime saying somebody’s name.

      Before he could concentrate on what the name was, the wall exploded into chunks. Dust filled his vision. Sen screamed and fired off a jet of flame down the stairway. In response, something blew apart several slabs of stone in the wall above them.

      Alarms began to sound in the keep automatically in response to the damage. High-pitched bells rang out across the interior of the hall. Raised voices called out for the guards who were supposed to be on patrol. Angry shouts followed as people realized that the patrol wasn’t responding.

      Nathan scrambled forward, Seraph clinging to his arm. She cursed at him.

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” she shouted.

      He stood at the top of the stairwell, trying to see down. “Get rid of the dust,” he ordered.

      With a wave of her hand, Seraph vaporized the dust surrounding them.

      His vision clear, Nathan saw the result of his earlier trick. The male Champion was bleeding from the head, barely able to stand. Narime helped him to his feet, but he leaned heavily on her.

      A pair of stone blocks jutted out from the walls. Nathan had summoned them into being while he had slowed time. Clearly, Narime had dodged one but the male Champion hadn’t.

      Narime spotted him and raised a hand. In response, Seraph darted forward. Their spells met in midair again. Seraph went flying backward, and Nathan caught her. Her expression twisted in pain, and he felt the magic within her body at work.

      Unlike most spells, Narime’s magic wasn’t of the natural elements. She controlled raw force. The golden glow of her spells was a sign that she had mastered an ascended element of the world, which was normally something only Bastions and Messengers were capable of.

      Almost all sorcery used by humans used the natural elements, such as wind, water, earth, and fire. But there were other kinds of sorcery. Sometimes, these were referred to as the intrinsic elements, because they were part of the nature of reality itself.

      But Nathan had normally seen it referred to as ascended magic, or the ascended elements. One of these elements was force, and that was what Narime used.

      The result was that Seraph’s bones were broken and her organs had been pummeled. Raw blasts of force did awful things to human targets. Fortunately, Seraph had an incredibly powerful regenerative ability. Within a few moments, she was standing and flexing her arms.

      “What a way to greet an old friend, Narime,” Seraph said.

      “I’d say that in return, but are we really friends?” Narime responded. Her eyes flitted from Seraph to Nathan.

      “We’re professionals, aren’t we? Surely, we can be responsible adults and agree that we can be friends, while still admitting that we have to kill each other for reasons beyond our control,” Seraph said. “Although, I’m beginning to wonder how much is really beyond our control. Life’s quite different on this side.”

      The shouting of reinforcements grew closer, and Nathan heard Fei’s voice. Narime’s shoulders hunched, and her eyes looked past him. Glancing behind him, he saw that Sen now stood behind him.

      “As interesting as this is, I’m afraid that this isn’t the best time,” Narime said. Her sapphires glowed, and she raised her hands.

      If Nathan let her finish that spell, then she’d vanish. He hadn’t planned for this, but this was the first chance he had found in this timeline to be close to Narime. How could he let her slip away so easily?

      “Wait!” he shouted. “This can’t be all you came here for?”

      Narime’s lips quirked upward. “And here I thought you decided to serve a smart Bastion, Seraph. Given where I’m standing, you know exactly what I came here to do.”

      “Don’t act dumb,” Nathan said. “We all know you couldn’t do a thing to the binding stone.”

      “You don’t know the first thing about what I can do,” Narime said.

      “I know that you’re about to use your sapphires to penetrate my keep’s protective wards and teleport away,” Nathan said. “Tell me why you’re really here, Narime.”

      The fox stared at him in shock. Hardly unsurprising, given he had just identified one of her secret gem abilities.

      For a Champion, their enhancements and gem abilities were the key to victory. Knowing what your opponent was capable of allowed you to plan around them. So, some Champions actively lied about their gems, in order to prevent others from realizing what was happening.

      Narime always told people that her gems enhanced the power and range of her spells. In truth, her gem abilities were all about anti-magic. Her spells could penetrate barriers and protective wards, and she could counter practically any spell.

      “How…” Narime trailed off, her eyes drifting over to Seraph.

      “You’re not as good at keeping secrets as you think you are,” Nathan said, hoping that Seraph didn’t spoil things.

      For her part, Seraph simply smiled back at Narime. The fox scowled, then looked at Nathan.

      “Fine. You know what I’m capable of. So?” she asked.

      “You’re not here to break into my basement. I doubt you were even here to attack me, given you’re not trying to kill me right now,” Nathan said. “If you were, you would have thrown much nastier spells at me than simple force blasts. You didn’t even empower your spells with your gem abilities.”

      Narime frowned. “You attacked us before I could speak.”

      “You were hiding under an illusion,” Nathan pointed out.

      Wincing, Narime glanced to the side and coughed. She muttered under her breath, but he didn’t hear it. Seraph did and laughed in response.

      “I didn’t quite hear that,” Nathan said.

      “I’m not repeating it,” Narime said.

      Seraph rolled her eyes and said, “She wanted to make a better entrance. All pride, this little fox. Now that you’re exposed, why don’t you just admit why you’re here?”

      A long pause followed, accompanied by Narime attempting to punch a hole through Seraph’s head with her eyes. The two women seemed to forget that they had been battling moments ago, and that guards were charging right toward them now.

      Good friends, evidently.

      So why hadn’t Narime ever mentioned Seraph in his timeline?

      “If you have the time, Bastion Nathan, I’d like to talk to you about the war,” Narime said. “Negotiations haven’t started yet, and I think that’s unwise for both sides.”

      Nathan stared at her. “You broke into my castle to ask me to negotiate?”

      Narime’s face reddened, but she refused to drop her gaze.

      “Yes, of course. We can talk. Goddess,” Nathan muttered, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

      Seraph laughed, and Sen looked confused.

      When Fei ran up to them, a dozen fully armed and armored beastkin knights with her, she didn’t know what to do.

      “Um, are we fighting anybody?” Fei asked. “And who blew up the wall?”

      Nathan clapped her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. But you will need to increase the patrols.”

      He turned back to Narime, ignoring the very confused catgirl. “We’ll get your friend some medical attention, then talk things out. I’m keen to hear why a Federation Champion is organizing negotiations, when Torneus isn’t.”

      From the way Narime’s eyes flashed at the mention of Torneus’s name, Nathan knew he had struck a nerve. Things were not well in the Federation.
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      Seraph flicked the light switch on as she entered the room. A magic lamp encased within a steel cage lit up the room.

      Empty bookcases lined one wall, a cabinet in between them. Unlike the bookcases, the cabinet was occupied. A myriad of glasses, cutlery, fine china, and ostentatious knick-knacks filled out a glass display in the upper half of the cabinet. The bottom half was hidden behind aged oak doors and contained an unhealthy amount of alcohol.

      The center of the room was filled by sofas and a round glass coffee table. Like most of the coffee tables in the castle, this one had the winged emblem of the Watcher Omria engraved into it with gold and silver. The engraving sparkled in the light from above it.

      Seraph strode past the iced-over window and made for the cabinet. Bending over, she opened it up and began peering at the bottles.

      “I forget, Narime,” Seraph said after a few moments. “What’s your preferred drop? We don’t have any sake. Too expensive given the current trade issues with the Federation.”

      Narime ignored her duogem counterpart. She warily stepped up behind one of the plush purple sofas, sinking a hand into its leather backing. Her tails spread out behind her, a sign that she was relaxing despite herself.

      The door clicked shut behind Nathan as he entered, and he glanced back to see Fei locking it. She maintained an innocent expression as he gave her a quizzical look. Deciding that she could stay, he returned his attention to Narime.

      The fox split her attention between Seraph and Nathan. Her eyes narrowed.

      “You’re asking me whether I’m going to drink alcohol when I’m surrounded by three enemies?” Narime asked.

      Seraph rolled her eyes. “You’re the one who wandered in here to negotiate to begin with. Aren’t you the master diplomat? Or are you going to refuse a drink offered by your host?”

      “A host without any sake,” Narime said flatly. “Not really the apex of hospitality, is it?”

      “How often did your clan elders offer mainland drinks to visitors when they visited the Peninsula? Not very often, I imagine,” Seraph said. She pulled out a bottle of white wine and pursed her lips. After a moment’s contemplation, she shook her head and returned it.

      “That was different. We were—” Narime cut herself off with a grimace.

      “Proud, independent people who knew better than everybody else how amazing we were? Oh, yes, that worked out well for the Kurai Peninsula, didn’t it?” Seraph laughed mirthlessly. “I lost my home, my parents, and everything I ever knew. Millions died. Countless more were forced to flee across the sea to a mainland that they had looked down on. Yes, it was different.”

      Narime looked away.

      “Seraph, enough,” Nathan said.

      “You’re good at saying that,” Seraph noted.

      “Saying what?”

      “The word ‘enough.’ Or simply telling people when you think they’ve gone too far,” Seraph said. She shrugged and didn’t elaborate, instead returning to the topic at hand, “Maybe try some pear schnaps and expand your palate?”

      Narime nodded. Her tails curled in behind her as she slipped into the single-seater sofa at one end of the coffee table. Nathan noticed that her eyes lingered on the door, which was blocked by both himself and Fei.

      Taking the hint, Nathan dragged the beastkin to a sofa. Instantly, Narime relaxed. Her tails spread out across the arms of the sofa, and her silver fox ears no longer stood bolt upright above her head.

      “You’ll take care of Jorin’s wound?” Narime asked.

      That must be the name of the male Champion she came here with. Nathan nodded, and Narime looked satisfied enough.

      An uncomfortable silence settled over the room, broken by the constantly clinking of glasses and bottles in the corner. After a minute, Seraph carried over a tray of drinks.

      Pear schnaps for both Seraph and Narime. Whisky for Fei. And a few fingers of a deep amber brandy that Nathan thought he had hidden better,

      He scowled at Seraph. “For somebody who spends most of their time in Fort Taubrum, you’re rather good at finding my hiding spots.”

      “I am a spymaster. That means I started as a spy. And I don’t think you’ve ever trained as one, given how terrible you are at devising hiding places.” Seraph rolled her eyes. “Honestly, I don’t know why you like that stuff anyway. It’s like drinking a tree.”

      Fei put down her half-empty glass of whisky and sniffed Nathan’s glass. Her cat ears pricked up and she let out a hum of approval. Nathan snatched the glass from her hand before she slurped it down and ignored her growl of annoyance.

      “That’s cognac, isn’t it?” Narime noted.

      “Cognac?” Fei asked.

      “Expensive brandy from Trafaumh,” Narime said. “The Federation has a significant investment in the region that grows it. I understand the more expensive bottles can go for the price of a small house.”

      Fei stared at the glass in Nathan’s hand.

      He rolled his eyes. “That’s not a very good benchmark in the Empire. There are dresses that can buy a small house in most towns. But yes, the bottle is rare. Even rarer now because the Empire is at war. I had to lean on Leopold to get my hands on it.”

      And by lean on, Nathan meant get him really, really drunk. Leopold was Nathan’s immediate superior as a Bastion, and the Emperor’s right-hand man. That made him very wealthy and influential.

      Fortunately for Nathan, Leopold was a man of significant vices, and that allowed Nathan to rely on the old man to better enjoy his own luxuries.

      Narime raised an eyebrow, then sipped her drink. Her lips thinned, but otherwise her expression remained unchanged. Nathan knew that she had likely not tried many mainland liquors. He had enjoyed introducing her to new and exciting food and drink, given her homeland bias.

      “To business?” she asked.

      “Of course,” Nathan said.

      “I have a question first,” Seraph asked.

      “Do you really?” Narime asked acidly.

      “Why were you trying to break into the basement?” Seraph continued, ignoring the fox.

      Narime’s eyes narrowed. “You expect me to answer that while surrounded by the three of you?”

      “Don’t pretend you’re in any danger. Nathan already pointed out that you can teleport away in an instant. You’re a big bad duogem fox. And we’re here to talk.” Seraph tipped her glass slightly toward Narime. “So?”

      Close to a minute passed in silence. Narime sipped at her drink, appearing to grow somewhat fond of it. She waved her hand and summoned the bottle from the cabinet to the table. It appeared on top of the glass with a clink, and Nathan’s senses prickled at the blatant display of power.

      Fei squawked and rose to her feet, a hand falling on her scimitar. Across from her, Seraph continued to down her own drink. Nathan was certain that she had frozen in the moment that Narime had cast her spell.

      The only hint that Narime had cast a spell was that her hand had glowed. No lines or symbols had appeared around her. Teleporting the bottle from the cabinet had so trivial to Narime that she could do it with a first rank spell, which involved only the use of raw magical power.

      Nathan pulled Fei down onto the sofa. The beastkin blinked at him in surprise, then glared at Narime.

      Pretending to focus her attention on pouring another glass, Narime looked at Nathan through the corner of her eyes. She frowned when he didn’t react to her provocation.

      “I’d appreciate it if you showed more respect,” Nathan said. “As I said earlier, I’m well aware of your powers. You don’t need to insult me by using magic in my domain.”

      Narime inclined her head and raised her glass. “I apologize. It seems you weren’t bluffing earlier. But that only makes me more suspicious of you. The spatial magic of mystic foxes is poorly understood in western Doumahr, but this fortress is full of it.”

      Shit. So, Nathan had fucked up by using spatial magic through the binding stone. Narime had taught him the principles of spatial manipulation, but nothing about how they were unique to mystic foxes. He had assumed that other Bastions had picked up the method over the centuries.

      “Is that what you were investigating?” Nathan asked, keeping his face expressionless.

      “Among other things. The fortress feels off slightly, as if there’s something here that I can almost sense but simply… can’t.” Narime shook her head. “I doubt you understand it. I’ve been alive for over three centuries, and my instincts are very well honed. When something is off magically, it can be difficult for me to comprehend. Imagine if you walked into a room that looked like any other, but you knew that something was wrong? Wouldn’t you investigate it?”

      A chill ran down Nathan’s spine, but he crushed his fear mercilessly.

      Whatever Narime was sensing was faint enough that all she felt was a vague sense of ‘wrongness.’ Even if she could sense Kadria, it didn’t matter if she couldn’t find the Messenger.

      But Nathan took this as a warning shot that there were beings in this world that could sense his connection to the demon. He needed to speak to Kadria about this the next time they met.

      “Did you find anything, or is this just your mystical foxy senses?” Seraph asked, a mocking smile on her lips.

      Fei frowned, turning toward Nathan. He ignored her and instead watched Narime’s reaction closely.

      “The defenses on the door were too strong. Hence why I find you suspicious.” Narime pointed an accusatory finger at Nathan, spilling a few drops of schnaps on the table. Seraph clicked her tongue at the mess. “As you said, I can penetrate any defenses with my teleportation magic—”

      “Then why didn’t you?” Seraph asked.

      Narime ignored her, and continued, “But the defenses around your binding stone are specifically crafted to keep out mystic foxes.”

      “No, they’re not,” Nathan said.

      “Really?” Narime’s voice oozed disbelief.

      “They’re crafted to keep out Messengers.”

      The reaction was as if he had put a sledgehammer through the table. Seraph and Narime froze, their eyes widening and muscles tensing. Narime’s fox tails coiled closely behind her.

      Fei didn’t react as strongly, instead tilting her head in confusion. “Why is it so important to defend the binding stone from a Messenger? If they get out of the portal, haven’t we already failed?”

      Both Seraph and Narime turned their eyes toward the beastkin, then back to Nathan.

      Seraph’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve told her about Messengers?”

      “I planned to talk to you about them shortly,” Nathan said.

      Seraph cursed. “This is why Sen asked me to investigate the portal at Fort Taubrum, isn’t it?”

      Nathan nodded.

      “You’re talking rather openly about a topic that is usually discussed much more secretively,” Narime said.

      She was right about that. The knowledge that a Messenger was coming was not one usually shared widely, let alone with a country he was at war with.

      But this was Narime.

      “You’re here to negotiate, aren’t you?” Nathan asked.

      “I’m here to convince you to start negotiations,” Narime hedged, her eyes narrowing.

      “Then I imagine you want to know why negotiations haven’t started.”

      “I already know that. It’s because you levied a heresy accusation at Torneus and—” Narime trailed off and her eyes widened. “Oh.”

      “Oh, indeed,” Seraph muttered, draining her glass. She poured another and topped up Narime’s. “Allow me to give you a word of warning.”

      “As if I need a warning from you,” Narime said.

      “Oh, and why is that? You’ve always been willing to take my advice before when it comes to politics.” Seraph smiled.

      “That was before you changed sides.” Narime glanced between Nathan and Seraph. “You have no idea the difficulty you’ve caused me.”

      “I can imagine. That’s why I’m warning you,” Seraph said.

      No response. The window rattled from the wind outside, but everybody ignored it.

      Seraph continued, “Right now, you can maintain a blissful ignorance about Torneus and the Federation. You’re smart enough to be suspicious, but still loyal to the nation that took you and so many of our people in. That means you’re still useful to Torneus. But once you hear what Nathan has to say, you’ll be compromised.”

      “Do you think me some impressionable teenager who will be swayed by a good story and honeyed words from the first attractive male I see?” Narime scoffed and gave Nathan an upturned look.

      “I’m glad I classify as the first attractive male you’ve seen,” Nathan said.

      Narime rolled her eyes.

      “I’m serious, Narime,” Seraph pressed. “Once you find out the truth, you’ll step into a new world. And there’s no going back. You’ll question everything you hear from Torneus. Everything that happens in the Federation. You’ll no longer be useful to them.”

      “I’m still a powerful and influential duogem Champion,” Narime insisted.

      “And replaceable. Duogem Champions are still very replaceable,” Seraph said, her tone dropping. “At least, they are to a nation.” Her gaze shifted to Nathan.

      “You’ve changed,” Narime said.

      “Not really, but I want to change.” Seraph shrugged. “And I can tell you haven’t changed. So, I’ll remind you of your real position in the Federation. The regents that you like to think of as equals and talk back to at meetings? Most of them think of nothing more than ramming their cock down your throat every time you speak. I doubt Torneus is one of them, but he won’t need to go far to find a regent who would be happy to have you as one of his maids.”

      “You’re a bitch,” Narime spat.

      “Am I wrong?”

      Narime slammed her glass down, spilling alcohol everywhere as it slid across the table. For a few moments, she seemed torn between storming off and staying put. Perhaps she wanted to hit Seraph, who stared back at Narime with a raised eyebrow.

      Eventually, Narime calmed down, and she schooled her expression. She winced and apologized to Nathan.

      “Whatever the case, I want to hear the truth,” the fox said. “If a Messenger is involved, then it is my duty as a mystic fox and as a Champion to resolve the situation. Ignorance may benefit my position, but it does not benefit the world.”

      Seraph shrugged, then inclined her head at Nathan.

      One thing stuck out in Nathan’s mind as he watched the women lounge on the sofas.

      Why had Seraph never been brought up in his timeline?

      Narime evidently had a strong relationship with her rival Champion, even if nobody would describe it as “friendly.” Sunstorm idolized Seraph. Hint after hint had been dropped that Seraph was far more aware of how binding stones worked than most Bastions were. Even Torneus relied upon her when she was his agent.

      But at no stage had anybody brought her up, and he couldn’t recall any events that sounded like Seraph had been involved. It was as though she had been a ghost in his timeline.

      “Well?” Narime asked, an eyebrow raised. She crossed her legs, the thigh slits in her dress opening up to reveal plenty more leg. “What does the cause of this war and the protections against Messengers have in common?”

      Her pose was so “Narime” that Nathan’s vision wavered for a moment. He didn’t see the fox sitting in a tiny receiving room inside this fortress, out in the boonies of the Empire. Instead, he pictured her sitting opposite him in his bedroom back in the Far Reaches, a roaring fireplace crackling as it lit up the room. Her ageless face barely changed in the decade-plus that he was a Bastion, and although she was one tail short, he knew that the woman drinking schnaps was the same one that he had fallen in love with in his timeline.

      Nathan took a large draft of his cognac before placing his drink on the table. The clink of the glass caused Fei’s tail to snap to one side and her eyes to prick up, and she watched him carefully. She had been almost completely silent so far, but her attention was sharp.

      “As you guessed earlier, the heresy accusation is at the heart of it all,” Nathan explained. “The current unstable state of the portal in Gharrick Pass is a direct result of the Federation’s assault.”

      “Is that the Federation’s fault, or yours for failing to protect the fortress?” Narime pressed, her eyes narrow as she took the offensive.

      “I want to say you’re cute for going on the attack, but you’re so off the mark that it feels awkward,” Nathan shot back.

      Narime’s eyebrows shot up, and she hid her expression by taking another slug of her schnaps. Too big of a slug, given she nearly coughed it back up.

      Rolling her eyes, Seraph topped up Narime’s glass.

      “Um, is she going to be alright?” Fei whispered into Nathan’s ear, her eyes wide and staring at Narime’s very full glass of spirits.

      “I can hold my liquor, thank you very much,” Narime said. “And my hearing is as sharp as yours.” She ran a finger along her silver fox ears, and Fei reflexively copied the motion with her own tufted cat ears.

      “Foxes are magical beings, like beastkin, but with a lot more magic,” Nathan said. “It takes a lot more alcohol to affect them. Although you are drinking a lot of schnaps.” He sighed. “But back to my point: the Federation actively disrupted the leylines in the months leading up to their assault. Although I stopped the worst-case scenario, months of demonic energy was unleashed in a single reverse cascade.”

      Narime stared blankly at Nathan. He paused in his explanation and glanced at Seraph, who shrugged back at him.

      “You understand what I’m talking about, don’t you?” Nathan asked, hoping that he was wrong.

      “I know what a cascade is,” Narime muttered. Her lips thinned. “But I don’t know what the leylines have to do with heresy, or what a reverse cascade is. Leyline disruption is a common tool in warfare, as it shuts down magical communications and makes detection of covert activities harder. What makes it heretical?”

      “You don’t know?” Seraph spluttered. “You were in line to become part of the Guardian Council of Kurai. How can you not know this?”

      “I don’t know what I don’t know,” Narime said. “Why do you know about this supposed heresy, and why should I know it?”

      “Because I was taught it by others from Kurai.” Seraph shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Narime’s glare told a different story, but she let the topic shift back to the Federation’s actions.

      This topic was complicated enough that it needed a proper explanation, Nathan realized.

      He pushed his glass of cognac into the center of the table and pulled Fei’s whiskey next to it. She squawked and tried to retrieve her alcohol, but he batted her hand away and told her to stay still. She did, pouting all the while.

      “Imagine that these glasses are binding stones,” Nathan said, pointing at the glasses of amber liquor. He dipped a finger into the whiskey and drew lines along the table using the liquid. One stretched between the two glasses, but most ran freely along the table, like streams running out from a river delta.

      “Those are leylines,” Narime said.

      “Yes. And every leyline connects to a binding stone,” Nathan said.

      “I know this.”

      “Then you should know that the binding stones are a confluence of leylines. This allows magic to flow from the binding stones through to leylines and into the rest of the world. Although we don’t know where that magic comes from.” He paused. “Demonic energy isn’t much different. We know it flows along the leylines because that’s what happens during a cascade.”

      Narime nodded. “If a Bastion forcibly closes the portal or if the invasion is too large, then all of the excess energy flows into binding stones along the same leyline connection. That’s what makes cascades so dangerous, because countless portals can be hit by waves of demons at once.”

      “What happens when the reverse occurs?” Nathan asked.

      “I don’t follow. How can the demonic energy be in the leylines to begin with? Unless an invasion occurs, the demonic energy is contained in the portal,” Narime said.

      “Or does it? Cascades prove that demonic energy can escape into the leylines. What if the same is true of leyline disruption? Don’t answer that, because we already know. Demonic portals form away from binding stones. Huge gaping portals appear in the wilderness, and armies of demons pour forth from them.” Nathan drew lines in the whiskey where the leylines were.

      “That’s… Then what’s a reverse cascade?” Narime asked, eyes wide.

      “When leyline disruption is stopped before a portal can form, all the demonic energy snaps back to its origin. This causes an enormous invasion similar to a cascade. That’s what I had to stop during summer, when the Federation attacked. And, as you know, defeating a demonic invasion only makes things worse. The portal is showing incredibly unusual activity, and that almost certainly means a Messenger will arrive shortly,” Nathan explained.

      A silence followed Nathan’s words. Narime stared at his crude visual aids on the table, as if trying to picture how they might appear in reality. A difficult thing to do, given leylines didn’t have a physical existence. Magic wasn’t tangible until converted into a spell. Leylines did have a physical location, but you couldn’t touch or feel them with your body.

      “So, the Federation attempted to trigger a demonic invasion in the Empire?” Narime said.

      “Yes.”

      “And when that failed, they launched an attack while you were dealing with a much more powerful invasion, one that was caused as a direct result of the Federation’s tampering?”

      “Yes.”

      Another silence. Then, “That does sound like heresy. But what of Seraph?” Narime glanced over at Seraph, who didn’t meet her eyes.

      “For one thing, she’s assisting the Empire as a form of repentance for her actions. As a representative of the Watcher Omria, I feel that’s sufficient,” Nathan said.

      “I imagine you would,” Narime said drily, although it lacked any heat.

      “More to the point, a Champion isn’t accountable for heresy committed by their Bastion or nation. Champions are weapons and receive special treatment in many laws. If we allow Seraph to be scapegoated for the heresy of Theus or Torneus, it sets a poor precedent,” Nathan said.

      “I’m not sure I appreciate being called a weapon. Is that how you like to be thought of, Seraph?” Narime said.

      “I’m no longer Torneus’s puppet, unlike you. Words are meaningless,” Seraph said.

      Narime let out a deep breath. She swirled her schnaps.

      Seeing her weakness, Nathan gave one last push. “This is why negotiations haven’t happened so far. Torneus knows that waiting helps him. Is that the sort of person you want to support?”
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      “I’m not here to support Torneus, I’m here to stop a war,” Narime said, looking Nathan in the eye.

      The moment passed. Narime straightened her back and drained her glass, before flicking it along the table. It made a series of clicking noises when it came to a spinning stop at the far end, far from her reach. A clear sign that she wanted to get to the heart of tonight’s discussion.

      Nathan remained uncertain of whether he had misstepped or had simply misjudged Narime’s uncertainty. There was a reason she had been a close adviser of his in his timeline.

      Unlike most of his other Champions, Narime was both wiser and more experienced than he was. She had centuries of experience and a wealth of political expertise.

      Nathan had bumbled his way through political meetings alongside Falmir’s princess, and only made it through due to her graces and the assistance of a far more experienced Bastion. Narime was an experienced diplomat.

      Maybe he had overstated how badly the news about Torneus had affected her. She might be affecting a more personal demeanor in front of him to lower his guard.

      Internally, he cursed as he realized that he had probably messed up from the start. His personal desire for Narime had blinded him.

      Narime’s eyes narrowed as she watched him, but she said nothing. An eyebrow raised on Seraph’s face as she looked between the two of them. Only Fei appeared to miss the change in Nathan’s posture and attitude.

      “Fair,” Nathan said, trying to keep his voice neutral. He took a deep breath and a slug of his cognac.

      After a long second, he lowered his glass and continued, “Then we’re on the same page. None of us want a war.”

      “If that were so, you wouldn’t have accused Torneus of heresy,” Narime said. “This would have been over long ago if you had—”

      “You know better than that,” Nathan interrupted. “The heresy accusation is political. Do you really think what I’ve told you is enough to result in the execution of somebody as politically powerful as High Lord Torneus?” He scoffed.

      Narime frowned. “So, this is all a game to you?”

      Was she being intentionally obtuse? Narime was sharper than this. “No, it’s about avoiding a war. The Empire is in a difficult position right now. The Spires and Arcadia could be easily convinced to join a campaign against us. But heresy is enough to make them think twice, particularly given how much they… dislike humans.”

      “Dislike is a rather kind way to put it,” Seraph said, amused. “Humans are treated like beastkin in the Spires and Arcadia.”

      “I know,” Nathan said flatly. He remembered his first visit to the Spires. Falmir had needed their assistance to stop Torneus at the time.

      Narime shifted uncomfortably. Unlike them, she was a mystic fox. Her magical nature meant she was treated rather well in Arcadia, and even the dark elves respected her, despite their insular nature. Nathan knew that the Federation’s good relations with the Spires and Arcadia were due in part to her and the other mystic foxes in the Federation.

      “So, you’ve accused Torneus of heresy to keep other nations out of this war. You say it’s with good cause, but there’s not enough evidence to try to convict him. But you want to negotiate for peace?” Narime summarized.

      “Yes. The question is: will Torneus allow us to disturb his plans and stop a war that he began?” Nathan said.

      “That doesn’t matter.” Narime shook her head, her fluffy ears flapping. “The other regents have no interest in a prolonged war. Torneus delayed the start of negotiations and the Empire didn’t reply. I’m not sure why—”

      “An internal issue in the Empire,” Nathan said. He remained suspicious of the timing of the Nationalist faction causing issues with Falmir, although perhaps Torneus had simply picked his opportunity. “But if you can restart negotiations, I think I know someone who can help.”

      “Then we are partners?” Narime asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “If you’ll shake on it.” Nathan’s lips quirked, and he reached out with a hand.

      She frowned at his outstretched arm. “This isn’t some stupid dog joke, is it?”

      He blinked. What?

      Seraph explained, “Foxes are dogs, and some in the Federation find that hilarious.”

      “No, it’s not a joke. It’s a handshake.” Nathan couldn’t believe he was explaining this.

      Really, people actually thought of mystic foxes as dogs? Leaving aside their mass of tails, that seemed like a good way to mysteriously disappear, given the leeway foxes had in the Federation.

      Narime took Nathan’s outstretched hand, her grip light and awkward.

      “I’ll organize neutral territory to meet in,” Nathan said as their hands fell to their sides. The two of them remained standing. “But you’ll need to ensure that the Federation takes this seriously, and that this takes place before the end of winter. Once spring arrives, I’ll have no choice but to resume the war. I am a Bastion of the Anfang Empire, and my duty is to protect the eastern border. I won’t allow Torneus to stall me.”

      “Even if that means countless people die?” Narime asked.

      “Do you really think fewer people will die if Torneus gets his way?” Nathan said, pushing the Torneus point harder. “The only thing more damaging than war is a war that nobody has planned for. Just look at what’s happening between the Empire and Trafaumh right now.”

      Nodding cautiously, Narime let the topic drop. She left in short order and with a short bow. Sen reappeared, standing outside the room. She gave Fei a questioning look, but the catgirl ignored Sen and remained inside the room.

      That suited Nathan fine, as he needed to debrief Seraph. Fei had a role in guarding the fortress, and she was his most trusted Champion. He dismissed Sen, and she escorted Narime to a room in the castle.

      When he turned back, the schnaps bottle was missing from the table. Seraph shut the cabinet doors. He hoped that she had tucked his cognac away properly.

      The glasses remained on the table, although only his glass had anything left in it. He knocked back the remaining dregs and dropped it back on the glass tabletop with a clink.

      Seraph waved a hand around the room and held her other against her ear. Understanding her point, Nathan double-checked the protections on the room.

      Each room was magically warded to prevent eavesdropping. At the same time, it was possible for Narime to pierce them if she tried. Nathan couldn’t sense anything, even with the aid of the binding stone, so he had no choice but to assume the wards were working. Or perhaps Narime wasn’t attempting to eavesdrop.

      Being caught spying on your host was a grave insult at best and was grounds for expulsion or worse, most of the time. Narime surely sensed the protections on the room. She had been offput by the protections around the binding stone and would have been on high alert. Hopefully, that would prevent her from prying and putting him in a difficult position.

      “We’re fine,” Nathan said. He wandered over to the window. He couldn’t see a thing out of it due to the ice covering it.

      “What do you plan to do about her?” Seraph asked.

      “See if she can organize negotiations between us and the Federation.”

      There was a long pause. Nathan wasn’t facing the women in the room, but he imagined they were looking at each other in disbelief.

      “You have two duogem Champions from the Federation in your fortress. This is an opportunity you’re not going to have again,” Seraph said. “Jorin’s wounded, which means Narime is vulnerable. If all of us strike at once during the night…” she trailed off.

      Nathan turned to face Seraph with a flat look on his face. “Then she teleports away and we lose a valuable opportunity to either weaken Torneus, or convince Narime that she’s wasting her time.”

      “So, you are trying to convince her to join you,” Seraph said. “Why are you so interested in her?”

      Seraph’s face was expressionless. The same couldn’t be said of Fei, who was openly pouting.

      “Because she’s a powerful mystic fox with considerable knowledge of magic and the world,” Nathan answered, telling a half-truth.

      “No sexual interest at all?” Seraph teased.

      Ignoring the jab, Nathan continued, “We also need allies if we’re going to stop the Federation in the long-term. Didn’t we agree that any peace treaty would be temporary, given Torneus’s ambitions?”

      “We did. I also think you’re underestimating her.” Seraph bit her lip, which was an unusual expression for her. “You’ll dislike this comparison, but…”

      “But?”

      “But you and Torneus are similar in a lot of ways, and the way you tried to play Narime reminded me a lot of him,” Seraph said.

      Nathan nearly reeled from her words but kept his shock from showing on his face. Or at least, he thought he did.

      “I said you would dislike it,” Seraph said with a shrug.

      “I don’t think Nathan’s bad,” Fei muttered, glaring at Seraph.

      “He’s not bad. Sometimes being the big, bad manipulator is necessary. But Narime’s an old fox. She’s going to react poorly to somebody trying to manipulate her. Unlike us, she’s here for the sake of others. Torneus being a bastard isn’t going to make her turn on her race, even if the Federation has practically caged it.” Seraph shrugged.

      “She needs to feel that the status quo is more dangerous than change,” Nathan surmised. “And that we are the change that she needs in her life.”

      Seraph gave him an upturned look. “And you acted surprised when I compared you to Torneus.”

      Nathan winced and looked away, while Fei frowned. Maybe he was becoming more manipulative while he was here.

      But what choice did he have? Nobody knew the things he did. If he didn’t actively push people and events toward a conclusion he wanted, then the world would come to the same violent end he had already witnessed. And he had no guarantee that Kadria would—or even if she could—send him back in time again.

      He filed Seraph’s words away in the back of his mind, however. If he was changing, then that might make it harder to convince the women from his timeline to join him. Narime wasn’t drastically different. He saw no reason to rely on Kadria to convert him to his side.

      If he couldn’t find a way to bring one of his closest friends to his side, did he really have a chance to change the world?

      “We’re not hurting her,” Nathan said, bringing the topic back to its roots. “I imagine she’ll leave shortly anyway, given she needs to convince the Federation to meet with us. While she’s here, I’ll need you to stay at Gharrick Pass, Seraph.”

      “I was going to stay here whether you ordered me to or not,” Seraph said. “What Champion would leave their Bastion alone with two duogem Champions from another country?” Her eyes flashed.

      “Fei, you’ll be in charge of security,” Nathan said, ignoring Seraph’s words. The catgirl yelped at the sudden order. “Your flames consume magic, which means you can counter Narime if necessary. I doubt you’ll need to, however.”

      “Um, what about the knights and their training?” Fei asked, thinking about her orders from earlier.

      “You’ll need to manage both your knights and the security of the fortress. Sunstorm will be busy scouting for suitable locations to hold negotiations.” Nathan inclined his head toward Seraph. “I assume you’ll have no trouble if she’s your subordinate?”

      “Given I worked with her when I tried to kill you, no,” Seraph said drily.

      Nathan continued, “And Sen needs to focus on her sorcery. She still has a long way to go before she can match somebody such as Narime, and she can’t rely on gaining additional gems. That means you have a lot of responsibility, Fei.”

      Fei’s mouth repeated his last words, her lips quirking upward.

      “And how are we going to respond? Anna seemed convinced that the Emperor was ignoring this issue in favor of Falmir,” Seraph said.

      “The same way I’ve dealt with everything political,” Nathan said with a grin. “By tagging in Leopold. I’ll have the old man pull his weight for once.”
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      Contrary to Nathan’s belief, Narime didn’t leave the fortress. Instead, she sent Jorin, the male Champion who had accompanied her, back to the Federation in her stead. Then she made herself comfortable in the fortress.

      Narime’s tails became a familiar sight at meals. She cloistered herself in the library most nights, either reading or preparing letters.

      Despite the advent of the wireless and magical encryption, snail mail remained a popular form of communication. Many nobles had yet to install a wireless in their homes, or they lived too far from the leylines for reliable communication. This was rarely a concern for the military and those who lived in major cities, as almost every major fortress, mage tower, town, and city sat on top of a leyline.

      Magic had been the secret to humanity’s power since time immemorial. A leyline was as important as any river. Arguably more so, as mages could create water with magic, but the opposite didn’t apply. These days, the wireless only made leylines even more important. The immense power draw of magical barriers would only increase the strategic need for fortresses to be built atop leylines.

      But that was years in the future. Your average peasant didn’t even know what the wireless was. But a horseless mail carriage trundled through most villages regularly, collecting and delivering mail on a regular basis. The magical engines that powered the carriages relied on leylines, and their invention had drastically reduced the cost of transportation and mail delivery. The logistics of long-distance delivery of packages, letters, and other lightweight goods changed overnight.

      Most of Narime’s letters went into those mail carriages. One went through the pass daily, given how much communication took place between the Empire and Federation. Messengers on fast horses still had their place, but they were a dying premium service, promising same-day delivery over tremendous distances. Given the fastest method was to find somebody with the wireless, the day would soon come when only remote areas sent messages by horseback.

      Nathan doubted that all of Narime’s letters went into the mail carriages. She sealed her letters with magic, which prevented anybody from opening them and protected them from damage, but she had no way of guaranteeing they would be delivered. It would be trivial for somebody to ambush the mail carriage or stop the letter at the destination.

      In his timeline, her method for fast delivery had been to teleport the letters. But to do so, she needed to have intimate knowledge of both the destination and the person she was delivering it to. Maybe some recipients were in locations she didn’t know.

      Or perhaps she was trying to throw him off and the letters in the carriages were all a sham.

      It didn’t matter.

      What did matter was what Narime did at meals. She pestered Nathan with questions about the fortress, the magic he used, how he had built it so fast, and the spatial techniques he used. He hedged and dodged as much as he could.

      Every time he answered, he felt Narime growing more and more prickly, as if she was narrowing in on the fact that a mystic fox had taught him what he knew.

      Which was true, and the precise reason he was unwilling to tell her the truth.

      Nobody else intervened, and Nathan spent every meal with the silver-tailed fox by his side. It wasn’t the way he envisaged spending time with her, even if he did enjoy it in a way. He had missed her more than he had thought, and he sometimes fell asleep imagining her voice from earlier in the day.

      Today, he escaped her by teaching Sen a lesson out in the rear courtyard of the fortress. The training yard was full of soldiers. Their shouts pierced the chill, and the clatter of their weapons on armor was almost rhythmic. Fei and her knights were sparring somewhere in their midst.

      No doubt somebody was still building up the betting pool on how many days before one of the knights finally beat Fei in a spar. The catgirl was growing more and more cocky as she swatted her company of beastkin down time and time again, but her enhancement didn’t make her undefeatable. Eventually, she’d slip up and lose.

      Nathan had a small bet of his own on a couple of wolfgirls in her company. Capable knights often made good Champions, and if they proved capable, he’d begin training them himself. He kept his bets secret, however.

      Fei would take the revelation poorly if she found out. Also, the entire betting pool would be ruined once anybody found out who he was backing.

      Farther down the courtyard, Nathan, Sen, and Vera stood in a barren patch of dirt close to the wall. Trees creaked near them, their branches nothing but empty sticks given the time of year. The ground was stiff, but there was plenty of it and nothing flammable nearby. Enough room to use some spells without burning the fortress down.

      Nathan and Sen wore their uniforms and were dressed simply. As usual, Vera dressed up. Although it might be more accurate to say she wore her usual clothes. Her blue robe clung to her figure and would normally emphasize her plentiful cleavage. Today, her gleaming white jacket covered her up. Presumably, she felt cold. Her long red hair was tied back in a loose ponytail, which was a recent change.

      “Shouldn’t supercharging a spell raise it’s rank? I don’t get it,” Sen said, her tone huffy. “You say that a supercharged spell is roughly the same as a spell one rank higher. I even tested this with Ifrit and you’re right. So, doesn’t that mean if I supercharge a third rank spell, it becomes as fourth rank spell?”

      “The rank of a spell is typically used to measure complexity. Supercharging a spell doesn’t make a spell more complex, just more difficult to cast,” Nathan said. When Sen opened her mouth to protest again, Nathan raised a hand to stop her. “What’s one plus one?”

      “Two,” Sen said. She frowned.

      “What’s one hundred plus one hundred?”

      “Two hundred. The fuck are you asking this for?” Sen spat.

      “Language,” Nathan said.

      “You and Ifrit are both such old men,” Sen grumbled. “I swear you communicate telepathically. How else do you both bitch at me at the same time?”

      Nathan ignored her rising anger and continued his lesson. “Did it become more complex to add together a larger number?”

      Sen blinked. “Uh… I guess not? I mean, you gave me easy numbers.”

      “Then add together other ones in your head. The result is the same. Arithmetic doesn’t change just because the numbers become bigger. It just becomes longer and more tedious. That’s the difference between the rank of a spell and supercharging.” Nathan raised a hand, and two triangles appeared on each side of it. “Casting two of the same spell in sync to achieve a single spell of increased power doesn’t increase the complexity of the spell. But it is harder to do this. The same applies to when you cast several of the same spell separately.” Multiple triangles appear over his fingers.

      “Okay, I call bullshit on that.” Sen pointed an accusing finger at him. “I’ve been trying to do that for weeks now. Every single day, I try to cast more than two spells at once and I just can’t. It’s insanely hard. How do you even do that, and how can you say with a straight face that it’s not complicated?”

      Vera chimed in, “She’s right. Multicasting is quite hard. Supercharging is relatively easy, but multicasting involves directing the spells independently. It’s a difficult skill. It took me years to work out how to cast three spells using my staff. I can’t even imagine doing five at once using only my fingers.”

      “Hah, cornered.” Sen grinned at him. “So, why isn’t a higher rank of spell?”

      Nathan frowned. He hadn’t realized that multicasting was so difficult. He had struggled with the technique when he was younger. But it was a vital battle skill. Many spells that affected many enemies were too weak to punch through heavy armor or to affect stronger demons. By casting a single but more powerful spell multiple times, Nathan could rely on simple spells while fighting more dangerous foes.

      And simple spells took a lot less time to cast. That was time that prevented him from having his head caved in many, many times.

      “Alright, let’s go into the nitty gritty,” Nathan said with a sigh. “Like I said, rank is typically used to measure complexity. In reality, it’s only about the level of efficiency.”

      Once again, a triangle appeared in front of Nathan’s hand. “You recognize this, right?”

      “Yeah, the shapes indicate the rank of the spell we’re casting,” Sen said.

      Vera was nodding along, but then shot a look of surprise at Sen. Her eyes bounced between Nathan and Sen, as if asking if she had heard right.

      “You’ve got the wrong way around,” Nathan said.

      In the next moment, the triangle turned into a square. Sen blinked.

      Then the square became a pentagram. Then a hexagon. Sen’s eyes grew wide enough to nearly eclipse her head. Nathan was casting a six-rank spell and had started it without even finishing his earlier spells.

      Then the hexagon became a heptagon, then an octagon, then a nonagon. Sen began to back away, looking around wildly.

      Then, finally, the nonagon became a decagon, with ten lines of blue light hanging in the air forming the shape. This was the most sides any spell frame normally had, as spells never went above tenth rank.

      “How…” Sen began to ask, her arms and legs shaking.

      Nathan tried not to laugh. “You realize that there’s no magic in this, don’t you? The shape is known as a spell frame. We then cast the spell into it, and it focuses the spell.”

      “Eh?” Sen blurted out.

      “My mentor did the same thing,” Vera said, shaking her head. “Although it was as part of a punishment. I thought he was about to erase me from existence. Although I was all of ten years old at the time. I can’t believe you can cast a sixth rank spell when you don’t even know about spell frames.”

      Sen’s mouth opened and closed several times as she stared at the decagon hanging over Nathan’s hand. “So… you can’t cast a tenth rank spell?”

      “Absolutely not.” Nathan let out a bark of laughter. “Tenth rank spells are the domain of the goddess. The only time in recorded history that one has been cast was with her aid.”

      The highest rank of spell that Nathan knew was possible by mortals was ninth rank. And casting it had consumed the life of the Bastion who had used it, along with exhausting the reserves of several binding stones.

      It had been the most destructive spell Nathan had ever witnessed, and he hadn’t been anywhere near it. Everything in the center of Trafaumh had been reduced to a wasteland of ash and barren dirt.

      “That’s not a happy look on your face,” Vera said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Nathan said, dismissing his dark thoughts. “This spell frame is what sorcerers use to cast spells efficiently. You fill each part of the frame with part of the spell, and the frame reflects it onto every other piece. That’s why spells double in strength every time they go up in rank, because adding a new side to the frame double the number of reflections.”

      “So why not use the biggest frame?” Sen asked.

      “Because you need to fill each part of the frame. And you can’t just do that at random. Spell frames must be tailored to the spell you’re casting. They also act as amplifiers. If you cast a weak spell in a sixth rank frame, you’ll get a much more powerful spell.”

      “Then use less magic?” Sen suggested.

      “The frame will fail,” Vera said, arms crossed. “You already know that part. If you don’t feed a spell enough magic, it fizzles out. That’s because the frame has overheads. Bigger frames have bigger overheads, and a tenth rank frame has an overhead larger than any spell you’ve ever cast. That’s before you’ve even begun casting the spell itself. There’s a break-even point where it’s smarter to use a lower rank frame. So, we use the right frame for the right job, and use tricks like multicasting and supercharging to cheat if necessary.”

      Sen scowled. “So, I can’t just invent a seventh rank Inferno Tornado, supercharge it, and become the greatest sorceress in Doumahr?”

      “No.”

      “Damn.”

      A deep chuckle broke up their discussion. An old man approached them, wearing the Bastion uniform of the Empire and no regalia. As always, Leopold’s gray hair was trim and his sideburns thick but well-groomed. Nathan noted that his face appeared craggier than the last time they had met. The recent time in the Diet had not been good for Leopold’s health, although Nathan doubted the old man would retire any time soon.

      Leopold had proven strong enough to fight toe-to-toe with Seraph, even if he was nowhere near strong enough to defeat her. His advanced age had yet to weaken him.

      “The three of you are tucked away in the back of the fortress like conspirators planning a heist,” Leopold said, a glint in his eyes. “I assumed you would be talking about something more secretive, such as binding stones or Bastions. But I suppose learning about sorcery is important.”

      He almost sounded disappointed.

      Vera’s shoulders hunched, but she kept her face impassive. Her eyes flickered between Nathan and Leopold, and she waited for him to take the lead. Next to her, Sen crossed her arms and huffed.

      “It’s very important,” Sen said. “Unlike you, I can’t cheat, wave my hands, and make things appear from thin air.”

      “I don’t believe I did that at all at Fort Taubrum,” Leopold said. “And as somebody with the power of an ifrit within them, I don’t think you’re in any position to accuse others of cheating.”

      Sen clammed up. Leopold’s lips quirked upward.

      With a sigh, Nathan said, “We’re not here to conspire. We’re here to avoid anything important burning down. It’s too damn cold to head out into the nearby forest or clearings if we’re not casting anything big.”

      “Cold is right,” Vera muttered. Then she said, “The two of you are about to go off and bully some maids for lunch, but I believe I am owed a particular piece of knowledge. You still haven’t told me why the magic you use as a Bastion doesn’t use spell frames or ranks.”

      Leopold raised an eyebrow but gestured for Nathan to continue. He took that as a sign that Leopold wouldn’t execute him for heresy if he told Vera a few things.

      But Nathan was going to be careful about what he did say. Some of what he knew were things that had been learned due to a decade of conflict with Messengers, from a timeline where Bastions had been forced to learn fast or die faster.

      Nathan rubbed his chin, trying to work out where to start. “We do use spell frames sometimes.”

      “And that’s what confuses me. Sorcerers use spell frames to be more efficient, but you don’t bother half the time. And you’ve said before that your binding stone magic is very inefficient.”

      “That’s because it is,” Nathan said. “I’m a sorcerer, so I still cast spells normally with spell frames. But while you can only rely on your internal magical reserves and the magic around you, such as a leyline—”

      “Or Ifrit,” Sen chirped.

      “Yes, and you can use Ifrit’s magical reserves,” Nathan added. “I can add power from the binding stone to my spells. But it’s like pouring a bag of flour directly into a funnel the size of my fist. A lot of that power is lost, because it’s different to the magic in our bodies and the world around us.”

      Vera’s frown deepened. “That sounds like you’re not really using the binding stone for sorcery.”

      “He’s not,” Leopold said. “In case you forgot, I’m not a sorcerer.”

      Nathan nodded. “I can use the binding stone to empower my sorcery. But it’s one part of what it can do. What you’re asking about is what is usually called ‘binding stone magic,’ and it’s a poorly understood art. It doesn’t use spell frames, because the power from the binding stone doesn’t work with them. And nobody has devised a spell frame for one. Everything we do with a binding stone is the equivalent of a rank one spell, which means everything costs orders of magnitude more magic.”

      “And what if a Bastion learns how to use spell frames? If you can already build a castle in a few days now, what couldn’t you do with that power once you know how to use it efficiently?” Vera pressed.

      Leopold coughed. A sure sign that he disliked where this conversation was going.

      But Nathan was unconcerned.

      “Given Bastions never developed spell frames for binding stone magic during the time that the goddess herself was with us, it’s probably impossible,” Nathan said. “She helped a Bastion cast a tenth rank spell. It’s not as though the Watcher Omria had issues with teaching us great things.”

      “That’s something I hadn’t considered before,” Leopold muttered. “Most of the magical scientists have a rather negative opinion of those from the past. But you make a good point that they did things with the goddess’s aid that we have never repeated.”

      Nathan also knew two more things, giving him more than a blind belief in the Watcher Omria’s greatness.

      No Bastion had ever devised such a spell frame, even in the face of the end of Doumahr and some of the greatest magical advancements ever made.

      And Nathan now strongly suspected that Messengers used the same magic that Bastions did. Kadria kept pushing Nathan to replicate her techniques and appeared to be using binding stone magic. If that was the case, she didn’t use spell frames but was capable of feats of magic he had thought impossible before meeting her.

      “In any case, I believe we have a fox that needs discussing,” Leopold said, clapping a hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “It’s always curious to see these discussions, but duty calls.”
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      Leopold led Nathan through the courtyard, toward the many tables set out on the upper level. Months ago, there had only been a few tables here for when Nathan or a few guards felt like snacking outside. Now, the upper level was full of long wooden tables and benches for soldiers to rest at.

      Once their training was finished, the cooks would bring out food and drink for the tired soldiers. It was important to eat after training, and the keep was off-limits to many of the soldiers stationed here. For security reasons, Nathan had separated the guards who were permanently stationed at Gharrick Pass from the soldiers that merely trained here.

      Allowing new recruits free rein in the keep could end poorly, given the current situation with the Federation.

      As such, the soldiers ate outside. Braziers for heating were spaced out between the tables, and these operated using magic from the binding stone. Nathan wasn’t going to punish the soldiers by making them eat in the cold.

      A cheer went up from one of the sparring rings. Fei pumped a fist in the air, before helping a wolfgirl knight to her feet.

      It would be a little longer before Nathan would win his bet, he noted.

      The two men took a seat at one of the tables. Within moments, one of the servants brought out steaming hot mugs of coffee for them.

      Leopold wasted no time before adding a glug of something from a silver flask to his coffee. Brandy, probably.

      “You said we’re talking about Narime. What about negotiations with the Federation?” Nathan asked.

      “We’ll talk about both things. But a duogem Champion from an enemy nation takes priority,” Leopold said.

      The coffee was too bitter, but the heat was appreciated.

      Not long after, two heaping plates of food were dropped off. Smoked pork sausages as thick as Nathan’s wrist sat atop a bed of pickled cabbage and onions. A thick brown sauce formed from fat, cooking juices, and spices oozed along the food. Two tankards of pale beer were served shortly afterward.

      Being winter, the food was simpler. Almost everything was preserved. Pickling, smoking, curing. Fortunately, the Empire had centuries of experience, and the chefs and cooks had learned how to make the food flavorsome despite the need to preserve the food. The one advantage of winter was that it meant there was a lot more lager to go around, as it was the easiest time to brew it.

      Nathan still looked forward to the end of winter, even though it would bring war. He was no fan of the cold.

      “Let’s start with the obvious,” Leopold said, as he cut into a massive sausage. “Has she done anything?”

      “Other than poking around, no. I mentioned the original encounter, but she’s been well-behaved since.”

      Leopold grunted. “But I’m betting she’s constantly pressing you for information on the Empire. Kuda mentioned she spends a lot of time asking you questions, and you’re noticeably evasive.”

      So that’s how it appeared to others. Everybody kept their distance, and only the guards got close to her for security reasons.

      “She’s interested in my abilities as a Bastion,” Nathan admitted.

      “That’s not something I like hearing. Whatever her primary intentions, she is hunting for a weakness at the same time.” Leopold grimaced as he finished his coffee, pushing the mug aside and pulling up his tankard. “Either she finds something to use against you in battle, or blackmail material.”

      “What would she blackmail me with?” Nathan asked. It was a stupid question, given he could imagine a dozen things off the top of his head.

      Leopold chuckled darkly. “For one thing, there are a lot of rumors about how you became such a competent Bastion so quickly. I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, particularly one that’s trampling all over my opponents. But your father is in open disbelief that you are apparently a highly capable Bastion.”

      “Given his personal beliefs, doesn’t he hold that opinion about a lot of people?” Nathan said. He didn’t know his father well, but he knew of him.

      Tharban von Straub, otherwise known as the Crimson Warhound, wasn’t the most famous of Bastions. Nobody sung about him, and he didn’t have a place in the history books in Nathan’s timeline. The rapid fall of the Empire had left Tharban in the lurch, and he had died in a battle that nobody remembered.

      But everybody who met the man remembered him. Tharban was the sort of person who generated strong opinions. If Nathan asked somebody about him, they typically reacted one of two ways.

      The first was that they respected the man but thought of him as an awful person and all-around jackass.

      The second was that they immediately spewed vitriol about how Tharban was a blight on humanity and his death made the world a nicer place.

      Nobody ever said good things about Tharban. He was that sort of person. A competent asshole at best, and everybody moved on once he was dead. Even his former Champions had hated him.

      “Your father’s a powerful man, right now,” Leopold warned. “As much as you may dislike him, and feel you’re out of his reach, he’s going to do everything he can to bring you down. I recommend not giving him an opening. The Federation will spread false rumors about you if it gets even an inkling that something is off.”

      “It would be nice if the Empire could focus on its external enemies,” Nathan said.

      “And I would like to be able to retire to a nice manor by the coast with a dozen beastkin maids who love me dearly,” Leopold retorted. “For now, I make do with my Champions in between all the politics and battles. I recommend you do the same.”

      That was the closest thing to a rebuke that Nathan had received from the old man. He was evidently worrying Leopold.

      “I get it. I’m not flirting with her or giving her intel,” Nathan said. “But this is an opportunity we shouldn’t abandon. If she fulfills her end of the bargain, we could avoid a lot of trouble. Anna told me that we didn’t get any resources to support a war against the Federation.”

      “It’s more accurate to say that nothing was decided on,” Leopold said.

      “Which is the same thing. If all the nobles are still committed to our war against Trafaumh, then we’ll be going it alone.”

      Leopold grunted. Most of his food had disappeared by now, save for some of his cabbage. He picked at it in between swigs of lager.

      “Are you going to eat, or simply stare at the sausages?” Leopold asked, pointing his fork at Nathan’s half-finished plate. “They’re good, and I want to walk and talk.”

      Nobody was around to hear Leopold’s grumbling, which Nathan considered a good thing. If Nathan found it odd to be on the receiving end of Leopold’s concern, then he found it stranger that Leopold was voicing it openly.

      “I don’t remember you being so grumpy,” Nathan said. “I’d offer you some of my food, but I feel that your problem isn’t food-related.”

      Leopold paused, his tankard halfway to his mouth. His lips curled for a moment, then turned into a thin line before the scowl formed. “Sorry,” he grumbled.

      “Anna gave me the impression that things were rough in the Capital. You’re giving me the impression that things are much tenser than even she saw.”

      Dropping his tankard on the table with a thunk, Leopold signaled to one of the servants nearby. She whisked away the glass and replaced it with another lager.

      “It’s been a long winter,” Leopold said. “Long enough that I’ve somehow missed you recruiting your own army and hiring half the beastkin in the valley. You’ll spook people once they notice this sort of thing.”

      “The beastkin approach me,” Nathan said drily. “I’m limiting how many I allow into the military, because I’m only training the soldiers on behalf of Anna, but that hasn’t stopped dozens of them swarming every servant position in the castle.”

      “I’d say you’re paying them too much, but I doubt it’s any more than I pay my servants,” Leopold said. “Reputation is a funny thing. His Majesty banned the last remnants of slavery, but its legacy lives on. The beastkin remain skittish, but somehow you’ve won them over quickly.”

      “And, once again, my father dislikes that.”

      “Yes.” Leopold smirked. “He’s made life difficult recently, but I can at least enjoy his discomfort regarding you.”

      Silence fell over them, broken only by the clinking of Nathan’s cutlery as he polished off his meal. The moment Nathan pushed his plate away, Leopold stood up. He gestured using his tankard. Nathan got the message.

      The pair of them began to walk a circuit around the keep, taking swigs of beer as they went. The bustle of the training vanished behind them. The pathways around the side of the keep were almost empty, beside a few wandering guards. They saluted, but otherwise kept their distance.

      “I’ve had more than a few late nights with His Majesty,” Leopold said. “We play chess, discuss plans and strategies, and polish off most of a bottle of brandy.”

      “I didn’t take the Emperor as much of a drinker.”

      “He isn’t.” Leopold frowned. “Or hasn’t been since he was young.”

      Nathan didn’t respond.

      “Anna’s summary is largely correct. The Diet was a disaster. It was a reminder that no matter how many mistakes the Nationalists make, they remain powerful. Nobles aren’t elected, after all.” The old man chuckled darkly. “The public mood has turned against them. Nobody likes being dragged off to war time and time again, especially when they think that war is pointless.”

      “If the Emperor has the support of most of the people, can’t he push aside the nobles opposing him? He has at least one archduke on his side, and most of the soldiers will side with him given he is, well, the Emperor,” Nathan suggested.

      “And risk civil war?” Leopold shook his head. “We need to find a way through this mess that doesn’t end with the capital ablaze and the Empire’s Bastions fighting one another. I dislike your father, but I don’t intend to kill him in battle.”

      “Does he feel the same?” Nathan said, and immediately regretted it.

      Leopold grimaced and held his tankard against his lips for several seconds. When he lowered it, he changed the subject. “For the time being, I’m in charge of negotiations with the Federation. Until you contacted me, I assumed that was a meaningless gesture. His Majesty can’t provide me with his public support while the issue with Falmir remains unresolved, and he lacks enough people that he trusts to spread himself thin.”

      “What about the Imperial family?”

      “As I said, His Majesty lacks enough people that he trusts.”

      No wonder the Emperor was drinking again. His own children and grandchildren might be plotting against him.

      “Are they angling to replace him or…” Nathan trailed off.

      “Maybe, but anybody working with the Nationalists will never become Emperor. The issue is that while he is Emperor Gorthal, he was born Gorthal von Arangar. His Majesty has many powerful enemies in politics, and they’ll happily assault his family.”

      Nathan sighed. “In other words, his family either supports the political opponents of the Emperor or they lose everything. They won’t ever become Emperor, so they can’t gain anything by helping him.” He frowned. “What about Princess Alice? Isn’t she still supporting her grandfather?”

      Leopold stopped suddenly and gave Nathan a sharp look. “Where did you hear about that?”

      One day, Nathan would stop stepping in metaphorical piles of shit that he had transported back in time.

      It wasn’t as though Nathan could admit that he had heard about Alice’s loyalty to Emperor Gorthal from his time with Falmir’s princess. The two had been close friends prior to the fall of the Empire in his timeline.

      “It was sometimes gossiped about back… I want to say home, but I suppose it’s not home anymore,” Nathan said, pretending that his slow reaction was because he felt uncomfortable talking about being disowned by his family.

      “I can’t say that makes me feel better,” Leopold muttered. He drummed his fingers on his leg and stared into the distance for several long seconds. “Her Imperial Highness has been kept as a secret from most nobility for some time. That she’s been involved with His Majesty is something that few people are supposed to know.”

      Oh. Wonderful.

      “Which means…” Nathan lowered the tone of his voice.

      “I have a few inquiries to make,” Leopold said, his gaze distant. “Particularly given something else that is currently happening.”

      He shook his head. “But if nothing has happened yet, it can wait a few hours. You trust the fox enough to organize negotiations?”

      “There’s already been a letter back from King George, one of the Federation regents. He won’t be there, but will send a representative,” Nathan said. “Seraph says it’s legitimate, and he is the regent with the greatest interest in peace.”

      Leopold gave Nathan an odd look. “Seraph says so, does she?”

      “You don’t trust her, either?”

      “That’s not it. You’ve bound her using the binding stone. But I expected her to cause you more difficulty, not to roll over and become your loyal dog.” The old man scratched at his sideburns. “You have a knack for building loyalty and trust in people that I wish I had. Or perhaps I did have it, and years of politics have worn it away.”

      A wind blew past them, and both of them huddled behind a storehouse while it passed. Their tankards were empty, and the front courtyard was still a few minutes’ walk away.

      “I’ll have Anna help with negotiations,” Leopold said.

      “Is that important?” Nathan asked.

      “Very. Like I said, His Majesty only asked me to handle negotiations as a symbolic gesture. Both of us are Bastions. Soldiers in the Imperial Army. We don’t have the authority to conduct diplomacy.”

      “You say that now, but I’m pretty sure we started a war,” Nathan said.

      “Technically, Anna started a war.”

      “Ah. No wonder she’s grumpy. I get all the kudos, and everybody blames her.”

      The two men chuckled in the empty, cold shadow of the keep.

      “Archduke von Milgar should be willing to back her, so that will give her enough authority to negotiate with the Federation without returning to the Diet,” Leopold said. “We just need to make sure that this isn’t a trap, and that Torneus shows up. Without him, it will be a waste of time.”

      Nathan got the message. He needed to know that Narime was trustworthy.

      Fortunately, he already knew that. Or he thought he did.
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      It didn’t take long for Nathan to find out that he was dreaming.

      Faded sandstone walls towered over him. The floor was a deep, dark slate that was so cold that the chill wormed its way through Nathan’s boots. Numerous balconies hung from the walls, and they were a patchwork of different types of sandstone and marble. Jewels of all shapes and colors glittered from the walls.

      Behind Nathan was a void. No, not a void. Just a very long drop.

      Dozens of similar towers rose from the ground, although none of them were as tall as the one that Nathan stood on. The ground was so far below him that the farmland looked like a painting. A nightmarish sprawl of buildings stretched out for miles from the towers, before slowly petering out into paddocks and villages.

      If Nathan had the ability to look around the tower, he knew that he would see a mountain range. The northern end of the Gharrick Mountains, in fact.

      He was standing atop the Capitol Spire in the largest city in Doumahr. Given the people standing near him, he recognized this memory.

      The Aurelian Spires were a city-state, but not just any city-state. It was one built from some of the oldest, largest buildings in the world. The sandstone towers were older than the Anfang Empire and believed to be built by the First Peoples.

      Now, the Spires were occupied almost exclusively by dark elves. Hundreds of them crowded the viewing balconies and hallways. Their skin ran the gamut from a soft brown that could be mistaken for a tan, to black ash. Human artists preferred to depict dark elves as either chocolate-skinned or with skin so gray they appeared undead, but reality was, as always, more complicated.

      Five of the balconies were different to the others. They contained only a few dark elves, and each had a bored-looking noble sitting in an ostentatious throne. Jewelry hung from almost every part of their faces, and its worth was high enough that somebody could probably buy an estate with the head of one of these dark elves. Almost every dark elf had piercings of some form, and Nathan knew that there were far more piercings than could be seen. Particularly as the dark elf nobility were rather conservative in their clothing choices.

      Beside Nathan were three people, none of whom he had met in his new timeline.

      At the front stood a young woman with brown, curly hair that stretched to her waist. Her elegant blue and black dress hid most of her curves beneath frills, but no quantity of frills could hide the sheer size of her chest. Even Fei’s breasts couldn’t compete.

      She was Princess Charlotte, the only daughter of Falmir’s king, and presently second-in-line for the throne.

      Right now, she was giving a polished speech to the assembled dark elves. Nathan didn’t pay attention, as he knew the words by heart. Charlotte had forced him to listen to it at least a hundred times while she practiced it, and he couldn’t forget it even if he tried.

      But the dark elves didn’t appear to care. A man stood to the side of Nathan’s party and spoke every time Charlotte paused. She let him finish each time, before continuing. The man was a translator. At least officially.

      In truth, the dark elf councilors—and probably every other dark elf in this spire—spoke perfect Imperial, which was the language of diplomacy and trade. The translator was an insult, and also a reminder that they weren’t dark elves. The councilors sitting in the balconies never reacted to Charlotte’s words, but they sometimes nodded when the translator spoke.

      Another dark elf stood next to Charlotte, although this one was underdressed compared to every other dark elf in the hall. Her name was Nurevia, and she was the only dark elf openly supporting Charlotte and Nathan. A pair of amethysts sat in her collarbone, and she wore more than a dozen empty sheathes of all shapes and sizes. Her weapons had been placed in safekeeping prior to entering the hall.

      Behind Charlotte, and next to Nathan, stood an older man. He persistently lied about his age but had eventually revealed it to Nathan over drinks years later. This was Gareth, a Bastion in his early forties who was considered one of Falmir’s greatest Bastions. Or at least, he was now. Until the fall of the Empire, he had been assigned to the middle of nowhere.

      Nathan counted Gareth as one of his closest friends. His death in Trafaumh still haunted Nathan. For everything that Nathan learned from Gareth, it hadn’t been enough in the end.

      Eventually, Charlotte’s speech wound down. The councilors remained silent. The dark elves in the crowd began to jeer in their native tongue. Nurevia scowled, and her fingers absently ran over her empty weapon sheathes. Laughter rained down on them as the silence from the councilors continued.

      Nathan ignored the crowd. Or at least, he did mentally. His past self was furious, and he heard himself muttering to Gareth about what to do next.

      “Stay calm. We knew this would happen,” Gareth muttered back.

      Ah, youth. This trip to the Spires was Nathan’s first taste of true politics, and it hurt to see how stupid he had been. The signs were all there, but he had missed them in the midst of the crowd’s mocking.

      The councilors looked at each other. One or two whispered to aides and confidants. None of them spoke aloud or backed the crowd. These dark elves were some of the wealthiest individuals in the Spires, but they were also elected to their positions by the dark elves.

      One of the councilors gestured in the air. The crowd didn’t respond, but the dozens of guards posted in the hall did.

      “The One True Council of Aurelia will have silence,” a guard bellowed. Every other guard slammed the hilts of their spears into the ground at the same time, the sound echoing off the stone and out into space.

      The crowd shut up. Many glared at the guards for ruining their fun, and the guards glared back.

      “The council will deliberate on the message from the Kingdom of Falmir. Anything less would be inconsiderate toward Champion Nurevia, and her contributions to the Watcher Omria. We shall deliver our decision directly to the petitioner once our deliberations are complete,” the central councilor stated.

      “Such is the will of the One True Council of Aurelia,” the guards shouted, their voices synchronized with far too much precision. How many hours a day did they practice saying that line?

      The crowd grumbled as the council left and the guards shooed them away. Their fun had been ruined. Sometimes, the guards forced people off the edge of the spire if the council was annoyed enough.

      “That was a huge waste of time,” the young Nathan spat once they were alone. The four of them walked along a hallway toward their accommodation within the spire. Until the council made their decision, none of them could leave.

      Charlotte sighed. “I had hoped that they would see reason but…”

      “You’re giving up too quickly,” Gareth said. “If it was a waste of time, they would have joined the crowd in calling us idiots and thrown us out. You’re a princess, and as always, it’s protected you. I’ve said it before: use your position as a sword and shield. Right now, it’s forcing the council to listen. They’re not about to toss the Princess of Falmir off a spire.”

      “Really? Because they didn’t really give a shit, Pike,” Nurevia said, calling Gareth by his surname. “I’ve seen more emotion from farm animals.”

      “I’m not going to ask where a Champion like you has run into farm animals. Let alone sparked emotion from one,” Gareth said, a grin crossing his face.

      “Fuck you.”

      “I was implying something like that happened, yes.”

      “Double fuck you.”

      “Enough,” Charlotte said, shaking her head. “We don’t really have a choice, do we? We can’t leave, and even if we did, we can’t stop the Federation without their help. Trafaumh has refused to help. Arcadia is in the middle of a civil war as the elves and beastkin try to overthrow the fairies. The dark elves are the only nation with a trigem Champion that can still help us stop High Lord Torneus.”

      Even in the past, Torneus had been the greatest threat. Nathan wanted him out of the picture for good reason.

      Nathan said goodbye to Charlotte as she entered her room, which was large enough to house a family. Gareth split off a moment later with a wave, rolling his eyes at Nurevia.

      His reasoning became clear a moment later, as the dark elf pinned Nathan to the wall.

      “Now that we’re all alone, why don’t we finish off where we started this morning,” Nurevia purred into Nathan’s ear. Her hand reached into his pants and began stroking his cock, which rapidly hardened.

      “This really isn’t the place,” young Nathan grunted out. Magic surged in his arms and he pushed her off him.

      “My bedroom’s right here. I can’t see there being a better place.” Nurevia giggled.

      She didn’t give up and pushed him toward the door. Before he could react, she snapped the door open with a foot and rushed him inside. The door slammed shut behind them, and Nurevia fell to her knees in front of him.

      Normally, Nathan would enjoy this part of the dream. Nurevia wasn’t his favorite Champion, given her odd predilections and personality, but he wouldn’t say no to sliding his length down her throat or enjoying her curvy, dark-skinned body. Her shoulder-length hair shimmered in the light of the room and left Nathan guessing whether it was lavender or light gray. She grinned up at him with sparkling purple eyes as his tip slipped inside her mouth.

      “Ahem,” another voice said.

      Nurevia popped Nathan out of her mouth and cursed. “You bitch. This is my bedroom. Stay in your own.”

      “You’re rather transparent in your desires, so I waited for you here,” Narime said. Her seven silver tails weaved patterns behind her, and her blue eyes narrowed. “I figured you would at least wait until he was inside before starting.”

      “He is inside,” Nurevia said, pointing at the door. “And you shouldn’t be. Get out.”

      “Nurevia,” young Nathan tried to say.

      “Not you,” Nurevia said. “I want you inside, in more ways than one.”

      “You are incorrigible,” Narime said. “You aren’t even his Champion yet. And no, you weren’t inside. He’s rock hard. Nathan’s responsive, but even he wouldn’t be at full mast without help.”

      Narime glared at him, and his younger self winced.

      Personally, the current Nathan liked the attention. But handling the attention of multiple women was new to his younger self. Vala had only caved to the constant pressure of his beastkin Champions a few months earlier, and Narime was a newcomer into his life.

      The two women continued to bicker and argue. The result of this argument was a frustrating one. At some point, the young Nathan would slip away and join Vala in his room.

      Then again, Nathan hadn’t seen his original Champion for a long time. Maybe an erotic dream about her wouldn’t be so bad. But he hated his past self for refusing to simply accept the attention he was receiving and take control.

      He wished he could say something like, “Why don’t you both stay here? I’m the Bastion, aren’t I?”

      Suddenly, both women fell silent. They looked at Nathan oddly. Then the pair grinned and sunk to their knees in front of him. Their tongues ran along each side of his shaft, saliva dripping onto the floor.

      This wasn’t how his memory went, which was probably a sign that this dream was no longer playing out as he remembered it.

      Nathan reached out with his hands and pushed both women against his crotch. They moaned and suckled against him, their eyes looking up at him with expressions of ecstasy. He ran his ringers through Narime’s silky hair and fluffy ears as she swallowed his tip with her mouth. A moan escaped her lips.

      A moan that sounded a lot like a certain catgirl in Nathan’s life.

      He woke up, vision hazy at first. Something warm and wet was wrapped around his prick. Moans reached his ears, along with slick, wet noises.

      When his vision cleared, he saw a very enthusiastic Fei clinging to him. He was in bed, and she lay naked along his legs. Her cat ears flattened against her head as she lapped up the pre that dripped from his tip, and her tongue ran along his entire length.

      Ordinarily, this would be a normal occurrence. Fei had a very healthy sexual appetite for a beastkin. Being woken up by her riding him or lapping at his crotch happened most mornings after letting her share his bed.

      But three things differed this time.

      The first was the time. It couldn’t be later than two or three in the morning. The moon was still out, and everything was pitch black.

      Second, it wasn’t Fei’s turn. Another naked figure cuddled up to Nathan, her arms across his bare chest and head nestled in the crook of his neck. Sen had spent the night with Nathan after a vigorous session of “exercise.” The two women normally had no issues rotating with each other and Sunstorm.

      Finally, Fei’s expression was warped with pleasure. Her eyes were glazed over. Her face flushed. Drool oozed onto Nathan’s balls as she licked and sucked at him. Moans escaped the catgirl every few seconds, and she twitched with pleasure at his touch.

      Nathan had a solid idea what was happening. The fact that the room smelled as though he had been having sex with Fei for a week straight sealed the deal.

      Fei’s rutting had finally begun. He had the medicine to suppress it, but this was the first time he’d seen it in action. Plenty of experience with beastkin in his original timeline allowed him to identify that this was probably the first occurrence.

      He’d deal with the consequences later. For now, he needed to settle her down. The easiest way to do that was to indulge her until her libido calmed down and her brain thought about something other than mating.

      His fingers tickled her ears, and she moaned around his shaft. With just a little coaxing, he pushed her against him. Her eyes curved and his entire length vanished into her mouth. He tickled the back of her throat while he groaned. She bobbed up and down rapidly, making loud slurping noises and pleasuring herself at the same time.

      Heat burst from him, and he crushed her head against his crotch. She moaned against him even as he flooded her stomach. When he popped out of her, she focused on sucking up every drop. She almost went cross-eyed with how hard she stared at his cock.

      “What’s going on?” Sen mumbled. She shifted against his body as she awoke. Then she squawked. “Fei!”

      It took only moments for Sen to scramble for a place at the table, her tongue fighting for a share of the prize. Her sex hovered in front of Nathan’s face as she straddled his torso. The two women assaulted him from both sides. The magic that Kadria had used to remove his refractory period was still active.

      “You’re not supposed to do this on my night,” Sen muttered, pushing at Fei.

      The catgirl ignored the other Champion and continued fighting for licks of Nathan’s shaft. He held back groans as they fought over him. Or over a specific part of his body, really.

      “She’s rutting, Sen,” Nathan groaned out.

      Sen paused and looked back at Nathan. “I thought you had pills for that.”

      “Not until she started. Like she has right now.” He groaned again as Fei took the opportunity to swallow his tip again.

      “Hey!” Sen squawked as Fei stole a march on her. She pushed Fei off Nathan’s length, before immediately swallowing it to the hilt.

      Realizing that she needed to lick something else, Fei moved to Nathan’s balls. He groaned again, pleasure rapidly rising within him as they jointly enjoyed themselves.

      His fingers found Sen’s sex, and she squirted as he entered her. A muffled scream rumbled around his length as he tried to match her rhythm with his fingers.

      Nobody said anything as the room filled with squelching, squishy noises. Sen’s juices poured over his chest. He reached his climax from her bobbing along his length and shot rope after rope down her throat. When she pulled off him, gasping for air, Fei slurped up the remains that dribbled down his shaft.

      Both women kept lapping at him without rest. He realized this could go on forever. Fei had nearly infinite stamina, and the rutting would only make it worse. Sen tired easily, but she had been training herself and was competitive.

      He needed to switch things up.

      A small scream escaped Sen as he picked her up. Fei simply smiled as Nathan pushed her down on the bed, her fingers continuing to explore her own nether regions.

      Soon, the two women pressed against one another. Their glistening lower entrances faced him, and their chests rubbed together. Fei’s hefty breasts stood out more, swallowing Sen’s buds in their mass.

      Sen glowered up at him. She was no stranger to this position. “You’re not expecting me to kiss her, are you? I do that with Choe, but you realize that’s different, right?” She was referring to Sunstorm using her true name.

      “If you try to kiss Fei right now, she’ll bite your tongue off,” Nathan said.

      Sen blinked and stared at the catgirl beneath her. Fei made no motions and simply stared dreamily up at Nathan with glazed-over eyes.

      “Right, the rutting. She’s hyper-focused on you, isn’t she? Wants those kittens.” Sen giggled. “Going to give her them?”

      “Not anytime soon,” Nathan muttered.

      “How cruel,” Sen said. “So, why sandwich us together?”

      “Because it keeps her in check, and gives me better access to this place,” Nathan said, reaching out with his fingers.

      Sen gasped as Nathan’s fingers pried open her ass. Light flared around his fingers as he used magic to lube up. Although his shaft was fairly slick, it was far from enough for vigorous exploration of Sen’s depths.

      “You enjoy this way too much,” Sen gasped. She lay flat against Fei, staring up at him with lidded eyes.

      “I don’t hear you complaining.”

      “You’ve been stretching me out for weeks now. Plus, I cleaned myself out for last night’s session. Double-dipping should be fine,” Sen said, refusing to admit that she wanted it.

      Nathan pressed his tip against her rear entrance. Sen pursed her lips, her body pressed against Fei’s and slick with sweat.

      Then he slid inside her tight ass and she moaned, low and long. Her eyes rolled back as he bottomed out in her and reached a point of hard resistance fairly deep. As he slid back out, she let out shuddering breaths.

      “Good?” Fei mumbled.

      “So good,” Sen said. “Fuck, you need him to do this to you, Fei.”

      “She’ll kill me if I do it right now,” Nathan said with a laugh. Rutting was about mating, after all.

      He kept his pace to long, slow movements at first, but started to speed up whenever Sen urged him. By the time he approached climax, her face was buried in Fei’s tits, and her voice was reduced to a constant, muffled moan of pleasure. Nathan filled her stomach from the other end than he had earlier, his voice echoing within the room as he climaxed.

      Sen’s rear gaped as he popped out of her. It gave him a great view of the creamy filling he left inside her. She stared up at him with glazed eyes and a half-open mouth drooling onto Fei’s breasts.

      “Another round?” he teased.

      “No,” she murmured. “I won’t be able to close back up if you go again too soon.”

      He chuckled and cleaned himself off with magic. Fei began to whine, so he attended to her as well. By the time she came back to her senses, both women were drooling pools of his seed all over the bed.

      “That was great,” Fei said as they toweled off after the shower. Sen was taking a little longer, given she had more to clean out.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it, and appear to remember it,” Nathan said. “But I think you need to take some medicine now.”

      Fei pouted. “But it was fun. Can’t I keep doing this?”

      He ruffled her hair, and she snapped her teeth at him.

      “Your first rutting will be erratic. Once you’ve settled into a routine, it can be planned around, but if we don’t give you the medicine, I’ll never know if I can rely on you as a Champion for months.” Nathan gave her a serious look. “And as much as I love you, Fei, I also need you as my Champion. So, take the medicine and we’ll find a way to settle this naturally once things calm down.”

      Fei nodded slowly. “Okay, I get it. But I really want the natural solution. Sex has never felt that good.” Then she grinned. “Plus, I learned that you’re doing something to Sen that you’re not doing to me.”

      Given the way Fei’s hands were wandering across his crotch again, Nathan suspected this might be a sleepless night.
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      “I’m impressed you managed to organize all of this so quickly,” Narime said, waving a letter in one hand as she spoke. “I expected more bureaucratic issues, given what I’ve heard about the inner workings of the Empire.”

      “I am the right hand of the Emperor. And if the Empire couldn’t organize negotiations with a major power at short notice, then it would have ceased to exist long ago,” Leopold said drily.

      They were sitting in a meeting hall and going over the current state of the negotiations. Narime sat next to Nathan, and her tails often brushed his shoulder as she waved them about absentmindedly. As her tails were sensitive, he wondered if she was doing it intentionally.

      Seraph and Leopold sat opposite them. The other dozen or so seats were empty.

      A map of the region was stretched out on the table between them, and a few sheafs of paper lined its sides. Pots of coffee and tea were kept at a distance. Servants darted in to fill cups as necessary, and they occasionally stared in terror when somebody topped up their own cup.

      Nathan found that deeply amusing. During their first week of work, most of the beastkin tended to be lackadaisical when it came to attendance duties. Most beastkin villages and tribes didn’t have any form of hierarchy, with even the elders being expected to take care of themselves. Only the old and infirm could expect care, and even that wasn’t guaranteed. Horse beastkin especially had a rather harsh view of old age, which made sense given their nomadic roots. An old beastkin was a slow beastkin, and a tribe couldn’t afford to constantly slow itself down for the sake of a few sacks of ancient bones.

      But beastkin were incredibly competitive, and that’s how the heads of staff learned to push them and train them. If a beastkin thought that Nathan was being lazy because he didn’t get his own food, then Nathan would have to get his own food. But if a beastkin thought that it was a point of pride that she was bringing Nathan his food, and that she was underperforming the other servants if she didn’t, then the game changed.

      Although that made them pushy. One of the wolfgirl servants stepped up and grabbed a pot of coffee a moment before Seraph did.

      The Champion smiled up at the wolfgirl. “I’m quite capable of pouring it myself.”

      “Allow me, Champion,” the wolfgirl said, undeterred. She pulled the pot from Seraph’s hands and filled her cup.

      Seraph gave Nathan an annoyed look as the wolfgirl trotted back to her position. The guards held their hands over their faces and tried not to laugh.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think they ran the castle,” Narime murmured.

      “They do,” Nathan said. “I simply live here.”

      The fox gave him a curious look, before placing a letter on the table.

      “We have an agreed location to meet, and arrangements are being made to ensure an adequate supply of food and water in advance. But we’re missing the most important part,” Nathan said, moving the topic back to the main event.

      “Torneus,” Seraph said.

      “He hasn’t bitten, even after the letter from Anna,” Nathan said.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Narime shrugged. “Every regent other than him and Korvell have agreed and are either sending a representative or have nominated another regent as proxy. That letter from Countess von Clair tipped the tables. The signature of an archduke and the authority of Emperor Gorthal cannot be ignored.”

      “You say that, but Torneus is doing exactly that.” Seraph’s cup splashed as she gestured at Narime. “And given he arranged this war, we can’t really rely on any negotiations without him. He’ll stall anything we agree on and launch an assault the moment spring ends.”

      “Agreed,” Leopold said. “We need to push more aggressively.”

      Narime’s tails curled around her, and she opened her mouth to reply. Whatever she was going to say was lost as a series of loud noises echoed from outside.

      All attention turned to the doors that led to the exterior hallway. The guards looked at each other, before slipping out of the room.

      Raised voices made themselves heard through the gap in the doors, before vanishing once they closed.

      Leopold and Nathan looked at each other. The old man nodded at Nathan.

      Standing up, Nathan gripped his sword and walked toward the door closest to the noises. The servants crept toward the far side of the room. There were only two doors leading out of the room, and that left a safer side of the room for the unarmed beastkin to huddle.

      A few steps away from the door, Nathan paused. The shouting was right outside the door. He couldn’t hear sounds of fighting.

      What was going on out there?

      The door burst open and a woman rushed in. Nathan didn’t recognize her. Thick blonde tresses that fell below her shoulders, a lean but curvy figure, and dark brown eyes that locked onto Nathan’s.

      The woman narrowed her eyes at him, as if trying to work out if she should recognize him. Funny that Nathan wondered the same thing about her.

      She wore tight-fitting pants, a frilly red top that left nothing to the imagination about her less-than-impressive bust, traveling shoes, and an elegant jacket that could probably pay all of Nathan’s guards for the week. This was a standard traveling outfit for young noble women. No noble would be caught dead wearing it in public.

      “Your Imperial Highness!” Leopold said. His chair clattered to the ground as he shot to his feet. A moment later, he dropped to one knee and lowered his head. “What are you doing here?”

      Nathan’s eyes widened in shock.

      This was Princess Alice Arangar, the granddaughter of Emperor Gorthal, and Charlotte’s old friend?

      A moment later, Nathan realized what was happening and dropped to one knee like Leopold.

      “Stand up,” Alice said, waving a hand in the air. Her beautiful face formed a scowl. “I thought there’d be more of you here. Where’s Grandpa?”

      Leopold rose to his feet. He nodded at Nathan, who then followed suit.

      “Your Majesty is in the capital, as always. Archduke von Milgar is presently busy with preparations for the war with Trafaumh,” Leopold said.

      “I thought we weren’t continuing that.” Alice’s scowl deepened. “And I heard that Grandpa was involved in this.”

      “Did you now?” Leopold asked.

      “I did. No thanks to you. Although I never would have poked into what you’re doing if you hadn’t sent your Champion to Falmir randomly,” Alice said, smirking. “I’m not sure if you’re getting old, but you kind of gave yourself away.”

      Leopold had done what?

      Wait, did that have something to do with Nathan telling Leopold that he knew about Alice? Was he the cause of the princess’s sudden arrival?

      “I am, in fact, old, Your Imperial Highness,” Leopold said, his voice laced with amusement. “I imagine it’s quite noticeable.”

      Alice looked between Nathan and Leopold. “Really? Because I don’t see much difference between the two of you. Does that make both of you old men?”

      Nathan tried, and failed, to hide his wince. At the table, both Seraph and Narime giggled.

      Alice smiled at him. “You’re Tharban’s son, aren’t you? I believe we met many years ago, when you were still Nathan von Straub.” Alice curtsied. “I am Princess Alice Arangar, although I’d prefer if you called me Alice.”

      “Yes, Your Imperial Highness,” Nathan said automatically.

      “Hmm? I’m afraid I didn’t hear you correctly?” Alice said, her smile brittle.

      Nathan remained silent, but looked at Leopold, who shrugged.

      “Well, now I know why you like him, Uncle,” Alice muttered, glaring at Leopold. “At least Nurevia calls me by my name. She’s been a treat while I’ve been visiting Falmir.”

      Several things hit Nathan one after another.

      The first was the realization that Alice was the complete opposite of what he expected from a princess. He had met a few in his travels, and Charlotte had been one of the more aggressive ones. But Alice’s attitude made even Anna appear meek.

      Next, Nathan twigged to the fact that Alice had been negotiating with Falmir. That explained why Leopold had been concerned that Nathan knew about her. The Emperor had few people he could trust with something so important, and his granddaughter was his secret weapon. Furthermore, Nathan knew that Alice was close friends with Princess Charlotte of Falmir.

      Finally, Nathan’s face paled and his eyes widened as the other name sank in.

      “Nurevia?” he croaked out.

      Alice tilted her head, placing it in a white-gloved hand. “She’s my personal bodyguard while I’m the appointed ambassador to Falmir. I left her with the carriages to oversee the unpacking, although I did see a Champion come out to greet her. A monogem cat beastkin with a sapphire. One of yours?”

      Nathan ran a hand down his face and held back a groan. Today was rapidly worsening.

      “Is something wrong?” Alice asked, confused.

      “Nurevia’s one of Tharban’s duogem Champions,” Leopold said, his tone flat. “I would have preferred that you didn’t bring her here.”

      Alice blinked. “Oh. Oh! My apologies, Nathan. I forgot that there may be some issues between you and anybody under your father. But Nurevia’s fantastic. Surely you won’t have any problems with her?” She smiled beatifically.

      “Seraph, could you please head out to the courtyard,” Nathan ground out now that he had regained his senses. “Prevent any fights breaking out for any reason. Between anyone.”

      Seraph stared at him, then lowered her cup. She rose and swiftly left the room, albeit with her usual grace.

      “Um,” Alice said, her smile frizzled.

      “I don’t think things will go that poorly,” Leopold said.

      “I’ve spent quite a few years around Nurevia. I know exactly what’s happening between her and Fei right now.” Nathan tried not to imagine the catfight building up outside, and whether any weapons had been drawn.

      Leopold continued, undeterred, “In any case, you should let the servants escort you to a room. We can talk about what you’re here for later—”

      “Don’t you dare,” Alice said. “I brought Charlotte here, and I’m still an appointed diplomat by Grandpa. I outrank you.”

      “I’m a Bastion. You do not,” Leopold said. “And I believe I heard something quite ridiculous.”

      “I do. I am both Imperial Princess and a diplomat appointed by His Majesty, Emperor Gorthal. You’re negotiating with a foreign power. Therefore, it is within my authority to tell you to let me help.” Alice grinned.

      Silence fell. The servants looked at each other, and a few ducked out of the room. Presumably to bring more food and drink, and probably the best they could find on short notice.

      Meanwhile, Nathan tried to right himself.

      Charlotte was here. That’s what Alice had said.

      This was an opportunity that Nathan had thought would take years.

      Scratching his cheek, Leopold sighed. “Very well. But you will accept my directions when it comes to your safety. I will send you back to the capital at a moment’s notice if you put a toe out of line and put yourself in danger. The Federation is an enemy, unlike the Kingdom of Falmir.”

      Alice nodded dutifully, then bounced to the far side of the table. She gave Narime a curtsy, although the effect was muted by her clothing.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Princess Alice,” the minx said, pretending that Narime hadn’t watched her force her way into the meeting. “It’s a delight to meet a mystic fox for the first time, and especially one as experienced as you. I hope it’s not impolite to say that your tails look astoundingly luxurious. You must take intricate care of them.”

      Narime allowed herself a small smile, but Nathan could tell she was trying not to laugh. “Thank you, Your Highness.” Alice’s smile waned, but Narime continued, “I am not one for formalities, so I am happy to call you Alice, if you’d prefer.”

      “That would be delightful,” Alice said.

      Leopold glared at the princess, who ignored him. “Your Imperial Highness—”

      “Uncle, please. Can you just call me Alice, like you do normally? You call Grandpa by his name.”

      “Need I remind you that Lady Narime is from a foreign power. And it would be greatly remiss of me not to pay you the required respects of your position,” Leopold said, undeterred. “I always pay His Majesty the same courtesy in public.”

      “How stuffy,” Alice said.

      “You’re in a very stuffy room,” Narime said. “And dealing with a very stuffy situation. High Lord Torneus won’t be interested in giving you either respect or friendship.”

      Alice frowned and took a seat. Nathan’s seat, in fact. A wolfgirl swept in and poured her a cup of coffee, then froze when the princess shot her a thankful smile.

      Even the beastkin were affected by royalty, apparently. Then again, most of them had never imagined they would get within a hundred miles of a member of the Imperial family.

      “I know how to play the role of Imperial Princess,” Alice said. “I just prefer to be more personal. Things get done a lot faster when people aren’t hiding behind rank and hierarchy. When half the words out of somebody’s mouth are blather to appease others, instead of anything of substance, meetings tend to accomplish tremendously little. The Diet is the mess it is because of that.”

      Leopold said nothing. He gestured for Nathan to take a seat next to him, where Seraph had sat.

      But Nathan had other ideas.

      He stepped forward and said, “Your Highness, you’re thinking about your position the wrong way.”

      “Am I?” Alice said. “It’s hard to believe that when you’re ignoring my request to call me by my name.”

      He ignored her. “Your title and rank are your sword and shield. Your opponents are forced to show deference to you, and you can punch holes in arguments with a single sentence.”

      “Because I’m the princess. Not because I’m right,” Alice said flatly.

      “You need to be both when dealing with a foreign power,” Nathan said.

      Alice’s eyes narrowed.

      “If I tell the Federation that this war is a terrible mistake, they won’t pay any attention. Because I’m only a Bastion. Lady von Clair had the same issue. They only listened because Archduke von Milgar supported her, with Narime’s backing within the Federation.” Nathan paused, waiting for Alice to acknowledge what he meant. She nodded after a few seconds.

      He continued, “But if we show up and say nonsense, it won’t matter. The Federation is a sovereign nation. They can do whatever they want. Your position gets a foot in the door. But in the end, it’s your words that must convince them. It’s different in the Diet, but there’s a reason the Emperor didn’t send any random noble off to negotiate with Falmir.”

      “You sound like Grandpa,” Alice said, although her expression was relaxed. “Both of them. But I’ve never heard it described as a sword and shield. I suppose that’s the sort of thing that comes from a soldier.”

      Leopold gave Nathan an odd look and gestured for him to take a seat again. This time, he followed the direction.

      “It’s not my analogy,” Nathan admitted. “An old friend taught it to me.”

      An old friend who knew nothing about Nathan right now. Nathan was borrowing a lot of Gareth’s techniques and wisdom.

      Alice looked thoughtfully at Nathan for a few seconds, a finger on her lips. Then she shrugged. They began to update her on the current situation.

      Midway through, the door burst open again. A buxom dark elf burst in, wearing far too little for safe combat. A hand gripped the elf’s shoulder, and she winced.

      “What did I say earlier?” Seraph said darkly.

      “Fuck—” Nurevia began to say, before spotting Alice and cutting herself off. “I never agreed to that.”

      “You’ve tried to pick more fights with Nathan’s Champions than I did when I was his enemy,” Seraph said. “Do so again and I won’t ask nicely.”

      Nurevia glared at Seraph, and the olive-skinned Champion glared back. It almost seemed that lightning crackled between them.

      Nurevia looked exactly as Nathan remembered her, and it didn’t matter if he was using his implanted memories or those from his original timeline. Dark elves stopped aging as an adult and lived for up to two hundred years. Nurevia had never admitted how old she was, but Nathan suspected she was relatively young.

      But that still meant she was older than Nathan, even if she didn’t look a day older than twenty. She wore a black cloak, a leather vest that showed off her significant cleavage and left most of her torso uncovered, a pair of black hot pants, and knee-high leather boots. A terrible outfit for a Champion who wanted to protect themselves, but perfect for Nurevia.

      “Um, is there a problem?” Alice asked, her eyes flicking between the two Champions.

      “Nope,” Nurevia said. She sashayed over to Alice’s side, her eyes locked onto Nathan.

      “There had best not be,” Leopold said. “Or I will send you back to Bastion Tharban’s side.”

      “Oh, but it’s my duty to look after the lost members of my master’s family, right, Nathan?” Nurevia said with a smirk.

      “If I were part of Tharban’s family anymore,” Nathan said, leaning his face on one hand.

      “Oh, has something happened?” Nurevia’s smirk widened.

      “Play games all you like, but I don’t need to care about them,” Nathan said. Nurevia blinked. “You’re in my domain, and this county is my responsibility. If you harm, or try to harm, any of my Champions or anyone under my protection, then there won’t be enough of you left for Tharban to denigrate anymore.”

      The room fell silent. Alice’s mouth fell open in shock.

      Nurevia’s smirk vanished, but she didn’t glare at Nathan. “Well, you certainly found your backbone down here. Did somebody implant a steel spine in you at the academy?”

      “Enough,” Leopold said. “You can handle the von Straub family issues in private. But I will back Bastion Nathan’s declaration. You are here to protect Her Imperial Highness. Stray from that direction and I have reason to allow you to stay.”

      “Bastion Nathan, huh,” Nurevia muttered. “Well, I guess the cute little boy had to grow up at some point.”

      With those words, she retreated to a corner of the room. Seraph watched every step the dark elf took before taking a seat of her own next to Nathan.

      He noticed the way that Seraph glared at the coffee mugs and ran her fingers over their rims. His hand slipped over her thigh. She looked at him.

      “Let’s have a chat after this,” he murmured.

      She nodded in response. Her hands retreated from the table and instead ran over his fingers.

      The briefing resumed and finished with little of note happening.

      “You mentioned High Lord Torneus earlier, but he’s not coming,” Alice noted. “I assume that’s a problem?”

      “A significant problem,” Nathan said. “He’s the architect of the war. If he’s not present at the negotiations, then they’re a waste of time.”

      Alice mouthed a few words to herself, before saying, “I think I understand your sword and shield analogy from earlier, Nathan. In other words, I should use my title as a sword to force Torneus out from hiding. He won’t be able to ignore an Imperial Princess without greatly weakening his position in the Federation, will he?”

      “Exactly,” Nathan said.

      Leopold once again gave Nathan an odd look but remained silent.

      “I still don’t quite know how I use it as a shield. I guess I can practice that part,” Alice said. “I’ve never negotiated with an enemy before.”

      Narime stared at Alice in disbelief. “You haven’t?”

      “Should I have?” Alice tilted her head.

      Given she had barged into this meeting and forced everybody to accept her as the chief diplomat, Nathan imagined some assumptions had been made.

      Whatever the case, Princess Alice now led the negotiations. Nathan now had a tool to force Torneus out from hiding, even if he knew nothing about that tool.

      And he also had another princess he wanted to meet.

      Seraph’s fingers ran along his wrist as the meeting ended, and Nathan’s mind returned to the present. First, he needed to deal with the current problem.
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      Nurevia winked at Nathan as he stepped out of the meeting room. He gave her a bland look and tugged Seraph out by her hand.

      Behind him, he trusted Leopold to keep things under control. The elderly Bastion cared deeply for Alice, from both political and personal perspectives. He was “Uncle Leopold” to Alice, and Nathan doubted there was anyone else in Doumahr who called him by such an affectionate name.

      Unless one of Leopold’s Champions was kinkier than he realized. Nathan didn’t know them very well, as they kept a low profile when visiting.

      At the very least, Nathan doubted that Nurevia would pull anything. There was no love lost between the dark elf and Tharban. Nurevia might be one of his father’s Champions, but the reasons were complicated.

      Well, not complicated. Mostly just odd. Nurevia was a twisted woman. There was no other way to describe a woman who willingly served a man who hated her.

      Tharban despised non-humans, and dark elves were no exception. The reason Nathan had been disowned by his family was because he was too friendly with the beastkin under his rule. Even now, he suspected a lot of his father’s hatred for him was because of his actions. A beastkin Champion; open support for beastkin soldiers and knights; siding with Leopold and Emperor Gorthal, who had ended slavery in the Empire.

      Despite that, Nurevia was Tharban’s willing puppet. Things had changed in Nathan’s timeline, but his implanted memories of her from this timeline were far from positive.

      He had faded scars on his back from her treatment of him. Nobody commented on them, as scars were common for many. Fei had more than a few that he never remarked on, most likely from hunts that had gone wrong. Commenting on someone’s scars was simply not done, given everybody knew that life was harsh.

      But everyone remembered what caused their scars, and although the implanted memories weren’t truly his, they still affected him.

      It probably didn’t help that Nurevia had never been his favorite Champion.

      “That expression of yours suggests that you don’t like her either,” Seraph muttered as they walked up a staircase to his office.

      “I have a lot of history with her,” Nathan said.

      “She’s a bitch,” Seraph said. “I’m amazed that somebody who hates non-humans as much as your father can stand somebody like her.”

      “Really? I’d argue that he puts up with her because of that,” he replied. “After all, what better way to show your superiority than to put somebody like Nurevia in their place.”

      Seraph fell silent, her expression darkening. As they reached Nathan’s office, she spoke again, “She’s a duogem Champion, and a little too spunky to simply take that sort of thing. There’s something else, isn’t there?”

      “Let’s just say that you’re seeing a very different side of her than she shows to Tharban,” Nathan said, grimacing.

      “And does she want that from you?” Seraph asked.

      Nathan looked at her in surprise. Her expression was serious.

      “She hates me,” Nathan said. “I am everything that my father isn’t.”

      “You were, maybe.” Seraph smirked. “She seemed shocked when you threatened her. Was that a first?”

      It was. At least in this timeline.

      Even if Seraph had a point, Nathan had no reason to pursue it. Nurevia belonged to Tharban, and laying hands on another Bastion’s Champion was both incredibly insulting and dangerous. Tharban could use it as an excuse to challenge him to a duel, or even have him removed as Bastion if he had the political support.

      One day, Tharban might cease to a problem. Or he might need to be tackled head-on. But until then, Nurevia could taunt, tease, and be as annoying as she liked.

      Nathan pushed the door to his office open after unlocking it, and a squeak came from within it. A guilty catgirl looked up from where she was sitting in his seat, her fingers firmly ensconced in her pants.

      “This isn’t what I meant by calming down,” Seraph said grumpily. She pushed past Nathan and pulled Fei from the chair.

      Fei stared at the ground despondently while Seraph tidied her up.

      “Is the medication not working?” Nathan asked. It had been a few nights since she had first intruded on him, and she had seemed normal when she had been interested in “playtime.”

      “It is, but…” Fei trailed off, and wouldn’t look Nathan in the eye.

      “Medication?” Seraph asked.

      Nathan closed the office door. “She’s rutting. The medication should allow her to act normally, but this doesn’t look normal.”

      “Can’t say I’m much of a beastkin expert.” Seraph shrugged. “But things got rather nasty by the time I arrived. Nurevia was hurling insults about you and saying a lot of things that would be unwise to say to your host. But as Fei got more and more riled up, I’d say the bitch’s words became more abusive. And she was laser-focused on you.”

      Yeah, that was the sort of thing that went down poorly when a beastkin was in the middle of their rutting.

      Both genders of beastkin rutted. Most thought that male beastkin were the most dangerous, as they became extremely protective of the woman they chose, even when taking the medication.

      In truth, female beastkin were just as violently protective. Nurevia knew this and had been provoking Fei. Without the medication, Fei would have tried to murder Nurevia on the spot.

      “It’s fine, Fei,” Nathan said.

      “I’m supposed to be your Champion aren’t I? How can I be, if I can’t control myself?” Fei said, eyes on the verge of tears.

      “You’re still my Champion, and you controlled yourself better than my father’s Champion.” Nathan frowned when Fei didn’t react. He gripped her chin. “Look at me. A duogem Champion broke countless rules of civility and tried to start a fight. You held back. That makes you better than her, even though she is a duogem. I can’t ask for anything more.”

      Fei sobbed and held out her arms. Nathan pulled her into his embrace and let her nuzzle her face against his chest. She alternated between sobs and purrs, her bushy tail swishing erratically behind her.

      After a long minute, Fei settled down but didn’t leave Nathan’s arms. By now, her scent from earlier had crept into his nose, but he ignored it. He needed to handle Seraph before he did anything with his cat.

      “Was there anything else?” Nathan asked Seraph, running a hand through Fei’s hair.

      “She knew that I was from the Federation, and had some choice words,” Seraph said. She shrugged. “They didn’t really bite, but I’ll admit that I don’t appreciate being a weak link.”

      “You’re not.”

      Seraph gave him a sardonic smile, as if to say that he didn’t need to give her empty words.

      “I mean it,” Nathan said. “I don’t give a damn what Tharban and his Nationalist douchebags plan to do.” He paused. “No, I do, but I don’t care about their political moves. You’ve more than proven your loyalty and ability as my Champion. If I can’t handle some political nonsense from my half-baked Bastion of a father, then I don’t deserve to be a Bastion at all.”

      Seraph snorted, then let out raucous peals of laughter. “You’re always so over the top. Although I can appreciate it. I still remember you offering me atonement with a straight face, as if you were some sort of holy knight.”

      “I am a Bastion.”

      “It’s been centuries since anybody has really thought of Bastions as the swords of the goddess.” Seraph smiled at him, but it was a gentle smile. “You’re oddly genuine about things. I suppose that’s what separates you from Torneus, even if you are scheming and manipulating your way toward a long-term goal. I at least know you haven’t lost your way. But I will say one thing.”

      Nathan waited patiently to hear it, but she didn’t speak. Fei peeked out from his chest and looked at Seraph with wide eyes. Her cat ears pricked upward in anticipation.

      “Do you have to do this every time?” Nathan asked.

      “Oh, so you are interested?” Seraph said. She smirked, then leaned inward. “If every Bastion was held to your standard, then we wouldn’t have many Bastions on Doumahr. So maybe don’t go around saying that you don’t deserve to be a Bastion, hmm? I’d rather a slightly lesser Nathan, than a thousand Theuses or Tharbans.”

      With those words, Seraph ducked in and pecked Nathan on the cheek. Her hand slipped between him and Fei and rubbed along his already hardened cock. She grinned.

      Seraph gave Nathan a wink and sashayed out of his office, her figure-hugging cheongsam helping her curves stick out.

      The door slammed shut after her. Nathan stared at it for several seconds.

      Then a certain catgirl bit him, and he yelped.

      “Nathan,” Fei whined. She had lowered her uniform, revealing her crotch. “I know I’m on the medication, but…”

      Her eyes glazed over, and the room flooded with her scent. Her legs were slick with her juices and her lower lips called for his personal attention.

      “Just this once,” Nathan said. “You need to control it a bit better if you want to come to the negotiations.”

      “Of course,” Fei purred before her moans of pleasure filled the office.
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      Nathan found himself intensely frustrated on the ride to the negotiations.

      It wasn’t due to any issues with the negotiations themselves. Or even due to Nurevia’s constant needling. The last time the dark elf had tried to publicly insult him, Fei had tripped her, and she had ended up covered in Fei’s dinner. Gravy and sausages had poured down Nurevia’s open top in the aftermath.

      Nathan couldn’t even complain about his sex life, although it had changed due to necessity. It only took one close encounter with Alice to ban his Champions from getting handsy in his office. The princess liked to barge in on him unannounced, and a closed door meant nothing.

      Neither did a locked door, and it was how Nathan learned that the princess was a talented magic user. He didn’t use a strong lock, but the sight of the princess blowing the lock open shocked him, nonetheless. Not as much as it shocked Sen, who had been about to slip under his desk.

      No, the source of Nathan’s frustrations wasn’t even coming to the negotiations. Her name was Charlotte, and she had been hiding away in his fortress without letting anybody see her except Alice. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she wasn’t there. Nathan only got the occasional whiff of the perfume she always wore in a hallway or saw the duogem Champion from Falmir outside her quarters.

      Without any way to change that, Nathan piled into a carriage with Anna, Fei, and Narime. Leopold traveled with Alice, Seraph, and Nurevia. Remaining behind were Sen and one of Leopold’s duogem Champions, as well as Princess Charlotte and her bodyguard. The risk of an assault on Gharrick Pass was too high to leave it undefended, even if Alice’s safety was the priority.

      Sunstorm and Vera would meet them at the meeting location. As part of her mission, Sunstorm had been traveling back and forth from the frontier and Gharrick Pass using the gateway in Fort Taubrum. A decision had been made not to use it for this journey for strategic reasons.

      Namely, Nathan didn’t want Nurevia or Narime knowing he had it.

      Besides, it was late enough in winter that Gharrick Pass had begun to clear up from snow and ice. The pass was low enough and received enough sunlight during the day that it was now safe to send carriages through with spotters. Although Nathan wouldn’t be sending any companies of soldiers through anytime soon.

      “So, you’re Anna von Clair,” Fei said, her tone obviously confused. “Nathan’s father is Tharban von Straub. But Nathan is Nathan Straub, and the princess is Alice Arangar.” Fei made a face. “I don’t get it. Aren’t you all nobles?”

      “We’re not all landed nobles,” Anna said. “And it is confusing. An edict was passed by the Emperor a few centuries ago that standardized how nobiliary particles are used, because it got a bit ridiculous, but it also made it rather complicated.”

      “It’s not that bad,” Nathan said. “The ‘von’ means that the person is either the holder of the title, a child of the holder, or a child of the heir to the title.”

      Fei stared at Nathan in frustration. He sighed in response.

      “Look, let’s use Anna as an example,” he explained. “Imagine her father is still alive. He would be ‘von Clair,’ and so would Anna and her younger brother. That’s because her father holds the noble title to the county, and Anna and her brother are his children. Follow?”

      Fei nodded. So did Narime, surprisingly.

      “Imagine that Anna and her brother have children,” Nathan said. Fei’s eyes widened, and she looked at Anna, who scowled at Nathan. “I said imagine.”

      Fei giggled.

      Nathan continued, “Anna’s children will be ‘von Clair’ as well, because she is the eldest child and the family heir. But her brother’s children will only be ‘Clair,’ even though their father is a ‘von Clair’ because they don’t have a direct right of inheritance. A lot of people need to die before they can inherit the family estate, after all.”

      “It used to be simpler,” Anna said. “Everybody was a ‘von’ if they were part of a noble family, but it also resulted in people padding their surnames to appear special. The formal term for it is that the full noble name is inherited by primogeniture, with an exception for siblings.”

      “So why is the princess just ‘Arangar,’ then? Isn’t she going to become Emperor?” Fei asked innocently.

      Nathan ran a hand over his face as Narime grinned.

      Rolling her eyes, Anna said, “The Emperor is elected. You can’t inherit the name. She doesn’t have a ‘von’ because her mother married out of family and took on their name, so she lost her right of inheritance to her family estate. But Alice is still an Imperial Princess, so she’s required to use her grandfather’s surname while she remains unmarried.”

      “Oh.” Fei nodded, as if that explained everything. “Who is she going to marry?”

      “Nathan, probably,” Anna quipped, giving him a sidelong look.

      “No,” he said.

      “She barged into your office an average of twice per day, by my count. And she refuses to hold meetings unless you’re present.” Anna’s face was unamused.

      Nathan shifted uncomfortably at the stares from the three women. “I didn’t know that last part,” he muttered.

      “I feel Leopold’s caught between his desire to be an overprotective uncle, and his joy that his adoptive niece has a crush,” Anna said. Then she shrugged. “But, really, I doubt she’s thinking of marriage. It’s hard to say what she’s thinking of. Her position is so ridiculously complicated that it makes my problems look like a joke.”

      “You’re talking about her mother,” Narime said. So, she was aware of Alice’s family situation.

      “What about her?” Fei asked. “Is she…” Her eyes widened.

      “There’s nothing wrong with her,” Nathan said. “But she’s in a political marriage. Anna would know. I’m guessing you had tea with Alice’s mother when the archduke called you to a private meeting during the Diet?”

      “Mmm,” Anna said, looking out the window. “I met Alice’s parents, without thinking much of it at the time. I was mostly trying not to freeze up while being surrounded by some of the wealthiest and most powerful people in the Empire. Now, I’ve spent hours and hours talking nonsense and other girly topics with an Imperial Princess and the granddaughter of my liege.”

      The carriage trundled on. It broke free of the icy pass, and the landscape opened up. Although it looked as barren as it did on the other side of the pass. It had been a harsh winter, even if it was warming up quickly. He hoped that didn’t signal a poor harvest season.

      “Eh, what?” Fei said, as Anna’s words sunk in. “Isn’t your liege Archduke von Milgar?”

      Anna smirked at Fei. “Yes, that’s exactly right. Alice is the granddaughter of both the Emperor and an archduke.”

      Fei’s tail and ears shot high enough to nearly touch the roof of the carriage. She tried to say something, but her mouth only opened and closed uselessly. Her ears flapped against her head like wings.

      “Calm down,” Nathan said. “Like we said, it’s complicated. For one thing, she may be the eldest child, but her father still needs to take over the archduchy first. It will be thirty years or more before she has a chance to become archduchess.”

      Nodding, Anna added, “What is a problem, is that she is technically forbidden from becoming Empress.”

      Both Narime’s and Fei’s eyes widened. Seven separate tails froze as both women processed Anna’s words, and their minds came up empty regarding why she had said them.

      “The Imperial Constitution forbids anybody with the right to a duchy or archduchy from being nominated for emperor,” Nathan explained. “It’s a way to prevent any one person from taking over the entire Empire. If an archduke took control of the Imperial Army, he could crush the other archdukes with ease and install himself as a dictator. As such, although Alice is the Emperor’s favored heir by many, she’s not actually allowed to become Empress.”

      Which was a shame, in Nathan’s mind. He hadn’t known the princess for long, but Alice reminded him a lot of Charlotte. Forthright, decisive, brave, and she cared about her nation.

      Nathan didn’t really care about the Empire as a whole, but he cared about the people in it. His last years in Falmir had embittered him toward his homeland, but he had already grown fond of many people he had met here.

      Not that it was personal. It had been politics that ruined Falmir for him. And similar politics threatened to destroy the Empire. The difference was that he had no intention of letting people like Tharban get their way, and he had the knowledge and power to stop them now.

      Alice felt like a kindred spirit, but the fact she couldn’t take the throne limited his ability to do much in the Empire in the long run. Falmir was different, because of Charlotte. Nathan could change things there.

      After a long trip, the carriages arrived at Fort Taubrum. This was for a rest stop, and the second leg of the journey took place the next day.

      Alice kept Leopold and Nathan up all night going over her notes, speeches, and peppering them with questions about contingency plans. By the time Nathan stumbled back to his room, it was only an hour from dawn. Fei was nice enough to cuddle up to him and let him nap on her soft pillows while she stroked his hair.

      Then, only an hour or two later, he was back in the carriage. This trip was much shorter. They arrived before midday.

      “You look like death,” Sunstorm greeted him when he arrived.

      Her onyx gem shined in the midday sun, and her black Imperial uniform caused her to stick out. Nathan wasn’t concerned about her visibility. Her gem abilities meant that she could disappear at a moment’s notice, however.

      Her short, spiky black hair showed clear signs of being cut with a sword. Probably this morning. Her olive skin gleamed with sweat, and Nathan guessed she had been working out while waiting for them to arrive. Sunstorm exercised for fun.

      Her other idea of fun was killing people, and the curved short swords at her hips weren’t for decoration.

      If there was one thing Sunstorm disliked about working for Nathan, it was that he hadn’t asked her to assassinate anybody yet. With Seraph’s help, she had managed to recover her collection of magically preserved heads from her hideout in the Federation, and Nathan pretended he was unaware of its existence. But he knew that Sunstorm wanted to expand it, and she sorely wanted his appreciation for killing his enemies.

      Like Seraph and Narime, Sunstorm was from the Kurai Peninsula. Unlike them, Sunstorm had fled her homeland as a child, rather than an adult. She was from the same part of the peninsula as Seraph. The differences in skin color and overall appearance between her and Narime were sharply apparent when they stood next to each other like they were now.

      “He hasn’t had much sleep,” Anna said. “There are more tents than I expected.”

      The meeting ground for the negotiation was an open clearing close to the new border between the Empire and the Federation. There was nothing to see for miles, other than a small village. Any border forts were well out of sight, which made it much harder for either side to station troops for an ambush.

      Sunstorm had already chased away a few companies that the Federation had tried to sneak close. So far, they hadn’t tried anything new.

      Because there had been nothing here, everything had to be built from scratch. Pavilions had been erected, wells dug, weatherproof warehouses for supplies constructed, and food and drink carted in over the past few weeks. The fabric of each pavilion was colored to match the nation intended to use it, with the Empire using white and black tents and the Federation white and orange tents.

      In the center was a solid white pavilion, and it was much smaller than those intended for accommodation or dining. No other structures had been erected within several hundred meters. Negotiations would be held there, well out of bowshot. An invisible magical barrier protected the pavilion from any magical attacks, although a keen eye would spot the occasional sparkle in the air.

      “Word arrived at the last minute that some representatives had changed.” Sunstorm shrugged. “They’re bringing more soldiers. I coordinated with Seraph, and we brought up more soldiers of our own, and Fei’s knights. There hasn’t been any real trouble. Some big burly folks tried to cause some trouble last night, but they backed down fast after their captain was put in the dirt by a wolfgirl.”

      “Normally that would cause a big brawl,” Nathan pointed out.

      “Not when said wolfgirl rips his armor off and crushes it in her bare hands.”

      Touche.

      Nathan was concerned by the change in representatives. An increased number of soldiers made things more volatile, and he worried this was a convenient excuse to prepare for an assault. Torneus had agreed to come after Alice became involved, but nobody trusted him.

      A small crowd formed outside the central pavilion. The negotiations weren’t scheduled to start for over two more hours, given the first day was intended to be a lighter session after everybody had traveled there. That made it odd for so many to be crowding the tent, even if the Federation wasn’t intruding on the clearance zone.

      Nathan signaled to Leopold behind him, who nodded in affirmation. With only a few words, the older Bastion redirected Alice toward the Imperial tents. She could take a brief tour and see where she was staying tonight before joining Nathan at the central pavilion.

      “Those are the burly folks,” Sunstorm said, pointing at a dozen heavily armored Federation knights near the pavilion.

      “An elite unit, maybe,” Nathan said. He walked toward them, feeling exposed as he stepped into the empty clearing that separated the central pavilion and the rest of the tents. Hundreds of eyes locked onto him, even though he couldn’t see them.

      “They’re King George’s personal guard,” Narime said. She remained close to Nathan and tried to put Fei between herself and the Federation side of the encampment. “Even if I didn’t recognize several of them, I’d know because they’re infamous.”

      “Infamously bad?” Sunstorm said.

      “They’re hulking brutes with a nasty reputation wherever they go. George usually has to cover up whatever damage they cause when he travels in person for the Regency Council.” Narime’s lips thinned. “I can guess why they were causing trouble with Fei’s knights.”

      The fury in Narime’s eyes told Nathan everything he needed to know about what sort of “damage” was being covered up, and it wasn’t property damage.

      No, Nathan realized. In the Federation, it probably did count as property damage. But the Empire felt differently.

      “Leopold will flip if I let them get close to Alice,” Nathan muttered. “Let’s chase them off.”

      “George won’t like that,” Narime said.

      “I don’t even remember any of the regents agreeing to come other than Torneus and Duke Terrius,” Nathan said. “I’m not letting his chubby ass ruin things or his useless guards try to assault the princess.”

      The guards leered at them as they approached. Well, leered at the women in the group. They didn’t care whether they were mentally undressing Anna, Narime, Fei, or Sunstorm.

      Given how openly crude they were being, Nathan wasted no time in shooing them back to the Federation tents.

      “You can’t do this to us,” one of them grunted. “We’re King George’s—”

      “I don’t care,” Nathan said. “You could be the goddess’s chosen ones and I would be telling you to fuck off. Consider this a favor, because if you don’t leave now, you’ll be going back to your tents in pieces.”

      The guards bared their teeth for a moment, their hands going to their weapons.

      A moment later, they froze. Four gems glowed simultaneously. Fei’s hands even flared with blue flames for an instant.

      Realizing how outmatched they were, the hulking brutes sauntered off.

      “Fei, could you go get some of your knights,” Nathan asked. “Only a few of them.”

      “Um, where are they?” she asked.

      “Sunstorm, go with her. But I need you to handpick those who will behave themselves. The Federation won’t be bringing beastkin, so if necessary, I’d like some knights who can manhandle any idiots that are brought along.” Nathan sighed, running a hand through his hair.

      The two Champions trotted off. A moment later, Nathan realized he had sent off both of his Champions and was now alone with Narime and Anna.

      The noblewoman stared nervously at Narime, fingering her necklace. She smiled nervously at Nathan.

      In his haste, he’d forgotten that Narime wasn’t his Champion, but one of the Federation’s. But he still had his strength as a Bastion, even this far from his binding stones. And it wasn’t as though his Champions were that far away.

      For her part, Narime either didn’t notice that she now had a golden opportunity to assassinate Nathan and Anna, or she ignored it.

      “Shall we?” Narime suggested, gesturing for them to enter the central pavilion.

      Now that the brutes were gone, the servants and guards posted here filtered back outside and resumed their posts. Nathan and company stepped past them and entered the tent.

      A massive oaken round table filled the center of the tent, surrounded by chairs of all makes and sizes. Platters of food lined tables along the edges, and kegs of ale had been set up for easy access to alcohol. Given the sensitive nature of the discussions, the servants wouldn’t be present, so it was expected that most guests would get their own food and drink.

      Although Nathan imagined that some attendees would be served by their Champions, if they had any present. He sincerely doubted that Torneus would be pouring his own tankards.

      The food wasn’t anything special. Winter still made it difficult to provide fresh or high-quality food. The platters were mostly of cold cuts and salted fish. Preserved vegetables such as pickled onions, brined olives, and sauerkraut were served alongside fresh produce such as peas and lentils. Two large pots contained an onion soup and a bean broth soup—kept hot using a fire enchantment—although Nathan knew their quality would pale in comparison to freshly prepared soups. Next to the soups were baskets full of small loaves of crusty bread.

      Despite the relatively poor quality of the food, one man happily helped himself to plenty of it. He loaded up a plate with a tower of salted ham and fish, piles of vegetables, and then stacked two small loaves of bread on top. Back at the table, he already had a plate full of food, plus two bowls of soup. A decorated pewter beer stein sat next to the food.

      Nathan noted that the stein used the old measurement, which was to say that it was roughly twice the size of the tankards being provided.

      “That’s George, isn’t it?” Nathan asked. The man was large, and Nathan doubted he could be anyone else.

      Narime nodded and waited for Nathan to step forward. She seemed unwilling to engage with the Federation for some reason.

      Suddenly, George spotted them. His bushy eyebrows shot up into his thick mop of ginger hair at the sight of them. He placed his second plate down at his seat and gave the three of them an ostentatious bow.

      George wore an outfit that was probably elegant and in-fashion some time before Nathan was born. Maybe even before Nathan’s father was born. It was garishly bright, and consisted of a ruffled silk shirt, leather vest, pants, and a fur coat. George’s hair had lost its color decades ago, no doubt, but was thick as hay. Despite his size, he walked unaided, although Nathan noticed a jeweled cane leaning against the table beside the chair.

      Nathan took that as a signal to approach. “Well met, my lord.”

      George’s lips quirked at the dismissal of his rank. He styled himself as a king, but he was no such thing. The regents were powerful, but no matter what they called themselves, the Empire had deemed them all to have the equivalent status of counts.

      Which was an unsubtle way of saying that the Federation’s rulers were lower rank than the rulers of the Empire. Realistically, they were closer to dukes, but Nathan wasn’t about to give Torneus or the other regents more respect than they were due.

      “Indeed. Indeed.” George mopped his brow with a handkerchief. “I can tell at a glance that you must be Bastion Nathan. You have your mother’s eyes. And your father’s jaw. You’re an impressive one.”

      Nathan blinked. What even was happening right now?

      “It is an honor to meet you, King George,” Anna said, curtsying at precisely the right depth and angle she was obliged to for politeness. “I don’t believe we’ve met but—”

      “Ah, my dear Anna. Oh, yes, I remember you from when you were only this big.” George held his hand close to his knee for effect. “It’s a shame the way things have played out, given how close your father and I were. Such a shame.”

      Given George was one of the three conspirators behind the war, Nathan doubted that George felt much shame at all. If he did, then he wouldn’t be so bald-faced in trying to suck up to them.

      Anna’s smile turned brittle for a moment, but she quelled her anger. “It is, George.” The fat man’s eyes flashed at the dismissal of his rank, but he remained quiet. Anna continued, “Hopefully, we’ll be able to put all of this behind us. I’m surprised to see you here. I heard that only two of the regents were coming in person.”

      “Ah, well, about that—” George stumbled over his words.

      “I’d appreciate knowing if any other regents have changed their mind,” Nathan said. “I am responsible for security and knowing how many important guests are coming and why makes it easier to plan around. The last thing we need is for these negotiations to make the war worse.”

      George’s eyes widened. “A fair point. Very well. I’ll admit it. How could I miss an opportunity to see Her Imperial Highness in person? The Empire has never deigned to send a member of the Imperial family to negotiate with the Federation.”

      That was it? He wanted to meet Alice?

      “Don’t look at me like that. You are fortunate to still be part of the Empire, and from a family close to the Imperial family.” A scowl crossed George’s face briefly. “I can trace my lineage back to the Empire’s archdukes of yore, and even further back than young trash such as von Milgar.”

      Nathan remained silent. It was difficult to take the regent seriously when he admitted to attending the negotiations only because he wanted to meet a personal celebrity of his.

      “I know a few others are also coming. Korvell wanted to come, even. He’s only a merchant. When would a mere commoner such as him get the chance to speak directly to a member of the oldest royal family on Doumahr?” George chuckled. “Torneus told him no, of course.”

      “You’re telling them this?” Narime blurted out.

      Raising an eyebrow, George looked past Nathan and Anna. “Oh, I hadn’t seen you there, Narime.”

      Narime glowered at him. That was possibly the fattest line of bullshit George had fed in his life. Narime’s tails were physically larger than she was. Only a blind man could miss her.

      “In the end, we want the same thing,” George said, his arms outstretched. “An end to the current hostilities.”

      “And to deal with the heresy that nearly destroyed my county,” Anna added, her tone dark.

      George’s eyes flashed with fear, but his expression remained unmoved. “Of course, Lady von Clair. We all wish for heresy to be rooted out wherever it hides. Are we not all servants to the goddess?”

      Not all of us, Nathan thought.

      As George shuffled back to his table, Nathan worried that he might be more like George than he cared to admit. After all, he was the one paying regular visits to a demonic Messenger and doing unspeakable things with her.

      Fei returned shortly with Sunstorm and her knights. Nobody else had arrived yet, so Nathan let them grab some food from inside the tent before shooing away the thankful beastkin. George glared at the beastkin who dared to get close to the food but said nothing.

      Minutes passed. Nathan drained most of a tankard of lager while chatting with Anna about some of the renovation plans for her manor. Eventually, Alice arrived.

      And next to Alice was a man that Nathan sincerely hoped hadn’t come. An obnoxiously handsome man, with a brutishly deep voice and a set of gleaming plate armor that had probably never seen battle.

      Theus was here and appeared to be chatting up Alice.
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      If asked, Seraph described Theus as carved from marble and with a face ripped from a painting. She also said his sculptor had forgotten to hollow out his head, which left no space for his brain to go.

      Nathan considered that a long way of saying that Theus was as stupid as he was handsome. According to Leopold, he was also a coward.

      Right now, Theus lived up to the idiot side of his description, if not the coward part. He preened as he spoke to Alice, trying to subtly flex his pointlessly huge biceps.

      Nathan wondered why a Bastion even needed muscles that large. The binding stone gave him superhuman strength.

      Alice’s expression was polite, but frozen. Her eyes screamed for somebody to rescue her. Leopold was immediately behind her, but if he said anything it went in one of Theus’s ears and out the other.

      Scowling, Nathan took a step forward.

      “Enough, you dolt,” a cold voice drawled. “I brought you here at Princess Alice’s request, given the seriousness of the charges being levied against you. You insult both yourself and the Federation with your antics.”

      Torneus stepped into view. He pushed Theus’s head down. It was a comical sight, given the height and size differences.

      Theus was a giant of a man, standing well over six foot and with biceps the size of Torneus’s torso.

      By contrast, Torneus looked every part an ordinary old man. His white hair was closely cropped, he was clean-shaven, and he wore simply but refined robes. Theus could break the old man over his knee.

      Despite that, Theus let himself be humiliated in front of some of the most powerful people in Doumahr, and the princess he had been trying to sleep with. Alice covered her mouth, but Nathan saw her smile from his vantage point.

      After letting go of Theus, Torneus strode into the center of the tent. His sharp eyes found Nathan. The two men locked gazes.

      It was only the second time in Nathan’s life that he had met Torneus’s gaze. Once again, it proved difficult.

      Torneus’s eyes burned with an inner fire. He was like a man possessed. If the eyes were the window to the soul, the Torneus’s soul spoke of a conviction that nothing could overturn. A generous man would say he was driven.

      A sane man would say that Torneus was mad.

      Torneus frowned, then swept up to a keg and poured a lager. Afterward, he took a seat.

      The afternoon was uneventful. Torneus said nothing, besides an introduction and some pleasantries that sounded very unpleasant. Theus sulked in the corner while one of his duogem Champions stroked his chest and probably muttered obscene things to him.

      Only two aspects of Alice’s speeches drew much attention, and ire, from the Federation regents.

      The first were the heresy accusations. Glares were thrown at Theus when Alice read them out. Nobody dared to so much as look at Torneus, although Nathan heard some grumblings over the food later. Torneus didn’t react and simply sipped his beer.

      But what really annoyed the regents was the claim that the Empire’s terms for peace were the new borders. George in particular was furious that he was going to lose land.

      “Perhaps you could have thought ahead, and not started a war,” one of the regents muttered.

      Shouts erupted in response, and George rose to his feet. A fight nearly broke out within the Federation representatives, while Torneus rolled his eyes. Eventually, the Champions and knights intervened and pushed everybody apart.

      “Is that normal?” Nathan asked Narime.

      “I wouldn’t say normal, but it isn’t uncommon,” Narime said with a grimace. “Even Torneus gets involved sometimes. He knocked Duke Terrius out last year.”

      Nathan blinked. “With a chair, or a bottle?”

      “Neither. With his fists.”

      Nathan reevaluated the evil old man. While he didn’t need to worry about Torneus’s haymaker, it still meant he was a much different person than he had thought.

      The eastern cities were a much rougher place than Falmir, Nathan supposed. Torneus hadn’t been born into power but had instead claimed it through scheming and violence.

      As negotiations for the day wound up, Nathan busied himself with security. Fights and other quarrels broke out. He had his magic users check that none of the food or drink was being poisoned. Sunstorm captured a few spies, and the Federation dumped a couple back in return, but no assassination attempts were made.

      Alice’s tent remained impregnable, besides who she invited in. When a messenger told Nathan that his presence was requested, he double-checked everything in the encampment. Seraph called him a coward, and he glared back at her.

      “I’m going to be tied up listening to her practice and prepare all night. I want to make sure everything is fine,” Nathan said.

      “That’s why I’m here. Go handle your princess,” Seraph said. “You seem rather practiced at it for a man who’s never dealt with royalty before.”

      Nathan froze at the comment, but Seraph walked away to handle another matter. There were too many things to take care of for the two of them to chat and bicker.

      And every moment he wasted was another moment that Alice grew more annoyed.

      “Oh, so you were coming. I worried that you were annoyed with me,” Alice said when he joined her.

      “I am responsible for security and this entire negotiation, Your Highness,” Nathan said drily.

      “Thank you for reminding me that I have no idea how to handle diplomacy of this scale, despite barging in on you.” Alice gave him an odd look. “Although where you learned how to handle it is an excellent question. Leopold is evasive on the matter, but last I remember, you ran a county before becoming a Bastion. Counts don’t handle international negotiation.”

      “International negotiation is the same as other diplomatic events, just bigger,” Nathan bullshitted.

      “Oh, yes, except for the greatly increased security, the need to build the entire location wholesale, the greatly increased risk of poisoning and assassination, and the fact that nobody can be relied on as an intermediary,” Alice said sharply. “I was always taught that negotiations with enemies took place with a neutral power to help.”

      “That’s ideal, but there isn’t one,” Nathan replied. He looked around the tent. Alice hadn’t bothered to unpack, he noticed. She wore a gorgeous blood red dress that left her calves bare, and shoes that had decorative straps up to her knees, but he saw no sign of any other “princessy” things in her tent. “Is Leopold not joining us tonight?”

      “I wanted to talk to you. After tomorrow, there’s a good chance I won’t see you for… let’s say a long time.” Alice screwed up her face, then let her smile return. “And you say there isn’t one, but there is a massive city-state to the north, and a nation full of fairies and elves not far from it. Both share borders with both the Empire and the Federation.”

      “And both the Aurelian Spires and the Republic of Arcadia are implicated in Torneus’s plan,” Nathan said. “The time they could be considered neutral powers passed the moment they signed defensive pacts with the Federation.”

      “Ah, yes, such normal knowledge for a fresh Bastion and count,” Alice said. “Don’t take this the wrong way. I adore your help here. I can only imagine the things we could accomplish if we worked together in the Empire.” Alice’s gaze became distant. “But it makes me question things. You Bastions are always so damn secretive, and you’re fairly open. How much does Leopold know that Grandpa doesn’t? What does Tharban know that makes him so angry about non-humans?”

      “Not much,” Nathan said.

      “About non-humans?”

      “About anything.”

      “Harsh.” Alice giggled. She paused and gave Nathan a soft smile. “Thank you, Nathan. It’s been a pleasure.”

      “We still have the trip back,” he said, finding this meeting a bit odd. It was very unlike what he had expected.

      But what had he expected, and why?

      “Maybe, but I know that Uncle Leopold wants me back in the capital as soon as possible. If we can get a peace treaty, then there’s no reason for me to remain here. Plus, Charlotte is so antsy. I thought she’d enjoy being away from home, but all she does is squeak and sneak looks when she thinks nobody is looking.”

      That sounded nothing like the Princess Charlotte that Nathan knew.

      “Goodnight, Nathan. I’ll see you in the morning. Try to get some sleep this time.” Alice paused, and her cheeks flushed. “Actual sleep. I know what you do with your Champions.”

      After letting out a cough, Nathan said, “Goodnight, Alice.”

      The beaming smile she gave him when he called her by her name was a memory he would treasure.

      As he wandered back to his tent, he realized why he had been expecting something different.

      Alice reminded him of Charlotte. Everything about the way she acted was like a more boyish, younger version of Charlotte. Where Charlotte was an otherwise typical princess with a deeply aggressive streak and extensive knowledge, Alice was a tomboy who adopted her princess persona out of necessity and her desire to support the Empire. But the results felt similar, somehow.

      Was this another effect of his transportation to this timeline? It reminded him of the strange coincidence that his father in both timelines had been a Bastion that he had become estranged from.

      A question for Kadria when he returned to Gharrick Pass.

      For now, he had one more day of negotiations. One more day to protect Alice from any threats, and to see how Torneus would attempt to torch the peace treaty.
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      If anybody had mistaken Torneus’s silence from the previous day for weakness, they were sorely mistaken.

      On the second day of negotiations, Torneus took the offensive. He didn’t allow any of the other regents to get a word in and began his attack the moment pleasantries ended.

      “The Federation will not accept a peace treaty brokered under duress,” Torneus uttered. “Your accusations are one step short of blackmail, and your refusal to revert to pre-hostility borders belies your true purpose.”

      “Our true purpose?” Alice said, eyes wide in disbelief. “And what might that be, High Lord Torneus?”

      Torneus’s lip curled up in a sneer as he prepared to launch a blistering verbal assault. “The restoration of the Anfang Empire to its former glory, of course. The land you’ve seized once belonged to the Empire, before King George II’s family seceded from your failing state. If you had the chance, you’d take the rest of his land as well. Everybody knows that the Empire is at war with the Order of Trafaumh in order to reclaim your lost territory. You’ve even insulted Falmir over similar pretenses.”

      “That’s a lie,” Alice snapped. She hid a grimace as she realized she took Torneus’s bait.

      “Is it? Weren’t you dispatched by Emperor Gorthal to negotiate with the Kingdom of Falmir after the Imperial Diet gravely insulted them? But you’re here now. Such amazing negotiation skills at such a young age, my dear princess.” Torneus’s voice oozed with disdain.

      This time, Alice kept her temper in check.

      And it was Anna who stepped in to support her, “I understand that the Empire is confusing for a foreigner, but you shouldn’t say things that may mislead others, High Lord.”

      “Oh?” Torneus raised an eyebrow and leaned back in his chair. He took the opportunity to drain half his tankard of ale.

      “Falmir lodged a protest over claims made by specific nobles, who happen to be members of the Diet. Saying that the Diet insulted Falmir is like saying that the Empire is accusing the Regency Council of heresy, because one of the Federation’s regents committed heresy.” Anna smiled sweetly at Torneus.

      The glare she received in return would have melted steel if Torneus had the power. “I appreciate your detailed elaboration, Lady von Clair. It still doesn’t explain Her Highness’s presence here today.”

      “I am still in talks with Falmir,” Alice said. “I would appreciate it if you do not insult both me and the Kingdom of Falmir by implying issues with our relationship that do not exist. Particularly in such an environment. It makes you appear insincere.”

      “Does it?” Torneus asked.

      “It does. As does implying that we want peace for the purposes of expansion. If I knew you were such a warmonger that you would undermine these peace talks, I would never have wasted my time on you,” Alice said coldly.

      Torneus smirked in return. Then he rose to his feet, strode over to a keg, and began to slowly refill his tankard.

      The other regents took the opportunity to stammer out apologies and excuses. Unlike Torneus, they didn’t want war, and they appeared to believe Alice’s words.

      But the damage had been done.

      Nathan caught Torneus’s eye as the regent wandered back to the table. Torneus raised his tankard in a mocking salute and winked at Nathan.

      Torneus’s good cheer was for good reason. While he had received pushback, he had landed serious blows.

      More to the point, he had revealed that he knew that Anna had been appointed to meet with Falmir. That was supposed to be a secret.

      No doubt Leopold’s mind was racing with suspicions as to who the traitor was.

      Who was Nathan kidding? Leopold immediately suspected Tharban. Everything led back to the Nationalists, and too many of Torneus’s plans had aligned with their political ploys. Nurevia’s appointment as Anna’s bodyguard made things too easy.

      But Nathan felt differently. Torneus had thought that Alice had broken off talks with Falmir. If Nurevia was the leak, then Torneus should have known that didn’t happen.

      And if Nurevia wasn’t the leak, had Alice accidentally revealed that Princess Charlotte was nearby?

      The thought chilled Nathan to the bone. Relief ran through him that he had left Sen behind at Gharrick Pass.

      Torneus rejoined the debate and immediately took over. “None of this addresses my issues. The Empire is seizing Federation territory under false pretenses. And there is plentiful evidence to suggest that this was planned in advance.”

      “Bastion Leopold explained the heresy in excruciating detail yesterday, High Lord,” Alice said. “There are no false pretenses. The Federation invaded the Empire and attempted to cause a demonic invasion to weaken our defenses. That is fact.”

      “Facts without evidence are supposition,” Torneus said, sneering. “And poor supposition at that. Bastion Theus is a dutiful servant of the Watcher Omria and has been for years. And while you used Bastion Leopold to accuse me, your evidence comes from a far less reliable man.”

      Torneus spun and pointed a finger at Nathan, who stared back in surprise. Narime took several steps away from Nathan, her tails curling around her, although she glared daggers at Torneus as she did so.

      “Bastion Nathan is not—” Leopold tried to say as he stood.

      “He is the one who defended Gharrick Pass. He claims to have experienced the leyline disruption and to have dealt with the demonic invasion it caused. He even claims we attacked the Empire first.” Torneus scoffed. “But who is Bastion Nathan Straub? You left this out yesterday, but he is the son of the infamous Bastion Tharban von Straub. And if there’s anyone who supports the expansion of the Empire, it is the Crimson Warhound.”

      Nathan remained silent, despite his desire to point out that his father had disowned him. This was political theater, and he had been instructed to remain out of it. No good would come of stepping in until somebody at the negotiating table instructed him to.

      Especially because he didn’t know what Torneus’s game was.

      Surprisingly, it was King George who spoke up first, while the rest of the table remained silent. He mopped at his brow as he said, “As you well know, Bastion Nathan has been disowned by his family. That is why he does not have the ‘von’ particle in his name anymore, despite being the firstborn child of the family.”

      Torneus shot George a glare, and the chubby regent looked down at his half-empty platefuls of food.

      Duke Terrius raised an eyebrow and glanced at Leopold. “May I ask why Bastion Nathan was disowned by the Warhound? I must admit that I was already aware of his connection to the Warhound, and it was quite disconcerting to me.”

      “I am not at liberty to say,” Leopold said, but then winked. “But if you know me at all, and the politics surrounding me, then I will say that Bastion Nathan was disowned for the same reason that I supported his entry to the academy.”

      Terrius snorted. “I suppose the beastkin knights should have been a giveaway. Not to mention that he stood within five feet of Narime without abusing her.”

      Nathan was amazed that Tharban’s reputation was so terrible that even people half the world away knew what an awful person he was.

      “That is a convenient cover,” Torneus continued, brow furrowed. “But it leaves out his inexperience. I questioned every Bastion in the Federation about the claims made about leyline disruption. Not even one agreed that a demonic invasion would result.”

      That drew gasps from the regents. Leopold grimaced.

      This was something they knew could happen, particularly after Narime had revealed that even she hadn’t known about it. Whoever Seraph had learned it from had kept it secret enough that it hadn’t spread within the Federation. And while Leopold was aware of it, it wasn’t common knowledge among Bastions. The Empire had far more advanced magical scientists than the Federation, and it barely understood how reverse cascades occurred.

      “Furthermore,” Torneus said, his voice rising in triumph, “how can we believe the word of a Bastion whose evidence comes from Champions who defected from the Federation? Champions Sunstorm and Seraph betrayed us. You haven’t even brought them up, princess.”

      Alice remained quiet on this point. It was one of those that Nathan had briefed her on. As tempting as it was to claim that Seraph and Sunstorm were reliable because they had been part of the Federation, that wouldn’t help during negotiations. Defectors were considered reliable by the nation they defected to, but despised by the one they defected from.

      There was a reason Seraph wasn’t in the tent.

      “I see,” Torneus said. “You don’t leave me convinced. How disappointing. I had come prepared to hand over Theus if you had produced even one whit of evidence against us, as a gesture of goodwill.”

      “Goodwill?” Theus shouted. He shut up when everybody glared at him.

      Torneus coughed, and resumed his speech, “But this is all you have. Baseless claims of heresy from traitors and a greenhorn. Connections to one of the most infamous of imperialists in the Empire. And a claim for peace while seizing territory that isn’t your own.”

      With one last sneer, Torneus said, “Is there anything else, princess, or are we done here?”

      Alice stared back at Torneus, her face expressionless. Her eyes flickered to Nathan, who grimaced but held his tankard tightly.

      In the end, Torneus had come prepared to torch the peace treaty. The other regents knew his game. He had only needed one solid bit of footing to keep the war going.

      How frustratingly similar to the method the Nationalists had used in the Diet.

      Then Alice said, “I do. Or rather, Bastion Nathan does.” She laid an arm out toward Nathan, palm open. “If you would, Bastion.”

      Leopold’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull. Anna looked between Leopold and Alice in shock, her mouth opening and closing like a fish. The regents appeared confused.

      “I do not believe he is part of the negotiation, princess,” Torneus said blandly.

      “You attacked me for allowing Leopold to speak on his behalf earlier, High Lord. Or was that merely a rhetorical device, and all of your efforts to undermine him as empty as your pretenses for peace?” Alice said. Her tone didn’t raise or lower by even a beat.

      Torneus remained silent. Then he waved a hand at Nathan. “Fine, make a fool of yourself.”

      But Torneus’s eyes told a different story. His smug expression evaporated, and he glared at Nathan with all of his fury.

      Nathan drained his tankard, then held it out to Narime. She looked around in confusion for several moments, before creeping up to him and taking it.

      Then he looked back at Torneus and matched the man’s gaze once more. That same terrifying sense of conviction stared back at him.

      “Tell me, have you forgotten about those nobles and soldiers that we captured outside of Lady Nair’s tower?” Nathan said.

      Torneus blinked, but said nothing.

      “Allow me to remind the regents that the land immediately to the east of the pass had always been Imperial territory. How could the Empire have attacked first if we fought a major battle to take back a mage tower that belongs to one of our sorcerers?” Nathan shook his head. “Never mind that we have Federation nobles in Aleich that have admitted that they were ordered by their regents to invade the Empire.”

      “They’re under duress and fear for their lives,” Torneus said.

      “And the other soldiers? And every officer we captured?” Nathan smirked. “What about all the bandits in our land that admit that they were being paid by the Federation? You don’t accept your former Champions’ testimony—fine—but dozens, if not hundreds, of other people say the same thing.”

      “That doesn’t mean heresy—”

      “A demonic invasion happened almost the moment I stopped your leyline disruption. And if you’re so confident, why don’t you ask Bastions from Arcadia or the Spires about what you did?” Nathan asked.

      Torneus clammed up.

      The other regents began to murmur. Leopold leaned back in his chair, eyes narrowed.

      “Speaking of the Spires, if you didn’t attack first, shouldn’t they be supporting you? They could have seen the battle in Forselle Valley from their windows. But they backed away from your defensive pact. And this is after you spent years greasing the wheels of the Council of Aurelia to gain their support.”

      “What nonsense are you spouting?” Torneus shouted.

      “How else did you get a defensive pact from a city-state that famously despises humans?” Nathan shook his head. “In the end, though, none of this means anything.”

      Silence overtook the tent. Even Alice appeared confused by Nathan’s last line.

      “I assume you want me to take your bait and ask ‘why?’” Torneus drawled.

      “I had hoped you would ask with a little more spirit, but I suppose that works,” Nathan said. “None of this matters because you will never accept peace. Your schemes have failed, everybody has seen through your lies, and your allies have abandoned you. Did you tell Korvell to stay behind, or did he refuse to come because he couldn’t back you, but wouldn’t betray you?”

      “Bold words, with no substance.”

      “I am all substance.” Nathan pointed a finger at Torneus. “You had a chance to wriggle out of this. Theus is even here as a political sacrifice, but you refused to offer him up. The idea of sacrificing anything appalls you. You have to be in control. And you’ll see everything burn before you’ll release even one of your fingers over the Federation that you’ve ruled with an iron grip.”

      The regents stared at Nathan in shock. After all, he had just said that Torneus was their ruler and that they were pointless.

      After several moments, Torneus raised his head and gave Nathan an upturned look. “And are you any different?”

      Nathan blinked. What?

      “I asked you a question,” Torneus said.

      “I’m the one trying to organize a peace treaty,” Nathan said.

      “Of course you are,” Torneus purred. “And I signed a defensive pact with the Spires and Arcadia. But, in truth, you are the puppet master here. Everybody dances to your tune. That’s why you had to be the one to step in at the end, after lurking in the corner and organizing everything. You are the only one who opposed me. Everybody else is a pawn in a match between us.” Torneus chuckled. “My mistake has been failing to realize it until now. But know that this game is far from over.”

      With those final words, Torneus swept out of the tent.

      The regents rose from their seats, roaring with rage and confusion as they chased after Torneus. They wanted answers that they wouldn’t get. Slowly, Theus trailed after the regents like a stupid lost lamb.

      “Well, that didn’t go like I expected it to,” Nathan said.

      Nobody said anything. Those at the table likely hadn’t heard him over the shouting, but Narime should have.

      Looking around, Nathan couldn’t see the fox anywhere. She and her six silver fluffy tails had already vanished. He was left to pick up the pieces of the failed negotiation.
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      The return to Gharrick Pass was swift. Torneus and the other regents left almost immediately, leaving their soldiers behind.

      As tempting as it was to send Sunstorm after them, Theus’s Champions were too great a threat. Nathan let the Federation retreat.

      He debriefed his officers, who were confident they could dismantle the encampment without issue. Once the Federation soldiers began to leave, Nathan considered his job done.

      With that, the negotiations were over. They had gone as well as he had expected, if worse than he had hoped.

      Narime was missing and had presumably returned to the Federation. Alice had retreated to her tent, although Anna and Leopold were with her. The camp was being patrolled by Nathan’s Champions, just in case something went awry.

      Within hours of Torneus’s tantrum, they set off for Fort Taubrum.

      Nathan received no midnight summons from Alice. The failure of the negotiations hit her hard, and he worried that Torneus’s words had affected her. More to the point, he wondered if she had expected him to somehow salvage things at the end there.

      Once back in the fortress at Gharrick Pass, Nathan assembled everybody in one of the larger sitting rooms.

      Leopold, Anna, Seraph, Fei, Sen, Sunstorm, and Vera were present.

      “Where’s Alice?” Nathan asked, feeling he already knew the answer.

      “She is with Princess Charlotte. Nurevia and Mae are with her,” Leopold said, nursing a finger of brandy. Mae was the duogem Champion that Leopold had left here during the negotiations, and who often accompanied Leopold in the shadows.

      Nathan grimaced. Even now Alice was unwilling to meet with them. What a mess.

      “You don’t trust Nurevia,” Anna said suddenly.

      “After what happened, how can I?” Leopold said bitterly.

      Seraph raised an eyebrow and looked at Nathan questioningly. The lamps flickered for a few moments, but nobody gave them more than a glance.

      Shrugging, Nathan took a seat and raised his own glass of brandy. “Torneus somehow knew that Anna had been sent to smooth relations with Falmir. I assume that was a secret.”

      “Yes,” Leopold grumbled. “It was frustrating that you even knew that she was aligned with His Majesty. But knowing her movements? That is a bridge too far. Somebody leaked some of the most sensitive information from within the Empire to the Federation.”

      “Would Tharban betray the Empire?” Seraph asked. “I thought he wanted the restoration of Imperial Glory. How would selling us out help him?”

      Anna frowned, swirling her red wine. “A lot of the movements that the Nationalists made aligned too well with Torneus’s moves. If Tharban is working with Torneus, it’s probably because they have some sort of deal. It’s not like Tharban can’t betray the Federation later.”

      There wouldn’t be a later, Nathan thought. The Federation had planned to effectively destroy the Empire, even if by accident.

      But that’s also why Nathan was suspicious of Tharban’s involvement.

      “We’re jumping to conclusions,” Nathan said. “Seraph’s right. Tharban’s an ass, but he hates foreigners as much as he hates non-humans.”

      “Nurevia is his Champion,” Leopold pointed out.

      “I don’t see Torneus bending over and begging to be whipped,” Nathan drawled.

      The eyebrows of every woman in the room shot up.

      “Thank you for that awful mental image,” Leopold said with a grimace as he slugged back his brandy. He poured another finger into his glass.

      “More to the point, Torneus knew that Alice met with Falmir, but didn’t know that she had brought Charlotte here,” Nathan said. “He seemed surprised when Alice countered him. If Nurevia was the source, then Torneus would have already known.”

      Leopold froze. “I hadn’t thought of that. But that raises further questions. If not Tharban, then who else? And did Alice possibly leak the location of Princess Charlotte?”

      “She didn’t mention Charlotte,” Nathan said after a few moments.

      “No, but it’s possible that Torneus knew that Alice was meeting with her. Her safety may now be at stake.” Leopold scowled. “This was easier when it was just Tharban. Now this has become a series of shadow games.”

      “Should we all start searching for strings on our backs? I already checked for mine,” Anna said. “Sorry, Nathan, but if you’re my puppet master, then you must have forgotten to attach any to me.”

      “If you feel left out, I can add them now.” Nathan made threading motions in the air. “No?”

      “No, thank you. But I’ll take great joy in being your countess. Once you take control of the Empire, I’ll be de facto Empress.”

      Leopold rolled his eyes. “Do not joke about that.” He thrust a finger at Nathan. “You shouldn’t have riled up Torneus like that. I have never seen or heard of him acting like that. There’s no telling what he’ll do next.”

      Nathan couldn’t help but agree. The closest that Torneus had ever come to acting like that in Nathan’s timeline had been in the moments before Narime had incinerated him. The aftermath had been the complete destruction of the Federation and a mass evacuation.

      “Wasn’t Nathan right?” Fei asked. She avoided alcohol and instead nursed a black coffee.

      “There’s a difference between correct and doing the smart thing in the moment,” Anna said. “If I stood up in the Diet and called Tharban a warmongering monster that was plotting against the Emperor, hated non-humans, and can’t even run his own county, I’d be correct. It would also be very stupid and possibly life shortening.”

      “Oh.” Fei’s eyes widened.

      “I feel like I missed some genuine fireworks,” Vera said.

      “Nothing really happened here. I did see the princess a few times.” Sen shrugged.

      “The negotiations weren’t supposed to be about fireworks,” Leopold said. He sighed.

      “I don’t think they’re a complete failure, even if Alice is upset about them,” Nathan said.

      “Don’t worry too much about Alice,” Anna said. When he looked at her, she shrugged in return and gave him a cryptic smile. “You have a war to worry about.”

      “And that’s why I don’t think the negotiations were a complete failure. Torneus admitted in front of the other regents that he was manipulating them, and that he was behind everything,” Nathan said.

      “I wouldn’t call what he said an admission of guilt,” Leopold said.

      “He called everybody in the room a pawn in a chess match, Leopold.”

      A pause. “True,” Leopold said.

      “In the end, there’s likely to be a serious chink in the Regency Council that we can—” Nathan was saying when there was a knock on the door.

      Everybody turned around. Given how important their meeting was, it seemed highly unlikely that they were being interrupted by a servant for anything trivial.

      Sen stepped over and opened the door.

      A pale-faced beastkin knight stepped in, his silken horse tail hanging low. He gulped when he saw who and what he was interrupting. His breastplate clanged with a sharp salute.

      “Bastion, I have something to report,” the beastkin said, eyes unfocused.

      “Relax,” Nathan said. “What’s happened?”

      “We, uh, can’t get through to Fort Taubrum, sir,” the beastkin stuttered.

      The mutterings behind Nathan stopped, resulting in a deathly silence. He gestured for the soldier to continue.

      “The wireless doesn’t work. The captain told Mikael to try the mirror, and it took ages to find, but—” the beastkin began to blather, and Nathan let him get it out of his system.

      “So, you couldn’t get through to Fort Taubrum using any of our magical communication methods?” Nathan confirmed.

      The beastkin blinked. “That’s right, sir. You, uh, don’t seem concerned.”

      “I’m the Bastion. It’s my job to handle situations like this,” Nathan said. “And I don’t think it’s as bad as you fear.”

      The beastkin glanced past Nathan with a quizzical look. Then he looked back at Nathan. Something ran through the soldier’s mind, and color began to return to his face. He snapped off another salute.

      “What are your orders, sir?” he asked, voice certain again.

      Truthfully, Nathan didn’t know. He needed to exude confidence, because doing anything less was a recipe for disaster. Right now, he knew that his officers were doing their best to keep his soldiers busy, but they would be panicking as well.

      As far as his soldiers were concerned, Fort Taubrum had just been taken by the Federation. A fortress that couldn’t be reached by any form of communication was under heavy siege, and given this was winter, there was no way for Nathan to rally heavy reinforcements in time to save it.

      But was that really the case?

      “Sunstorm,” Nathan said.

      “I’ll check the gateway,” she said, rising to her feet and vanishing with a glimmer of her onyx gem.

      “Sir?” the beastkin soldier asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Nathan said. The gateway was a secret from most of the soldiers in Gharrick Pass, in order to prevent it from leaking to the Federation. “Have you tried contacting Trantia? Forselle Valley? Or any other positions on the far side of Gharrick Pass?”

      The beastkin furrowed his brow in thought. “Kinda, sir. The captain tried to check with some of the forts and supply posts near Fort Taubrum. No answer, either. He figured…” he trailed off.

      “But not Trantia or anywhere else on this side of the pass?” Nathan asked.

      “No, sir.” After a few moments, the beastkin’s eyes widened. “You think this is some sort of equipment failure? Like what some of the veterans say about the, uh, leyline stuff.”

      “Leyline disruption. It’s more likely than the Federation sweeping in and capturing everything west of Gharrick Pass overnight, without a single message reaching us.” Nathan gave the beastkin a sardonic smile and received a relaxed grin in return.

      “Right. Yeah, that makes sense, sir.” A pause. “So, what now?”

      “Go back to your captain and have him try to contact Trantia and other positions this side of the pass. Sen will take over, so relay anything through her,” Nathan said.

      “Sir,” the beastkin said. He snapped off a salute and ran off down the corridor.

      “Should I go?” Sen asked a moment later.

      Nathan closed the door and shook his head. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and tried to process what he had heard. There wasn’t much, but he already had a hunch as to what was happening.

      It’s not like there were many other possibilities. And he had experienced this far too many times.

      The issue was that the timing was uncannily good for the Federation to be a coincidence.

      Nathan stared at the lamps. They had flickered earlier, hadn’t they?

      “If this is leyline disruption, shouldn’t we be mobilizing everything in anticipation of an imminent assault?” Anna asked. Her wine glass was firmly on the table, out of reach. The same went for every other glass of alcohol in the room.

      Nobody was drinking anymore. Seraph poured cups of strong black coffee in the corner. Idly, Nathan wondered if Seraph already knew what was happening. She knew the sorts of things that Torneus would pull and was knowledgeable about binding stones and leylines.

      “He doesn’t think this is leyline disruption,” Leopold said darkly.

      “Eh?” Fei squeaked. “But didn’t you say…” Fei trailed off, her face falling as she saw Nathan’s expression and realized she had fallen for the confidence trick he had used on the guard.

      “Leopold’s right. Leyline disruption is impossible,” Nathan said.

      “Why?” Anna pressed.

      Vera chipped in, “Because it happened too fast. It took months for Sen to shut down communication between us last time. The wireless worked perfectly yesterday, but it’s inoperable today? That’s not leyline disruption. Something much bigger happened.”

      Sen’s eyes widened as something clicked in her mind. Her jaw dropped. “No, is this…”

      “Go on. I’ll be impressed if you get this,” Nathan said.

      “It’s a cascade, isn’t it,” Sen whispered. “You’ve explained that leyline disruption produced effects similar to it, and that reverse cascades happen because of it. So, if something big is happening at once to knock out magical communication, that means a huge surge of magic is running down the leylines.”

      Leopold let out a low whistle. “I see why you chose her as the ifrit’s vessel. Assuming that the ifrit didn’t tell her the secret.”

      Sen shot him a dirty look. “He didn’t. Although he did confirm my suspicion once I thought of it.”

      “Yes, this is a cascade,” Nathan explained to the rest of the room. “Somewhere nearby, demonic energy has overflowed from a portal and washed down the leylines. No, maybe not even nearby. For all we know, the cascade could stretch across the entire eastern border of the Empire.”

      “That would be the largest cascade in centuries,” Leopold said. His eyes narrowed.

      “We don’t have any idea where it may have come from.” Nathan tapped his head. “We need to check. While we wait for Sunstorm and the guards to report back, we have another method. I’ll check my binding stones. Leopold, you…” he trailed off.

      Leopold’s eyes had already glazed over. The old man was already in his mental world, checking on his binding stones.

      “Yeah, do that,” Nathan muttered.

      Seraph smirked at Nathan. The rest of the room looked confused.

      Ignoring them, Nathan dove into his binding stones. It didn’t take long to find what he was looking for.

      The flow of magic through the leylines around both of his binding stones was like a natural disaster. An avalanche was the most appropriate comparison. Energy roared through the leylines from the north, shredding the delicate balance of magic in the world. Many smaller leylines were completely overwhelmed and had been reduced to noise.

      South of the binding stones, the surge was muted. Fort Taubrum still had fairly significant flows pouring out of it, which suggested it wasn’t stopping the cascade dead. Binding stones to the south and east would feel the effects of the cascade. That meant invasions would be triggered in the Federation.

      But Gharrick Pass was like a sponge. Not a single drop of energy appeared to escape it. The leylines around the binding stone were frizzled and useless from the sheer concentration of energy, but nothing was wrong even a mile or two south of the fortress.

      “This is bad,” Nathan gasped as he returned to reality. “Really, really bad.”

      “Bad does not begin to describe this,” Leopold muttered. He glared at his coffee and reached for his flask. Before he could pour it into his coffee, Seraph grabbed his hand.

      “Perhaps you should remain sober,” Seraph said.

      The old man glared up at her, but her iron grip remained in place. He relented. The flask returned to his hip.

      “Forselle Valley and almost every binding stone under my control has been hit. Everything north of Gharrick Pass, and as far east as Aleich. I suspect even Bastion Maylis’s binding stone in Aleich has been hit.” Leopold cursed. “The only possible cause is that the portal in the Spires has suffered a cascade. That has never happened before. They have a trigem Champion. What could possibly cause them to close their portal early?”

      If Nathan was being generous, then a Messenger could.

      Realistically, there was only one option.

      “Torneus,” Nathan and Seraph said at the same time. They looked at each other and grimaced.

      Leopold’s eyes closed. “I had hoped you wouldn’t say that. Nathan, you accused Torneus of working with the Council of Aurelia. That sounded baseless at the time, but this confirms it. Do you know what this means?”

      Oh no.

      “I don’t,” Nathan lied.

      “A cascade of this magnitude could cause untold devastation. If I wasn’t preparing for open war with the Federation, I wouldn’t have the Champions in position to stop so many invasions at once,” Leopold said. “The entire eastern border of the Empire would fall. And with that…” he trailed off, his expression darkening.

      “Aleich,” Nathan said. He knew what came next.

      History was trying absurdly hard to correct itself. Somebody, or something, really hated what Nathan was trying to do.

      “Nathan, you seemed a little too worried earlier,” Seraph said, her gaze pointed.

      “That’s because we have a much bigger problem here.” He grimaced and ran a hand down his face. “Gharrick is soaking up way too much energy from the cascade. That’s not natural, and I know exactly who is responsible.”

      Leopold stared at Nathan.

      “I assume I should rally every soldier in the fortress and surrounding region,” Seraph said.

      “We have other problems as well,” Nathan said.

      “We do?” Leopold asked. “Because I do not like what you just implied.”

      Nathan ignored him. He strode up to the window. Unlike recently, he could see out of it. The walls were lit up. Soldiers shuffled along them at speed. Some were outside the walls, patrolling for enemies that weren’t coming.

      After all, the enemies would appear from inside the keep.

      “We’ve lost all communications. The Federation is on edge, but they’re in the same boat. The cascade is large enough that it’s going to affect their border forts. I’m certain of it, based on what I felt at Fort Taubrum,” Nathan explained.

      “You’re a new Bastion. Reading flows during a cascade is something you’ve never been trained in,” Leopold said.

      “You’re acting surprised about the things he’s somehow experienced in now, Leopold?” Anna asked in disbelief.

      Leopold clammed up and his expression turned stony.

      “Things are tense on the borders. The first thing our soldiers assumed when they couldn’t reach Fort Taubrum was that we had been invaded. What do you think my officers at Fort Taubrum are thinking right now? What about the Federation soldiers along the border who can’t reach anywhere else in the Federation?” Nathan asked. “If they don’t attack first, they risk being attacked in the worst possible situation.”

      The room remained silent, but everybody understood his point.

      “The cascade isn’t only about threatening our fortresses with demons. It’s about knocking out communications long enough for frightened officers to make dumb decisions and kick off the war early. That forces the hand of many of the regents who might not want to be involved.” Nathan sighed. “We need to somehow tell the Federation that we aren’t attacking and calm down our soldiers.”

      “Why would the Federation believe us?” Seraph asked. “I’m persona non grata.”

      Nathan remained silent but looked out the window. There was one person who still had the ability to communicate over long distances with magic right now.

      But she had vanished.

      “Narime,” Seraph said.

      “She could stop this from happening. Without her, the best we can do is rely on Sunstorm’s gem abilities to support Fort Taubrum,” Nathan said.

      It was a terrible plan. But Nathan didn’t have any real options to stop the Federation from launching an assault. Sunstorm returned and confirmed that the gateway was out of commission, which made sense given the sheer amount of demonic energy overwhelming the leylines.

      Winter prevented Nathan from sending many of his soldiers east through the pass. Sunstorm could move swiftly with her gem abilities, and Nathan could control his binding stone from afar, but that was as much as he could do.

      If the Federation invaded en masse, that meant all out war.

      “I believe we still have one other topic,” Leopold said. “You implied earlier that a Messenger was invading Gharrick Pass.”

      Nathan’s Champions remained silent, as they already knew this. But Anna and Vera stared at Nathan in shock.

      Before he could respond, the door slammed open.

      “Nathan, what’s going on? There’re guards everywhere, and I can’t reach Grandpa,” Alice shouted.

      Behind her followed another young woman with long curly brown hair and a bust size that Nathan wasn’t about to forget.

      Princess Charlotte had finally shown herself at the darkest hour.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 17

          Narime

        

      

    

    
      The beastkin maids had only finished laying out dinner when the pulse of magic ran through Narime. Blinding light flooded the room for a moment as wisps panicked. They dimmed a moment later but rested against the bottom of their blown glass lamps.

      Duke Terrius clicked his tongue and scratched his balding head. “As much as I like the old style of lamp, wisps are far too unreliable. I wonder what set them off?” He raised his ceramic sake cup to his mouth and looked at his guest. “Narime? Is something wrong?”

      Lost in focus, Narime didn’t answer at first. Her tails weaved a slow but complex pattern behind her. She wore an elegant kimono of blue and gold that her mother had gifted her when she grew her fourth tail and officially became an adult. Her hair was done up with hairpins the length of her forearms, each crafted from gold and glittering with non-magical sapphires to match her Champion gems.

      “Narime?” Terrius repeated. He lowered his sake cup, then gestured for the servants to leave him.

      The horse beastkin maids bowed and left. The room was magically warded with aural barriers to prevent eavesdropping. Grimacing, Terrius bit into a piece of grilled cod.

      Ostensibly, they were eating a seafood platter styled after those served in the Kurai Peninsula. But only Narime’s half had any raw fish, and there was precious little of it. The Federation were wary of raw fish, given how easy it was to become ill from a poorly stored or prepared one.

      In a country as cutthroat as this, Narime didn’t blame anybody for being suspicious of the origins of their food. She rarely ate raw fish anywhere on Doumahr. Even Duke Terrius had precious few suppliers that he trusted, and he lacked any preference for it. He served it purely for Narime.

      “Something has gone horribly wrong,” Narime said when she returned to her senses.

      Terrius froze, a piece of fish halfway to his mouth. He lowered it to his plate and cleansed his palate with some water. “Define ‘horribly wrong,’ please.”

      “A cascade has triggered somewhere to the north. I can’t sense exactly where but it’s… enormous. I haven’t felt anything like it since…” she trailed off as memories overwhelmed her.

      Faces of friends and family that she could never see again entered her mind and left it almost as quickly.

      “I understand,” Terrius said, a sad smile on his face as he looked away. “Are we in danger?”

      “I don’t know. It depends on how close your portal was to an invasion,” Narime said.

      “I have the wireless. Let’s—”

      Narime shook her head. “It won’t work. This cascade is massive. Communications will be out from Aleich to Tartus.”

      Tartus was Torneus’s home city and the capital of his province. It sat roughly halfway between the Houkeem Desert and the Gharrick Mountains.

      “That far?” Terrius’s mouth gaped for several seconds. “How can a cascade be that massive? When we close portals in Houkeem, or even here, they only stretch a binding stone or two. There are at least six binding stones between Tartus and Aleich. More, even.”

      “Which makes this suspicious,” Narime said. She rose to her feet.

      Terrius stared up at her in confusion. “We’re talking about a cascade. Nobody can force the demons to invade, Narime.”

      “That’s what I thought a month ago, but then I met Nathan and learned otherwise.” She began to walk toward the door.

      “Wait, damn you,” Terrius said. He scrambled to his feet and followed her outside.

      The beastkin maids didn’t block Narime’s path, but she waited for Terrius regardless. She owed him, and he had been nothing but friendly toward her. Even if she didn’t know where he stood regarding the coming conflict.

      “Don’t just rush off. If this is a cascade, then we need to plan for it.” Terrius scowled. “I’ll get dressed, then you can take me to my castle. I can check with my Champions.”

      “We can’t reach anybody, you know,” Narime said.

      “I am the regent of this province and this city is my home. I will ensure its safety,” Terrius thundered. He glared at her. “I know you can teleport. Afterward, let’s talk about everything else and this Nathan Straub you’re so smitten with.”

      Her cheeks flushed and Narime looked away. Terrius didn’t waste any time. His footsteps echoed along the hallway as he stomped into his bedroom and changed into something that didn’t look like a bathrobe. Narime didn’t bother to change. Mystic foxes looked odd to everybody anyway, and she liked wearing a kimono.

      Although she did put on her shoes.

      Once she teleported the two of them to Terrius’s castle, she left him to chat with his Champions. His Bastion was deployed at the Houkeem Desert, and the two Champions he left behind had complete command of the province’s security.

      The duogem in command was a horse beastkin. Her eyes held a nasty look whenever she looked at Terrius, but she held herself in check. The look of fear that crossed her face when her gaze met Narime’s said everything.

      Duke Terrius might be friendly toward Narime, but he owned an entire clan of beastkin slaves. This duogem Champion was one of the lucky few that was spared slavery, but only because a Bastion in service to her old owner liked her. Had she really escaped slavery?

      Narime didn’t have the answer to that.

      “An invasion will happen, but not for a few days,” Terrius said after pulling them into a spare meeting room.

      The castle interior was stark compared to her recent lodgings. Cold, gray stone. Plain oaken furnishings with no decoration or finishing. No cabinets full of expensive liquors or magical percolators tucked into the corner.

      Her Bastion’s castle was no different to this. When she returned to the Houkeem Desert, she’d spend months on end fighting demons with nothing to keep her distracted beside meditation and cheap wine.

      It bothered Narime that the luxury of Nathan’s castle attracted her. He had an extensive library that rivaled any noble in the Federation. Every room was as extravagantly decorated as anything in one of Duke Terrius’s manors.

      The food was less impressive, but the Champions told her that was because the cooks stuck to seasonal fare. The busty catgirl drooled every time she had talked about the end of winter and the massive plates of meat she was going to devour.

      “With communications out, I need to reach out to the border fortresses,” Narime said.

      “And do what, exactly?” Terrius asked. “You said this was suspicious, and I agree, but I’m not sure I agree on who is suspicious.”

      “You don’t? Because there’s a man in the Federation who just admitted he’s been playing everybody for fools.”

      “And you just returned from a month with a man who may be doing the same in the Empire. He knows more than you about demons and portals. Who knows what he’s capable of?” Terrius said.

      “Not this,” Narime said. “The only place nearby that could trigger a cascade of this size are the Aurelian Spires. And who do we know has been dealing with the Spires?”

      Terrius scowled and fell silent.

      A small clock ticked on a desk in the corner.

      “Let’s say you’re right. What do we gain from working against Torneus? He’ll destroy you if you step out of line. You’re only a Champion, Narime,” Terrius said.

      “If I need to find a new Bastion, I will. I like Arriet, but only as a commander,” Narime said. “I’ve changed Bastions before. I’ll do it as many times as I have to, if it means preventing my new home being destroyed my demons again.”

      With a long-suffering sigh, Terrius waved a hand at the door. “Fine, go. But this won’t end here.”

      Wasting any more time was pointless. Narime didn’t bother with the door. Her gems glowed, and she teleported out of the castle with a spell.

      She didn’t have enough power to teleport from binding stone to binding stone, however. For hours, she used magic and her own enhanced physical ability to cross the western border of the Federation. At every border fort and castle she found the same thing.

      Companies of nervous soldiers massing in courtyards and fields, unwilling to go to war, but terrified that their country was under attack.

      If somebody wanted to restart the war, they had chosen the best tactic possible. How many would die in the coming days and weeks before the leylines calmed down, and the regents resumed control of their armies? How many fathers and sons would be screaming for vengeance and charging off to war afterward?

      Narime only hoped that something was happening in the Empire. If there wasn’t, then she had a very personal visit to pay to Nathan.

      And she wouldn’t teleport away this time.

      Assuming, of course, that he survived the Messenger that was invading him at this moment. Narime paused for a moment in her rush and said a prayer to Omria. Like most mystic foxes, she didn’t believe that Omria was a real goddess, but she had a mystical belief in the Watcher’s power. If anybody was going to protect Nathan, she imagined it would be Omria.

      Because she didn’t know if anybody else was protecting Doumahr right now.
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      “This is what portals look like?” Princess Charlotte gasped out.

      “It didn’t look this intimidating last time,” Anna muttered. “It was a lot smaller, and there weren’t so many walls.”

      “I can’t believe this was built by this useless pup,” Nurevia muttered, shooting Nathan looks.

      After Alice’s sudden intrusion, Nathan had led everybody to the portal. Explaining the situation would take longer than visual aids, and that was time that could be used to begin preparing the defenses. The castle bustled with activity, and Nathan sent Sen and Fei off to round up as many soldiers as they could. Many of them were out on patrols and messengers needed to be sent to alert them.

      In the meantime, Sunstorm began the long process of alerting the forts on the eastern side of the Gharrick Mountains. She would also stop the invasion at Fort Taubrum, although Nathan suspected it would be a weak one. Unlike the one at Gharrick Pass, its binding stone had only just been activated and hadn’t been subjected to months of leyline disruption.

      Once through the double door gate that separated the portal from the fortress, the party discovered what Nathan’s hobby had been for the past month and some change. At some point, Kuda—Anna’s butler and the fortress administrator—had joined them.

      The twin valleys were each protected by a double layer of twenty-meter-high stone walls. Nathan had been forced to choose to defend either the central clearing—where the entrance to the fortress was—or the valleys themselves. Without the resources to defend both, he chose the lesser evil.

      Kadria had advised him to avoid fighting them together, so he assumed that meant one of the Twins would attack through each of the two valleys. Fighting two Messengers together was insanity, as they could pool their power together for an exponential increase in magical ability. If they were separated in the valleys, it might be possible to win.

      Even so, Nathan left a small stone fort at the entrance. A small number of automaton statues and ballistae protected it, and it was the last refuge they had if they needed to retreat. Unmanned catapults sat behind the walls that blocked off each of the valleys. They sat here in case the soldiers needed to retreat from the forward wall.

      “You should have shown me this earlier,” Leopold grunted out, although he nodded approvingly at the arrayed defenses. “A massive transformation of the world surrounding the portal is a sure sign of imminent invasion by a Messenger.”

      “I know,” Nathan said.

      “I gathered from the fact none of your Champions were surprised,” Leopold drawled, fixing Seraph with a glare. Nathan was glad that Fei and Sen weren’t present right now.

      “Couldn’t you have at least told me? This is the second time you’ve left me out of the discussions regarding the portal,” Anna said.

      “There’s been enough on our plates as is with the negotiations. I had hoped for more time,” Nathan said.

      “Uncle Leopold, how bad are Messengers? Because this looks as strong as Maylis’s defenses back at the capital.” Alice stared at the walls wide-eyed.

      Leopold didn’t answer. Instead, he walked up one of the walls to get a better look at the defenses.

      Between each layer of walls stood dozens of catapults, huge wooden shields, and clearings marked out with ritual circles. Trenches and lines of defensive earthworks broke up the space farther. Hundreds of soldiers milled about below Nathan and company as they watched from the walls. Boulders were loaded in the ammunition deposits of the catapults, and the shields were mounted on wheels for portability. Officers conducted drills, and shouts echoed off the cliffs.

      “Again, looks really strong,” Alice said.

      “Does it need to be this strong?” Charlotte muttered. She kept her bodyguard Champion between herself and the others.

      Nathan tried not to stare at the princess. Not because of his attachment to her.

      But because she was so meek.

      “Come on, Charlotte. Look at how many catapults there are? And those circles are for the battlemages to cast their spells together for greater effect. There are even postern gates in the corners so that Nathan and the knights can sortie.” Alice’s voice was excited as she pulled on Charlotte’s dress. “This is going to be amazing to watch.”

      “You are not watching this,” Nathan said.

      “Under no circumstances will you be here during the invasion,” Leopold thundered.

      Alice pouted. She hunched her shoulders and looked between both Bastions for a few moments. Realizing neither of them would give in, she turned to Anna for support.

      “You’re kidding, right?” Anna asked. “My officers told me what happened last time Nathan fought off an invasion. It involved a tornado made of fire, a flood of flesh-eating water, and intentionally letting the demons breach the walls. And this is going to be more dangerous.”

      Alice’s jaw dropped, and she looked at Nathan. “The Inferno Tornado?”

      Nathan rolled his eyes. Good thing Sen wasn’t here. They’d be squealing over the spell right now.

      “Alice, I told you before that I would only allow you to stay if you did as I told you when it came to security,” Leopold said, rising to his full height.

      “How come you only call me by my name when you’re ordering me around,” Alice grumbled. “Fine, Uncle. I’ll go somewhere safe when the fighting starts.” Then she grinned. “Assuming, of course, there is somewhere safe? Aren’t Messengers super dangerous?”

      “They’re an existential threat to humanity, but they’re not unstoppable,” Nathan said. “I’ve been preparing defenses against them since I knew one was coming. The basement around the binding stone is warded against them.”

      Almost everybody stared at Nathan. Alice scowled at him.

      “Warded how?” Leopold asked. “If the fortress itself is breached, then things are already as dire as it comes.”

      “Spatial and mental wards. The records suggest that many fortresses fell effectively instantly. That could only happen if a Messenger somehow struck at the Bastion directly or bypassed his normal defenses.” Nathan frowned. “And we know that Messengers can use ascended magic.”

      Of course, this was almost complete bullshit. Nathan was wary of direct attacks on his binding stone for one reason, and one reason only.

      Kadria had warned him that the Twins were a similar type of Messenger to her. And Kadria had defeated Nathan by attacking his binding stone directly using either a spatial or mental attack. He had yet to discover which, but he had greatly increased his defenses around Gharrick Pass this time. Half his library was dedicated to every tome he could find that hinted at spatial or mental magic in history, although he hadn’t found anywhere near enough time to go through all the books.

      Times like this were when he really needed somebody like Gareth, who could invent ridiculous magic almost overnight, and was insane enough to try it.

      Leopold grunted in approval and turned back to the soldiers below. “There’s a lot of them. More than I’d expect to defend a portal.”

      “This explains where all my soldiers have been going,” Anna said. “I’ve been wondering where you’ve been sending them, given the pass still isn’t clear.”

      “They’re not here to fight the demons in melee, but every siege engine I have adds something. There’s a lot of ballistae in the walls, as well. The more manned weapons I have, the more I can focus on automaton knights.”

      Nathan pointed at the lines of steel statues standing at the base of the far wall. They practically blended into the granite wall at this distance.

      “As amusing as it is to see the Imperial Princess revealing her love for her army, a more pressing question is how long do we have?” Vera asked.

      As if to answer her question, the world went dark. The soldiers stopped moving. The red sky vanished in an instant and became an eerie pitch black. Moments later, the purple light that crept up from the cracks in the ground turned bright white. Their vision returned to normal, despite the transition to a monochrome world.

      “Hours,” Nathan said.

      The soldiers who had frozen out of shock returned to their drills. Their officers screamed loud enough that even the sharpest soldier stopped questioning what strange hellscape he had ended up in.

      “Then let’s form a plan. The valley is split in two. Are the defenses the same?” Leopold asked.

      “They are. I’m assuming something will happen if the enemy joins up at the end. Maybe that’s not true, but who knows with a Messenger,” Nathan said.

      “A good assumption. Stranger things are detailed in the records. There was a Messenger who rolled down a hill once, and he grew larger with everything he hit, until he was so massive he obliterated the fortress when he reached the bottom.” Leopold shook his head.

      “We’ll need to split up. I only have two companies of beastkin knights capable of fighting the demons head-on, but Sunstorm will be—” Nathan began to say.

      “Keep both.” Leopold pointed a finger at his own Champion, Mae, who stood beside Alice. “Mae, Nurevia, and I will hold the other wall.”

      “I will?” Nurevia said. “Maybe you’re forgetting, but you’re not my boss, old fart. And my mission is to defend Alice.”

      “And you’ll do that by stopping the Messenger before they get to her,” Leopold growled.

      Nurevia narrowed her eyes, then smirked at Nathan. “Well, let’s see if your defenses are half as impressive as they look. Maybe you are half the man your daddy is. You certainly sound it in bed, but it’s not how you use it that counts, it’s what you’re pumping inside ‘em.”

      “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Seraph said. Beside her, the princesses turned scarlet and the Falmir Champion bared her teeth at the dark elf, her hand falling on her sword.

      Nathan rolled his eyes and ignored Nurevia’s comments. Then he noticed something missing in Leopold’s team—or someone. “You need a sorcerer, Leopold.”

      “I have your siege engines and battlemages.”

      “Don’t be stupid, old man,” Vera snapped. “I’ll back you up.”

      Leopold grimaced and looked away.

      Nathan didn’t have the foggiest clue why the old man disliked Vera’s help, but he didn’t have the time to play psychologist.

      “Nurevia, Mae, and Vera with Leopold. I’ll take Seraph, Fei, and Sen, plus both of my beastkin companies,” Nathan said.

      Alice pointed at Leopold. “Doesn’t that mean Uncle Leopold has an advantage? He’s older, more experienced, and has two duogem Champions, plus a powerful sorceress.”

      “Experience doesn’t mean much when Nathan is next to his binding stone, Your Imperial Highness,” Leopold drawled.

      Frowning, Alice tilted her head and looked around her. “Huh. I guess not. You built all this so quickly, didn’t you?” She began mouthing things to herself.

      Nathan still didn’t know why Alice had shut herself off from him after the negotiations, but she didn’t appear to hold a grudge against him or appear scared of him. He would take what he could get.

      “In that case, I believe it’s time to get you to safety,” Leopold said, staring at the princesses.

      “It’s still safe,” Alice said.

      A demonic scream split the air. Alice’s hair stood up on end, and her hand shot to her side. It gripped nothing, and she cursed under her breath. Charlotte gripped onto the arm of her bodyguard for dear life, and the duogem Champion grit her teeth.

      Thunk-thunk-thunk went the ballistae in the far wall. The guards on the battlements pointed at something, and Nathan saw them laughing. Within moments, the ballistae stopped firing and all fell silent.

      “That sounded like something got turned into a pincushion,” Seraph said.

      “How nice,” Nurevia muttered.

      Leopold gave Alice a meaningful glare, and the princess relented. The invasion might not have started, but the portal was far from safe.

      Kuda slipped away with Anna, Charlotte, and Alice. The Falmir Champion also joined them, as her duty was to protect Charlotte. Fei would let them into the basement, where they would be behind the strongest protections in Gharrick Pass.

      If only Nathan was confident that they were enough.

      A hand clapped him on the shoulder. “We need to have words after this.” Leopold glared at him. “I’ve overlooked a great many things in the past, because you’ve kept things under control, but you’ve let this one slip too far.”

      And now Nathan had angered one of the most powerful Bastions in the Empire. Hopefully, fighting off a Messenger was enough to convince Leopold that he was worth keeping around.

      Assuming Nathan fought off the Twins. If they were half the Messenger that Kadria was, Nathan might end up needing another trip back in time.
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      Nathan covered his eyes as reality cracked and a tear from Hell opened.

      At least, he assumed the portal led to Hell. Nathan wasn’t certain anymore, given Kadria appeared to have come from a normal world at some point in her life. Her words often confused him, but he preferred to keep things simple when it came to the demons.

      Whatever the Messengers were, the demons were simply brutes. They came in hordes and were stupid and vicious enough that Nathan felt no twinge of guilt when he obliterated them.

      The altered structure of the twin valleys made it easier to not look at the teardrop shaped rift in the fabric of reality. The cliffs blocked off Nathan’s view. All he saw were the hordes of demons massing in the clearing.

      Perhaps he shouldn’t say that was “all he saw.” The sight of thousands of demons was worrying, even if Nathan had become had inured to it.

      “There’s a lot more than last time,” Fei said. She bit her lip and ran her finger over the sapphire embedded in her collarbone.

      “We also have a bigger wall this time,” Nathan said. “But yes, this is much worse.”

      Fei, Sen, and Seraph clustered around him on the wall. None of his soldiers joined them, but they weren’t alone up here. The battlements were lined with summoned automatons, and dozens of repeater ballistae swiveled on their perches.

      The automatons on the walls were of two types. The first, and least common, were the massive steel knights that Nathan used to guard the fortress. These halberd-wielding monsters were expensive to maintain but could defeat demons in melee combat. Perfect for holding the walls against a horde of beasts trying to climb over them.

      The other type of automaton would fold within seconds of encountering the demons. Literally, in fact. Their bodies were made of woven bamboo, a rare material from Kurai that certain nobles prized for its flexibility.

      Nathan used it because it was lightweight and he could make ten bamboo automatons for the energy cost of a single metal one, or a hundred for one of his behemoth knights.

      Each of the automatons held the rough approximation of a human shape and had exaggerated pointy ears. But the bows they carried were made of wood, and so were the arrows they pulled from their quivers. Like the repeater ballistae, their quivers were connected to the binding stone and their arrows were replenished using magic. Massive stocks of arrows and crossbow bolts had been amassed in previous months.

      These bamboo archers couldn’t fight hand-to-hand, but they could shoot as well as any human archer. Their job was to lay down an endless barrage of arrows. Quantity trumped quality against demons, at least when it came to conventional weapons.

      Slowly, the demons began to march toward the wall. They had drums this time. Their roars echoed along the valley to the beat of massive drums deep in the clearing. Many of the demons beat their weapons together, and the clash of steel became almost deafening.

      A red wave of angry, animalistic bestial creatures rolled onward.

      With the snapping of dozens of springs, the catapults unleashed their boulders. Many crashed down short of the demons, with only a few striking true. The demons jeered.

      They stopped a few moments later as the boulders bounced and crashed through their massed ranks. Nathan’s battlemages had been hard at work modifying the catapult ammunition to hold together on impact. Vera had devised the spell that the battlemages used.

      In Nathan’s timeline, the technique was common. He doubted he was the first to come up with it here, but it was unique enough that Vera had to create and teach the battlemages something new.

      “I’m not seeing any heavies,” Nathan muttered. He had enhanced his vision with magic and was scanning the ranks of the demons. “I expected a lot of them, and maybe even a few greater demons.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” Seraph said.

      “Not when we’re dealing with a Messenger.”

      Fei tilted her head. “What’s a greater demon?”

      “A demon that’s greater in size than a normal demon,” Sen said. She held her hands out and began casting a pair of third rank spells.

      “Yes, but no,” Nathan said. “The demons down there are technically known as demon grunts, or sometimes lesser demons. We just call them demons because most invasions never see anything bigger.”

      “They don’t usually need to send anything bigger,” Seraph said. “Several thousand demon grunts can easily take out an unprepared duogem Champion.”

      Nathan nodded, grimacing. “But they do get bigger, and nastier. Heavies are still lesser demons, but they’re bigger, wear heavy armor, and carry weapons almost as big as they are.”

      “Hence the name, I imagine. Heavy armor, heavy weapons, heavy demons,” Sen said. “Creative.”

      “Greater demons are far bigger, and far nastier. They can also use limited magic,” Nathan said.

      Fei’s eyes nearly popped out of her skull. “But that’s cheating!”

      “They’re invading our world. This isn’t a game of chess,” Nathan said. “A greater demon can be defeated by a monogem Champion, but given they come with a horde of other demons…” he trailed off.

      Quantity beat quality.

      “But they’re not here. Instead, we have those friendly fellows,” Seraph said, pointing to the totem-carrying demons with ash-colored skin.

      “Unfortunately,” Nathan said.

      Nathan was beginning to wonder if he’d been misled. Kadria had compared the Twins to herself, so he had expected a demonic army similar to the one that attacked him in the Far Reaches. Back then, Kadria had almost exclusively used an endless horde of heavies, greater demons, and similarly massive demons.

      She had been a bit of a size queen, and not one for technique in her minions.

      Instead, all he saw were endless grunts. And now shamans.

      This boded poorly. Shamans generally came with Messengers who relied more heavily on magic. Nathan realized he had never seen how Kadria fought, as she had crushed him almost instantly. He might have been hasty in his preparations.

      “They look like sorcerers,” Sen said. Flames surged from her hands and turned countless demons to ash, but the horde kept coming. They continued to chant to the beat of the drums.

      “Shamans. I don’t know much about them,” Seraph admitted. “I know the foxes hated them. They don’t mass up like human battlemages, and they hide behind other demons.”

      The shamans lifted their totems in the air as one, and glowing red squares hovered in front of each. Fei gasped.

      “They’re using sorcery,” she said, pointing.

      Nearly thirty seconds later—an eternity when it came to a mere fourth rank spell—each totem spewed forth a torrent of small fireballs. They crashed uselessly into a shimmering wall of light that appeared in front of the wall.

      “Did they really think they could pierce the wall’s barrier?” Sen asked.

      “Maybe not, but now they know there is one,” Seraph said. A harsh intake a breath followed her words. “Look!”

      A shadowy figure bounded up the valley. Demons went flying in every direction when they got in its way. The figure was massive, standing more than twice the height of a demon and was far wider and longer.

      It bounded in front of the advancing demons, and Nathan finally saw its monstrous visage. It had a warped face that almost looked human, with multiple rows of bestial fangs and elongated glowing white eyes. Four muscled legs covered in orange fur pulverized volcanic rock, and its claws dug deep. At its end stood an arched tail that looked like a scorpion’s. A second glance confirmed that it wasn’t, as scorpion tails didn’t have several glowing black quills at the end.

      “Manticore!” `Seraph said.

      Before anybody could react, the manticore’s tail fired its payload. The black quills burst forth. They slammed into the barrier like the shaman’s spells, but the effect was different.

      Where the quills struck the barrier, a black light began to eat away at it. The hole rapidly grew larger, but its growth slowed after several seconds.

      The result was clear, however. The manticore had punched a hole in the defensive barrier. Nathan estimated that it had to be at least a hundred meters wide.

      The quills regrew on the manticore’s tail before Nathan had the opportunity to process what had happened. Another hole opened up in the barrier, before the first even began to close.

      Then the shamans began to cast their spells again.

      “Fuck,” Nathan swore. He spun and shouted over the walls. “Take cover. Barriers up. Shields up.”

      The officers down below echoed his order. Soldiers pushed wooden shields into place while battlemages began casting protective barriers. Many rushed behind the walls if they weren’t currently manning a siege weapon. Most didn’t, preferring instead to continue operating their weapons or supplying ammunition. Boulders continued to fly overhead and crash into the demons.

      A jet of flames shot out at one of the shamans and turned him and the demons surrounding him into ash. But dozens more were unharmed.

      Unsheathing his sword, Nathan snapped off a spell and turned the head of another shaman into red mist. Nathan’s automatons unleashed arrows and bolts into the horde, but the shamans were well out of range.

      The shamans’ spells finally finished casting, and countless volleys of flames surged toward them.

      Nathan estimated that if every spell hit, he’d lose at least a quarter of his troops. He began to reach for the binding stone, ready to reinforce the barrier using brute force.

      Waves of power stopped him in his tracks.

      Seraph’s gems flashed repeatedly as she pointed her tonfas at each incoming volley of flames. Each time, a wave of energy blasted out and snuffed out the incoming spell.

      One made it past, and Seraph cursed as it crashed into the crew of a catapult. Soldiers ran up to the injured crew while battlemages put out the flames with their spells. Within moments, the catapult was manned by a new crew, as the magically reinforced frame had survived.

      “I’d forgotten you could repel spells that were weaker than your magic,” Nathan said, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Don’t,” Seraph said. “And save your power for the real enemy. Protecting us is noble, but it’s meaningless if we lose.” Her eyes were hard, but she gave him a small smile. “I joined you because you were willing to make that difficult decision at Fort Taubrum. You snuck in and stole the binding stone while others risked their lives, knowing that you were winning the battle in exchange for a small sacrifice.”

      “Your talk is sweet and all, but did you forget we’re in a life-and-death battle,” Sen spat.

      Her arms glowed with power as she channeled a pair of fourth rank spells. Orbs of lava bounced forth, crashing into the demons. A pair of squares glowed around the length of her greatsword, and she swung it in the direction of the manticore. White-hot fire coiled out from the tip of her blade like a whip, then hardened into lava upon impact.

      The molten rock burst against the manticore’s hide. Black, bulbous veins pressed their way to the surface of the monster’s skin in response, but it appeared otherwise unharmed.

      A stream of ballistae bolts slammed into the manticore with even less success.

      “The manticore is a greater demon. Its body is pumped full of as much magic as a Champion,” Nathan said. “The automatons can’t hurt it. Only we can.”

      With a mental gesture, Nathan commanded the bamboo archers and ballistae to fire on the horde instead of the manticore. Fei shouted an order as well, and officers within the walls below redirected their fire.

      “If I can’t hurt the thing, then that means…” Sen said. Then frowned. “Ifrit thinks I can take it out with my new fifth rank spell.”

      “There’s bound to be more of them,” Nathan said. “Fifth rank spells will tire you out fast. Save them for when we don’t have the ability to take it out the easy way.”

      “Isn’t blowing it up with magic the easy way?” Sen asked, not expecting an answer.

      The demons had caught up to the manticore, but the shamans were holding position. Given there was now only a few hundred meters between the horde and the wall, Nathan couldn’t wait any longer to deal with the manticore.

      If he did, there would be too many demons for even him to handle.

      “The manticore is the highest priority,” Nathan ordered. “Seraph, you run interference and take overall command. Fei, gather up your knights at the postern gate closest to the manticore. Sen—”

      “I can guess,” Sen interrupted. She brushed her bangs aside, and Nathan noted that her brown hair had gained more white streaks recently. “Melt every demon between the postern gate and the manticore?”

      “That’s a nice start. Then try to keep them distracted.” Nathan tried to ruffle her hair, but she batted his hand aside.

      “I’m not a beastkin. I like my rewards to be a little more substantial,” Sen said.

      Fei grinned and pressed herself against Fei. “You seemed to want the same reward that I got last night, when we arrived back at Fort Taubrum.”

      Sen’s face flared red, and she pushed the catgirl away.

      Rolling her eyes, Seraph turned away and focused on the enemy. More volleys of flame soared overhead, and she blew them away well before they reached the walls.

      Nathan waited a few minutes while Fei gathered up her knights. The demons reached the walls, despite Sen’s efforts and the sheer amount of firepower being poured onto them. Their numbers were limitless.

      Each boulder crushed a dozen demons. Archers and ballistae felled a hundred every minute. Entire swathes of the brutes were reduced to screaming piles of ash every time Sen waved her hands in their direction.

      And now the defenders in the walls poured enchanted boiling oil through gaps in the wall. The demons screamed and fell. They tried to climb the walls, and now their flesh and arms melted off due to Sen’s special concoction.

      They kept coming, however. The drums continued their ceaseless beating in the distance, their tempo rising slowly and the demons becoming more and more ferocious along with it. Nathan wondered if there was something magical about the drums.

      Messengers were capable of mental magic, after all. Kadria was proof of that, given her ability to manipulate the memories of people. Were the Twins using the drums to push her demons into a frenzy?

      A signal reached Nathan from the bottom of the wall, and he leaped down. Fei stood outside a narrow gatehouse with a hundred armored beastkin knights. A hundred beastkin of various races saluted as he arrived, and he waved them off. Far too many tails wagged violently as he approached Fei.

      Most of Fei’s knights were women, and he had overheard the sorts of things they said about him. Notably, he knew what they wanted to do to him, if they weren’t terrified of Fei’s reaction if they horned in on her territory.

      “Do they know what we’re doing?” Nathan asked.

      “Killing the manticore?” Fei suggested.

      “No, we’re killing the manticore,” Nathan said, his finger shifting between Fei and himself. “They’re keeping the horde of demons off us.” He sighed when Fei’s mouth formed an “O.”

      Turning to face the knights, Nathan slammed his fist into his chest in a salute. The knights returned it, the sound echoing across the entire valley.

      “I spoke before the battle. You all know this is your first real test. I won’t repeat myself,” Nathan said. The beastkin met his gaze resolutely. “Captain Jafeila and I will take down the manticore demon threatening our catapults. Your duty is to protect us from the demons. That means you must hold a defensive line. You may not be Champions, but know that you can still fight like one.”

      He slapped his fist into his armor again. A hundred beastkin returned the salute in deafening fashion.

      With that, he slammed his fist into the release switch for the gate. The stone wall hiding the postern gate rumbled, then slid out of position. The steel portcullis rose at the same time, and soon they had a passageway into the valley that the demons were unaware of.

      Fei charged through first, her arms wreathed in blue fire. By the time Nathan caught up with her, the clearing was an inferno of melting demons and azure flames. Piles of goo dripped down the valley. Demons screeched as their bodies collapsed.

      Behind Nathan, the first of the beastkin knights came to a screaming halt. This was their first time seeing their captain in action. Their tails weren’t wagging anymore.

      Nathan raised his sword and roared. He pointed toward the manticore, which was still a few hundred meters away.

      The beastkin came to their senses and cheered in return. The rest of them cleared the postern gate. Behind them, an automaton activated the switch to close the gate. Nathan or Fei would need to command it to reopen the gate when they returned. They couldn’t risk the demons getting inside the wall.

      A meteor crashed down into the demons between them and the manticore. Flames coated the ground. A wall of fire cut off the demons trying to advance toward them.

      High above them, Sen waved cheerfully. Nathan waved back.

      The manticore roared at them as they approached.

      “Split,” Fei shouted. “Defensive lines.”

      The beastkin knights didn’t hesitate. They cut their way through the demons either side of the manticore and left plenty of room for Fei and Nathan to do the dirty work. Their enchanted weapons glowed brightly as they cleaved through the thick hides of the demons. Their armor gleamed with magic and deflected blows. A few knights went down, but they were pulled back by their comrades.

      Nathan saw at least one go down permanently. This was a battle, and death was a permanent companion.

      With a bestial roar, the manticore blew apart the ground with his black quills. Fei coated him with blue flames in return. It wasn’t enough to end the fight, and she hesitated for a moment out of surprise. Every demon so far had been killed instantly by her gem ability.

      “Down,” Nathan barked. He darted forward and yanked Fei back by an arm. His sword glowed with a third rank spell.

      The manticore’s claws pulverized the ground where she had stood. The next swipe crashed into Nathan’s sword, and a barrier of light exploded into existence.

      Rolling away, Nathan drew on his sorcery. Fei righted herself and muttered an apology.

      “Consider it a lesson,” Nathan said.

      He raised his sword and unleashed a spell. His Champion charged in, flames flickering around her body.

      The manticore went down in short order. As Nathan had said earlier, greater demons were weaker than monogem Champions. The issue was that they were still dangerous, and he didn’t want Fei exhausting herself or getting seriously injured.

      “To me,” Fei shouted, gesturing for her knights to pull back.

      The knights began to peel away from the demons. Arrows and fire rained down around them. They were surrounded and getting back to the postern gate would be an effort.

      Shouting erupted from the walls. Nathan spotted Seraph gesturing wildly.

      Slowly, Nathan realized the beat of the drums had changed. The constantly increasing tempo had shifted to something quite different. It felt familiar, but very out of place on a battlefield.

      Almost like something he’d expect in a ballroom.

      Or maybe the bedroom, Nathan thought when he saw the reason for Seraph’s panic.

      Because the Messenger had finally arrived.
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      If Nathan suspected that Kadria had misled him earlier, now he was certain of it.

      Kadria had described the Twins as the same breed of Messenger as her. Just as demons had physical similarities to one another, like manticores, Nathan had assumed he would be facing a pair of demonic Messengers with broadly similar physical and magical traits.

      Nothing could be further from the truth. If pressed, Nathan might compare the bronzed skin and four curly goat horns of Kadria to the woman floating in the air above the demonic horde. But that’s where any similarities ended.

      Kadria was a petite, lithe woman who lacked fat anywhere beside her thighs and hips. This half of the Twins was a big girl, in several ways.

      Bronzed skin, curly goat horns, tits nearly larger than her head, thighs thicker than her waist, long white hair, and a frame thick enough that Nathan doubted he could find bone even if he tried. The Twin looked like an extremely healthy girl, and she had all of the curves. Unlike Kadria, she didn’t wear jewelry or decorations. Her clothes were plain, consisting of a simple knee-length white dress with a black trim, although it showed her plentiful cleavage.

      From this angle, Nathan confirmed that was all she was wearing.

      “That’s absolutely a succubus,” Nathan said aloud. He’d wondered if Kadria was one, given her endless desire for sex. Now he wondered if his Messenger was a defective one, and the Twins were the real deal.

      Then again, Kadria had wiped out Nathan’s defenses before he had even had a chance to fight. The Twins were putting up a fight, but nothing too impressive.

      Perhaps Nathan would hold off on calling Kadria a defective anything.

      “A what?” Fei asked, puzzled.

      “Sex demon,” Nathan said. “They’re a myth. Or were, I guess.”

      Supposedly, a succubus had helped bring down Arcadia in his timeline. Trafaumh had stopped it. Jafeila had told Nathan about it, as she had been working for Trafaumh at the time.

      Fei’s eyes narrowed. “We’re going back to the castle. Now!”

      Although he agreed with her order, Nathan felt that Fei had ulterior motives. He blew a hole through the ranks of the demons. Spotting it, the knights began to retreat. They carried their wounded with them.

      The endless swarm of demons bore down on them. Fei’s breath came out in ragged rasps. Her muscles looked like steel cords as she hurled blue flames in every direction. Sweat poured off her. The gem in her collarbone shined like a beacon, and her knights used it like a guide while they fled.

      Nathan ordered an automaton to open the postern gate. Some demons tried to sneak in, but they were cut down by the automatons waiting on the other side.

      Then they were back inside, the gate slamming shut behind them.

      The drums continued in their strangely alternating beat and slower tempo. The succubus Messenger seemed to view her attack as a dance. Or perhaps a seduction.

      Nathan grimaced.

      Maybe he should have visited Kadria. Everything had happened so fast that a visit to his office would have been suspicious. Leopold was already furious with him. If Nathan’s relationship with Kadria was discovered, everything could be over within minutes.

      But at the same time, Nathan found himself almost completely in the dark.

      Kadria had wanted to do something to help him with the Twins when they had first spoke, but he didn’t know what. More recently, she had suggested that the Twins weren’t going to use their full strength.

      Something about how Doumahr wasn’t ready for two Messengers at once yet.

      The Twins were apparently here to play, not to destroy the world. Nathan couldn’t tell anybody else that, and he didn’t want to. The other warning Kadria had given him was that although the Twins might not kill Nathan, they wouldn’t hesitate to murder everybody else.

      Particularly their competition. Now that he knew the Twins were succubi, he had a better understanding of what was going on and why Kadria kept saying they wanted to take him on a date.

      If he lost here, he might not die, but he probably wasn’t going to be a Bastion anymore.

      It was going hard to defend a fortress from a Messenger when he was firmly planted in their crotch every night.

      Nathan tried not to think about Kadria, or what her seduction attempts implied. She appeared to be a succubus as well. Was her aim to gain a powerful husband and retire to a peaceful world? He knew next to nothing about what Messengers wanted.

      By the time he and Fei reached the top of the walls, his thoughts were an absolute mess. He decided that thinking was a waste of time.

      The smart thing to do was defeat the Twins now and worry about Kadria and the entire concept of Messengers later.

      “Any idea what she’s capable of?” Seraph asked. She twirled her tonfas absentmindedly. Now that the manticore was dead, she didn’t have anything to do.

      “Nathan says she’s a sex demon,” Fei said.

      The beastkin knights listened in from nearby. They fanned out across the wall and prepared to fight off any demons that climbed it. Those close by could listen in, and their pricked-up ears were a sure sign they were interested.

      “Sex demon?” Seraph repeated dubiously. “You mean a succubus? What makes you so certain?”

      “You do see the same thing I do, right?” Nathan asked.

      Seraph looked at the flying Messenger. The Twin wasn’t doing much. Her fingers twirled her hair, and she stared into space. A nonexistent wind caused her dress to flutter—Nathan assumed she was using magic to make it move.

      “Do you assume all extremely attractive women are succubi?” Seraph asked.

      “No, but when their bodies are almost physically distorted to be that attractive, I do.” Nathan shook his head. “It also explains the composition of her horde. Demonology records suggest that succubi are magically aligned demons.”

      “Aren’t they mythical?”

      “Yes, but there’s enough evidence to suggest that we fought them during the time Omria walked among us,” Nathan said, trying to explain away his knowledge. Seraph gave him a dubious look. “Trust me, please.”

      Fei and Seraph gave him an odd look he was beginning to recognize.

      “I believe we may be reaching the limits of ‘trust,’ but very well,” Seraph said, voice deathly low. “Know that I’m doing this only because you’re everything I’ve wanted in a Bastion. But I don’t like being kept in the dark for so long.”

      Both Seraph and Fei turned back to the approaching horde and Messenger.

      Before Nathan forgot, he reached out with his mind. He found his connection to Fei and refilled the reserve of power in her sapphire gem. A squeak escaped her, before a much more erotic moan leaked out. Her muscles relaxed and her tail made slow circling motions.

      The beastkin knights stared at their captain with a mixture of awe and jealousy. Once recovered, Fei wiped away some drool at the edge of her mouth and pretended that nothing had happened.

      Nathan pointed at Seraph, who waved him off. That made sense. While Fei was a power-hungry minx that burned magic faster than a bankrupt noble bled gold, Seraph was all about efficiency.

      Down below, another manticore leaped forth, but a lance formed of molten steel and flames tore it apart less than a minute later. Lava poured off the lance and oozed down the hill, consuming hundreds of demons.

      “Sen’s new fifth rank spell looks rather nasty,” Seraph said.

      “It’s one of Ifrit’s specialties. An anti-Champion spell that then denies territory afterward. Even if her target dodges the spell, they have to avoid the lance afterward,” Nathan said.

      “Like I said, nasty.”

      “When do I get a new ability?” Fei asked, shooting puppy-dog eyes at Nathan.

      Soon, Nathan hoped. If war with the Federation was on the horizon, he needed a second sapphire for Fei.

      The demons poured forth. Twice, they reached the top of the walls.

      The first time the automatons pushed them back before either the Champions or beastkin knights arrived to help. Only a few demons made it past the constant rain of arrows and flesh-melting oil.

      But the second time was different. The demons began carrying the bodies of their kin on top of each other like shields. They couldn’t use corpses because those vanished within moments. Whatever magic brought demons to this world didn’t keep them around for long after they outlived their usefulness.

      The source of the “demon shields” was the fact that the arrows and ballista bolts didn’t finish them off. The demons died almost instantly to the barrages of fire from Sen and the battlemages, as well as the vats of magical oil. But the arrows were a different story. Demons crawled toward the wall with bodies resembling pincushions. Many lacked limbs or were missing chunks of their head from where ballistae had struck them.

      So far as Nathan knew, demons felt pain. They screamed when they were stabbed, and they feared destructive spells. But demons didn’t appear to have internal organs, and nothing seemed to slow them. They had more in common with Nathan’s automatons than any animal or living being on Doumahr.

      Those crippled demons became the shields of the rest of the horde as they climbed the walls. When the oil poured down, they were sacrificed to allow the other demons to get past. This was how the second wave reached the top of the wall in enormous numbers.

      “Damn, that happened a lot faster than I thought,” Nathan said. Demons weren’t usually this smart. The advantage Bastions had over them was their raw stupidity.

      Either the Twins had smarter demons at their disposal, or they had another trick. Most likely the latter. Once again, the possibility of mental magic came to mind.

      A wave of angry, red beasts roared as it crashed over the wall and onto the battlements. The bamboo archers pulled back, retreating behind the steel automatons and beastkin knights. Although they fired into the melee with unerring precision, they no longer provided artillery support.

      “Fei, have your companies sweep in opposite directions,” Nathan ordered. He grimaced as he saw demons leaping down from the wall. There were too many of them for his automatons to hold back. “I need you to head down and protect the catapults. It’s too early to call a retreat to the rear wall.”

      Seraph had already charged off. Her waves of energy blasted into demons, and Nathan saw occasional ripples in the air. Ordering her around was unnecessary, as she had as much experience as Nathan.

      After she snapped off a salute, Fei began shouting orders to her knights. They were cutting down the demons nearby, but her lieutenants immediately relayed her orders.

      Order was quickly restored, but the battlements became an extension of the battlefield below. The catapults and ritual circles closest to the outer wall were abandoned, and spearmen took up defensive lines in the earthworks below. Fei coated the ditches with blue flames, but the demons kept coming.

      The inability of the bamboo archers to bombard the approaching horde greatly increased the pressure on the walls. Nathan didn’t even attempt to estimate the countless thousands of demons they had slaughtered. More kept coming. This invasion appeared endless. The drums kept beating, and the Twin hovered above it all.

      Was it time to pull back? But that meant he wouldn’t have anywhere to retreat to once the Twin unleashed her power. If she had some ability to take out an entire wall, the battle would be over instantly.

      No, he had to weather this storm. That meant he needed some way to retake the wall. He noticed that Fei’s reserves were running dry, so he quickly topped her up while she took a breather, then formed a plan.

      Or he had intended to, at least.

      “Why are you still fighting, my love?” a voice like a summer’s day shouted across the battlefield. Somehow, that voice whispered directly into Nathan’s mind at the same time. Other words accompanied her shouting, and Nathan wasn’t sure if anybody else heard them.

      “Please. Only us. Come. You’re so huge. Forget them,” the voice whispered, alongside many other sweet nothings.

      Nathan’s vision blurred. The demons in front of him congealed into a red mass, then vanished entirely. He saw the edge of the wall and the crenellations. In the distance, the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on hovered. She glowed.

      He took a step forward. Something held him back. His body felt heavy, as if it knew this was wrong. His muscles were like lead, and his blood ran thick enough that he felt that his heart was choking. If somebody cut him open, he wasn’t even sure if his blood would be liquid.

      “You want us. We want you. We can play forever,” the voice continued. “You can forget that silly little goat.”

      Little goat? His mind tried and failed to focus on somebody who came to mind from the image.

      He took another step. Then another. The wall was so close. Nothing else mattered.

      “Nathan!” a familiar voice shouted in his ear. He barely heard it.

      Something grabbed his arm. The sensation felt distant, as if his arm was miles away.

      “Nathan, what are you doing?” He recognized the voice suddenly.

      A moment later, a pulse of magic blasted through him. It didn’t hurt him, because Champions can’t hurt him, but it cleared his head. He shook off the rest of the feeling running through his body.

      Seraph stared at him in confusion, one of her arms wrapped around his. It was a deeply uncomfortable sensation, due to the bulky tonfas she wore.

      Her expression relaxed when he stared back at her.

      “You’re back. Finally. I almost didn’t believe you about her being a succubus. Now I do,” Seraph said. “I think you need to retreat, before you break your legs stumbling over the edge.”

      Nathan realized what had happened.

      The Twin had hit him with a mental attack. Some form of suggestion that tried to make him jump over the edge. No, to make him head toward her.

      Looking toward the succubus, he saw her looking at him, arms outstretched. She gave him a broad smile and blew a kiss his way.

      “I don’t think breaking my legs was the intention,” Nathan drawled. His body no longer felt heavy, besides a specific part of it. He willed his erection to go away. This was a battlefield, and it felt deeply uncomfortable to have one while wearing full armor.

      “Nathan—” Seraph tried to say.

      The next moment, the Twin opened her mouth and began to weave another seduction spell.

      Nathan dove into his mental world. Time dilated as he drew on the power of his binding stones, granting him plenty of time to figure out a plan to protect himself mentally.

      “My, your mind is as impressive as your cock,” the Twin’s voice whispered in his mind. He felt something run across his crotch. “My name’s Laura. You’re Nathan, aren’t you? Kadria’s told me all about you.”

      Oh, shit.
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      Nathan whirled, but he was the only being in his mental world. Giggles echoed around him, and invisible hands caressed his body beneath his armor and clothes.

      This should be impossible. He knew from experience that Messengers were affected by the time dilation effect of the binding stone, just like any other being. What made the Twins special?

      Were they truly more powerful than Kadria? Did he even have a chance?

      He shut down that line of thinking. Giving up in advance was the path of defeat. He was a survivor. He had won so many battles and lived for so long because he had always searched for a path to victory, no matter how bad things got. Only Kadria had pushed him to use his ultimate contingency.

      Within his mental world, his binding stones and leylines glowed with their powerful magical presences. Tethers ran between them as per normal.

      Oddly, the tether connecting Nathan with Kadria was visible for once. Normally, he barely felt it. Now, it was a fat pulsing tendril of power attached to the binding stone at Gharrick Pass. There seemed to be another binding stone at the far end, one that felt oddly familiar, but he wasn’t connected to it.

      A moment later, he lost that feeling of the binding stone. The tether remained, but he suspected that Kadria had cut him off from sensing anything on the other end. What was she up to?

      So far as he could tell, she wasn’t draining power from his binding stones, and he lacked the power to stop her from doing anything. If this was the strength of the tether she had attached to him, it was several orders of magnitude stronger than anything he even knew could be created.

      A hand began caressing his length in earnest, and Nathan grit his teeth. This might be his mental world, but he didn’t have time to waste.

      “Get out of my head,” Nathan muttered.

      He summoned as much power as he could from his binding stone. Mental wards weren’t his specialty. That was likely how Kadria had crushed him so easily in his timeline. But he had been learning more about them recently, and he wasn’t going to lose like this.

      Something slipped past his focus while he was casting. He didn’t have the time to deal with it. It was either cast his ward now, or let the Twin have her way with him.

      Nathan’s spell slammed into place around the borders of his mental world.

      He held his breath and waited. His muscles tensed. Any moment now, and she would whisper in his ear or stroke his body.

      Nothing happened.

      A minute passed, and still nothing happened.

      Nathan nearly collapsed. Somehow, he had erected a mental ward around himself strong enough to keep her out. He didn’t know how she had infiltrated his mind like that or bypassed the time dilation effect of the binding stone.

      Kadria’s tether had vanished, he noticed. He still felt it in the back of his mind, like always, but it was no longer visible.

      Had she helped him? Was that what he had felt while casting?

      Deciding it didn’t matter, he returned to reality.

      “—I think you need to retreat, right now,” Seraph finished. She blinked. “You used binding stone magic, didn’t you?”

      “You can tell?” Nathan asked.

      “I am connected to you. It’s a subtle change, but it’s there.” Seraph shrugged. “Maybe one day I’ll tell you what it’s like to monitor your mental state through the gem when you’re screwing other Champions.”

      “Maybe don’t do that,” Nathan muttered.

      He looked out into the distance. The horde continued to charge forth, unceasing in its efforts to overwhelm his defenses.

      Floating above it all, the Twin—Laura, she had said her name was—glared at him with crossed arms. She shouted again, but no whispers entered his mind.

      Nathan glanced behind him and noticed that none of his soldiers were affected. While he had a lot of women in his private army and knights, most of the soldiers from the county were men. If Laura was targeting them, they should be showing signs of it. But they weren’t.

      “She’s only after me, and I’ve cast a mental ward,” Nathan said.

      “You’ve what?” Seraph asked.

      “I’ve protected myself against her succubus magic,” Nathan simplified.

      “… I’m not going to ask how you even know such a spell,” Seraph said. “We need to get the demons off the wall.”

      He opened his mouth to reply, but then froze. Something was wrong. Looking around, he saw nothing out of the ordinary. The battle hadn’t changed. Laura hadn’t moved. Spells and boulders continued to fly overhead. No great explosions had sounded from the other valley, so Nathan wasn’t worried about Leopold yet.

      Then it clicked. The drums had changed. Their tempo had increased several notches. Now they sounded like a dance number. And a fast one at that.

      “I don’t know if we’ll get the chance,” Nathan said. “The drums are beating too fast.”

      “What does that matter?” Seraph asked.

      “Because I think she’s controlling the demons with them,” Nathan said slowly, as he pieced together what he knew. “She has suggestion powers, but she’s not controlling our soldiers. She targeted me, but only me. Why?” He had a bad feeling why, after seeing that strange tendril connecting him to Kadria. “But every time the drums have changed intensity, the horde has changed tactics, and these demons are far too smart.”

      Seraph remained silent. They watched as the demons began to move faster, swing harder, and try to climb the walls through the rain of oil even as their bodies collapsed. Laura was converting them into berserkers.

      “I might be able to take out the drums,” Seraph suggested.

      “How? They’re behind countless thousands of demons. The Twins probably left behind several greater demons to protect them, and it’s not like she’ll let you get past her.” Nathan nodded at the Messenger floating above the horde.

      “The Twins?” Seraph asked.

      “… let’s just say I found out her name while trying to get her out of my head. It’s Laura,” Nathan said. “I don’t know what her sister’s name is.”

      “That explains the two valleys,” Seraph muttered. “Do we retreat?”

      “Have everybody ready to do so,” Nathan ordered.

      The onslaught continued. Slowly but surely, the demons began to whittle down Nathan’s automatons.

      But he wasn’t idle during this time. He began to slowly cast his own spell, weaving them into the stone wall as a pentagon glowed over his hands. Laura hovered in the distance, watching him work. She smirked.

      What made her feel so confident, he wondered. It didn’t matter. He now knew that Laura and Kadria did have a few similarities. Kadria was highly capable with spatial magic. That meant Laura probably was, as well.

      Idly, Nathan realized that meant Kadria had suggestion abilities she hadn’t used on him yet.

      The drums slowed to an almost glacial pace, and the demons their advance. They remained over a hundred meters from the wall. That was as sure a sign as any that Laura was controlling the demons using the drums.

      Nathan finished casting his fifth rank spell. Along the entire length of the wall, trickles of a bright blue water seeped from between the stones. Blue light shined from the foundation of the wall. Moments later, the trickling became a rush, then a tidal wave.

      Not that it was a massive wave. The rocky terrain turned the water choppy, creating foam as the water churned down the valley toward the demons. The dumb red brutes stared at the water, stupefied.

      Nathan continued casting, another pentagon glowing between his palms. Power from the binding stone trickled into his body, as he couldn’t cast back-to-back fifth rank spells without exhausting himself.

      While he watched, Laura let out a triumphant yell. One of her arms appeared to become consumed by darkness. Then she made a cutting motion across the length of the valley in front of the incoming wave of water.

      Nothing happened. Nathan felt a tremendous surge of magic enter the world, and it remained present, but he couldn’t see anything. Laura’s arm continued to glow, and she maintained a rather ridiculous pose in midair, with one arm crossed over her body. Her dress waved more actively in a wind that still didn’t exist, and she flashed the entire battlefield more than once.

      A cheer went up from the beastkin knights as they saw the water about to crash into the demons. They had heard what happened in the last invasion, when Nathan unleashed a similar wave of flesh-eating magical water.

      Despite their confidence, Nathan finished his spell. There was no visible effect, and he began to cast yet another fifth rank spell while everybody was distracted.

      Then the water vanished. The cheers ceased. Nathan blinked. He watched as the tidal wave crashed into an invisible wall only meters in front of the demonic horde, and then the water ceased to exist from that point onward. As if it entered a different dimension.

      Spatial magic. There was a wall there, and it sent the water somewhere else. Nathan quickly checked his surroundings, in case the water reappeared behind him. No waves of flesh-eating water poured down on his head. It seemed that Laura wasn’t smart enough to turn his magic against him.

      “Is that all you have?” Laura taunted.

      The drums roared back to their maximum tempo. The demons let out a furious yell and jeered as they charged the wall again. Manticores leaped forth, bounding closer to the wall than ever before. Was this Laura’s true attempt to overcome Nathan’s defenses without using her true power?

      The demons kept running toward the wall. They ran and ran. None of them reached the walls, even as they pushed each other over and stepped over each other’s heads. The manticores screeched as they found themselves stuck, and demons crawled over them. Infighting broke out as the demons began hacking at each other, desperate to reach the walls, and the manticores began slaughtering everything close to themselves.

      Slowly, the demons and Laura realized what was happening. But it was too late, as the demons continued to charge headlong into Nathan’s trap. He finished casting his third fifth rank spell, but let it lay dormant as he made further preparations using his binding stone magic.

      The demons sank into a hundred meters of mud. Maybe mud wasn’t the right word. Quicksand was the appropriate term, if quicksand consumed whatever sank into it. The first demons had found themselves waist-deep in a flesh-eating bog before they even knew what was happening. Then those behind them had killed the front ranks as they kept going, only to find themselves also trapped in the bog.

      Even the usual demonic tactic of building a bridge of near-dead demons didn’t work, because the quicksand killed the demons faster than they could cross it.

      The quicksand was a constant draw on Nathan’s binding stone, as it partially relied on his ability to control reality to create it. Combined with the increased expense of using the binding stone in the portal, he planned to give up on the spell in only a minute or so.

      But he gave no outward signs of doing that. Instead, he winked at Laura and stretched out his arms, as if to say, “Your move.”

      Laura screeched. Darkness coated both of her arms this time. Her anger reached boiling point as she made a table-flipping motion and the entire hundred-meter-wide stretch of quicksand in front of the walls vanished instantly. Every demon in the quicksand found themselves hanging in midair, the eerie white light hungry to take them.

      The demons screamed as they fell, never to be seen again. Nothing ever came back after falling into whatever lay beneath this world.

      Nathan wasn’t done, however. The subterranean rock that had been uncovered by Laura’s magic glittered. The fifth rank spell that Nathan had cast earlier had lain dormant but was now exposed.

      All hell broke loose among the demonic horde. Explosions rippled along the front of the horde, where Laura had removed the quicksand. Nathan stopped feeding power from his binding stone into his magic, as his job was done here.

      At the same time, the chasm began to close. This world hated voids and closed them, given the chance. More explosions rippled along the entire valley beneath Laura. She looked below herself, arms covering her face out of fear.

      Jets of steam burst into the air, higher than the wall. Clouds of vapor drifted away as chunks of mud, rock, and demon fell back to ground. More and more explosions went off, and the overlapping thwooms even drowned out the drums for a brief while.

      Nathan’s face burned with the intensity of the heat, even at this distance. He saw most of the defenders cower behind the battlements, unaware of what was happening.

      Sen stepped up onto the very edge of the wall, arms outstretched and eyes practically glowing as she stared in wonder at Nathan’s spellwork.

      Although it wasn’t really a spell, so much as nature at work. He had modified the ground beneath the demons to contain countless underground pools of water. Except each pool was held at incredibly high pressure and then superheated using his magic. He had also protected each pool using barriers, in order to prevent them from going off early.

      Laura’s removal of the quicksand had been unexpected but welcome. The shifting of the ground had disrupted every pool at once. She had vaporized her entire army by accident.

      The idea had been based on geysers, which Nathan had run into multiple times while building fortresses in mountainous regions. The idea of using the pressurized water as a weapon had occurred to Nathan after nearly being splattered on a cave ceiling by one.

      Finally, the geysers died down. Most of the horde had been blown to pieces, seriously burned, or otherwise injured. Their numbers were greatly depleted. Far fewer demons jeered at Nathan.

      Laura remained unharmed, but she was furious.

      Her entire body became shrouded in darkness.

      Nathan reached for his binding stone and grabbed every scrap of power he could. Laura’s power swelled and swelled.

      No time to cast a spell. Nathan slapped his hands onto the stone wall and reached for the barrier woven into it. His arms glowed as he pumped raw power into it. This was a rank one spell, but given he was using power from the binding stone it didn’t matter. It was horrifically inefficient anyway.

      Laura thrust her arms at the wall. The entire world seemed to shudder for a moment. Nathan swore he saw afterimages of everything. As if the world split apart, then pulled itself back together a moment later.

      He saw the cliffs of the world splinter apart, and the entire portal rupture into white light, as if everything was being destroyed at once.

      In another afterimage, the darkness slammed into the barrier and did nothing beyond provide an amazing light show.

      Nathan barely remembered one, as everything went black after the barrier shattered. But he distinctly remembered the wall beginning to disintegrate around him, and a burning sensation.

      But in the real world—the one that he was living in right now—the barrier didn’t quite hold. It glowed so brightly that he couldn’t see anything past it. Cracks formed along it. Then a massive hole formed in it.

      A moment later, the barrier vanished, and Laura’s spell ended. Nathan nearly collapsed on the battlements.

      Then he saw the result of her tantrum.

      A twenty meter long stretch of wall was gone.

      Not destroyed. Or ruined. Or assaulted in any way.

      Simply gone, as if it had been carved out of reality in the same way that someone would cut slices of a cake.

      Nathan’s mind froze as he understood the raw power he was dealing with and what Laura’s spatial magic allowed her to do. He didn’t know how many people had been killed in that instant, as there were no bodies. Seraph had been preparing for the retreat, which meant removing people from inside the wall, but there was no way he had suffered zero deaths from an attack like that.

      In the distance, Laura doubled over in midair. She looked exhausted.

      Was an attack like that her limit?

      Not that it mattered. Something like that would end Nathan instantly. He considered himself lucky that she hadn’t directed it at him.

      A small part of his mind remembered those “afterimages” and a pit formed in his stomach. Were they…?

      He shook off the thought.

      “I’ve had enough of this,” Laura shouted, throwing back her head and flicking her long, white hair behind herself. “This was supposed to be fun! Why aren’t I having sex yet? I bet Maura’s banging somebody over there.”

      And with those words, Laura shot toward Nathan like an arrow.
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      The impact sent Nathan flying. His body was sturdy, but he pumped magic into it to enhance himself anyway. By the time he hit the ground, he had reinforced himself enough that he barely felt the crash landing.

      He pulled himself up from the remains of the earthworks he landed in and looked around.

      The battlefield was absolute chaos. His army was in retreat from the outer wall. Demons surged through the hole in the wall, and automatons met them in frenzied battle. Flames of all colors filled the air. Nathan smelled ash, smoke, and charred flesh.

      “Bastion!” a beastkin knight shouted at him. Her tail hung low, and her helmet was missing. Blood ran down her face, and she had one eye closed.

      “Go,” Nathan shouted, gesturing for her to retreat.

      A surge of magic built up above him. Triangles appeared in his hands, and he unleashed a pair of wind blasts at Laura. She batted them aside before dropping down.

      The beastkin knight backed away a few steps, then raised her weapon.

      The succubus glanced at her, then raised an arm. A sliver of darkness covered it. She curled in her wrist.

      Nathan charged her, his sword wreathed in light. His attack distracted Laura, and she smirked at him. She fought him bare-handed, covering her limbs in shadow and deflecting his sword and spells effortlessly.

      The gap between them was massive right now. He could match a duogem Champion, but only with preparation and a lot of raw power. But a Messenger fought like a Bastion on steroids. They cast high rank spells faster than he could blink and had a seemingly endless reserve of power.

      Laura might be a ridiculously silly woman in many ways, but her power was genuine. Underestimating her because she appeared to be an idiot was the same as underestimating Kadria because she was constantly horny.

      What Nathan needed was Champion support, so he could prepare a fifth or sixth rank spell. But right now, all of his Champions were tied up, helping his army retreat.

      The beastkin knight fled while he kept Laura busy, and Nathan found himself pushed back.

      “You put up a better fight than I thought,” Laura said. “No wonder Kadria claimed you. But she’s always so focused on hiding her toys that she didn’t realize we knew about her hiding spot.” Laura giggled. “I know I promised Maura that I would wait until we met up at the end before I ravaged you, but you’ve been playing hard to get, so nobody can blame me, right?”

      “Somebody’s feeling confident,” Nathan said.

      “Oh, backtalk. It’s been a while since I’ve met a Bastion who actually spoke to me.” Laura stopped attacking Nathan and pressed a hand against one cheek. “All you Bastions do is scream about your goddess, and heresy, and how they’re going to destroy me if it’s the last thing they do. It’s nice to have a toy that won’t be screaming death threats while I ride them.”

      “You misunderstand. There won’t be any riding,” Nathan said.

      “Oh, no. There’s going to be lots of riding. Even if I have to give you back later, I’m taking a nice long turn on the Bastion Express,” Laura said with a wicked grin.

      “The what?”

      “It’s, like, what they used to call trains and—” Laura blinked. “You don’t know what a train is, so why am I bothering? I’m a Messenger. You’re just one Bastion, and you’re losing. Ergo, we fuck.”

      One day, Nathan will learn why Messengers seemed to use these strange terms. For now, he had stalled long enough.

      “I don’t think my Champions would appreciate it, so I’ll politely refuse,” Nathan said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      He leaped backward. Laura tried to follow him, but waves of energy crashed into her. Her dress fluttered, but nothing happened to it.

      That was a bad sign.

      Seraph landed in a roll behind Laura and grimaced at the sight of her gem ability having no effect. No quip escaped her mouth, and instead she raised her tonfas in a defensive position.

      Rolling her eyes, Laura prepared to deal with the pest. Then she side-stepped, narrowly dodging a massive glowing lance. She hovered in the air to avoid the lava that oozed onto the ground around it. Blue flames coated her body a moment later, but they were snuffed out within moments.

      Laura landed behind Nathan and snarled at Fei and Seraph as they took defensive stances in front of him.

      “Couldn’t your pets have stayed away? This only makes things more awkward,” Laura said. “If they were smarter, they’d get to live and enjoy you after I’m finished.”

      “I feel I missed something,” Seraph said.

      “Nothing important,” Nathan said. “I need you to cover me while I prepare a spell. Then distract her so I have an opening.”

      Seraph’s expression tightened, but she nodded. Fei was more enthusiastic, probably because she hadn’t realized how ineffectual her gem ability was.

      So far as Nathan could tell, the issue with Laura was actually hitting her. She wasn’t invulnerable, but her spatial manipulation prevented anything from touching her. He needed something strong enough, and timed right, that would take her out in one hit.

      A meteor crashed down where Laura stood, and she bounced backward to avoid it. The motion made certain parts of her body bounce noticeably. Nathan gestured for Seraph and Fei to attack.

      While they darted around her, he prepared another fifth rank spell. Sixth rank would be better, but he wasn’t sure if he had a whole minute or two to cast it.

      Seraph yelped as she was sent flying, her body flickering almost twenty meters in the air from one of Laura’s punches. Fei’s flames seemed to protect her from Laura’s magic, however. But Nathan’s plan didn’t look good. Sen’s spells were too predictable and easy to dodge—she’d even stopped casting them because they were so ineffectual.

      With Seraph out of action, Laura easily kept an eye on both Nathan and Fei. Her smirk didn’t shift, and she even made crude gestures at Nathan.

      Around them, the demons overwhelmed the courtyard. Sen might have retreated to the inner wall. Maybe she was preparing to cast a sixth rank spell, although Nathan hoped not.

      “Hmm, this usually goes poorly, but why don’t I have some fun,” Laura said. “You there, kitten, aren’t you awfully repressed?”

      Fei ignored the succubus and continued to circle.

      A moment later, the catgirl’s tune changed. She began gasping for air. She collapsed to the ground, her face flushed and hands pawing at her body. Her scimitar rattled on the ground, abandoned.

      “That’s so cute. You have an adorable kitten, Nathan. Although maybe she wants your cock a little too much.” Laura smirked.

      Nathan stared at Fei. She stared back and tried to crawl toward him.

      Her eyes had glazed over, and her ears were flat against her head. Given her other symptoms, Nathan had no choice but to assume that Laura had somehow activated her rutting.

      Which left him without any Champions to defend him. Seraph had been blown away. Sen was retreating and preparing another spell. Now, Fei was incapacitated by physical need.

      “Now, then, playtime,” Laura purred. “Give it up. You can’t beat me.”

      A few demons crept up on Fei while she pawed at the ground. Laura laughed and turned away.

      But things weren’t going to turn out the way Laura thought. As Nathan looked into Fei’s eyes, he remembered how rutting worked and got an idea.

      He gripped his sword tightly and stopped casting his fifth rank spell. Then he charged the succubus.

      Laura laughed and grabbed his arms, effortlessly stopping him. She pulled him against her. He let out an exaggerated grunt of pain, then another. His sword clattered to the ground.

      “I’m being gentle,” Laura said. She was, in fact. But her grip loosened even farther.

      Behind her, a bestial scream of rage erupted. Sounds of movement in the dirt. Laura laughed.

      “Sounds like somebody is enjoying their time with your pet,” Laura taunted.

      Nathan stared back at her, expression stony. “You’re rather new at this, aren’t you?”

      “What?”

      “Because that wasn’t a demon’s scream.”

      Laura furrowed her brow in confusion. Several moments later, she seemed to realize what he meant. Footsteps clattered on rock.

      Pushing himself out of her grip, Nathan kicked Laura in the stomach. She gasped and rubbed her stomach in shock. Darkness shrouded her limbs and she spun.

      Only to have a scimitar slice her in half. Blue flames erupted along her body, melting her insides before they even hit the ground. Impossibly, Laura’s expression shifted even after her separate halves decorated the volcanic rock.

      “Mine,” Fei said, holding a bloody scimitar as she stood over Laura’s remains.

      A rutting beastkin was violently protective of their chosen mate. Fei refused to let any other man touch her, or any woman harm her mate.

      A low thrum ran through the ground after Laura’s death, and the demons began to screech. They turned and tried to run for the portal. But it was too late. Within seconds, the demons began to melt away into motes of white light, as if they had never been here.

      Nathan collapsed on the ground, exhausted.

      He wasn’t going to find rest anytime soon, however. Fei’s lust-filled eyes locked onto him and she smiled at him.

      It took a while before Sen and Seraph found Fei’s medication and dragged her off him. A long while. Nathan suspected they let her enjoy herself longer than necessary, possibly as thanks for defeating Laura.

      The battle was over. The Twins were defeated. Leopold saw similar success on his side.

      But Nathan wanted answers to some of what he had heard. He hadn’t seen Kadria before the battle. He needed to visit her soon.
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      The sky above Nathan returned to its normal hellish red glow and purple light crept back into his vision. He wanted to say that everything was fine, but that would be a lie.

      Bodies—living and dead—were laid out across the upper valley of the portal. A makeshift infirmary had been set up in a pair of large tents beside the entrance to the keep. Normally, the wounded were treated inside the keep.

      There was no way this many people would fit inside. And Nathan doubted many would survive the journey, or the wait. So, field healing it was.

      Healers walked along the ranks of the wounded, assessing their injuries and current state of health. Their hands almost never stopped glowing, and line of magic often crisscrossed between their blood-encrusted fingers. Most diagnostic spells were first or second rank, and easy for ordinary magic users to cast.

      Vera was furiously weaving more complicated healing spells within a tent. Although Nathan’s Champions had made it out relatively unharmed, Leopold had taken significantly more damage. The old man’s chest had been a horrific sight. His armor had partially fused with his torso and Nathan had initially thought he was dead.

      Without Vera, Leopold wouldn’t have survived. As it was, he still needed time to recover. Bastions regenerated at an accelerated pace, but they were unable to heal themselves directly using their binding stones. They still relied upon healing spells or enchantments.

      In the end, Leopold was only human.

      While everybody else rested and keeping themselves busy, Nathan ducked out of the portal. The Twins were defeated. The portal had closed back up. No signs of intrusion had been detected, and the princesses reemerged safely. Plenty of cleanup remained, but Nathan finally had the opportunity to talk to Kadria.

      He half-expected to find somebody in his office. Seraph’s regeneration ability allowed her to bounce back despite the savage blow she took from Laura, and Sen had been in tears after failing to help in the fight.

      Nobody was present, however.

      Taking a deep breath, Nathan opened the black door that stood at the far end of his office. Once he stepped through, he blinked in surprise.

      Kadria wasn’t here. The walls and furniture remained the same colorless outlines as per usual, save for the bed and the dining set. Nothing out of the usual there.

      What caught Nathan’s eye was the steel door in the corner with a bright yellow sign on the front. Nathan couldn’t read the words on it, although the letters reminded him of those used across western Doumahr. Ignoring them, he stepped up to the door and ran his fingers over it.

      It wasn’t made of steel, he realized. Whatever material it was made from, it was relatively soft. And almost artificial. The color was due to paint.

      He tried the doorhandle and found it was unlocked. He turned it.

      That turned out to be a mistake. Nathan’s vision went white.

      “Amazing. Your connection was so awful and obvious that even he found it,” Kadria’s voice droned from nearby.

      Somebody padded over to Nathan, the noise surprisingly loud given Kadria was always barefoot. Nathan’s vision slowly returned, but his hand went to his sword hilt out of instinct.

      He prepared to cast a spell. For whatever reason, the reserves of the binding stone reacted to his call first. Nathan found it difficult to use his internal magical power or to draw on magic from the surrounding air. There didn’t seem to be any leylines nearby, either. So, he let the binding stone’s strength wash over him.

      “And whose fault is that?” Laura’s nasal voice whined.

      The Twins were here? Was this a trap?

      “Yours? Because the two of you are dolts of a magnitude I thought impossible until now.” Kadria was right above him now.

      Her foot prodded him in the shoulder. Stars swam in his eyes, but he now saw enough to understand that he was inside some sort of ballroom or hall.

      “You can get up. And drop the spell. This isn’t a wise place to throw around magic unless you know what you’re doing,” Kadria said. “You came from my world, so that means you’re under my protection here.”

      “Huh?” a much deeper female voice grunted out. “What makes you think you can keep him from us, little goat?”

      Nathan looked up as he stood. The first thing he saw were the Twins, lounging on an oversized golden throne with plush red upholstery. Laura looked exactly as she had earlier, only in one piece and not on fire.

      Next to Laura was an almost identical succubus who wore a black dress, instead of Laura’s white. She must be Maura. Her eyes were also different to her sister’s. Where Laura’s eyes had looked almost human, save for her red pupils, Maura’s eyes were decidedly not. Her sclera were pitch black, in the same way that Kadria’s were violet. The combination of black sclera with red irises gave her a genuinely demonic look. The haughty scowl she wore only completed the look.

      The room they were in was far stranger than the Twins, however. If Nathan didn’t know better, he’d say he was inside a painting.

      Actually, he didn’t know better.

      He had stepped through a black door that didn’t exist in Doumahr, as far as the most accurate magical detection methods were concerned. On the other side of that door had been a black void that contained outlines of a room and furniture. Then he had stepped through a door made of a material he didn’t know about and covered with writing that he couldn’t read.

      He was also staring at a woman he had seen cleaved in half and her body incinerated only hours earlier.

      So, for all he knew, Nathan had gone insane, and this was all in his head.

      Despite that grim thought, Nathan focused on trying to understand what he saw.

      The walls and floor looked real. The flooring was some sort of gray stone tile and mottled with black chunks of other rock. The hall itself was enormous, with stone and iron arches supporting a vaulted ceiling. White light shined through windows in the wings, and stone reliefs rested in the very top of the ceiling, staring down at Nathan.

      Everything reminded Nathan of the palaces in western Doumahr, particularly the use of arches and stone columns.

      But that was the part of the room that looked normal.

      Displays and dioramas sat within the walls behind glass panes, but Nathan couldn’t make out any details. Everything beyond the glass looked like a washed-out watercolor painting. Above him, some sort of skeleton hung in the air, longer than any non-magical creature he had ever heard of. But rather than a painting, it looked like a sketch. If Nathan turned his head, the skeleton shimmered like a pencil drawing on a page, and always looked the same from every angle.

      It only got worse from there. The reliefs in the ceiling had no details, and Nathan hurt his eyes straining to look at them. Trying to look through the windows was pointless, as they appeared to be a flat light source instead of a window. The decorations on the columns and arches didn’t even reflect light and appeared flat and lifeless.

      “Having fun?” Kadria asked him.

      “This place hurts my head,” Nathan said.

      “It’s the same as my world. The more you focus on it, the more it will hurt your mind. Let it wash over you, and focus on what’s real,” Kadria advised.

      “How do I know what’s real?” Nathan asked, rubbing the bridge of his nose.

      A sensation ran over the front of his pants and a hand tried to undo them. He reached down and pulled Kadria off him.

      She smirked at him. “Shall I give you another reminder?”

      Nathan shook his head.

      “No fair!” Laura shouted.

      She stood up from her throne and balled her fists. Maura’s hands pulled at her sister’s dress, to no avail. Slowly, the sullen Twin stood up and matched Laura’s pose.

      “I asked you a question, little goat,” Maura said, eyes boring into Kadria’s. “Now that Nathan’s here, what makes you think you have any chance of keeping him?”

      Nathan’s muscles tensed, but Kadria rolled her eyes. She crossed her arms behind her head and pressed one of her feet into the ankle of her other foot, effectively balancing on one foot.

      “Isn’t this a problem?” Nathan whispered.

      “I can hear you,” Maura said, her voice carrying across the hall.

      Kadria looked up at Nathan with a bored expression, which was unusual for her. “I’ve made some minor mistakes so far. But they’re nothing I can’t fix, particularly at this point.”

      “Hey, fuck you!” Maura said. She ran over to them, dragging Laura by the arm. Both of their chests did interesting things as they moved, and Nathan wondered how their spines held up those massive tits of theirs.

      “Yeah, we may have lost the invasion, but the binding stone is ours,” Laura said. She pulled Maura against herself, eliciting a grimace from her sister. Their chests pushed against each other for a moment, before Maura pulled herself away. “We can turn you into an ornament for Nathan, use the binding stone as a foothold to enter this world, and enjoy him to our heart’s content. How can you stop us?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because I know how to use my magic without killing myself, or needing to flick through hundreds of timelines to find one where I don’t fuck everything up?” Kadria rolled her eyes. “All you had to do was defeat Nathan and you had me cornered. But you fucked that up like the idiots you are. I can understand losing to the old man, as he has some nasty tricks and this portal limited your full strength.”

      Kadria pointed a finger at Laura. “But you nearly won and lost because you didn’t realize that the horny catgirl was also a berserker. I nearly died of laughter.”

      Laura and Maura glared in response but remained silent.

      “Flick through hundreds of timelines?” Nathan asked, a pit in his stomach reforming. He had a bad feeling about this.

      Sighing, Kadria turned to face Nathan. A grimace marred her face. “You couldn’t sense this, but your bimbo used a spell beyond her control.”

      “I can control it,” Laura muttered.

      “Not when the portal is clamping down on your powers harder than your virgin ass would a man,” Kadria said.

      Laura and Maura gave Kadria the middle finger at the same time. They refused to look at Nathan, their cheeks flushed.

      “Luckily, our spatial manipulation lets us pick which of the infinite timelines we end up in. To a point. I think I saw them blow themselves up fifty times. Maura nearly puked while doing it, which would have been hilarious given she was dilating time.” Kadria grinned. “Eventually, they found the right one. If they’d been together when they cast that spell, then they would have erased themselves from existence the moment they picked the wrong timeline.”

      Nathan’s legs felt numb. The world seemed to spin. He reached out to steady himself and found only air.

      Kadria grabbed his arm, a concerned look on her face. That was a first for her. Nathan placed his hand on her shoulder and tried to breathe.

      A look of horror dawned on her face. “You saw it,” she whispered.

      “Yeah,” he croaked out.

      So, he had died.

      Did that mean Kadria had killed him as well?

      Was there any way for Nathan to even know? When he had planned to destroy himself in his timeline in order to stop her, had she replayed the minutes of their conversation a thousand times in order to convince him?

      After all, he wasn’t supposed to be able to sense the time manipulation of Messengers. Now, he could.

      “That’s a face that says your mind is going too far, too fast,” Kadria said. “Trust me when I say that this magic isn’t very flexible. They prevented their own fuckup, but that’s about it.”

      “You said they went through hundreds of timelines,” Nathan said. “In order to stop me.”

      “It wasn’t that many,” Laura protested.

      “I did,” Kadria admitted, ignoring the other succubus. “But only to fix their own mistake.” She ran a hand through her neatly trimmed black hair and huffed. “This gets way too complicated, way too fast. If I told you that they simulated the future a hundred times, and chose the future they wanted, would you understand?”

      “No,” Nathan said instantly.

      Kadria rolled her eyes. “Right, of course not. Let’s go with an example then. Imagine you’re walking along a road and encounter a fork in it. Whichever path you go down, you won’t ever have the chance to go down the other. That’s the way this works. Got it?”

      “I think. I understand the concept of the road not taken,” Nathan said, frustrated that she was trying to simplify the idea of controlling time into a reflection on past choices.

      “Yeah, this isn’t quite that. Let’s say you can go down each path and see what it looks like. But only so far. After that, you get sent back and have to choose your path.”

      “That’s exactly what terrifies me about what they did.” Nathan pointed at the Twins, then he pointed at Kadria. “And what you can do?”

      “You didn’t seem terrified when I brought you here,” Kadria said, eyes narrowed.

      Nathan shut up and lowered his finger. He hadn’t thought of it that way. Wasn’t he doing this to everybody else in his life?

      “Now, let me finish, so you stop freaking out for five fucking seconds,” Kadria spat. “This fork in the road thing? Super stupid. Because people aren’t limited to two choices. You get to that fork and you can do whatever you want. Maybe there’s five directions to go. Maybe you decide to turn around. Maybe you stand still forever. Maybe you run off in any of fifty thousand different directions that aren’t on the road. Maybe a wolf jumps out from the bushes and kills you.”

      Kadria huffed, and continued, “Each of those decisions results in a new timeline. Our powers let us take control of a timeline when they’re created. But that involves going through potentially millions of timelines for every single thing we do if want to be perfect. The Twins here redid a single spell, over a few seconds, with no other decisions involved. And they still nearly fucked it up and killed themselves. It’s not possible to constantly pick and choose the consequences of our actions. Not even for a single conversation. I’m not some sort of timegod, even if I wish I was.”

      She ran a foot up his thigh, and he stepped away out of reflex. “And if I was a timegod, I’d have already worked out how to train you. You’re so jumpy despite how much sex you have.”

      “No, I just prefer to stay in control,” Nathan said.

      Something about her explanation rubbed him the wrong way. It made sense, at least at heart.

      He remembered Laura doubled over from exhaustion after using the spell. After that, although she had been too strong for him and his Champions to defeat, she hadn’t used any of her powerful spatial spells. Only small bursts to protect herself and to knock Seraph away.

      At no point had Kadria ever shown signs of that sort of exhaustion.

      Eventually, he decided to give in and let her explanation stand. “Fine, let’s go with that.”

      “We can revisit the topic later, once these idiots are dealt with,” Kadria said.

      Maura and Laura perked up at the realization the conversation had shifted back to them. Despite their claims of superiority, they seemed strangely willing to let Kadria do whatever she wanted.

      “Now then, why don’t you tell us what sort of ornament you want her to be, Nathan?” Maura crooned.
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      Kadria raised an arm into the air. The Twins smirked and placed their hands on their hips. They seemed keen to hear an answer from Nathan about what he wanted to do to Kadria.

      For safety’s sake, he remained silent. A pressure built up in his mind, and he recognized it as the tether from Kadria. Out of curiosity, he quickly glanced into his mental world.

      Then he gulped down what little saliva he could as his throat dried out.

      He had thought the tendril from earlier had been huge. The sight of it had been scary enough, given he couldn’t create a tether like it.

      This time, the tendril from his binding stone was still there, although much thinner.

      But what caught Nathan’s attention were the thousands and thousands of tiny tethers running off his body. Kadria wasn’t attached to his binding stone.

      She was attached to him.

      Part of him wanted to say “obviously,” given she had traveled through time with him. But a very real part of him finally had to face the fact that he was mentally and magically connected to a demonic Messenger. Possibly until he died.

      He didn’t have a clue why there were thousands of tethers, and he couldn’t follow them. Although he knew that one of them was connected to the same place as the tendril. That oddly familiar binding stone he had felt during the battle.

      In reality, Kadria lowered her arm.

      The room exploded. Dust billowed up from the ground, creating a massive cloud that Nathan tried not to breathe in. The tiles around Laura and Maura were shattered into millions of tiny fragments, and cracks ran across the entire room.

      Laura and Maura screamed. They ducked down, covering their heads and pushing against each other in a panic.

      Kadria strode up to them and placed a foot on top of Maura. She pushed Maura’s head down to the tile, before doing the same to Laura. Both succubi whimpered in fear, remaining prostrate before Kadria.

      “Now that we’ve established who can turn who into ornaments, let’s have a chat,” Kadria said. Her pupils had enlarged, replacing her soft, violet eyes with glowing portals to hell. Her brown goat horns had turned charcoal black, and embers drifted off them.

      Kadria didn’t summon a fake wind to make her dress blow. She didn’t swing her arms around in weird poses. Her method of intimidation involved reminding people that she was the most dangerous person present, and Nathan was reminded that she had once wiped out his defenses effortlessly.

      He often forgot that, given how friendly and lustful she typically was these days.

      “The two of you snuck in a connection to Nathan. How?” Kadria asked.

      Connection? Was the tendril he sensed in his mental world from the Twins?

      “It’s your own fault for leaving him open when he claimed the binding stone here,” Laura whined. “He was just so tempting and—”

      “I wanted an answer, not excuses. If you idiots can slip past a Bastion’s defenses easily, then maybe I can as well,” Kadria said, eyes gleaming.

      Maura huffed. “What are you talking about? We only got in because of you.”

      “What?” Kadria asked.

      “You have your hooks in him. We snuck in using the hole you made in his mind. All we needed was the opportunity. If we missed his first binding stone, he’d be too strong to grab.” Maura grinned. “So, when you appeared and disappeared from a world in like five seconds, we know something was up. Especially because you’ve always destroyed every world you’ve touched. We followed you and grabbed him the moment he claimed the binding stone.”

      “I don’t remember being grabbed,” Nathan said.

      “They had to be subtle,” Kadria muttered. “Or else I would have noticed and crushed them. Now that they’ve invaded, they’re like an infestation in your mind. If I destroy them, it will hurt you permanently.” She smirked. “Of course, it’s not like I can’t do other things. But at least I know what my mistake was. I guess I didn’t cover my tracks well enough.”

      “Uh, you’re not doing anything about them?” Nathan asked, pointing at the cowering Twins.

      Kadria waved an arm in the air and wandered over to the throne. She took a seat in it, and sat cross-legged, showing off her minimal clothing and bare legs.

      “They control the portal. If I incapacitated them, it would be too obvious. I need to limit my impact on this world, where possible.” When the Twins raised their heads, suddenly looking confident, Kadria added, “If they get in my way, I’ll happily mount them on my wall for decoration.”

      “Can we not talk about mounting and ornaments?” Nathan asked, scratching his head and feeling somewhat out of place. The casual way they talked about doing awful things to each other disturbed him.

      “Fine,” Kadria said. “But you’re the one who has to keep these girls in check. If you lose an invasion even once, then you’re theirs. And while I can protect you in the mental world, I can’t do anything in the physical.”

      Mental world. Nathan remembered.

      “You helped me during the battle, didn’t you?” Nathan asked.

      Kadria raised an eyebrow. “No?”

      “I felt it, you don’t need to lie.”

      Shrugging, Kadria ignored him. “In any case, you should get better at doing things here. You nearly cast a spell and lost instantly earlier. This world is theirs, and that means any magic you use will be under their control. Unless you specifically craft it as mental magic.”

      The Twins stood up and turned to face Kadria. “Stop trying to teach him things he doesn’t need to know,” they shouted in unison.

      Mental magic in a mental world.

      Everything began to fall into place, at least kind of.

      “This is their mental world, isn’t it? And the bedroom I meet you in is your mental world, right?” Nathan asked aloud.

      “Half-right, I guess,” Kadria said. “This is a physical manifestation of their mental world. That’s why it’s so big, stable, and you can see things easily, even if parts of it look like a Picasso.”

      He was growing sick of all of the references to things he knew absolutely nothing about. What was a Picasso, and what did it have to do with the appearance of this place?

      “But my room is different. Uh, think of it like a frontier fortress of my mental world. You have multiple binding stones, right, and they make up your mental world? I have something similar. Only an idiot lets others into their mental world so easily. The things a guest can do are terrifying.” Kadria grinned at Nathan.

      “We’re not idiots,” Laura muttered.

      “Besides, he can’t do anything here. And we’re more powerful here than anywhere else,” Maura added. “If you weren’t here, he’d be our plaything already. Once we lure somebody into our mind, they’re ours forever.”

      A whisper crept into his mind. “You could be ours forever, so easily.”

      Rage erupted within Nathan. He remembered what nearly happened last time and refused to let it happen again.

      Instinctively, he grabbed a hunk of energy from the binding stone. The Twins grinned at him, their eyes twinkling.

      He slowed down, remembering Kadria’s warning.

      But Kadria had hurt them earlier. That must have been mental magic.

      Hadn’t Kadria used that against him in his timeline?

      He tried to envisage what her magic had felt like. The feeling of lightning running through his veins, as something severed the nerves within his mind. Of thunder crashing in his ear drums, but with no physical cause. Of overwhelming magical power cleaving his mental links apart like a blade so sharp and thin that it became invisible when flat.

      Forming his magic into those ideas, Nathan drew his sword and slashed at a wall.

      The entire hall filled with red light. A gash ran along the length of the wall, exposing the black void beyond. Black ink poured onto the floor, pooling and oozing toward them. The room began to shift and shimmer, its appearance transforming into one closer to that of a pastel painting.

      “Stop, stop, stop!” the Twins wailed. They stared in horror at the gash and the black ooze.

      Within seconds, the red light vanished and they healed the gash. The black ink disappeared soon after.

      “If you do that again—” Maura threatened.

      Nathan raised his sword and she froze, her eyes widening.

      “Um, please don’t?” Maura whispered.

      Kadria cackled in the background. “Like I said, what kind of idiot lets others into their mental world so easily? Even a complete amateur can do serious damage.” She frowned. “Don’t be too savage, Nathan. We need them alive. And a Messenger you know is better than a Messenger you don’t, should somebody replace them.”

      She had a point. Nathan sheathed his sword.

      The Twins started to mutter to one another.

      Ignoring them, Nathan called out, “I wanted to talk to you about this war.”

      “Later,” Kadria said. “I think it’s best if you calm down and think things through first.”

      What did that mean?

      Nathan shook his head and turned to leave. The tiles had been noisy before but made clacking and clicking noises with every step he took.

      “Hey, you’re not leaving already, are you?” Maura suddenly asked.

      A pair of hands grabbed his left arm.

      “That’s right. You should stay. We can show you why helping us is so much smarter than helping that silly little goat,” Laura said.

      A second pair of hands grabbed his right arm.

      They pulled him backward with surprising strength and spun him around. Giggling, they began to paw at his crotch and kiss his neck. Their gargantuan breasts pressed against his chest and their bronzed thighs rubbed against his legs.

      “Just compare our assets to hers,” Maura said. She pulled down the top of her black dress and leaned in closer, a cheeky grin stretched across her face.

      Laura pouted and followed her sister. Both women had similarly sized chests, although they were closer to pillows at this point. They were definitely large enough to be used as pillows. Massive, bronzed, fleshy pillows the size of their heads.

      Unable to help himself, Nathan squeezed them. Both succubi moaned. Their nipples hardened against his palms and they pressed their bodies against him more.

      Suddenly, they pushed Nathan to the ground. They ripped their dresses off, revealing their soaked crotches and thighs. Without their clothing, Nathan could only tell them apart using the appearance of their eyes. Laura had white sclera, and Maura black.

      “If you hurt him—” Kadria started to call out.

      Both twins made a talking hand gesture to Kadria, and the smaller Messenger shut up. Kadria closed one eye and leaned her head on one palm.

      From his vantage point on the floor, Nathan could see Kadria sitting on the throne as well as the two curvy succubi about to descend on him. Kadria’s hands were suspiciously close to her lower body. If she remained idle, he figured the Twins weren’t a danger if he played along.

      At least, that’s the excuse he used. He absolutely wasn’t enjoying the embrace of two succubi. That would be heresy.

      Soft pressure wrapped around his crotch, and Nathan looked down to see that his cock had been completely enveloped in their breasts. They were so stupidly massive that he couldn’t see even a hint of his shaft or tip. He was fairly confident in his size, but these girls had the largest mammaries he’d ever seen or felt.

      “Does it feel good?” Laura asked.

      “Of course, it does,” Maura said. “Why are we asking him when we can feel his answer?” She grinned and began to push her tits up and down.

      Nathan groaned as both succubi began to move. Their movements were synchronized, and the soft pillowy pressure gave way to constant stimulation. He had two pairs of breasts massaging his length. It was like a dream.

      Something warm and wet dripped onto his tip. Both girls were hovering over the gap between them, their mouths wide open. Glistening drops of saliva dripped from their mouths, and onto his cock. Their movements never slowed during this, and the lubrication only added to the pleasure.

      Fire began to build up within his length. It was a slow build, but constantly increasing. Nathan leaned back against the floor and groaned as he felt himself riding the edge of what felt like a constant climax. His fingers found the slick entrances of the Twins, and they rolled their eyes in ecstasy as he began to pleasure them in return.

      The pressure around his tip ebbed, but then came back. It was wetter than before. But the fire kept coming, and Nathan willed himself to finally come.

      “Hey, I don’t remember giving you permission to modify him,” Kadria said suddenly.

      Nathan blinked and finally looked up.

      The Twins were still wrapped around his length, their breasts bouncing up and down. But now their mouths were pressed against his tip, and their tongues snaked up and down his shaft while lapping up every drop of pre he let out. They moaned and stared back at him with lidded red eyes. His fingers continued to explore them.

      It suddenly occurred to Nathan that he was seeing something impossible.

      He was an impressive enough size, but he was pretty sure he wasn’t big enough for the Twins to wrap their mouths around his length with their breasts pressed against his shaft.

      “If you make him too big, others will get suspicious,” Kadria said, confirming his thoughts.

      “Mmmm.” Maura pulled herself off him with a loud slurp. Her chin was a sticky mess. “As if you care. I bet they won’t even question it.”

      They hadn’t questioned his limitless stamina. But he suspected that growing a few inches might be different.

      For one thing, there was no way that Sen was letting him stick it in her rear any time soon. She’d be back to stretching for a while.

      Kadria responded to Maura’s point by getting down on her knees and wrapping her mouth around Nathan’s enlarged length. Her eyes met his, and hers curved in pleasure.

      A moment later, those same eyes rolled into the back of her head when the Twins forced his entire length down her throat. They giggled as Kadria spluttered and coughed. Nathan hit his climax immediately, the sudden pressure of Kadria’s throat too much as he went deeper than he ever had before.

      When Kadria pulled away, it was with a stomach full of his seed and a very satisfied expression. Her chin and lips were a sticky mess of white. Her hands rubbed at her taut stomach.

      Then she scowled at the Twins.

      “Who’s first?” Kadria growled.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. Nathan lost count of the number of times he climaxed. The three Messengers would have milked him until the end of time if he let them.

      But he didn’t have that long. He had to face reality again and handle the aftermath of the Twins’ attempt to conquer him.
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      Nathan’s detour to visit Kadria had explained some of what happened during the invasion. The rest needed further investigation.

      The Twins had attacked because they had been given an opening during the cascade. Sure, they had apparently been waiting since Nathan first arrived and had an unexplained interest in claiming Nathan, but that was nothing new. He had already known that their interest in him was of the sexual variety.

      No, it was the cascade itself that troubled Nathan. He needed some way to investigate the Aurelian Spires to find the truth.

      The days that followed the invasion were a blur of activity. Nathan needed to confirm the safety of every fortress on the eastern border of the Empire, and also that the Spires hadn’t fallen.

      There was an outside possibility that the cascade had been due to the worst-case scenario. Namely, a Messenger breaking through and the Spires shutting down the portal to cut off the Messenger’s army. If that were the case, Nathan would need to identify any escaping demons and alert every Bastion possible.

      Any Messenger capable of defeating the Spires’ trigem Champion was far beyond Nathan’s current capability. The Twins had been powerful, but nowhere near the strength of the Messengers that Nathan had fought in the past. It was clear that they had invaded too early.

      At the same time, Nathan needed to prepare for war with the Federation. If their armies marched on the Empire while communications were down, he needed to counterattack before it was too late. Losing Fort Taubrum was not an option.

      Fortunately, no news arrived of Federation armies crossing the border, but he remained on edge.

      The sheer size of the cascade made Nathan’s life more difficult. The leylines remained disrupted for days. Sunstorm was the only Champion he had that could quickly move between fortresses. Everything else had to be conducted the old-fashioned way: by horseback.

      Not even the horseless carriages worked. While the interference didn’t affect most common spells or enchantments that relied on ambient magic, most newer inventions relied heavily on the density of magic that leylines propagated.

      A mage could cast spells away from a leyline, but a horseless carriage failed. For that same reason, the carriages became gigantic decorations following the cascade.

      It was for this reason that modern magical barriers around fortresses and towns were unreliable. They relied on the same concepts as horseless carriages and were prone to failure during cascades. Messengers had often triggered cascades in advance of land invasions. Right now, Anna’s hometown of Trantia was effectively defenseless.

      Bastion fortresses were unaffected, as binding stones used a separate source of energy. The same went for mage towers built atop cairns, as the cairns allowed access to the leylines despite the disruption.

      Nathan prioritized contacting Leopold’s fortresses and the various mage towers along the border. If evacuations became necessary, they would be the only safe havens available. Nathan would be required to focus his defensive efforts around them.

      On the third day, Nathan received the news he had been waiting for. One of Leopold’s Champions arrived from Forselle Valley. She brought news from the Spires.

      “The Spires are intact. The Council of Aurelia has placed the entire city under lockdown. Supposedly, there were riots on the first day, but those quieted down when the Council deployed the army into the streets.” Leopold’s Champion shook her head. “There are thousands of Aurelian soldiers in the valley, preventing anybody from going in or out of the Spires.”

      The only time Nathan had ever heard of the Spires going into lockdown was when it was about to be attacked by land. The sprawl was large enough that its citizens wouldn’t notice an entire city being dropped on top of them. With well over a million residents, the Aurelian Spires were more than twice the size of any other city on Doumahr.

      But that news wasn’t the real reason that Leopold’s Champion was in Gharrick Pass.

      Leopold was. He had only awakened this morning, after two long days of constant medical attention from Vera and a local healer. His wounds would take weeks to fully heal. His armor was magical, and that magic had done a lot of damage to his body when Maura had fused it to his chest.

      Nathan wasn’t entirely sure if he would have survived an attack like that. He knew some regeneration magic and could repair broken bones. But a spatial attack of that magnitude was intended to be lethal. To Nathan, the goal had always been to block them. That was always why he kept his binding stone reserves available when fighting a Messenger.

      The old man’s face was pallid, and he barely opened his eyes. He gave his newly arrived Champion the weakest smile that Nathan had ever seen him give.

      Nathan turned away, teeth gritted, and headed for his office.

      Inside, he found Alice sitting in his chair. She was wearing simple clothing, but considerably more girlish than her usual fare. A black ruffled skirt that fell to her knees, stockings, flats, and a collared shirt with plenty of gold frills and ruffles along every seam and button.

      The princess skimmed through the reports on his desk, while writing something with a spare hand. Before the invasion, Nathan would have found the sight odd. He had figured Alice to be more of a flighty princess. The sort to avoid formalities, paperwork, and the dull side of her Imperial heritage.

      Instead, she had proven better than Nathan at his own job. At least when it came to the paperwork.

      Seraph slipped in behind Nathan and gave him a small nudge. Dropping off a few letters, she picked up a small pile of completed paperwork without saying a word.

      The door slammed shut behind Nathan, and he found himself lost for words. The scratching of Alice’s pen kept him company.

      Eventually, she looked up and blinked at him with wide brown eyes.

      “Did you want to sit down? This is your office,” Alice said, gesturing to the table in front of her.

      Said table was covered by a map and more markers than any sane man could keep track of by himself.

      Nathan shook his head. “I’m just lost in thought. It’s been a busy few days.”

      “My father’s courtiers say ‘It’s been a busy few days’ after a couple of long sessions of court. The nobles at the Diet said ‘It’s been a busy few days’ after they accomplished absolutely nothing a month ago.” Alice fixed Nathan with a glare. “You’ve been doing the job of ten men. Have you even slept since the invasion?”

      Nathan nearly answered honestly, his mouth half-open, before he thought better of it. The ability to extend time with the binding stone meant that Nathan could power nap and refresh his mind in minutes. His body needed actual rest eventually, but he knew spells to put off sleep for up to a week if necessary.

      “Don’t even think about lying,” Alice said. “Fei and Sen have already spoken to me. They’re worried about you. Sleep, Nathan. The world’s not about to end.”

      “It could have,” he said, admitting aloud his worries for the first time.

      Alice stared at him. After a few moments, she lowered her pen. Again, she gestured to a chair.

      This time, he took it.

      “How?” she asked.

      “You know about Messengers?” Nathan asked.

      “You and Leopold just killed two.”

      “One, technically,” Nathan said. “They were Twins, so I’m counting them as one. And I’m not sure they’re dead. The records indicate that the same Messenger has invaded several times. Only defeating them outside the portal seems to work.”

      Alice bit her lip. “Okay. So, they might be back? Is that it?”

      “It’s not about the Twins.” Nathan sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I mentioned that Messengers are an existential threat to humanity. One possible cause of the cascade was that the Spires had been breached by a powerful Messenger. If that happened, what do you think comes next?”

      No answer came for several seconds. Nathan looked at Alice to see her staring back at him with wide eyes, her lips slightly parted.

      “I thought you said that Torneus was behind it?” Alice whispered.

      “That’s the assumption, but there’s a saying about those,” Nathan said, trying to temper his tone. He didn’t want to sound like a smug asshole in front of Alice.

      Alice frowned, recovering from her shock. “So, you’ve been worried about the worst-case scenario?”

      “That’s my job as Bastion. It would have been Leopold’s job, but he’s…” Nathan trailed off, a pained look on his face. He stared at the wall, and his eyes caught on a shield that bore the emblem of the Imperial Army.

      For some reason, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from it.

      “No, your job is to protect your binding stones. Leopold’s is similar, but he also provides advice and support to Grandpa.” Alice scowled. “Not that I have any right to say this to you, after the negotiations. But aren’t you taking on too much, Nathan? I’m your princess, and it’s my duty to worry about these issues. Grandpa—both of them—is responsible for the Imperial Army and responding to major threats. You also have Anna, who controls the county.”

      Officially, that was how it was supposed to work.

      Bastions were officers in the military. They operated under the nobles and protected their nations, but they weren’t supposed to run things on their own.

      “If I did leave things be, where would we be with the Federation?” Nathan asked.

      Alice picked up her pen and tapped it against the table. “In open war, probably with the situation flipped. We’d be trying to take back the Gharrick Mountains, instead of the other way around.” She rolled her eyes. “I get it. Like I said, I don’t have the right to say anything. But I want to be an Imperial Princess who helps you, instead of one who flounces in, acts bratty, and asks you to be her hero whenever anything that goes wrong. Isn’t Anna in the same boat?”

      “And I’m trying to prevent a demonic invasion from overrunning the Empire,” Nathan said.

      “Great. We both want the same thing.” Alice huffed and threw her pen at Nathan.

      He caught it with one hand. It bounced on top of the pile of reports a moment later.

      “I already have a lot of things in life. Everybody preaches noblesse oblige, but never follows through. Now, I have a chance to do something and you’ve spent the past few days running yourself ragged without letting me help,” Alice said. She waved a hand at the paperwork. “And this doesn’t count. Letters to nobles and mages could be written by anybody. If the job of an Emperor was to do paperwork, then you may as well replace us with a random peasant whose job it is to stamp everything in front of him.”

      “Isn’t that how it works in the courts?” Nathan said, letting a little smugness leak through.

      She rolled her eyes and threw her pen at him again. He let it hit him this time, as he probably deserved it.

      “I said replace us. The courtiers don’t make the decisions on war, taxes, or negotiations,” she said.

      Her hands ran along the pen, before she set it down again. Alice stood up and walked around the table to be in front of Nathan. “I have the best education in the Empire. Some of the best tutors. Both sides of my family are obscenely wealthy and powerful. If I’m not here to help you protect my homeland and family, what am I here for?”

      Nathan took one of Alice’s hands, and she closed her other around his. She smiled at him.

      For a moment, Nathan saw a different princess in front of him.

      He sighed. “I get it.”

      “Good.” Alice rubbed his hands. “I wish I was able to stay for longer. Charlotte’s been terrified since the invasion.”

      “You’re heading back to Falmir?” Nathan asked.

      “Nope,” she said. “Charlotte says she’s seen enough to know that what happened in the Diet was posturing, and she thinks the threat of demons and the cascade is more important than some stupid Nationalist insults. I’ll take her back to Aleich and report to Grandpa. Then you can bet I’ll coming back here.” She prodded him in the chest.

      Nathan grabbed her hand. In response, Alice gave him a puzzled smile.

      He wasn’t sure how he felt about Alice. He was less sure how she felt about him.

      For now, he settled things by kissing her hand in the style of chivalrous knights of old. Alice giggled, her face glowing red.

      “Well, at least I know that I’m your princess,” Alice muttered as she wandered back to Nathan’s desk.

      That was a statement that Nathan had difficulty processing. He filed it away for later and left the room.

      Two days later, communications had largely returned across the eastern border.

      The worst of it was that Leopold remained gravely injured. His condition had improved enough that he could travel, but neither he nor Nathan had prepared the catalysts for a gateway to one of his fortresses. With the horseless carriages operational again, his Champions bundled him into one.

      Before he left, he sent his Champions away from the carriage. Nathan closed the carriage door and sat down. Leopold took a heavy breath, his breathing ragged. His normally clean-shaven chin was now covered in thick stubble.

      “I know we said there’d be words after the invasion,” Leopold said, voice like gravel. “That can come later. Right now, I am giving you complete authority over the Imperial Army on the eastern border of the Anfang Empire.”

      Nathan’s eyebrows shot up. He opened his mouth to say something, but words failed him.

      “Hah. Didn’t expect that?” Leopold chuckled, but it turned into a cough.

      A triangle of magic flared in Nathan’s hands, but Leopold waved him off.

      “I’m fine. It just hurts to laugh.” Leopold sighed. “Hans and Gorthal gave me the power before the negotiations, without informing anyone. They’ve been worried about Tharban and what he might pull, so ensured that any Imperial forces couldn’t be controlled by any other Bastions.” A stubby finger pointed at Nathan’s chest and prodded him weakly. “Now it falls to you. We don’t know if Tharban’s behind this, but anything could happen next. I trust you. I know that Alice does as well. However you know the things you do, it doesn’t matter. Just don’t fuck it up.”

      His eyes bored into Nathan’s.

      Nathan nodded grimly.

      He watched as Leopold’s carriage trundled away.

      So, the old man had suspected him of knowing too much. Nathan had wondered why his slip-ups had never drawn any attention. The answer was staring him in the face the whole time.

      Overlooking Nathan’s suspicious behavior and background had been to Leopold’s political advantage. And it remained to his advantage. Protecting the Empire and denying the Nationalists remained Leopold’s highest priority.

      He was, after all, the right hand of Emperor Gorthal, and a man who made many mistakes in the lead-up to the fall of the Anfang Empire in Nathan’s timeline.

      A day later, a much less emotional farewell took place with the two princesses. Alice swept Nathan up in a hug. She wore a dark silk skirt that showed more thigh than Nathan had seen before, and her white socks left a tantalizingly thin amount of skin open.

      “I’ll be back soon,” Alice said. “I left a two-way mirror in your office. Talk to me. Anna has one as well.”

      Charlotte gave no farewell and seemed terrified of showing Nathan her face.

      For some reason, Nathan felt nothing as he watched the meek woman slip into the carriage. He had been pulsing with excitement when he first discovered her presence, and now he struggled to find even the tiniest hint of emotion in his mind.

      A hand ran along his ass and pulled him from his thoughts. He glared at the dark-skinned elf that pressed her voluptuous breasts against his arm.

      “It seems your father’s blood does run in your veins. I always doubted it, but you’ve proven everybody wrong. Or maybe you’ve proven everybody right.” Nurevia laughed. “Everybody did say that you were the best son that Tharban could ever hope to have. Maybe they knew you would bloom. And now your pollen is ripe for the harvest.”

      Her hands ran along his crotch.

      Nathan pushed her away, and she stumbled in the dirt for a few steps. Her amethysts glimmered for a moment, and Nathan tensed. Elsewhere in the courtyard, both Fei and Seraph took up aggressive stances.

      When Nurevia recovered, an ecstatic expression overcame her. She licked her lips and stared at him with glazed-over purple eyes.

      “A little weak, but there’s definitely hints of daddy in there,” the dark elf purred. She ran a hand over her stomach, where Nathan had pushed her. “I think the best thing Tharban ever did was banishing you. I can’t wait until we meet again, Nathan.”

      On the contrary, Nathan wanted to wait as long as possible. He suspected that he would be seeing Nurevia sooner than he would like, unfortunately.

      Suddenly, the dark elf lunged for him. He reached for his sword, but she stopped short. Her expression turned serious. She stood on her toes and spoke into his ear.

      “A word of warning. Falmir isn’t all that it seems. Speak to your little wolf butler if you want to know.” Nurevia leaned away and smirked at him. “Consider that a belated gift, in recognition of achieving your manhood.”

      “I’m over thirty, you know.”

      “Yes, and I’m recognizing you as a man now. Be proud.” Nurevia rose to her full height, leaving as many openings as she could.

      She was twisted inside and out, Nathan knew.

      He gave her a light push toward the carriage, and she pouted at him. Despite that, she still rubbed the place that he had pushed her.

      The castle felt almost empty in the afternoon. Sunstorm was napping after a patrol, and Fei had taken over from her. Seraph had returned to Fort Taubrum and taken command of the eastern front. With communications restored, Vera preferred the comfort of her tower over Gharrick Pass. Anna had countless anxious nobles and merchants to deal with, although she rarely spent more than a night or two away from the castle.

      Nathan found it odd that Anna appeared to have moved into his fortress, when she constantly talked about renovating and upgrading her family manor.

      Only Sen was awake. She kept him company in his office, although her unfocused expression made it clear that she was conversing with Ifrit. Probably practicing spells or learning new magical theory.

      A knock sounded on the door, and a wolfgirl knight opened it. Her tail wagged when she noticed that Fei wasn’t here, her eyes skimming over Sen.

      Her words were a lot more serious than her reaction implied.

      “Bastion, our scouts have seen a carriage approaching. Its escorts are carrying the flag of the Aurelian Spires, and the emblems on the carriage are of the Council of Aurelia,” the knight said.

      A carriage sent by the Council meant only one thing.

      The notoriously anti-human Spires had sent a diplomatic envoy to speak to Nathan.
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      Nathan waited for the dark elves in his office. He had dealt with them before and knew that he needed to handle the envoy with care.

      The Aurelian Spires were an ancient city-state that sat at the heart of Doumahr. The city loomed over Forselle Valley and was built into the northern half of the Gharrick Mountains.

      Scholars believed that the ancient sandstone spires had been built by the First Peoples, which was the name given to the faeries of old. Modern faeries didn’t deserve such an important name, even if they still referred to themselves using it.

      This wasn’t prejudice to Nathan. Something had changed in the faeries at some point. The First Peoples had built the system of cairns across Doumahr, mapped out the leylines, and established the entire system of Bastions. While it was frowned upon to admit as much, they had been the Watcher Omria’s favored ones well before the Anfang Empire existed.

      Then something happened. Omria moved on, and the faeries became less important. Most history from before the Anfang Empire was based on archaeological evidence, rather than written record, so nothing was certain. But the fact that nobody recorded what happened between Omria and the faeries remained cause for concern. Particularly given her disappearance.

      The Empire was ancient. Millenia old. But the Spires and cairns were older still.

      Had Omria abandoned the First Peoples and moved on to humanity? Was history repeating? Was that why she had disappeared over four hundred years ago?

      Nathan didn’t know. Nobody did. Even timeless spirits such as Ifrit refused to speak about her. For whatever reason, Kadria clammed up when it came to Omria.

      In the end, the origins of the Spires remained a mystery. As did Omria herself.

      What wasn’t a mystery was how the Spires came into the possession of the dark elves. The declining power of the faeries allowed their servants to overthrow them, and the dark elves claimed the shining jewel of the fae kingdom. Between the rise of humanity in the west and the rebellion of the dark elves, the faeries were pushed east.

      There, the faeries founded the Republic of Arcadia. Although not until they had butchered each other for a good thousand or so years in a brutal civil war. The fields of Arcadia were steeped so heavily in blood that there were folk tales about it. Some even suggested that the productivity of their fields was due to how many dead faeries there were in the ground.

      These days, Arcadia was considered something of paradise. An idyllic natural habitat of beautiful lakes, forest, and grasslands. At least, so long as you were a faerie.

      The Spires weren’t much different to Arcadia. The dark elves were originally a nocturnal race that lived underground. The faeries had enslaved them and used them as laborers, taking advantage of their impressive magic prowess. Both surface-dwelling and subterranean elves were the most powerful magic using mortal races on Doumahr, save for the faeries and mystic foxes.

      But where the surface elves were pacifists, and abhorred violence, the dark elves soaked up the teachings of their masters like a sponge did dirty water.

      The culture within the Spires encouraged public humiliation, physical punishment, open hatred of non-dark elves, and diplomatic isolation.

      Nathan firmly believed that the only thing that stopped the dark elves from attempting to conquer Doumahr was their strong dislike of sunlight. While millennia of adaptation had changed them, the average dark elf preferred to spend all day curled up in a squat hole in a rat’s nest of a city, rather than face the sun for an hour.

      The insane sprawl of the Spires wasn’t due to poverty or an outright dislike of the people who lived there. It was the most desirable way for dark elves to live on the surface. Dark elves who didn’t mind the sun—like Nurevia—had spent most of their lives denying their natural preferences. Champions, Bastions, merchants, and diplomats were groomed from birth to withstand long days in the sun.

      Which made the approaching diplomatic envoy all the more significant. The dark elves never reached out to other races. Nathan knew this from experience. The Empire had collapsed, Arcadia had been in the midst of another civil war, and the Federation was in the grips of Torneus’s madness. And they still had required Charlotte to publicly embarrass herself in front of the Council.

      Nathan fiddled with the mirror that Alice had left behind while he waited. It was a small hand mirror. Alice had inscribed her name on the back. It seemed familiar somehow, although he couldn’t place why.

      As tempting as it was to contact her using the mirror, and possibly even include her in this meeting, he ignored the urge.

      For one, she was likely still traveling with Charlotte. Nurevia’s warning rung in his mind.

      He also suspected the dark elves wanted to speak with him alone. The fact that they arrived within hours of Alice’s carriage leaving was suspicious. And why weren’t they contacting him ahead of time? Why not contact the Emperor? Or Archduke von Milgar?

      The door swung open. Nobody had knocked.

      Nathan placed the mirror on top of the desk, reflective side down.

      A pair of dark elves strode in, one male, one female. Behind them, Sen and the wolfgirl knight from earlier glared daggers into the backs of the visitors.

      A red garnet shimmered in the woman’s collarbone. Like most dark elves, she dressed conservatively. The only skin she showed was above her neck, and a small sliver in the cutout around her gem. Her face was unfamiliar to Nathan, which was unsurprising given she was a monogem Champion. She gave him a haughty look and gestured for him to rise from his seat.

      The man was familiar, however. He had spoken with Charlotte several times. His name escaped Nathan. What Nathan did remember was that he was a diplomat who specialized in dealing with humans. Nurevia had disliked him, but he had seemed reasonable enough, even if he played the same games as most dark elves. His skin was the color of ash, and he wore a tailored silk suit that was almost the same color.

      Unlike most dark elves, both of them wore no visible piercings. Nurevia had been the same, at least when clothed. This was deliberate.

      Although ostentatious shows of jewelry and faces covered in piercings were a sign of wealth and prosperity for dark elves, they knew that the same didn’t hold in other cultures. Champions, Bastions, and diplomats refrained from visible piercings in order to appeal to non-dark elf preferences.

      The diplomat raised an eyebrow when Nathan remained seated. The corner of his mouth turned upward ever so slightly, and his black eyes narrowed.

      “Bastion Nathan Straub, I assume?” the diplomat said. He tilted his head in acknowledgement, but refused to bow. “I am Sureev van Jormun.” He paused. “As you are of noble origin yourself, I assume I don’t need to explain my origins?” His eyes bore into Nathan’s.

      Ah, yes, the “if you don’t know dark elf culture, you are lesser” attitude. Diplomacy with dark elves was all about posturing.

      Nathan refused to stand, not because he was being impolite, but because it would be taken as a sign of weakness. Sureev was asserting dominance, despite being an uninvited guest from a nation that wasn’t in the good graces of the Empire. Every inch that Nathan gave out of politeness would be returned with a sneer and an attempt to claim moral superiority.

      “You are Sureev, from the Jormun spire,” Nathan said flatly. “It’s the central spire where the Council of Aurelia conducts its business. I’d say I’m honored to host such a prestigious guest, but I’m a military man in service to my Emperor, and I don’t have the foggiest clue why you’re here.”

      The dark elf Champion’s eyes nearly shot out of her head. She took a step forward.

      To Nathan’s surprise, Sureev laughed. Not a chuckle, but a deep-throated laugh that bounced off the walls.

      “Leave us,” Sureev said to his Champion.

      “Honored Envoy, I—” the Champion began to say.

      Sureev’s face hardened, and the Champion swallowed her words. She pushed her way past Sen and the wolfgirl without a backward glance.

      After a long look at Nathan, Sen closed the door and left Nathan alone with Sureev.

      Several long moments passed before Sureev turned to face the door.

      “This room is warded, I assume?” he asked.

      “Would a Bastion conduct business in a room that isn’t?”

      “A smart one wouldn’t. It is fortunate that my first impression of you is as positive as my spies told me it would be.” Sureev pulled out a chair and took a seat. “Normally I would keep the charade going, but I am here to conduct important business on behalf of the council. Angering you does not behoove me.”

      “And here I thought angering humans was the dark elf national sport,” Nathan said.

      “It is, but sport is played in public. We are most decidedly not in public.” The dark elf waved a hand toward the cabinets and shelves behind Nathan. “Is there any possibility of a drink?”

      After a moment of thought, Nathan rose. “Any preference?”

      “A local lager would be nice. I can drink aged wine and spirits at my leisure in the Spires, but you Anfang brew some delightful regional beer at this time of year. It’s a guilty pleasure of mine when I visit Aleich during winter.”

      There weren’t any kegs in Nathan’s office. He doubted whether anybody kept kegs of beer in their office. Was this a test by Sureev to see if the servants were listening, and would turn up in moments with beer to prevent Nathan from being embarrassed?

      Was that even something that might happen with nobility and the Spires? Nathan genuinely had no clue, although he certainly had memories of servants turning up suspiciously quickly with drinks and food after they were requested.

      Whatever Sureev’s intentions, Nathan had no such intelligence network of servants to spy on his needs.

      Nathan walked over to the door and opened it. Sen and the dark elf Champion were outside, glaring at one another.

      “Sen, have the servants bring a jug of lager and some ceremonial steins,” Nathan said.

      She blinked at him. He didn’t wait to see her reaction before closing the door.

      “It’ll be here in a few minutes,” Nathan said.

      Sureev chuckled. “And here I thought you’d keep it on tap in your office. Wouldn’t a network of pipes and a brewery be simple for you?”

      “Absolutely not. Shipping in the raw material would be a nightmare. And the pipes would play havoc with the wards. How could I ward the office if I intentionally put a hole in it?” Nathan shook his head.

      “Create the material here, then,” Sureev suggested.

      “Then the beer tastes terrible. Even with processing, magically created food and drink is flavorless garbage. I’d be better off riding into a random village and drinking whatever they’ve brewed,” Nathan said.

      “Hmm. I hadn’t thought that you couldn’t salvage the end product, but I suppose I’m not the Bastion.” Sureev shrugged.

      Nathan wasn’t sure what to make of the man in front of him. His memories suggested that Sureev wasn’t to be entirely trusted, but the attitude on show was different from the one shown in Nathan’s timeline. Had Nathan impressed the Council that much?

      Or had Charlotte been that unimpressive?

      “Do you really care that much that I knew what your name meant?” Nathan asked, leaning on his desk with his arms folded.

      “No, but everything adds up.” Sureev leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. “A Bastion who was exiled by his imperialist father for harboring pro-beastkin tendencies is of interest. When that same Bastion thwarts an invasion by the Federation and wins the backing of Leopold Tyrim, he becomes a man to watch closely. Stealing two Champions from another Bastion, winning a string of victories, and making well-founded accusations of heresy against one of the most powerful and ambitious men on Doumahr?”

      “I get your point. I’m standing out,” Nathan said.

      “You’re a radiant beacon of glory,” Sureev corrected. “And one that the Council wishes to work with. That’s not an honor offered lightly.”

      There was a knock at the door, saving Nathan the need to respond to Sureev’s words. A maid brought in a tray with a massive metal container and two blown glass steins. Unlike King George’s gargantuan stein, these were only the size of an ordinary tankard. Engraved into the glasses were intricate images of Omria interweaved with emblems of the Empire.

      When they were alone again, Sureev poured a tall, foamy glass of the pale beer. He took a long draft and nodded approvingly.

      “I’ve missed this,” the dark elf said. “Now, to business. I don’t need to tell you that things have gone awry recently.”

      “There was a tiny cascade, yes.”

      Sureev’s smile dimmed slightly. “Yes, and that is our business. What do you make of the current situation at the Spires?”

      “You’re assuming I know?” Nathan asked.

      “You’ll be considerably less useful to the Council if you don’t.”

      Nathan wasn’t even sure what was happening now, but he decided to play along. “There aren’t any demons running around Forselle Valley, so if the city is in lockdown by the army, that means the Council wants to keep somebody in. Or somebody out.”

      “Oh? You’re not worried that we’re concerned about an imminent assault by land? Hasn’t that been your concern?” Sureev smirked.

      Nathan scoffed. “The Federation lacks the power to threaten the Spires. Arcadia would fall to pieces internally if attempted to use its army. And I can’t imagine any reason the Empire or Trafaumh would attack the Spires. Who else would attack you by land? The Far Reaches are practically uninhabited.”

      “A curious opinion about Arcadia,” the dark elf said. He drained his glass and poured another. The map across the table drew his attention. Or more accurately, he made an obvious show of looking at it. “But yes, you’re correct. The cascade has alarmed the Council. It should not have happened. The portals within the Spires have been active for longer than any dark elf is aware of, and a Messenger could arrive at any time. The fact one was closed during an invasion without the Council’s approval, or that of any of the three Bastions responsible for each of them, is deeply concerning.”

      “And?” Nathan asked.

      “And the Council will not allow such heresy to stand. The safety of the city is threatened, and that of our entire race. I trust you understand our feelings?” Sureev’s expression hardened. His fingers traced the border with the Federation.

      From Nathan’s experience, the Council had never really cared about heresy. Or even the safety of the Spires.

      This was about the power of the Council. Somebody had deceived the most powerful dark elves on Doumahr, and they were furious. Nobody held a grudge like a politician betrayed.

      “You’re here to cut a deal,” Nathan said. He took a seat and finally drank his own beer.

      “I am. I trust you can keep this matter private.”

      “I am a Bastion of the Emperor,” Nathan reminded Sureev.

      “Not that private.” The dark elf chuckled. “But chattering nobles do not need to know how nations are truly run, do they?”

      Sureev’s fingers found the center of the Federation and he tapped one city in particular. “Our objectives align, I believe. The Council wants you to bring us High Lord Torneus, so that he can be tried for the crime of heresy against the Aurelian Spires and the dark elf people. You want him gone as well, do you not?”

      Nathan leaned back in his chair. This was a turn of events he hadn’t anticipated.

      But Torneus losing his allies only accelerated history. It didn’t help Nathan.

      “What does the Empire gain from this? In case you haven’t noticed, we’ve been trying to end the war with the Federation,” Nathan said. “I doubt the Emperor will be happy to hand over the catalyst for the war to a foreign nation, unless there’s something to gain.”

      “Of course. You want peace and stability. So do we. As such, the Council will support the Empire’s claim to the Federation’s territory in return for Torneus. There would also be some additional treaties required, particularly for trade and guaranteeing the defensive line along the Houkeem Desert, but the offer is decisive.”

      Had Nathan heard that correctly?

      “Define support,” Nathan said, trying to keep his voice steady.

      “Diplomatic and military. As I said, we want stability. Do you think the Federation can remain stable in its current state? Do you think it can hold off the demons swarming across its eastern border?” Sureev sneered. “Nobody wants another Kurai. Torneus has made his bed. But there is no reason we should lay in it with him.”

      Afterward, there was little else to discuss. Nathan gifted the diplomat a small keg of lager to take with him and arranged for another meeting in the near future.

      Conquering a foreign nation wasn’t a decision to be taken lightly. Nathan needed at least a few days to think on it, and to figure out who to involve. On the surface, he claimed he would involve the Imperial family.

      In truth, he wasn’t sure what to do. Nathan knew nothing about Emperor Gorthal or Archduke von Milgar. Leopold was incapacitated and had left him with the authority to do what he felt was necessary.

      That left Anna and Alice. One of them was still traveling and would be unavailable for a little longer. Nathan promised himself that he would contact her using the mirror tonight, even if it was only to organize a time they could talk in private.

      But Anna would be returning to the fortress this afternoon. Nathan already knew what he wanted to do when it came to Torneus, but he couldn’t help but wonder if he was falling into a trap. The dark elves had never been so proactive before.

      Whatever the case, Nathan needed to decide soon. The end of winter approached.
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      “I’m guessing that was a fairly heavy meeting,” Sen said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you run away from your office that fast.”

      “Thank you for saying that I ran away,” Nathan said drily.

      “I call it like I see it.” Sen tried to smirk, but her expression was too serious for it to work. “What even happened in there, Nathan?”

      “Politics, mostly. And an offer I didn’t expect to be made in a thousand years,” Nathan said.

      The two of them walked along the battlements of the inner wall of Gharrick Pass. Spring had nearly arrived, and the only snow was visible within the nearby mountain line itself. Slush and mountain covered the hills and ran along the ditches.

      Nathan’s soldiers had dug small streams to redirect any runoff away from the fortress and the pass. Most of these streams bubbled with water, and a small lake had formed south of the fortress.

      Buds formed on the trees as the local flora prepared for warmer weather. It would be weeks before the mountains were warm enough that the Gharrick Mountains were safely traversable by large convoys or an army. But for everybody else, spring was effectively here.

      “I’d never seen a dark elf before that weird one who came with the princess,” Sen said. She made a funny face. “Her name was Nurevia, right? I feel some odd emotions about her. And not the most positive ones.”

      “That’s unsurprising. She preyed on weakness, but also wanted others to exploit her weakness.” Nathan sighed and ran a hand through his hair. Was talking about the old Sen really a smart idea?

      “Weakness, huh. I get the feeling I was weak. Is that the difference between me and who I used to be?” Sen asked.

      Exactly the sort of question Nathan didn’t want to talk about now.

      He looked Sen in the eye and realized that she deserved the answer, even if he felt uncomfortable giving it.

      “Mostly, yes. You have access to the same power that you once had, but the difference is that you didn’t have to pay the horrific price for it.” Nathan paused, choosing his words carefully. “Even after you joined me, there was still pain. That’s what it means to live in a dying world.”

      “Yeah. I get that feeling. So often I wake up, realize where I am and just… feel this endless sense of relief. I can wander a forest without worrying that a band of demons will ambush me. Everybody I care about is still alive—at least those that matter to me right now. Every day feels almost relaxing, even though I know we’re preparing for war. Ifrit chews me out about it, but I find it really hard to get sucked into the doom and gloom feel when I know how much worse things can be.” Sen’s eyes gazed over the edge of the wall, as if they were gazing into an abyss.

      Nathan placed a hand on her shoulder, and she smiled up at him.

      “And that’s why I’m worried about you,” Sen said. “You look a little lost right now.”

      “I am a little lost right now,” Nathan admitted.

      Letting out a sigh, Nathan bent over and leaned against the edge of the wall. It was cold. He felt the chill seep through his officer’s jacket and into his arms but ignored it.

      Right now, that feeling helped calm him down. It was the same as pummeling his back with hot water in a shower to focus his thoughts or pinching his wrist to distract himself. A strong physical sensation to keep him focused on something real, instead of the endless whirlpool of thoughts in his head.

      “Oh,” Sen said.

      She remained silent after that. Unlike him, she leaned her back against the wall. Her red coat was thicker than his jacket. At some point over winter, she had lined it with fur from wolves she had hunted in the mountains.

      Minutes passed.

      “You don’t have to stay with me, you know,” Nathan said.

      Sen hit him in the side. He glanced at her with a raised eyebrow.

      “You realize that I love you, right?” she said, glaring at him. “That I don’t stay with you just because of the cool magic lessons or that you’re great in bed?”

      “You’re saying I’m not great in bed?” Nathan said.

      “Well, it’s been a little harder this week since you got a mysterious package upgrade, meaning we haven’t been able to do some of the things we usually do.” Sen leered at him, but her expression quickly returned to concern. “But that’s not what I meant. Don’t dodge my point.”

      “I love you too, Sen. I’m just saying that you don’t need to hang around in the cold while I think about things.”

      “You mean while you mope,” she teased. A few moments passed, her attempt at humor falling flat. She sighed, and Nathan felt her hand on top of his head.

      Why did his girls feel the need to try to pat his head when they wanted to comfort him? Was it a need to get back at him for constantly patting their heads?

      “I don’t know how to help you now, besides being by your side. Politics is way beyond me. I’m struggling with the crazy magic stuff you and Ifrit are teaching me.” Sen cleared her throat. “But, uh, maybe somebody else can help you?”

      A few moments passed, and the hand on top of Nathan’s head grew noticeably warmer.

      As in, warm enough that he worried Sen was casting a spell.

      Nathan looked over at her, then relaxed.

      “Oh, it’s you, Ifrit,” Nathan said. “It’s been a while.”

      “Indeed,” a much deeper tone said. It sounded like Sen, if she swallowed a bucket full of gravel, lit her throat on fire, and aged twenty years. Not quite masculine, so much as a very throaty and deep version of Sen’s voice, with an edge of fire to it.

      Ifrit had taken control of Sen’s body, and the effect was noticeable. He stood differently. Back straight, shoulders wide, no slouch, and hands behind his back. His expression was odd on Sen’s face, as it tried to appear both inquisitive and suspicious as the same time, but Sen was a young woman, so it mostly made her look silly.

      “Is talking to me your idea, or Sen’s?” Nathan asked.

      “Both. You’ve been troubled lately, and the events of the cascade bothered me.” Ifrit smiled at Nathan using Sen’s body. “A chat would be nice, regardless. While this troublesome child keeps me entertained, I do appreciate talking to somebody else from time to time.”

      “Fair.” Nathan fell silent.

      Moments passed.

      “This is the part where you talk about your problem, or problems,” Ifrit said.

      “You’re doing a great job coaxing me into feeling secure and comfortable talking about my deepest, darkest issues,” Nathan drawled.

      “I have lived too long to spend my time playing psychiatrist. And I can tell that you have issues that you want to talk about, but don’t because people will not understand. So, out with them,” Ifrit said. He waved Sen’s hand in the air in a circular motion, gesturing for Nathan to get on with it.

      The air grew warmer around them due to Ifrit’s presence. Even through Sen, the spirit’s power could be felt simply by proximity. Nathan no longer felt the chill of the wall in his arms.

      He leaned away from the wall and faced Ifrit. “Have you ever wondered if the things you do have no impact on the world? That everything would play out the same even if you did nothing?”

      Ifrit raised an eyebrow. “That’s an odd statement for a Bastion with your status and power to make. Few people can say they’ve influenced Doumahr as much as you have in so little time. Isn’t that why the dark elves came to you?”

      “But does it matter in the end?” Nathan said, frustration leaking into his voice.

      No answer.

      After a few moments, Nathan turned away. “Ifrit, do you believe in predetermined events?”

      A harsh intake of breath, followed by a long silence. “I had my suspicions. There are few ways to traverse timelines, and fewer still to alter memories. You showed limited promise in both, given your knowledge of spatial and mental magic. Even so, I find it difficult to believe that you would speak of this topic without external interference.”

      Nathan shifted uncomfortably, unwilling to look at Ifrit.

      “Do not worry. I’ve cut off Sen’s senses for the time being. I assume there is good reason you have left her unaware of your involvement with the Messengers,” Ifrit said.

      Damn, so he did know. At least, he did now.

      “It’s not something I want to burden any of my Champions with,” Nathan said, looking at Ifrit.

      “A smart decision. Although I hope it’s one you made voluntarily.” Ifrit’s gaze was as sharp as his words. He moved on, and said, “Tell me, what do you mean by predetermined events? Because the way you’ve described them is slightly different to how I would.”

      Nathan frowned. “It feels like my actions don’t have any real effect on the world. If I stop something from happening, then it simply happens in a slightly different way. I…” He stopped, realizing he was about to repeat himself. “Maybe an example will help.”

      Ifrit gestured for him to go ahead.

      “Let’s say a town is about to be crushed by a giant boulder. This happens, but I survive and go back in time to stop it,” Nathan explained.

      For some reason, Ifrit’s eyes narrowed at the mention of going back in time. Nathan didn’t question this, but he filed it away for later.

      Continuing, Nathan said, “I know about the boulder, so I gather up my friends in the past and stop it.”

      “But the boulder returns to its position?” Ifrit offered. “Or perhaps another town is threatened by the boulder?”

      “Not quite.” Nathan shook his head. “It’s more like another boulder appears. I know how to stop boulders from crushing towns, so I can stop it. But every time I do, another boulder appears. And another. Eventually, it becomes clear that no matter how many times I save the town, another boulder will appear to destroy it. Nothing I do can change the future. And if that’s the case, does anything I do actually matter?”

      “Ah,” Ifrit said, closing his eyes. After a few moments, he gestured for Nathan to walk with him.

      They walked along the battlements. A couple of guards gave Ifrit odd looks. Probably because Sen doesn’t walk like an old man, with her hands behind her back and a thoughtful expression on her face.

      “What you’re talking about is predetermination,” Ifrit said.

      “I know that word, but I don’t know what it means,” Nathan admitted.

      “Predetermination is the idea that the future is fixed. That free will does not truly exist and that the fate of the world is inscribed into our very beings. It is the idea that your actions are decided in advance.” Ifrit paused. “Imagine that you approach a fork in the road, but while there appear to be many options, you can only take one. Maybe it appears that you can choose, but no matter what decisions you take, eventually, you end up taking the ‘correct’ road.”

      The idea chilled Nathan to his core.

      “That sounds a lot like what I’m experiencing,” Nathan said. “I’ve been trying to stop the Federation and Empire from going to war since I arrived, but nothing works. I stopped the demonic invasion that triggered it all, but the Federation attacked anyway. I counterattacked and won, but they refused peace negotiations. Then, even when we negotiated, they still pushed back and tried for war. They triggered the cascade to bring down the Empire. And, after all of that failed, the Spires come out of nowhere and tell me to conquer the Federation.”

      Nathan laughed bitterly. He had wasted an entire winter trying to stop a war, only to be made an offer to restart it. And that offer came from the last nation he ever expected to side with the Empire.

      “And? What makes that predetermined?” Ifrit said.

      “I… what?” Nathan asked, freezing in place.

      “You’ve been confused by your Messenger, and I doubt she wants to correct your confusion,” Ifrit said. “But what you’re describing is simply how reality works. There’s a common link behind everything you’ve described, and it doesn’t require a higher power to deny you free will.”

      Nathan frowned.

      A common link.

      Obviously, that was Torneus. Probably. Nathan wasn’t as certain as the dark elves were that the scheming regent was behind the cascade. How could Torneus trigger a demonic invasion and then convince a Bastion or Champion to close a demonic portal?

      Regardless, Nathan said, “You’re talking about Torneus.”

      “I am. You’re trying a stop a war, but the main driving force still holds the power to cause it. What makes you think the war would stop simply because you stopped a single trigger?” Ifrit asked.

      “A lot of things had to happen at once to threaten the Empire,” Nathan said. “And…” he trailed off.

      What was this about anymore?

      Originally, he had wanted to stop the fall of the Empire in order to prevent the end of Doumahr. Afterward, Kadria had told him that the war he stopped would continue trying to happen because that was the nature of the world.

      But his true objective was to stop the demons from overtaking the world. Stopping wars between nations was less important. A war between two countries wasn’t guaranteed to result in the end of the world.

      In fact, Nathan had arguably prevented that from happening. Leopold had even pointed out that the open aggression between the Federation and Empire prevented the cascade from being worse. Even if the Federation and Empire went to war, it was possible that both sides fought in a bloody stalemate that led nowhere. The same was happening in the north against Trafaumh.

      “I’ve fucked up,” Nathan said. He wanted to slap himself in the face.

      Ifrit chuckled. “It is a common mistake that people make. History is often written to make it appear that it happens through a set of amazing coincidences, but the truth is that there are usually many determined people behind the scenes. Events don’t happen because of fate; they happen because of the actions of many people or through the greater will of humanity.”

      “Things have gotten worse, though,” Nathan muttered. “If the war had happened normally, I could ignore it but now…” He sighed. “I’ve weakened Torneus’s hold over the Federation. Even if he remained in power, the other regents will turn on him, eventually. It could result in a vicious civil war. If that happened, that may be the hole in the world that allows a demonic Messenger through. The Houkeem Desert is a persistent threat, after all.”

      “And? What do you plan to do about it, now that you have wised up to your past mistakes?” Ifrit asked.

      Nathan opened his mouth, prepared to make a decisive answer.

      Then he closed it and thought for a few more moments.

      “I think I might talk to Anna first. And maybe Alice as well. I did imply that I’d ask for help if necessary,” Nathan said.

      “And now you really are wising up.” Ifrit clapped Nathan on the back. It felt odd, given he was in Sen’s body.

      “I feel like I’m not as old as I think I am,” Nathan said. “Although I look back at my past self and think ‘what an idiot’ with regularity.”

      “That feeling never goes away. I look back at myself from only a year ago and question why I agreed to this possession,” Ifrit said drily. “I did have a favor to ask before I return this body to Sen, however.”

      “Shoot.”

      Ifrit fixed Nathan with a strong glare. “Whenever Sen has magic lessons planned for the next day, please restrain yourself from anal sex. You have no idea how deeply uncomfortable it is to take over her body and provide physical demonstrations for her.”

      There was a long pause.

      Nathan cracked a smile, then shook his head. “You let Sen hear that, didn’t you? I suppose you’re right that we never stop calling our past selves an idiot.”

      A scream erupted from Sen’s body a moment later. It sounded a lot like Sen, rather than Ifrit.

      Probably because it was Sen.

      “That asshole!” she shouted. “How dare he say that out loud! I even made him promise to not peek on us when we have sex. How does he even know when we do that stuff?”

      Nathan imagined there might have been some clues, if Ifrit was taking over control of Sen’s body. Also, Sen didn’t exactly shy away from talking or thinking about sex.

      But Nathan wisely kept his opinion to himself as his little spellblade raged around the battlements, shouting at the top of her lungs.

      Suddenly, Sen grabbed Nathan’s jacket by the lapel and said, “We have time before Anna arrives, right? I want to teach him a lesson.”

      Nathan stared at Sen as it slowly dawned on him what Sen meant. “Maybe tonight. Anna will be here in less than an hour.”

      Sen grit her teeth, but let Nathan go. She grumbled to herself and stormed off.

      Straightening his jacket, Nathan pretended that hadn’t happened.

      No, that was a lie. He admitted to himself that the docile, meek Sen from his timeline was never coming back. This Sen was entirely her own person, and he loved her for it. Tonight would be a lot of fun.

      But for now, he had a noblewoman to talk to. Two, even.
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      A comb ran through Narime’s tails. She repeated the motion, carefully covering every inch of the massive bundles of fur that extended from her backside. The process was repetitive, but one that Narime was familiar with.

      She had, after all, been combing her tails daily for over three hundred years now. Within a few winters she would have a seventh tail and her daily ritual would be even longer.

      Sometimes, she wished somebody else combed her tails for her. But that would mean allowing somebody else to touch some of the most important and sensitive parts of her body. A mystic fox’s tails were sacred to them. Pure. While Narime had certainly enjoyed herself as a woman before, she never allowed others to despoil her tails.

      But she still dreamed about a life where this daily ritual involved another person. She could lay back and moan while his fingers ran through her fur, and he ensured that she looked her best. The idea that someone else cared enough about her to take care of her tickled her heart.

      Then she reminded herself it was a dream.

      These days, it was a dream with a particular person in them. She disliked that fact because she knew that man wasn’t going to be hers. He belonged to a foreign nation, and their interests didn’t align.

      Even so, she dreamed. Right now, she imagined that the hand guiding the comb belonged to him and let her mind drift away.

      Voices shouted outside her room. She paused, then decided to ignore them. This happened from time to time in the villa.

      After the cascade, Narime had decided to remain with Duke Terrius. She had spoken with her Bastion, Arriet, and they had come to an agreement that her place was on the frontier against the Empire. Some sharp words were said between them about her role regarding the negotiations, but he hadn’t ordered her to return.

      She took that as a win. Although she was less certain of her past decisions right now, given the Federation’s weakening position. War approached rapidly, and the Regency Council was fragmenting every time she spoke to Terrius.

      For the time being, she remained with the regent. Both to protect him and because he was the only regent she was on good terms with. Arriet was permanently deployed to the Houkeem Desert, and therefore belonged to the Regency Council as a whole. But if push came to shove, Narime suspected he would side with Torneus.

      It bothered Narime that this was what everything had come down to. Torneus against every other regent. What an absurd situation.

      The shouting grew closer. This was not normal.

      She continued to comb her tails. Just in case, she readied her a supercharged fourth rank spell. A pair of squares glowed menacingly around her hands.

      The door to her room slammed open. The shouting of the beastkin maids erupted in full volume. Narime glanced up, eyes narrowed.

      “I’ve found you,” Theus growled.

      The brute of a Bastion took a step into the room. Then froze when Narime raised a glowing hand.

      “I don’t take kindly to threats,” Narime said. “And I don’t believe you have any right to be here.”

      Behind Theus came his favorite duogem Champion, Lucia. She held her battle axe over one shoulder and flicked her black pigtails with her spare hand, which made the pink highlights in her hair more obvious.

      “We’re here on behalf of the Regency Council. You’re wanted for treason against the Federation. You’re a good mutt, aren’t you, Narime? Why not make be a good girl and roll over for us?” Lucia said with a smile. Her amethysts glowed as she prepared to use her enhancements.

      Narime rolled her eyes at the provocation and dog jokes. Did this idiot really believe she had the advantage because she was in melee range?

      If this was the quality of the Federation’s Champions, then Nathan was going to walk all over them. Narime had been shocked at the depth of his tactical understanding of gems, magic, and Champions.

      No Bastion in the Federation was even thinking about spatial or mental magic. Narime was practically invincible here, but she wondered what tricks Nathan had up his sleeve if she ever fought him.

      “Well, are you going to surrender?” Lucia asked, impatience leaking into her voice. She refused to take a step closer.

      “Have I released my spell?” Narime asked, her hands still glowing. “As I said, you don’t have any right to be here.”

      Theus found his voice, and said, “As Lucia said, the Regency Council has—”

      “If that is the case, then why don’t we go talk to Duke Terrius right now,” Narime interrupted.

      Theus’s face paled. His eyes narrowed. “You would waste the time of a regent that you don’t serve?”

      “Torneus really has broken you in, hasn’t he?” Narime wanted to smirk but pitied him too much.

      Lucia quivered with rage and raised her axe. Before she did anything rash, Theus grabbed her.

      Narime strode past both of them and out of the villa. The maids scattered, watching from behind cracks in the doors.

      “Terrius will have your head if you waste his time,” Theus shouted after Narime as he ran after her.

      She ignored him.

      The villa sat on an adjacent block to Terrius’s manor and was part of his estate. Narime wondered how Theus had gotten in. Probably by force. Guards patrolled the exterior of both the manor’s gate and the estate, but they were only human. Lucia had already been threatening Narime. Would she even care about a mere guard?

      The guards outside the gate stared at Narime as she approached. They recognized her, but not Lucia and Theus. Even so, the guards let them in. Somebody ducked inside the manor as Narime walked along the stone pathway.

      Moments later, a familiar duogem Champion stepped out to greet them. She had blonde horse ears, a long silky tail, and wore the uniform of Terrius’s private military. Her hand rested on the hilt of a curved sword at her waist. Its blade was bare and had a stronger curve than typical scimitars.

      Narime needed a few moments to recognize the woman. This was the horse beastkin Champion that had commanded the nearby castle during the invasion. Terrius must have moved her to his manor. Tensions had been increasing, and his safety was of increasing concern. While Narime had offered to stay nearby, he had refused.

      She was, after all, a Champion loyal to a Bastion that didn’t serve him.

      But if this horsegirl was Terrius’s choice of a bodyguard, Narime wasn’t certain that Terrius was safe. Narime remembered the look of hatred that the beastkin had given Terrius earlier, and the fear when she had realized that Narime was present.

      “Narime,” the horsegirl said, her eyes washing over Theus and Lucia. “What are you here for?”

      “We need to confirm something with Duke Terrius. It shouldn’t take long,” Narime said, feeling that it was best to keep the details from this woman.

      “His Grace is busy. I’ll let him know you are here with guests and he’ll be with you once he is finished,” the horsegirl said. “You can wait inside.”

      She stepped into the manor. Narime followed, Theus grumbling behind her.

      Shortly, they heard muffled voices in the distance. Narime couldn’t make out the words, and a quick scan with her magical senses confirmed that the room was warded. But she recognized one of the voices.

      Torneus.

      Terrius was speaking with the Regency Council.

      “No, I think we can settle this now,” Narime said.

      She pushed ahead. Surprisingly, Terrius’s Champion didn’t object. Theus did, but he was too slow to stop Narime. The nearby maids yelped in surprise as Narime yanked open the door to the room that Narime was in.

      Once the door was open, the angry voice of Duke Ilmarn erupted from the room. Terrius sat in front of a table, bottles of wine in front of him. An active wireless sat in the corner, projecting the voice of Ilmarn. Terrius’s expression was thunderous.

      He looked up at Narime in fury. His eyes quickly shot over to Theus, whose face went white as a sheet.

      “Torneus, would you mind explaining why your idiot Bastion is in my manor?” Terrius boomed.

      The wireless fell silent. There was no response from Torneus, who was presumably part of this encrypted conversation.

      Narime glanced back at Theus. He stared at the wall, face impassive. Lucia had vanished.

      “Torneus?” Terrius asked again. “Fine. Then you answer, Bastion Theus. Why do you dare enter my territory?”

      Theus remained silent.

      Narime took pity on him, and answered on his behalf, “He says he’s here to arrest me on behalf of the Regency Council.”

      Terrius’s eyes nearly burst from his head. He knocked aside the wine glass on the table, and it exploded into a thousand shards when it hit the wall. Red wine dripped down the wall and onto the carpet.

      “I’ll be dead before I let this idiot act with my authority,” Terrius said. “I’m certain most regents feel the same way. Nobody is arresting anybody. Torneus, what is the meaning of this?”

      Theus took a step toward Terrius.

      In response, the horsegirl Champion drew her weapon. She stepped between Theus and her regent.

      “Not another step, heretic,” the horsegirl muttered.

      Theus backed away, hands up.

      Finally, Torneus spoke up, “You cannot deny that Narime’s actions have put the Federation in danger, Terrius.”

      “Do not put this on others, Torneus,” Terrius said.

      A moment later, Ilmarn joined in, “If anybody put us in danger, it was your fucking stupid plan to attack the Empire to begin with.”

      Terrius turned back to Narime and gestured for her to leave. His face was consumed by fury. Narime knew not to push her luck any further.

      By the time she closed the door, Theus had already fled.

      The maids tittered and muttered to one another, giving Narime surreptitious glances.

      “Do you still want to wait?” the horsegirl Champion asked. She wasn’t smiling, but her face practically glowed.

      “Lead the way.”

      The room that the horsegirl led Narime to was a small receiving room. Once inside, the other Champion shifted uneasily for several moments.

      Feeling uncertain, Narime tried to make some small talk. “I would have thought it unwise to call Theus a heretic. That’s the Empire’s position.”

      The horsegirl shrugged. “He is one, isn’t he? The goddess is judging us for what he and High Lord Torneus did. And for what they continue to do. The cascade was a warning.”

      Is that how the people of the Federation saw this?

      “The Empire is almost here anyway,” the horsegirl continued. “Liberation is coming. It’s only a matter of time before we are free.” She giggled. “I can’t believe that might actually be true. Freedom.”

      Then the horsegirl gripped Narime in a tight hug, before fleeing the room.

      Liberation? Freedom?

      Narime was left with only the company of the maids when they brought her refreshments.

      And her thoughts. Narime always had her thoughts. Right now, they considered whether the beastkin welcomed the Empire’s arrival. Would the collapse of the Federation be a good thing for them? Or was it only wishful thinking on their behalf, particularly because Nathan was leading the attack?

      Eventually, Terrius finished his meeting and joined Narime. His mood had improved, but he was still sour. He walked with a slight stagger and chose to drink tea instead of alcohol.

      “He’s gone, I assume?” Terrius asked.

      “Your Champion scared him away,” Narime said. “About her—”

      “You don’t need to warn me about her. The beastkin situation is something we are well aware of,” Terrius interrupted. “It’s completely ruined all our contingency plans.”

      “It has?”

      “When the Nationalists in the Empire started rising in power years ago, we began formulating plans to protect the Federation,” Terrius explained. “The defensive pacts with the Spires and Arcadia were the latest iteration of those plans. Now that the Spires are in turmoil and Arcadia refuses to help us while heresy hangs over Torneus’s head, we need to use older plans.”

      “Which involve beastkin,” Narime said.

      “They have to. Most of our Champions are tied up in the east, defending the border with the Houkeem Desert,” Terrius said. “If the Empire invaded, the plan was to recruit more beastkin Champions. We’d also mass recruit beastkin soldiers and use their increased natural strength to our advantage.”

      “They’re slaves. Why would they fight?”

      “Because the Empire would be led by somebody like Bastion Tharban, who hates beastkin and would give them no hope of a better future.” Terrius chuckled. “But somehow, it’s his son who is leading the assault, and the beastkin love him. His most famous Champion is a cat beastkin. Seraph’s been sowing tales about her all winter.”

      Hence the talk of liberation. Nathan was a savior for the beastkin.

      Narime wondered if he knew what Seraph had been up to.

      “Then why is your bodyguard a duogem Champion who hates you?” Narime asked.

      “She drew her sword to protect me. That’s good enough.” Terrius sighed and drained his teacup, before pouring more. “I don’t blame her. Unlike the other Champions, she gets along with the maids. She’s earned both of her gems. Whatever happens, she deserves to be a Champion. I won’t say that I’ve done a good thing by keeping the maids, but I’ll send them off if the time comes.”

      Narime couldn’t believe what she heard. This was the same Duke Terrius who had taken her in after she lost her home? Whose family had forged relations with her tribe despite the horrendous attitude that the Kurai Peninsula showed toward foreigners?

      “You’ve given up?” she asked.

      “Hardly. But like I said, we make contingency plans. One of those is planning for the Empire’s victory. I’ve never been wedded to the idea of beastkin slavery.” Terrius shrugged. “If change comes, then it comes. And it’s not as though the Empire seems to be trying to conquer the entire Federation. That’s what makes stopping them so hard.”

      “Nathan wants Torneus. He always has,” Narime said.

      “The two of them seem rather obsessed with each other,” Terrius pointed out.

      Narime considered that point. “Maybe. They’re both ambitious men. But the difference is in what they’re trying to do, and in what they can do. Torneus is an old politician. Everything he accomplishes is through scheming and politics. But Nathan is a leader. Your Champion was genuinely excited by the idea that he was invading. Do you think anybody has ever felt that way about Torneus?”

      “Maybe a few people, a long time ago,” Terrius said cryptically as he stared at the wall. “But not at the scale of an entire race, across an entire nation. I get your point. Nathan’s inspiring. Even if he is a puppet master, the results are different.”

      “I don’t believe he’s a puppet master,” Narime said.

      Terrius remained silent for a while.

      Eventually, he said. “Without the beastkin, we’re still trying to make plans. But the Empire will act first. Theus is flailing around like an idiot. He’s wide open. A smart man would seize his binding stones up north first, then use that opening to cut through the Federation and take Tartus. If Nathan moves fast enough…”

      “He can take out Torneus before the Regency Council can act.” Narime gave a wry smile. “Or that’s the excuse, anyway. I don’t believe that the regents are really so slow that they can’t defend the heartland of the Federation.”

      Terrius snorted. “Of course not. But Torneus has spent so long using us as tools. For once, he’ll stand on his own. His survival will be dependent on his own abilities.”

      Assuming, of course, that Narime stayed put.

      She knew where Nathan was likely to strike first. It would be trivial for her to be there when he attacked.

      Maybe she should put him to the test. If he wasn’t capable of defeating her, was he really worthy of toppling the Federation?

      Or was Narime making excuses to go see Nathan again?

      In the end, she decided it didn’t matter. She was old enough to decide for herself what she wanted to do. Maybe, for once, she would do something for her own sake, instead of for others.
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      Nathan found himself with arms full of lap cat. She rubbed against his chest and purred, her bushy black tail rubbing against his chin as it swished back and forth.

      “You have taken your medication, haven’t you?” Nathan asked.

      Fei glared up at him, ears flat against her head. Her green eyes met his for a moment before she pressed her head into the crook of his neck.

      “I’m allowed to cuddle you,” she said. “You’ve been so busy lately.”

      “There is a war on.”

      “You made more time for me before,” Fei whined. “Most of my time with you over winter has been in bed. How long has it been since I had you all to myself?”

      A sudden sense of deja vu assaulted Nathan. His arms closed around Fei instinctively, and he held her against him. She squeaked, then let out a purr.

      When he didn’t release her after a while, her purring stopped. Her eyes peeked up at him.

      “Nathan?” she asked.

      “It’s fine,” he said. “I’m just doing something I regret not doing before.”

      It had been over a year, but the memories were still fresh. That feeling of reaching out and finding nobody with his senses. His home in ruins. Seeing the unmoving bodies of some of his oldest friends and loved ones.

      Death was a constant companion of Bastions and Champions. Nathan brushed with it when he fought the Twins. Now, he planned to invade the Federation.

      Maybe spending some quality time with Fei wasn’t a bad idea.

      Fei murmured something that Nathan missed. He had a feeling it was important. After the coming battle, he’d make more time for her. Things had gotten bad if Fei was actively complaining that he wasn’t paying enough attention to her.

      The two of them sat on a balcony that overlooked the Forselle Valley. This fortress belonged to Leopold and protected the northeastern border of the Anfang Empire. Countless plants and overgrown ivy crept over stonework around them.

      The Forselle Valley was a gap in the Gharrick Mountains and contained one of the largest rivers on Doumahr. To the north were the Aurelian Spires, which were built into the northern half of the Gharrick Mountains. West of the Spires was Trafaumh, as well as countless border forts that belonged to the Empire. To the east of the Spires was the Republic of Arcadia.

      But the most important border at Forselle Valley was the one with the Federation. Nathan overlooked it at this very moment, from his position on the balcony.

      A small tributary river ran from the southern half of the Gharrick Mountains to the Forselle River. This river formed the border between the Federation and the Empire. When the Federation attempted to invade the Empire over summer, their army had been detected by detection spells laid beneath the river.

      Now the situation was reversed. Nathan gathered his forces here and at Fort Taubrum in preparation for a decapitation strike against the heart of the Federation.

      A creaking noise indicated visitors. Nathan glanced over his shoulder to see Anna and Seraph walking through the rusting iron gate that led to the balcony.

      “We’re not interrupting, are we?” Anna asked, a flush rising on her face. She had heard about Fei’s rutting.

      “We’re cuddling,” Fei said. “I’m allowed to do that.”

      Anna shot Nathan a questioning look. He shrugged in response.

      “Somebody has spent too little time with his pets,” Seraph said while striding over to the balcony railing. “You’ll build a reputation like Theus if all you do is bed your Champions, Nathan.”

      “Last I checked, I’m not bedding you,” Nathan said.

      “Wait, you’re not?” Anna asked.

      “Surprised?” Seraph asked.

      “Very.” Anna didn’t elaborate on why she seemed to think Nathan was sleeping with Seraph. Instead, she took a seat next to Nathan. “I spoke with Milgar again. He’s satisfied with your plan. More than satisfied, so long as you can pull it off. The war with Trafaumh has already turned messy again and he can’t spare any Bastions or Champions.”

      The past two weeks had been a blur for Nathan. Following the surprise offer from the dark elves and his conversation with Ifrit, Nathan had been forced to make a sudden decision about whether to go on the offensive against the Federation.

      Some long discussions with Alice and Anna had resulted. Alice had even extended the time it took her to return to Aleich, so she had more time to talk to Nathan before she was surrounded by courtiers and guards in the palace. Supposedly, Charlotte had been upset.

      “That’s fortunate,” Nathan said. “Even if it wouldn’t have mattered.”

      “I’m glad you feel that you can dismiss one of the most powerful people in the Empire,” Anna said. “Please teach me your secrets of ascension so that I can also ignore him.”

      “That’s not what I mean. The dark elf offer is the best choice we have,” Nathan said, feeling that he was trapped in some sort of time loop. How many times had he said this over the past two weeks?

      Not enough, apparently. Anna looked at him skeptically.

      “If the Regency Council ousts Torneus, then the Federation destabilizes,” Nathan explained for the umpteenth time. “Even if they don’t, their decision-making ability will suffer. They’ll be vulnerable to demonic invasion, rebellion, civil war, or foreign invasion. If the dark elves want Torneus’s head, then they may even take it themselves. And the faeries may even use the Federation’s territory as a way to appease the elves.”

      “You keep mentioning that. What is wrong with Arcadia?” Seraph asked. “I’ve only caught bits and pieces.”

      Nathan sighed. “It’s complicated, and I don’t care to explain in detail again. Short version: only elves and faeries have voting rights in their democracy. But a lot of bureaucratic positions are controlled based on magical power, and faeries are inherently stronger than faeries. Ergo, faeries control the nation, even though elves have the vast majority of the votes. And that’s not even mentioning the huge beastkin population in the far north that nobody sees.”

      “Why do you even know this?” Anna asked.

      Because it had been important to the preventing the destruction of the world at one point, and a lot of beastkin had fled from Arcadia in the aftermath of its civil war.

      But Nathan couldn’t exactly explain what happened in his timeline, so he shrugged and said, “It helps to know how other nations are run sometimes.”

      The other women gave him a skeptical look. Even Fei.

      After Leopold had revealed that he had suspected Nathan of hiding things all along, the possibility of others knowing the truth had risen. Nathan wondered whether these three knew, or at least suspected, the truth or something close to it.

      “In any case, if the Federation collapses, it means that a large number of active demonic portals become unprotected. Not to mention the Houkeem Desert.” Nathan fixed Anna with a glare. “That is the crux of the dark elves offer, and Sureev explicitly brought it up. We hand over Torneus to the Council of Aurelia. They provide the military and diplomatic support to ensure the Empire can occupy the entire Federation. No instability. Then the Empire takes over the demonic portals and the defense of the Houkeem Desert.”

      “And you’re happy to go from supporting peace at all costs to the complete capture of a foreign nation?” Anna asked.

      “No, I’m not. But life is about taking the least worst option. And right now, I have the chance to prevent the Federation from becoming a foothold for a demonic invasion of Doumahr. Given how close we’ve come in the last year to that, I’d be a pretty shitty Bastion to refuse the offer,” Nathan said.

      Anna grimaced and looked away.

      Something soft tickled Nathan’s chin, and he instinctively stroked Fei’s ears. She giggled, nuzzling against his neck.

      “Well, at least she’s able to enjoy the conversation,” Seraph said wryly. “For what it’s worth, I agree.”

      “You do?” Anna asked.

      “I do.”

      “Aren’t you the one who compares Nathan to Torneus half the time?” Anna pressed.

      How nice to know that Seraph did that when he wasn’t around.

      “I do. He’s certainly proving my point lately. Spreading stories about Fei among the beastkin populace in the Federation. Talking up the freedom of beastkin in the Empire. Siding with the dark elves with a plan to conquer the Federation. There’s ambition, and then there’s rising to the top while crushing everything before you.” Seraph smirked and her eyes turned to Nathan.

      The look in those eyes was the opposite of what Nathan expected.

      There should have been judgment, fear, hatred, or at least some sense of wariness. Nathan had begun to take steps that he felt were beyond the pale. He knew that his younger self would despise what he had become.

      But this was what it took to stop problems before they occurred.

      Instead, Seraph’s eyes glimmered with a mixture of respect and pride. What she was prideful of, Nathan didn’t know.

      “I guess I’m just small-minded,” Anna muttered. She looked away, hiding her expression from Nathan.

      Seraph shrugged, then strode over to where everybody was sitting.

      “Before I leave you two to sort out your issues, I want to confirm our strategy,” Seraph said.

      “There’s nothing to sort out,” Anna said, scowling at Seraph.

      “I think there is. Aren’t you his countess?” Seraph smiled at the noblewoman.

      Anna turned away again.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Nathan said. “Forgive me if I don’t help with any visual aids. I’m a little preoccupied.”

      “It’s fine. Just don’t start doing anything other than petting her hair or fur,” Seraph teased.

      “I already said we’re only cuddling.” Fei pouted.

      After gesturing for Seraph to move on, Nathan waited for her to brief him.

      “There are two binding stones between us and Tartus—both controlled by Theus—plus the binding stone near Tartus itself,” Seraph explained. “I don’t know who controls that one.”

      “Why not? Shouldn’t that be public knowledge?”

      “It was, but the Bastion in command died over fall. Taken out by demons in the Houkeem Desert. Torneus hasn’t publicly announced his replacement, but you’ve said that the stone is still active, so…” Seraph shrugged.

      “He has an ace up his sleeve, or so he thinks.” Nathan frowned. “I can’t help but think he’s given it to Theus.”

      “After his failures?” Seraph scoffed.

      “Theus may be incompetent, but he’s under Torneus’s thumb. Now that Torneus is backed into a corner, who else can he rely on?” Nathan asked.

      The other Bastions Nathan had fought against were currently in the Houkeem Desert, according to Seraph. While it was possible that an entirely new Bastion would emerge to surprise Nathan, he couldn’t help but think that Torneus would rely on the one Bastion he could reliably manipulate. Even if Theus was so stupid that he had gotten himself killed early in Nathan’s timeline.

      “Whatever the case, we only need to take two of the binding stones,” Nathan said. “The one in Forselle Valley, and the one near Tartus.”

      Tartus lay in the center of the Federation, but that left it vulnerable to Nathan. Normally, it was shielded by Bastion fortresses in the north and south. But the fortresses to the south belonged to regents who didn’t support Torneus. Duke Terrius controlled the binding stone immediately south of Tartus, and King George the one south of Gharrick Pass.

      If both of those regents didn’t protect Torneus, then Nathan could take Tartus with minimal resistance. All he had to do was deal with the binding stones under Torneus’s direct control. And one of those was far enough north of the city that it could be bypassed entirely.

      “I still think that’s too risky. We could end up fighting two Bastions at Tartus, and reinforcements from the rest of the Federation,” Seraph countered. “Just because we can bypass a fortress, doesn’t mean we should.”

      “Time spent taking another binding stone is time that may cost us everything. The other regents are more likely to intervene the longer we take to capture Torneus. While George has told us that he is willing to stand down if we only attack Tartus, he’s not exactly a man of his word,” Nathan said drily.

      “You don’t think he has a spine somewhere under all that flab of his?” Anna said.

      “I don’t think his behavior has anything to do with his weight, but if he thinks that we’re going to lose against Torneus, he’ll change his mind in an instant.” Nathan’s lips thinned. “While I’ve pulled Leopold’s Champions forward to defend the border, I’d rather not rely on them. Open war with the Federation would be brutal.”

      That was the crux of Nathan’s plan. This decapitation strike would end the war before it really began, and Leopold’s Champions wouldn’t be involved.

      Leopold had given Nathan the authority to command the entire Imperial Army on the eastern border. Nathan had confirmed this fact with Alice, who had acted as his relay with the Emperor and Archduke von Milgar. While it was risky to alert them to the fact that Leopold had passed on the power to him, Nathan knew that using it without the permission of the Emperor was stupid in the first place.

      But what would be stupider was using it at all if he didn’t have to. As such, Leopold’s Champions and most of the Imperial Army held defensive positions along the border. The offensive would be undertaken by Anna’s soldiers and Nathan’s Champions alone.

      Oh, and an exceptionally large sum of money had been mysteriously transferred to Anna by unknown sources. If one looked very closely, they might be able to trace it back to the archduke. That money ensured that Anna’s county remained solvent despite the expenses involved in paying for such a huge military campaign.

      “Have you confirmed Theus’s location?” Nathan asked.

      “He recently traveled north to Tartus from Duke Terrius’s territory,” Seraph said. “I lost track of him in the city.”

      “What are the chances that he’s cowering in the city, too scared to fight us?”

      “High enough that several of Leopold’s Champions are trying to bait us into taking that bet,” Seraph said.

      “That’s rather mean of them,” Fei said.

      “Given half of your knights are betting their year’s wages that Nathan will crush Torneus without needing any help, I don’t think you can complain about gambling,” Nathan said.

      Fei winced and hid her face in Nathan’s chest.

      The gambling rings had become more about pride than making money at this point. Fei should have shut them down before they became this bad. If Nathan needed to call for reinforcements, he wanted to do so without worrying about his soldiers losing their shirts.

      He made a note to speak to Mae, who was the Champion that Leopold had left in command of Forselle Valley.

      “Anything else?” Nathan asked Seraph.

      “Sunstorm’s reported that the soldiers on the border are increasing, but none of them have made any moves to invade yet,” Seraph said.

      He grunted. “We have to assume the best if we want to pull this off. That’s why Leopold’s Champions are there. Have Vera, Sen, and Sunstorm prepare to march from Fort Taubrum to Tartus as scheduled.”

      With that, Seraph left the balcony. She dragged Fei out by the ear. The yowls of the catgirl echoed up the stairwell for a solid minute before the heavy door at the bottom of the stairwell slammed shut.

      “So, shall we talk about our issues?” Nathan asked aloud.

      “Is that something you usually do?” Anna responded.

      “It worked with Alice, surprisingly.”

      “Ah. Of course.” Anna’s tone became acidic.

      A long pause.

      “I thought you liked Alice?” Nathan asked.

      “I never said I didn’t.”

      Anna’s back remained turned. This conversation was going nowhere. Had she always been so pouty and childish?

      No, Nathan realized. But he had been paying a lot more attention to Alice while she had been visiting. He spent enough time around women—and had been in enough relationships—to recognize jealousy when he saw it.

      “Is this a conversation we can have now, or should it wait until after the battle?” Nathan asked. He kept his tone calm.

      There wasn’t anything to keep his hands busy, so he stood up and walked over to the railing. Leaning over it, he stared out at the lush field below him. Blades of newly grown spring grass blew in the wind. A wave formed across the valley as a gust whistled past.

      The Forselle Valley was highly arable, but much of it was uninhabited. Too much tension over borders. Towns and villages were few and far between.

      “Once you capture the Federation, what do you plan to do?” Anna asked.

      Nathan almost didn’t hear her. He wondered if that was intentional, as if she wanted her question to remain unheard and this problem to remain unresolved.

      “Consolidate,” Nathan said without hesitation. The topic had been on his mind for a while.

      “Consolidate? Consolidate what?”

      “Everything, really. Champions, allies, resources, defenses, soldiers, political power.” He didn’t want to do the last part, but Nathan was beginning to realize that it was necessary.

      “So, you don’t have a new destination in mind? You plan to stay here even after everything.” Anna sounded almost relieved.

      “No, I do have one in mind. But it’s not like I can go there instantly. It’s like how you had to wait until you had a Bastion before you began your reconstruction plan for Gharrick County,” Nathan said. “If I get ahead of myself, I’ll fall over at the next hurdle. Except I’m not running a race, so the consequences are a touch harsher. I’ve come too close to that over winter.”

      “Really? Things seemed to go rather well for you,” Anna said.

      “I was on a razor’s edge half the time. If the negotiations hadn’t split the regents, we’d be in a much worse position. The cascade and the early arrival of the Messenger was nearly a disaster, as we were barely strong enough to hold off the Twins. And now…” He grimaced.

      The preparations for this offensive were rough, to say the least. He’d had weeks to prepare for a war that he should have been preparing for all winter.

      The Federation had been preparing for war. If the regents hadn’t gotten cold feet and turned on Torneus, Nathan’s plan would be the definition of insanity. He had too few Champions, a hostile political faction opposing him in the Empire, and far fewer troops than necessary.

      But the stars had aligned, so to speak,

      Despite Ifrit’s advice, Nathan couldn’t help but think this felt too good to be true. He hadn’t spoken to Kadria recently. He wasn’t sure he wanted to. The idea that he might be playing into a predetermined event bothered him.

      In the end, Nathan resolved himself to trust Ifrit’s wisdom. Doing anything else left him spinning in circles. Once Torneus was out of the picture, Nathan could stabilize himself. Then he could gain enough power to avoid another mess like this one.

      “Now we’re in a war that I wanted to avoid,” Nathan said, finishing his earlier thought. “I’m leaning on you to provide the soldiers, but we haven’t had the time to recruit many. Even the beastkin are wary, despite the pay.”

      “True, but that’s why I’m here, aren’t I? If you need me, I guess I’ll have you to myself for a while then,” Anna said, smiling. It didn’t reach her eyes.

      “I do have several Champions.”

      “Maybe, but I’m your only countess. So long as you’re the Bastion of Gharrick Pass, that will remain true, won’t it?”

      Anna stood up and turned toward the exit. At this angle, he couldn’t see her face.

      As Anna left the balcony, Nathan stared at the creaking iron gate she left open.

      Eventually, he followed her downstairs. He had a war to win. It was important to tackle life one problem at a time.

      He’d confront Anna about this later. Whatever she might be worrying about, Nathan still needed somebody to help him handle the day-to-day administration. He wasn’t about to let somebody like Anna slip from his fingers due to a little jealousy and confusion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 30

        

      

    

    
      “They say that a Bastion’s fortress tells you a lot about them,” Seraph said.

      “Really?” Fei asked, tilting her head. “What does Nathan’s say about him?”

      Nathan glared at Seraph. She winked back at him.

      They were encamped on the Federation side of Forselle Valley, staring up at the fortress that belonged to Theus. It was known as Castle Forselburg, although the original castle had been destroyed in a demonic invasion nearly two hundred years ago.

      The sun set in the distance, shading them in its crimson rays. Thousands of soldiers dug defensive ditches, cooked meals, erected tents, and patrolled the perimeter of the encampment. Battlemages formed ritual circles to block communications in and out of the enemy fortress.

      The journey here had been uneventful. Theus hadn’t even harassed them with his Champions. The border forts had been abandoned, although there were signs of recent occupation.

      Nathan’s scouts had followed the tracks of retreating Federation soldiers for the past several days.

      The tracks didn’t stop at Forselburg, where the binding stone was. Some of the scouts had continued to pursue the Federation farther, but many had stopped. The fact that most of the enemy soldiers were retreating from the frontier was enough for Nathan.

      He did wonder who was defending Castle Forselburg. Surely, Theus and Torneus weren’t surrendering a frontier fortress and binding stone?

      “Nathan’s the sort with a dozen contingency plans, countless traps, and who overthinks everything,” Seraph said. “Gharrick Pass is very Nathan in that respect. Multi-layered walls, deceptively simple traps, postern gates for secret attacks mid-battle, lots of siege weapons. The place is a maze as well, in both the keep and the fortress. I’m half-expecting Nathan to reveal he has a secret tunnel from the basement to outside the walls at some point.”

      “That would be a structural weakness,” Nathan countered, feeling offended at the suggestion he would do something so stupid. “A sorcerer could find it using magic and invade the keep. Any tunnel would weaken the protective barriers around the keep.”

      “But they’d be cool,” Fei said.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Nathan said.

      Anna laughed. “You don’t sound convinced.”

      “‘Cool’ doesn’t win battles.”

      “No wonder you’re so functionally minded,” Seraph said. “Most of your methods are quite old, but they’re well-founded. Most Bastions prefer flashier things. You use far fewer barriers than most, for instance. As you can see from Forselburg.”

      Seraph nodded her head at the fortress in front of them.

      Although the original Castle Forselburg lay in ruins, the modern one was a very intimidating looking piece of work. A ten-story keep loomed across the skyline. It had a tower at every corner and gleamed in the sunlight. The entire structure appeared to be formed from pure white marble, which somehow maintained a pristine appearance.

      Three concentric layers of walls surrounded the keep, and each layer grew taller the closer it was to the keep. Like the keep, they appeared to be formed from marble, but lacked the same pristine gleam. None of the walls had any towers on them, but they were extraordinarily thick.

      Mangonels, ballistae, and other siege engines lined the tops of the walls. Hundreds of soldiers bustled along the walkways, many carrying torches. The battlements were lined with white lights, but they must not be bright enough if the soldiers needed their own light sources.

      Solid walls of transparent light hovered in front of each wall. Nathan estimated that there was a gap of twenty meters between the barrier and the wall itself. Unlike the barriers used in the Empire and Nathan’s own castle, these barriers were flat rather than domes. It was unclear how high in the sky they rose.

      And, for that matter, how deep they went.

      “Barriers are less reliable than they appear to be,” Nathan said. “A lot of people discovered that when the cascade happened.”

      Anna winced. “That’s a mess I still need to deal with when I return. A lot of people panicked when they learned that Trantia’s barrier didn’t work during the cascade. If it could be disrupted, would it protect the town as well as we thought it would?”

      “No,” Nathan said flatly.

      She winced again.

      Fei tilted her head, her eyes narrowed. “When we first saw Trantia’s barrier, you didn’t like it. That they hadn’t been tested yet.”

      “I also said they weren’t economical to build many of. But yes, the technology behind them isn’t complete,” Nathan said. “The barriers used by Bastions are different, but the magical concepts are similar. And they aren’t as strong as they appear.”

      “I suppose you’re already thinking of a way in,” Seraph said.

      “Aren’t you in command?” Nathan said. “And you haven’t told me what Theus’s fortress says about him.”

      “Hah. I want to hear this,” Anna said with a grin.

      Seraph rolled her eyes. “He built a gigantic fortress out of marble and invested magic to ensure that the keep is always shining. It’s basically a gigantic dick for him to wave at everyone who walks past. But, like everything with Theus, it only looks good. There’s no technique behind the excessively pretty and intimidating idiot.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing you know how to use yours,” Fei said, patting Nathan’s shoulder. “Especially now that it’s bigger.”

      Anna and Seraph stared at Nathan. He coughed.

      “Ignore that,” Nathan said.

      “Did you have to say that?” Anna asked Fei.

      “Say what?” the catgirl said, innocently tilting her head and opening her eyes as wide as possible.

      “Don’t play coy with me. Why would you even bring up Nathan’s…” Anna trailed off, her eyes turning toward Nathan’s crotch.

      “Nation-conqueror?” Seraph suggested.

      “Please don’t give my penis stupid names,” Nathan said. “Especially when you haven’t seen it.”

      “I’ve definitely seen it,” Seraph said. “Although I apparently haven’t seen the new and improved Champion-maker. You have sex in your office far too much for me not to have seen it.”

      “He does?” Anna asked.

      “I can’t believe you haven’t walked in on him teaching his Champions a lesson with his Catgirl-tamer,” Seraph said.

      “We toned it down over winter,” Nathan said, ignoring Seraph’s attempts to annoy him.

      “No, you toned it down in the last month,” Seraph corrected.

      Anna glared at Nathan.

      “Unfortunately,” Fei muttered. “And you still owe me a really long session after this. This medication sucks.”

      Anna and Seraph stared at the catgirl, who stuck her tongue out at them.

      “Can we change the topic now?” Nathan requested. “And Fei, stop being a tease. Or whatever you’re being.”

      “Okaaay,” Fei said, her eyes gleaming and a cheeky smile stretching across her lips.

      The other women glared at her.

      “So, Theus’s fortress looks impressive, but it has a lot of weak points,” Anna said, resuming the earlier topic. “Is that why you still went ahead with the assault, even though Fei’s sapphire didn’t arrive in time?”

      Nathan grimaced. That remained a sore point. He had requested additional gems for both Fei and Sunstorm before winter, but neither had arrived.

      At the moment, he had two monogem Champions and a duogem Champion. He also had an honorary Champion in Sen. She was currently closer in power to a duogem Champion but was vulnerable to anti-sorcery monogem Champions such as Fei.

      To add to his strength, he had Vera as an ally. She was a highly capable sorceress but struggled to match monogem Champions. And while Anna lent Nathan a large enough army to invade the Federation with, ordinary soldiers meant very little when battling other Bastions.

      Soldiers were there to occupy forts, keep other soldiers busy, protect supply lines, and intimidate enemy armies into running away. The last part was especially important, because the average person failed to comprehend the enormous power gap between Bastions and ordinary people. If somebody was part of a thousand-strong army and they were fighting two women with fancy gems, they probably thought they were in for a good time.

      In truth, they’d be lucky to go home with all their limbs.

      Hence why a large army remained useful. It saved time and avoided unnecessary casualties. Nathan wasn’t invading the Federation because he felt they were an awful nation that needed to stop existing. He was invading it because he needed to remove its leader. Every person who died as a result was a weight on Nathan’s shoulders that he preferred not to think about. Every soldier had family—fathers, brothers, daughters, mothers, wives, husbands.

      Then again, so did all the people in the Empire. If Nathan refused to act, people would die. He was a Bastion because he would act and bear the consequences.

      A little over a year ago, he would have said that he needed to act because of his oath to the Watcher Omria. He was less sure of that now.

      Regardless, soldiers were useful, and many of those within the Federation would eventually help Nathan against demons in the future.

      But what Nathan really needed were more Champions, and stronger Champions. That’s why he had wanted to promote Fei to a duogem Champion before this campaign.

      The fact that her sapphire didn’t arrive was troubling. It was another sign that all was not well within the Imperial Army. If even Leopold couldn’t secure a second sapphire for Nathan during winter, what did that mean for the Emperor’s political fortunes?

      Nathan needed to focus on his own supply of gemstones for his Champions after this. Maybe his alliance with the dark elves had a secondary benefit.

      “Although a second gem would have been preferable, this fortress is terribly designed,” Nathan explained, returning to the topic at hand. “There’s a good chance that the barriers aren’t strong enough to block Fei’s gem ability. Her flames consume magic, and Theus has spread his barriers across four separate structures.”

      He then pointed at the ground. “Even worse, I don’t know if Theus is smart enough to think of tunneling. Do you know why the Empire uses domes for their barriers?”

      “I do now,” Anna said drily, grimacing. “I’m guessing the barrier is a complete sphere.”

      “Exactly.” Nathan nodded. “Straight barriers can only go down so far. Four barriers mean four times the power drain on the binding stone. Theus is already wasting power on his shining keep. He’s likely skimping elsewhere. If Fei can’t burn the barrier, Seraph can probably dig under them.”

      “You’re joking, right? You’re going to use me as a glorified tunneler?” Seraph crossed her arms and huffed.

      “Remind me again whose gem ability vaporizes non-living material? You can turn the walls into dust. Or dig an entire tunnel in the time it would take for a team of skilled miners to break ground.”

      “It’s good to know how I factor into your plan,” Seraph said.

      “If you didn’t want to be the lynchpin of good plans, then you should have gotten amethysts like all the Champions who aren’t useful outside of combat,” Nathan said.

      Fei’s eyes widened at Nathan’s words, and she suddenly clutched her fingers over the sapphire within her collarbone. She stared at Nathan in terror when he looked at her.

      Several moments passed before Nathan realized what she was panicking about.

      “I’m not saying that amethysts are bad,” Nathan said. “But they’re a combat gem. You didn’t see Nurevia in action, but she’s an extremely dangerous Champion due to her amethysts. Her skill as a weapon master is greatly enhanced by her gems, even if they don’t give her any fancy gem abilities.”

      “Vera mentioned that she was gunning down demons in droves with her repeater crossbows,” Anna said, nodding in agreement. “The bolts had so much power behind them that they blew off heads.”

      “Sounds about right,” Nathan said.

      “Eh? Amethysts can do that?” Fei asked. “But she’s firing a crossbow?”

      “The magic of the gem applies to her weapons,” Nathan explained. “If all an amethyst did was make a Champion extremely strong, they’d be useless. Instead, they grant all manner of interesting passive enhancements.”

      Nathan began to tick off his fingers. “Common boons are the ability to cut through any material; having raw strength great enough to leap up cliffs and crush steel like it’s made of paper; magically enhanced swings that can cut down an entire company of soldiers or even a city wall. In Nurevia’s case, all of her weapons have their impact enhanced. Her daggers punch through magically reinforced steel. Her crossbow bolts pop heads. And you don’t want to see what she does with a sledgehammer.”

      A few of Nathan’s implanted memories involved Nurevia using a sledgehammer for executions. A single downward hammer blow to their head left little behind of her victim besides a visceral image for onlookers. That image—and what little was left of the body—ensured people knew the price of disobeying Bastion Tharban von Straub.

      “I’ll take your word for it, given the look on your face,” Seraph said, grimacing. “But yes, Fei, amethysts are the most popular gem for Champions in the Empire and its former territories for good reason. They are extremely effective. Boring, but effective. Underestimate their users at your own peril.”

      “Every Champion is dangerous if they know how to use their gems,” Nathan said. “But every gem has weaknesses, and the true quality of a Champion comes in knowing how to work around them. Although, that’s also why I’m here.”

      “More to the point, what happens after we get through the barriers?” Anna asked, reminding them of why there were here to begin with.

      “That depends on what’s waiting for us. Whether we tunnel beneath the walls or use a combination of Fei’s flames and Seraph’s energy waves, the next step is overwhelming the defenders,” Nathan said. “Theus will probably deploy his Champions to stop us from getting too far, once he realizes his defenses are as useful as butter.”

      “Won’t it be too expensive to melt all the barriers? And while my gem ability is cheap, digging a tunnel will mean using it a lot,” Seraph said.

      Nathan smirked. Then he pointed at the walls.

      After a few moments, the women looked at him in confusion. They didn’t know what he meant.

      “The walls have another problem,” Nathan said.

      “Maybe, but they still have barriers,” Seraph said.

      “If Theus is skimping on the barriers at all, I guarantee you that he’s using projectile barriers more than a few meters above ground,” Nathan said.

      “I don’t know what that is,” Anna said.

      “There are two types of barrier: projectile and physical. Projectile barriers only stop magic and fast-moving objects. They’re intended to stop volleys of arrows and catapults—hence the name,” Nathan said. “I use these at Gharrick Pass, and they’re in much wider use in fortresses as they’re far cheaper to sustain.”

      Anna frowned. “I’m guessing a physical barrier is the type at Trantia. It stops everything from passing through it while it’s active. Nothing and no one gets in or out.”

      “Yes.” Nathan grimaced. “They’re expensive to build and maintain. They’re also highly vulnerable to disruption due to their reliance on large volumes of ambient magic from the leylines. They’re also painful to use in fortresses because they restrict your ability to sortie. If you want to slip out to launch an offensive, you have to drop the barrier. But then your enemy knows you’re attacking and can also bombard your fortress.”

      Shaking his head, Nathan recalled a few foolish attempts in the past to launch counterattacks against demons from castles protected by physical barriers. They rarely worked and were often very costly raids.

      Seraph’s eyes widened. “You think he’s using a combination of physical and projectile barriers?”

      “That’s what I said, yes,” Nathan drawled.

      “I want to say that Theus is smarter than I thought, but I doubt he thought of that idea,” Seraph muttered. “It’s almost genius. Barriers are hard to see close to the ground. If you hit a physical barrier, you’ll assume it’s physical the entire way up. I’d never think to try to go through it.”

      “But that’s what we’re going to do. Once we’re through the first barrier, we get on top of the wall and jump between them. They’re too close together for concentric layers of walls. It’s an easy jump for Champions. Once we’re in, we can go for the binding stone before Theus knows what’s happening,” Nathan said.

      “The same damn plan,” Seraph muttered. “You’re a bastard, you know that.” She laughed. “Goddess, if this works… Why do you even think they’re different barrier types? Can you sense something?”

      Then Seraph’s eyes narrowed. “Or do you know something else?”

      He didn’t, actually. But the question from Seraph bothered him.

      “Theus is using flat barriers. It’s a very odd choice in general. In my experience, that usually means somebody is up to something.” Nathan gave her a wry smile. “You said it for yourself: Bastions like flashier things. When a Bastion starts using something as outdated as flat barriers, it raises suspicion.”

      Nathan had been taught the technique by Gareth in the past. It helped to conserve power from the binding stone while rapidly building defenses in a demonic portal. Demons approached walls in the portal head-on, and they couldn’t tunnel underground without risking certain death.

      If he’d had another week to spare the excess power from the binding stone, Nathan would have used that method. It bothered him that Theus was using it here.

      Somebody much smarter than Theus had designed this fortress. But they’d tried to cover that fact up with the gigantic gleaming keep. It had worked on Seraph. And almost worked on Nathan.

      “So, is this castle badly built or well built?” Fei asked.

      “Both,” Anna said. “Which is concerning.”

      Seraph gave Nathan a curious look, although she remained smiling the entire time.

      “You’ve heard my plan. It’s time we get some rest and prepare to attack tomorrow,” Nathan said. “We don’t have time to waste on a prolonged siege.”

      After all, he had to capture Torneus as soon as possible.

      But he remained disconcerted about how easily the Federation had surrendered its territory to him.
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      Dawn came and Nathan began his assault. He mounted his attack from the eastern side of the fortress, ensuring that the sun was behind him.

      Castle Forselburg sat on relatively flat land. So, although Nathan had marched from the west, he was able to encircle the entire castle and begin his attack from whatever direction he wanted. That was the advantage of being the aggressor.

      The plan went off without a hitch, at least at first.

      Soldiers pushed wooden mantlets forward. These were large wooden shields on wheels, and their purpose was to protect the infantry from arrows and boulders.

      Behind them came the primary force of heavy infantry. They wore heavy armor and carried shields. Most of them were beastkin, and their tails hung low as they sheltered from the rain of projectiles from the wall.

      In response, catapults and battlemages flung spells at the walls. These crashed uselessly on the barrier, however. Even concerted efforts to crack the barrier proved ineffective. The binding stone was far too powerful to be overwhelmed by conventional means.

      Fortunately, Fei’s flames were unconventional enough to work. She rushed up to the barrier ahead of the advancing infantry. Seraph kept up with her, blasting energy waves overhead to keep Fei from being turned into a pincushion or flattened by a boulder. It didn’t take much imagination to picture Seraph cursing at Fei as the catgirl sprinted ahead without a care in the world.

      A huge flare of azure flames burst forth from the base of the translucent barrier of light. Nathan shielded his eyes, blinking away stars. His eyes were enhanced with magic, and that meant the sudden surge of bright light had hurt. A lot.

      When he recovered his vision, he saw the barrier burning. The flames clung to the field of light. They crept along it, eating away at the magic that formed it and growing larger with each passing second. Within a minute, the blue flames opened a hole taller than the wall. Five minutes later, the entire eastern side of the barrier was ablaze.

      Blue embers drifted through the air. Individual flames licked the sky, stretching dozens of meters in length as the barrier pumped more and more magic into itself in a desperate attempt to plug the hole. The ring of azure destruction grew with each second. Beneath it, the cries of the terrified defenders grew in volume.

      Nathan stared in amazement at the destruction that Fei wrought. An entire barrier had been torn apart in minutes, and he wasn’t sure if it was stopping. Had he ever seen a monogem ability capable of consuming magic at this rate?

      He made a note to research Fei’s gem ability more when he returned to Gharrick Pass. If it was as dangerous as he suspected, he might need to make changes to the way he constructed his barriers. Surely, there must be a way to build barriers so that they didn’t fuel Fei’s ability? The barrier was literally destroying itself as it fed more energy into an ability that grew in strength by consuming magic.

      The speed of the barrier’s destruction began to push the defenders over the edge. Panic was visible on the battlements. Federation soldiers pointed at one another, screaming and shouting. Officers waved swords and banners in the air as they attempted to maintain order.

      Then a section of the wall collapsed. It began as a rumbling, then a great crack rung out across the clearing. A portion of wall roughly ten meters wide began to fall in on itself. The series of booms that rung out as the stone after stone crashed into one another must have been deafening to those in the fortress. The walls were close together, and sound would echo relentlessly.

      Dozens of soldiers fell to their deaths, and Nathan shut out their screams.

      A brief silence fell in the aftermath of the wall’s collapse. A few more stones tumbled down from the ends of the wall that had been blown apart.

      Seraph’s gem ability had worked without issue.

      Somebody screamed on the walls. Then several more people did. Within seconds, a full-blown rout erupted. Hundreds of defenders fled the walls. Behind them, the soldiers within the inner layers stared in horror.

      They had watched the collapse of one third of the fortress within a handful of minutes.

      At this point, Nathan wasn’t even sure he needed to use his plan to jump over the walls. He had thought that Fei would need to pump a huge amount of flame into the barrier to take it out. Each time she did so, he had planned to top up her gem.

      Given he was fairly distant from Fort Taubrum, topping up Fei was fairly expensive. The farther a Bastion was from a binding stone, the more difficult it was to draw on its power. Right now, Nathan needed to rely more on his Champions and save as much of his binding stone’s power for any duels with Theus or a dangerous duogem Champion.

      “I take it you can still use your gem ability,” Nathan said when he caught up to Fei.

      “Yup,” she chirped. “I still had to use a fair bit of fire, but way less than you thought. It’s finally stopped now, but wow. It took out so much of the barrier. It’s still only halfway back.”

      Her flames had consumed over half of the barrier around the fortress. The damage wasn’t permanent.

      Given that, Nathan figured to improvise and use her fire again. No enemy Champions were in sight. In fact, there weren’t any enemies in sight.

      “Wait,” Nathan said. He frowned. “How did they escape if there’s a physical barrier in place?”

      “They lowered it?” Fei suggested.

      “I would have felt it. A barrier going up or down involves a lot of magical power.”

      Seraph looked at him, about to say something. She smirked. “There’s a secret tunnel somewhere, I’m betting. I don’t remember it coming up, but I didn’t spend much time here.”

      That meant Nathan needed to search for it. Probing for physical irregularities wasn’t his specialty, unfortunately. He had always relied on his binding stone to inform him about the space nearby.

      Although the binding stone was becoming less reliable. Kadria could deceive it. Who else could?

      The thought of Kadria gave him an idea.

      Rather than using an earth element spell to comb the surrounding area, why not use a spatial one?

      Nathan had only dabbled in ascended magic before, but it was becoming increasingly commonplace around him.

      Spatial manipulation; mental magic; control over the physical forces of reality; direct channeling of magical energy. All of these were the domain of ascended magic.

      Sunstorm’s gem abilities were a form of spatial manipulation, as she affected the ability of people to see the space she was in or teleported herself through shifting her position directly. The darkness she summoned wasn’t “darkness” but a side-effect of all light ceasing to exist upon contact with her gem ability.

      Similarly, mystic foxes made extensive use of ascended magic. So far as Nathan knew, foxes couldn’t even use the natural elements. They tricked others into thinking that they could.

      For Nathan, he had only known a few tricks. Most of his ascended magic relied heavily upon the binding stone. He could use spatial magic when building parts of his fortresses. Since arriving here, he had been greatly enhancing his ascended magic wards.

      But when he attacked the Twins in a fit of rage, he had used unvarnished mental magic. The only time he normally used ascended magic directly was when he used counter magic.

      Back when he fought Sunstorm last year, he had countered her gem ability by directly manipulating the “darkness” she summoned. That darkness was an area of spatial manipulation, so he had simply taken control of it by infusing his own counter spell with ascended magic from the binding stone.

      When he had crushed the distorted area of space summoned by Sunstorm, the side-effect of condensing the space she had summoned had created an explosion.

      He thought about that area of space she summoned. The way it had felt. If he could cast a spell using spatial magic, he might be able to locate the escape tunnel, even if it was protected by magical wards that hampered detection spells.

      It took a few goes. At first, he tried third rank spells, but the spell frames burned out the moment they turned golden.

      Then he upgraded to a fourth rank spell and felt something might work. With more time, he could probably get away with a supercharged fourth rank spell. But he didn’t know how to make it work properly.

      A fifth rank spell was expensive, particularly as he was using power from the binding stone. But every failure with a fourth rank spell cost him power as well.

      The first time he cast the spell, it worked. He envisioned the idea of a space that stretched beneath him and across the outer ring of the wall. It didn’t need to be too big, as the enemy soldiers had fled quickly. The escape tunnel needed to be nearby.

      Within this space that he had created, he knew the feeling of every spec of dirt. That was too much information for him to handle, so he mentally pulled back on what he was receiving from his spell. Pretty quickly, he knew the makeup of everything below him within several hundred meters. The composition of the earth, the countless colonies of ants within it, how far down the barrier went.

      And, of course, the location of the escape tunnel.

      He nearly finished the spell, before realizing that maintaining the spell was less effort than casting it. Keeping it active practically debilitated him, however. The sheer amount of information being pumped into his mind bordered on overwhelming. He didn’t need to know how many ants there were nearby, but he knew it anyway.

      His attempts to cut off the information flow failed, and he realized that he would need to refine this spell a lot more before it was useful in more situations.

      “I’ve found the escape tunnel,” Nathan said. “The bad news is that I’m going to need you to do all the work until we’re near the keep. I don’t know if I can cast this again, but I can keep it active.”

      Nobody answered. He looked around and saw Seraph gawking at him. And because Seraph was shocked, Fei put on the same expression.

      “Is something wrong?” Nathan asked.

      “That was ascended magic,” Seraph whispered.

      Oh. So, she recognized that.

      “Yes,” Nathan said.

      “That explains a lot,” she said. She gulped, closed her eyes, then reopened it. “I’d suspected as much after what Sunstorm told me about your initial encounter with her. But seeing it with my own eyes is something else. I didn’t even know that humans could use it.”

      “I am a Bastion.” Nathan shrugged.

      Seraph gave him a cutting look but dropped the topic.

      “Um, I don’t get it,” Fei said.

      “I’ll explain it to you later,” Nathan said. He ruffled her hair. It felt weird when combined with all the other information being pumped into his head.

      Capturing the next three layers of wall went terrifyingly smoothly. Nathan eventually dropped the spell once he found the tunnel beneath the third layer of walls and let out a sigh of relief.

      He needed a lot more time to practice that spell before he used it again.

      His soldiers rounded up the Federation defenders outside the keep. One last glowing barrier kept them out, but this one was a proper dome. Theus hadn’t skimped on protection for the keep, and there was no indication of an escape tunnel here. Nobody had fled inside of it.

      “Fei,” Nathan said, gesturing for her to get to work.

      Once more, a barrier blazed brilliantly in the morning light. Inside the keep, the Federation soldiers didn’t bother to fight back. They threw down their weapons and surrendered.

      Nathan left his soldiers behind to handle the busywork. He had a binding stone to claim. He actively focused on his magical senses, just in case somebody planned to ambush him.

      No Champions attacked him. There was no sign of Theus.

      Had the Federation surrendered the frontier? Had somebody betrayed Torneus?

      Or was Theus merely a coward who had run away from a proper fight?

      Nathan entered the chamber that contained the binding stone and received his answer. Upon entering, he paused and signaled for Seraph and Fei to stop. They gave him an odd look.

      Nobody was here. But he knew she was.

      If he used spatial magic, he wondered if he was good enough to sense her.

      As it was, he felt the tiniest blank spot in his magical senses. He had many years of familiarity of a certain woman using her spatial magic to sneak up on him or hide in his bed.

      “Narime, show yourself,” Nathan said. He placed his hand on his sword hilt.

      Seraph cursed, raising her tonfas. Fei looked confused but wreathed her sword in flame. Both looked around, wary of sudden attacks.

      “That is the second time you’ve seen through my magic,” Narime’s voice said. “I believe the saying is that once is luck and twice is coincidence, but I’m inclined to say that you’re relying on something else here.”

      Narime blinked into existence. One moment the room was empty. The next, she sat cross-legged in the middle of the room in a blue dress. She stared at Nathan with curious eyes, a half-smile on her lips.
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      “I’ve never met a human who could see through a mystic fox’s illusions. Part of me wonders if I should have tested you in your fortress and pretended to be somebody else. Would you have realized it was me? What interesting things might I have learned or experienced?” Narime laughed.

      “You’re not a very good actor, so I don’t know if that would have worked out,” Nathan said.

      The fox glared at him, her tails weaving patterns in the air.

      Behind her, the binding stone glowed. It appeared almost identical to the one at Gharrick Pass. Perfectly round, a meter in diameter, glowing white, and had two thick bands of black stretched across its luminescent surface.

      Those bands meant that the binding stone was protected by the Federation’s protective wards. Nathan knew how to decode them, but he needed time to do so.

      Time he wouldn’t have if Narime decided to turn him into ash.

      Fei and Seraph began to circle the fox. Narime spared them a glance in response, before refocusing her attention on Nathan.

      Several moments passed in awkward silence.

      “Why are you here?” Nathan asked. “Why isn’t anybody else here?”

      “Arriet and Torneus agreed to send me here so that Theus can focus his efforts elsewhere,” Narime said. Her tails pulled close around her body.

      “I already said you’re a terrible actor. Why are you really here?”

      Narime clicked her tongue and looked at Seraph. No reply was given to her look, so Narime turned back to Nathan.

      “Fine,” Narime huffed. “Torneus doesn’t know I’m here. Arriet certainly didn’t want me here, but he relented once he discovered that Theus was still in Tartus. While I may disagree with Arriet’s opinion of Torneus, it at least allowed me to be here.”

      If Nathan remembered correctly, Arriet was Narime’s current Bastion. Nathan had never met him, as he had died before Narime had sought out Nathan’s assistance in his timeline. When Torneus had began taking control of the Federation, Arriet had died defending the Houkeem Desert. Most of the Bastions in charge of the defenses had abandoned their posts so that they could stop Torneus, and the next large overland assault by the demons left the Federation on the brink.

      “Arriet is supporting Torneus?” Nathan asked carefully.

      “Torneus has more allies than you know,” Narime replied.

      Nathan gave her a look, and she huffed at him again.

      “Leaving aside your acting abilities, if Torneus had so many mysterious allies, then he would be protecting this binding stone with more than a single duogem Champion,” Nathan said.

      “That’s right,” Seraph added. “You’re powerful, Narime. But you can’t stop all three of us. And not in close quarters like this.”

      “Really?” Narime’s chest puffed out. “I’m a six-tailed mystic fox. My talents in sorcery far exceed anything you can imagine. And my opponents are a monogem beastkin with a year of experience, a duogem human whose gem abilities excel at endurance battles and defeating opponents weaker than her, and a Bastion without the support of his binding stones.”

      Narime stood up and flicked her tails as one. “Unlike you, Seraph, I didn’t let him steal the binding stone. Shall I demonstrate the true skill and power of a mystic fox?”

      If there was ever to be a poor match-up, it was this one.

      Before Nathan could say anything, Narime raised a hand surrounded by a pair of glowing squares. Nathan felt the magic of the barrier snapping into place. This barrier glowed pale blue and partially obscured Narime from his vision. He drew his sword, cursing.

      Azure flames crashed into the barrier and clung to them. Unlike the barriers outside, this one didn’t immediately collapse. The flames ate away at the barrier but made slow progress.

      A moment later, the flames vanished in a wisp of smoke. Narime’s sapphires glowed and sweat formed on her brow. She let out a deep breath. A smirk formed on her face.

      “Care to try something else?” Narime asked.

      That was new.

      That was very new.

      Nathan hid his shock as best he could and kept his sword raised. With his spare hand, he cast a third rank spell to enhance his muscles.

      Before he even finished casting, he felt the spell fizzle out. The triangle in his hand shattered with a piercing wail that caused Nathan to wince.

      Narime continued to smirk at him from behind her barrier. Seraph slammed her energy waves into the barrier, but they bounced off with minimal effect.

      He had seen that coming at least, but at least he had confirmed that one part of Narime’s gem ability was as he remembered.

      “Nathan, what do I do?” Fei shouted, eyes wide.

      “Keep the pressure up,” he said.

      Fei’s and Seraph’s eyes met, then rushed Narime at the same time. The fox placed her hands together and a pair of pentagons appeared between them. Her silver tails weaved a pattern behind her, their white tips glowing blindingly bright.

      Flames washed over the barrier and split apart where Seraph’s energy waves met them. Both women struck the barrier with all their might. The barrier began to crack and warp. Fei’s flames found purchase and began to eat away at the core of the barrier. Within moments, they would be inside.

      Nathan pointed his sword at Narime and cast a supercharged fourth rank spell. His sword glowed a sickly green.

      She glanced at him and furrowed her brow. Her gems flashed.

      The flames vanished again, leaving the barrier intact.

      A moment later, Nathan’s spell lit up the room. A brilliant pulse of light magic split the air as it slammed into the barrier. The entire barrier flattened into a disk that was barely larger than Narime. Wind whipped about the room, flipping the bottoms of Fei’s uniform and Seraph’s cheongsam.

      The barrier cracked, then shattered. Narime shut her eyes as the wind magic sliced into her. Dozens of cuts formed along her skin and dress. Blood ran down her cheeks and arms.

      A few moments later, Nathan’s spell ended. Narime was bloodied, but only with scratches. She was a duogem Champion. Her enhancement made her far sturdier than ordinary humans.

      Which was fortunate, because Nathan wanted to recruit Narime after this, not bury her.

      The unfortunate part was that it meant the fifth rank spell in Narime’s hands was complete. Her tails finished gathering energy. For humans, casting a spell of this power so fast was impossible. But Narime wasn’t human.

      Narime tilted her head to one side and twisted her wrists. The pentagons between her hands flared.

      The entire world crashed down on Nathan’s shoulders. His vision wavered as every part of his body was struck by an immense pressure.

      Narime had struck them with ascended magic. Manipulation of raw physical force.

      Fei screamed as she was slammed into the stone floor by an invisible force. Her scimitar skittered away, but the catgirl was more concerned about the pressure trying to combine her ribcage with her breastplate.

      Seraph remained on one knee and pulsed a wave of energy around herself. For a moment, she broke free. Then she grunted and was sent crashing back down. Narime’s tails continued to glow.

      Like Nathan’s spell from earlier, this was a continuous spell. He could only imagine how much magic she was burning to cast this. Her gems glowed at the same time. Presumably she was using her other gem ability, which allowed her to penetrate barriers and magical protections.

      Nathan couldn’t imagine why she bothered. He lacked the ability to actively block ascended magic. Was Narime that paranoid about him?

      Through sheer force of will, he remained standing. His head felt like it was going to explode, and he grew concerned that his bones might shatter. But he needed to stay upright.

      If he went down, it would become impossible to hit Narime with a spell and break her concentration.

      He couldn’t raise his sword, so he summoned a spell in one hand.

      A moment later, the spell frame shattered with a wail.

      Narime didn’t say something or even smirk. Her entire being was focused on this spell.

      A piercing screech erupted behind Narime. A blazing figure charged toward her, unarmed and furious. Narime turned, eyes wide.

      Fei screamed and threw a desperate punch at the fox. Eyes wide, Narime stumbled backward. The punch barely missed her, but an ember caught her dress, and she began to burn.

      Cursing, Narime slapped at the fire. Fei reared, preparing for a tackle.

      “What the fuck are you?” Narime screech, reeling in terror.

      The pressure on Nathan vanished. Narime’s hands glowed, triangles appearing over several of her fingers in an instant.

      As Fei lunged, Narime’s tails puffed up to an impossible volume.

      “Fei, don’t!” Nathan shouted. He recognized that defensive technique.

      But Fei had already jumped. Narime spun, a high-pitched scream erupting from her mouth.

      Six voluminous fox tails slammed into Fei. Each of them had been modified with a spell to be rock-solid, and Fei was knocked across the room. She slammed into a wall and slumped to the ground. Her flames went out.

      Azure flames caught onto Narime’s tails and began to spread rapidly. Fox tails were gigantic balls of condensed magic. Perfect for Fei’s magic-consuming flames.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Narime said. She waved her tails around, eyes wide. After a few moments of panic, her gems flashed, and the fire disappeared.

      Silence reigned.

      Fei broke the silence with a groan and rolled over in the fetal position in the corner. Blood ran down her face. She didn’t look badly hurt. Nathan checked and confirmed that she had consumed every ounce of energy in her gem, however.

      She was effectively out of the fight.

      And it was a painful fight.

      In his timeline, Narime’s two gem abilities had been relatively simple. Her first ability allowed her to empower her spells with the ability to penetrate magical barriers and wards. She could teleport through anti-teleportation wards and considered barriers a problem for lesser sorceresses. Only other ascended magic users posed a danger to her—namely Messengers. Hence why she had found Nathan’s spatial wards a nuisance.

      Her other gem ability gave her the ability to counter any spell using the natural elements. It didn’t matter what it was or even if she understood it. If somebody was casting a spell within several hundred meters of her, she could dispel it or stop it from being cast at all.

      Narime still had that ability. That was how she stopped Nathan from casting his spells.

      But she also could somehow stop gem abilities. Fei’s gem ability wasn’t sorcery and didn’t involve a spell. It also involved ascended magic of some form. Despite that, Narime was canceling it out. It took her some level of concentration, but she could do it.

      What else could Narime do now?

      Better yet, why was her gem ability different?

      “Seraph, did you know that Narime could cancel out gem abilities?” Nathan asked aloud.

      “If I did, I would have told you,” Seraph replied. Her face was set in a scowl. As always, she looked none the worse for wear, thanks to her regeneration ability.

      “Oh, you mean you don’t know everything about me?” Narime asked. She smirked.

      “I’ve never heard of somebody with the ability to cancel gem abilities,” Nathan said. “Even a trigem Champion would kill for an ability of that power.”

      “I can assure you that it is an ability of suitable power,” Narime said primly.

      Nathan narrowed his eyes. That meant it needed to have a weakness. That was always the catch with lower gem abilities.

      Fei’s was obscenely strong, but it burned through her power reserves ridiculously fast. It also struggled to consume very powerful magic and had a reduced effect on anything non-magical. Sunstorm still put Fei in the dirt nine times out of ten because Fei’s flames were less effective against a physically focused Champion who avoided getting hit too much.

      But Nathan struggled to see the weakness here. Canceling a gem ability was outrageously powerful. Even when it only worked against sorcery, Narime had been viciously anti-sorcerer. Now she was anti-Champion.

      Narime didn’t give him time to ponder her new ability any further. She surrounded herself in another barrier. This time, Fei wasn’t available to break through it.

      Then she began to cast the same force spell from earlier.

      Like hell he was dealing with another load of this nonsense. Nathan raised an arm in front of himself and desperately thought of a way out.

      Instinctively, he dove into his binding stone. Time dilated, and he spent countless minutes pondering his problem.

      Eventually, he formed a plan. There was one type of magic he hadn’t tried yet.

      If the natural elements didn’t work and neither did gem abilities, that left only one option for him.

      Nathan’s arm glowed gold as a pair of squares spun around it. Power from the binding stone flooded his body. A fifth rank spell would have been smarter here, but he didn’t have the time to cast it.

      At the very least, he had some experience with this type of magic. He had cast countless wards using this branch of ascended magic.

      Narime’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. She maintained her focus but stared in amazement at Nathan’s spell.

      Narime’s spell was nearly finished when Nathan finished his. His concentration nearly wavered, as the image he had in mind was weak. He had several memories to draw on, but the freshest memories were somewhat distracting.

      Mostly because Kadria was distracting, and she featured in a lot of his recent memories of ascended magic.

      Right as Narime’s spell activated, Nathan cast his spell. He darted over to Fei’s side, and Seraph joined him.

      The entire room stretched out, like some sort of optical illusion. One moment, Narime was meters away. The next, she was dozens. If Nathan looked at the walls, they appeared to be the same length as before. The room hadn’t grown physically larger.

      But the floor had been extended.

      Nathan had spatially distorted the space between himself and Narime. That meant he was outside the range of her spell. Kadria had performed a similar trick within her mental world, once. He had harnessed his image of that magic and cast it.

      The drain was immense, however. He was burning binding stone power at an obscene rate. Using a fourth rank spell frame was a terrible mistake.

      Or maybe using sorcery was the mistake. Was ascended magic even suitable for sorcery? Nathan had no idea what he was even doing right now. Messengers didn’t use spell frames for ascended magic, after all.

      Narime stared at them from afar. After several moments, her hands fell to her sides and her spell vanished. The blue barrier around her dissipated.

      Which was fortunate, as Nathan really didn’t want to maintain his spatial distortion spell for much longer.

      “How?” Narime breathed out when they snapped back in place near her.

      “I got some practice in recently,” Nathan said.

      He had, in fact. Part of him wanted to say that it was all the wards he had created.

      But he knew the truth.

      That moment of rage with the Twins had been the true epiphany for him. Something had shifted when he fought them off. His mind had clicked with ascended magic when he had used mental magic as a weapon for the first time. And before that, he had cast a personal ward powerful enough to fend them off.

      He had changed since arriving in this timeline.

      “Practice,” Narime repeated flatly. “I’ve spent centuries working on my spatial manipulation and I can’t distort a room like that.”

      “I’d suggest you become a Bastion, but I suspect you know the truth behind that,” Nathan said.

      She nodded.

      “I have a question,” Seraph said. “Why didn’t you counter that?”

      Narime didn’t answer.

      When Nathan smirked, the fox’s eyes widened.

      “You knew?” Narime asked. “You knew I couldn’t counter that?”

      “No, but I suspected it,” Nathan said. Or he suspected something. “That’s how fighting Champions works. You need to work out how their gems work, then defeat them. That’s the true power of somebody like Seraph. They don’t need to defeat you. They just need to survive long enough to let somebody else defeat you. This fight could have gone on for much longer because both of us could stay in the fight for much longer.”

      “So, you don’t know how my gem works,” Narime said slowly. She grinned. “That means I can still win.”

      “Of course. But now I at least know you struggle with some ascended magic. You’ve also never countered Seraph’s gem abilities, even though dispelling her regeneration would let you defeat her instantly,” Nathan said.

      The fox glared at him. Her fingers twitched and her tails hung low behind her.

      All it would take now is another push, and this fight was over.

      “And why are you fighting us, anyway? I thought you opposed Torneus?” Nathan asked.

      “And I thought you wanted peace,” Narime said. Her tone lacked heat.

      “You were at the negotiations. You know Torneus won’t settle.”

      “Is that it? Really? Does everything end after you remove Torneus from power?” Narime asked.

      A pause. Then Nathan sighed. “No. Because that’s not how the world works. Without Torneus, the Federation won’t be able to hold itself together. The regents are already squabbling with each other. My aim as a Bastion is to prevent the demons from invading and destroying everything. Torneus is threatening that for now, but after he’s gone, the Federation will threaten it.”

      “And then what? The Empire itself?” Narime pushed.

      “No. But if I know somebody or something is a danger, I can’t exactly sit back and let it happen,” Nathan said. “If you could go back and stop the invasion of Kurai, would you? Would you topple the arrogant old power structures that let it happen?”

      Seraph stared at Nathan, her mouth slowly opening. Below him, he felt Fei move as well, but Nathan’s focus was entirely on the fox in front of him.

      When he had first met Narime in this timeline—when she had broken into his castle—he had told himself that he would be a failure if he couldn’t convince her to join him. That remained true.

      “That’s going well beyond the role of a Champion,” Narime muttered.

      “Yes, because Champions invade the fortresses of Bastions from enemy nations in order to convince them to negotiate. Has Arriet known anything about what you’ve been up to recently?” Nathan asked.

      Narime remained silent, refusing to meet his eyes.

      “You understand what I’m doing, don’t you? This isn’t about loyalty to our nation, or our people. It’s about what we want to do. My personal oath as a Bastion isn’t about protecting the Empire, it’s about protecting the world from invasion,” Nathan said. “And you’ve been doing that as a Champion. Can you accept going back to being just another Champion after this, Narime?”

      A sharp intake of breath came from Nathan’s side, and he glanced over to see Seraph looking at him. When he turned back to Narime, he saw her staring at him with wide eyes.

      “Are you… inviting me to join you, Nathan?” Narime asked. Her voice was faint and tinged with notes of hope.

      “That’s, uh, kind of what I’ve been building up to, yes. You skipped a few paragraphs of the spiel,” Nathan said, scratching the back of his head.

      “Oh.” Narime flushed. “Um, you can keep going if you want? You were doing rather well.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works,” Seraph said drily. “For one thing, I imagine you just killed all the passion by admitting you’re interested.”

      “I didn’t admit anything,” Narime said.

      “We all heard your little squeaky ‘Are you inviting me, oh great amazing Nathan?’ so don’t play dumb,” Seraph said.

      Narime narrowed her eyes. “I will hit you.”

      “That won’t make my words any less true,” Seraph said.

      Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Okay, let’s move on. Narime, are you interested in joining me?”

      “I bet you said something much nicer to Seraph to get her to join,” Narime muttered, pouting.

      “He did. It was a big spiel about how I could atone for my sins, and how the Watcher Omria would judge me if I turned on him. He even threatened to kill me if I betrayed him. Very impactful,” Seraph said.

      Narime stared at the other duogem Champion. Then she turned back to Nathan. “Yes, I’m interested in becoming your Champion. Preferably without the death threats.”

      “But that was the best part,” Seraph said.

      Fei sat up, grumbling. After a few moments, she spotted Narime and squawked. Her finger wavered as she pointed at the fox. “She’s here! Nathan!”

      “It’s fine. She’s with us now.” Nathan paused. “Almost. I’ll claim the binding stone and then transfer her gems to me.”

      “Oh,” Fei said. She pouted. “Does this mean I have to share your bed with her?”

      Narime flushed but didn’t say anything. Her tails lay almost flat on the ground, and she kept her blue eyes fixed on Nathan.

      “We’ll see,” Nathan said. He had a feeling the answer would be yes.

      For now, the binding stone in this room called to him.
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      Narime apologized to Fei as she applied what little healing magic she had. Foxes couldn’t use the natural elements, which included healing magic spells, so Narime improvised.

      From what little Nathan understood, Narime’s healing magic involved directly manipulating the magic within the body. It accelerated regeneration and canceled out curses and magical effects. The downside was that it didn’t actively heal wounds or bruises. Given Champions already had enhanced regeneration, it was the equivalent of applying a bandaid to Fei.

      “It’s only a few bruises. You will be fine,” Seraph said to Fei. She ruffled the hair of the younger Champion.

      Fei hissed in response. “It feels like a lot more. Every muscle in my body aches.”

      “That’s the force manipulation. I applied raw downward force across as much of your flesh and bone as possible,” Narime explained.

      While the three women talked, Nathan approached the binding stone. It continued to glow, completely unaware of their presence.

      Theus could use the binding stone as a weapon, but Nathan doubted that his counterpart knew how. Using a binding stone remotely was exceptionally difficult. It involved relying entirely on the sensory perception of the binding stone, and a Bastion needed to be very careful when modifying anything in a fortress. When Nathan had been new, he had been taught to never alter a fortress’s structure unless he was present.

      There were horror stories of people being crushed when a Bastion decided to redecorate while on a trip somewhere else. The Bastion failed to check whether a wing of a castle was empty and every person inside was killed. Even if a Bastion did check, it was easy to make a mistake when using magic remotely.

      Nathan had years of experience and he was still careful. While he had never killed anybody through such mistakes, he had come too close for comfort a few times.

      Theus lacked that experience. If he tried to protect his binding stone, who knew what he might do to the fortress?

      As such, Nathan remained alert. Once he tapped into the binding stone, he could lock Theus out, but death hung above him every second before then.

      “Then why don’t my eyes hurt? Or my ears?” Fei asked. “Wouldn’t that be a good idea? Use magic to target the ears or other vulnerable parts?”

      “Smaller targets mean smaller chance to hit,” Seraph explained. “That applies magically and physically. That force spell applies to your whole body, so your muscles hurt. But the smaller parts of your body got off pretty well. Which I guess means a very particular part of you hurts a lot.”

      Fei stuck her tongue out, but she did rub the front of her breastplate. “Right. Now that you say it, it did feel like something was crushing my armor into my body.”

      “If I could easily apply magic to your organs or individual body parts, victory would be simplicity. The bodies of ordinary people are strongly resistance to magical interference, and you’re a Champion. Only powerful ascended magic can modify somebody’s body without their permission,” Narime explained. “Otherwise, the most effective spells would be those that crush hearts and eyes, or that boil somebody’s blood.”

      “That would be cool.” Fei grinned.

      “Terrifying, actually,” Seraph said, shuddering. “Sorcerers can do that. Narime said that we resist magic, not that we’re immune. A sorcerer with a large enough cairn or a binding stone to empower his spells can punch through our natural resistances and turn you inside out. I’ve seen it.”

      Fei’s grin dropped. “Less cool.”

      “Or ascended magic,” Narime said. “As I witnessed, what I can do is only the tip of the iceberg.”

      The three of them turned to stare at Nathan, who ran his fingers over the binding stone. He paused and looked back at them.

      “What?” he asked.

      “If I hadn’t given up, what would you have done next?” Narime asked.

      “Do you want to know?” Nathan asked.

      “You cast one ascended spell. I want to see more.”

      “I doubt you wanted to see the one I had planned,” he muttered. He said aloud, “I wasn’t sure how you were countering spells, and ascended magic is expensive. I planned to end things with my next spell.”

      “Stop teasing. Out with it,” Narime urged. The tips of her tails jiggled in the air excitedly.

      “A mental attack,” Nathan admitted. “It would punch through your barrier and I was certain that you couldn’t counter it. At the same time, it wouldn’t permanently harm you.”

      No response. He grimaced and looked at the three women in front of him.

      Fei looked confused. No surprises there.

      But both Seraph and Narime stared at him, eyes wide. They glanced at each other, before looking down.

      “Wouldn’t that be a bit much?” Seraph asked.

      “I took a few while fighting the Messenger and came out fine,” Nathan said.

      Seraph raised an eyebrow. Then she nodded. “Right. That sort of mental attack. My apologies. I thought you meant something more… debilitating.”

      “It was pretty debilitating. I nearly jumped off a wall,” Nathan said.

      “I’m pretty sure I could throw you off a wall and you’d shake it off like a bad cold,” Seraph said.

      “You fought a Messenger who used mental attacks? Isn’t that what you planned for?” Narime asked.

      “Pretty much,” Seraph said. She placed her hands on her hips and gave Nathan a sidelong look. “Although she never got close to the fortress. Turned me into five people for a moment and fused Leopold with his breastplate, but otherwise went down easily. One half got filled with holes by Nurevia’s crossbow, the other got cut in half.”

      “A well-planned defense then,” Narime said.

      Seraph stared at Nathan. Her looks were becoming unsettling now. Especially because she hadn’t approached him or said anything.

      “Question,” Nathan said. “Do you know why Theus doesn’t care about this binding stone?”

      “Torneus gave him a new one,” Narime said. “And I doubt he’s been trained to work with binding stones other than the one he’s in front of.”

      “Why give him more than one, then?” Nathan muttered. He shook his head. “Did Torneus run out of options?”

      “He had options, but would he trust them? Raising a new Bastion means new Champions, and he can’t trust the beastkin right now,” Narime explained. “Terrius explained it to me earlier. The regents initially planned to use the beastkin as a defense force if the Federation attacked. But you’ve sabotaged that attempt.”

      “Good,” Nathan said. “That saves a lot of beastkin from a miserable fate.”

      “They could have been effective Champions,” Narime said. “The regents don’t trust them at all.”

      “For now, sure. But planning for Bastions and Champions takes place over years and even decades.” Nathan looked at her. “You’ve been a Champion for centuries. Didn’t anything about that plan bother you?”

      Narime blinked. Her tails curled around her body as she held a hand to her chin. Within a few moments, she shrugged.

      “The beastkin would be fodder, but is that any different to normal? It’s not like the Federation cared,” Narime said.

      “I’m talking about Champions.” He sighed and leaned against the binding stone. “It takes months to acclimate a Champion to enhancements. Lots of little steps to ensure that their minds don’t resist a Champion. It’s not as dangerous as a gemming ceremony, but things go wrong. And, of course, would the Federation really send out Champions without gems?”

      Nathan sneered, and continued, “The Federation’s plan wasn’t to pick up a bunch of beastkin they had tucked away for an emergency. They would grab fit beastkin from manors and villages, ram gems into them. Who knows how many would die as a result? Most that survived would become braindead puppets. Slaves to their Bastions.”

      “That’s illegal,” Narime said. “It’s heresy.”

      “It’s not, actually,” Nathan said. “The Empire, Falmir, and Trafaumh have laws against it because the Empire does, but those aren’t connected to the goddess. Not directly. Arcadia has them, but they only apply to elven and fae Champions. The Spires apply them to everybody and have made their displeasure known when Bastions have escaped consequences for destroying the minds of Champions.”

      “They have?” Seraph asked.

      “Why do you think somebody like Nurevia would be wandering around the Empire, ripe to be captured by somebody like my father?” Nathan said. “She’s an assassin, like Sunstorm. The difference is that she does so openly, so that other nations don’t ignore the Spires.”

      Nathan’s grim view of the Federation didn’t come from a bitter view of Torneus, for once. It came from the knowledge of how his timeline turned out.

      Almost every nation suspended the laws that prevented Bastions from enhancing or gemming untrained Champions. That resulted in a lot of awful behavior by awful Bastions who never went within a thousand miles of the front line. To some extent, it was necessary to ensure there were enough Champions and Bastions to fight the demons. But it destroyed the minds and futures of many people.

      The Spires had fought bitterly against these changes. They despised the idea of Bastions controlling Champions to such a degree. The dark elves had gained their freedom through rebellion, but a Champion whose mind had been destroyed through a gemming ceremony could do no such thing.

      Even after the Spires were overrun by demons, the dark elves continued to fight back. Nathan had often found himself on both sides. His hands were slick with the blood of criminal Bastions and mindless Champions, but also with the blood of assassins trying to kill Bastions necessary to defend cities.

      That was a future Nathan wanted to avoid at all costs. The news that the Federation’s plan to employ such a strategy had failed was music to his ears.

      The conversation moved on to more pleasant topics. Nathan took the opportunity to claim the binding stone. It took longer than it did in Fort Taubrum, as this one was actively claimed by Theus.

      Not that Theus had placed any real protections on the binding stone. Nathan was amazed at the lack of wards and protections in place. For Nathan, the binding stone was the most vulnerable part of his fortress. If somebody reached it, they could do terrible things to him. In some of his old fortresses, he made it unreachable, as he didn’t even need to access it.

      Once finished, he let out a sigh.

      “Done?” Narime asked. “I’m amazed how easily you did that. If I hadn’t seen you do something a thousand times more impressive earlier, I’d pick my jaw up off the floor.”

      “Thank you,” Nathan said sarcastically. “Now it’s your turn.”

      “I’m being claimed, am I?” A smile danced on Narime’s lips.

      She sashayed over to him, her tails bouncing from side to side with each movement.

      Fei glared at Narime. As the catgirl opened her mouth, she was pulled away by Seraph.

      “Come find us once you’re done,” Seraph said. She winked at Nathan.

      Narime didn’t turn around.

      Her arms slipped around his shoulders and she pressed her chest against his. Then she frowned.

      “That didn’t work the way I expected,” she said, staring at Nathan’s armor. Her arms worked around his breastplate, searching for the clasps. “I know how to do this.”

      Her ears tickled his chin as she leaned into him. He took the chance to slide his arms along her body, enjoying the way his fingers sank into her plump ass. Her tails shot upright when he gripped her butt, before wrapping themselves around him.

      “Aggressive, aren’t we,” she whispered.

      “Found those clasps, yet?” he asked.

      “Hush,” she said. Her fingers pressed into his back as she searched.

      “While we’re alone, I wanted to ask about how you countered gem abilities,” Nathan asked.

      Narime groaned. “Really? Is this really the time?”

      “We’ve got a minute or two before I turn you into a mewling mess.” Nathan chuckled when she shot him a glare. “So, how does it work? It seemed pretty inconsistent to me.”

      “I can counter any form of magic that I understand the theory of,” Narime explained. “I know the natural elements inside and out, so those are easy to counter. But ascended magic is far harder. And gem abilities come down to whether they use the same principles as any spells I use.”

      That was it? “So, if you recognize a gem ability, you can cancel it?” Nathan asked.

      “More or less. Your cat’s gem ability has similarities to foxfire,” she said.

      Nathan kept that in mind.

      A few moments later, his breastplate clanged on the floor. Then Narime pressed her breasts against him, and he felt her flesh press against his with only a few thin layers of cloth separating them.

      “Much better,” she purred. Her ears twitched and she grinned up at him. She pulled him down into a kiss.

      As her tongue tousled with his and she purred down his throat, his hands wandered. Soon, he found what he wanted.

      Narime screamed down his mouth, her eyes shooting open. She pulled away, only to let out a breathless moan, her eyes lidding shut.

      “F-f-f-f-fuck,” she moaned.

      Nathan’s hands ran through her voluminous fox tails. They shuddered at his touch, curling like living balls of fluff. The tips danced with each movement he made. The luxurious silver fur held an amazing softness that nothing in Doumahr rivaled.

      With years of practice, he ran both of his hands through the most sensitive parts of the tails. From base to tip, his fingers traced a path of maximum pleasure for Narime. Over and over again, as he hand brushed her fluffy tails.

      Narime shivered and shuddered against him. Her nipples pressed against him, and she sometimes bit his shoulder to stifle her voice. Squeaks and moans slipped out every few seconds, and she stared at him with longing in her watery blue eyes.

      Eventually, he slowed the pace of his stroking. But he never stopped. He’d waited over a year to do this. There was no chance he was going to stop fluffing Narime’s tails this quickly.

      The decreased intensity allowed Narime to gather herself. Her hands opened his pants, and his erection popped out. Without looking at it, she stroked it with practiced hands.

      Moments later, she looked down at it with wide eyes. “Oh goddess. What is that?”

      “I’m pretty sure you know what it is,” Nathan said.

      She looked at him. “Did you use ascended magic to make your dick bigger?”

      A long pause. “Maybe.”

      Narime grinned from ear to ear. Then a moan escaped her lips, ruining her image. “It’s still silly,” she said between moans as he fluffed her tails extra hard. “Not so fast. Oh!” Her legs buckled and she collapsed on the ground.

      Joining her down below, Nathan undressed her. Her black panties stuck to her crotch and thighs as he peeled them off, and the smell of arousal permeated the room after he removed them.

      Narime slipped into his lap, pressing his rock hard prick against her belly.

      Normally, Nathan would have taken the lead here. But the huge tails of a fox limited the number of viable positions. They tended to get in the way, or flap around during sex and hit him.

      Doggy style was a position that technically worked, except for the fact that Narime’s tails repeatedly beat him in the face when she got excited. Anything that required Narime to be on her back was out, because laying on her tails was uncomfortable for more than a minute or two. She exclusively slept on her belly and side for this reason.

      So, Nathan let Narime crouch over his crotch and position herself. She knew her body better than anyone—except her tails, over which Nathan claimed perfect knowledge. If she chose the position, then Nathan would happily go along with it.

      Narime slipped him inside herself. Her lips pursed as she slid closer and closer to his root, his fingers firmly pressed into her ass. Juices poured down his length and dripped from his balls.

      Eventually, she hilted him inside of herself. Her tits jiggled as she bucked lightly against his base. When she began to move, he bounced her up and down at the same rhythm. Her moans increased in intensity. Soon she clutched his back as he bounced her up and down on his lap as fast as he could. Her tails flailed around wildly.

      He felt her climax and clamp down on him. She bit his shoulder again as juices sprayed across his crotch and dripped onto the ground. His movements didn’t slow, even as her pitch rose.

      Moments later, he flooded her. She hissed and pressed herself against him. Her breasts crushed against his chest.

      He raised her off him. White dripped out of her, mixing with her plentiful juices. She moaned.

      His hands wandered to one of her tails as she lay beside him, leaking all over the floor. Her eyes flitted to him, then to his crotch. Then she closed her mouth over his length and slurped up the mess they’d made. Her fox ears lay flat against her head as she positioned herself over him again.

      “Two rounds for a duogem Champion,” Narime gasped out. “Then you’re mine.”

      “You’re mine,” Nathan said back. He pulled her onto him.

      He’d missed this so much. Narime was his again. And without Kadria’s help.

      Maybe it wasn’t love yet, but he and Narime had fallen in love in his timeline. It would happen again.

      For the time being, he enjoyed the gasps and moans of the fox in his lap. He might have gone for more than two rounds.
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      Nathan intended to spend as little time in Castle Forselburg as possible. His plan hinged on sweeping south-east and taking Tartus before the regents got cold feet.

      But there was a binding stone here, and that meant Nathan needed to spend at least a few days ensuring it was secure. For all he knew, Theus was waiting with an army over the hills with a plan to attack the moment Nathan left.

      Okay, he wasn’t. Nathan had scouts and knew that much.

      But Theus could move quickly and there were Federation forces nearby. And Castle Forselburg was too close to the borders of both the Spires and Arcadia for Nathan to feel comfortable leaving it unprotected.

      Unlike Fort Taubrum, the binding stone here had been active for decades. There were no massive reserves to draw upon. All modifications needed to be done using the normal flow of power. That meant any major changes to the defenses were out of the question. For now.

      At the very least, Nathan focused on sweeping the fortress for any nasty surprises left behind, fixing the defensive holes he had exploited, and repairing the damage he had made.

      While Nathan was investigating the upper floors of the keep, he found one such nasty surprise.

      An awfully familiar black door.

      Looking around, Nathan confirmed that nobody else was around.

      The door sat at the end of a hallway. He had sent some knights up here to sweep the floor and they had reported nothing. Which was to be expected, given nobody could see this door anyway.

      Briefly, Nathan confirmed that he couldn’t sense this door with the binding stone.

      All he sensed was a stone wall. The door was identical to the one in his office back in Gharrick Pass.

      With a grim face, Nathan opened the door and stepped through the white void that appeared. A moment later, everything turned black. He found himself inside Kadria’s mental world once again.

      A lot had changed since the last time he had set foot here. He regretted not visiting her before marching north, as it meant he didn’t have a recent comparison. Had the changes occurred very recently? Or had they happened because of the situation with the Twins?

      Speaking of the Twins, the door to their mental world was missing. In its place was a void.

      The rest of the room appeared significantly larger than before. Before, it had been a somewhat cramped bedroom combined with a kitchenette, with a small bathroom to the side.

      Now, there was practically enough space to dance in the kitchen. The bedroom was its own space, with the kitchen and dining space separated with a line along the ground. Nathan wondered if that line indicated a change in flooring. As he wore shoes, he had no idea what the flooring was now. It had been wooden floorboards before. Was it carpet now?

      The furnishings were largely unchanged. A massive bed, bookshelves, dining tables and chairs, plenty of cushions, kitchen appliances, and countertops. The main new addition was a long table with a single chair. Kadria sat at this table and was tapping her fingers on a strange metal device with a glowing screen.

      The device reminded him of the control panels from the future of his timeline. They had been an experimental technology that used magic and crystals to process information and display them using holograms. But this device seemed entirely solid, and several orders of magnitude smaller than anything Nathan had seen.

      What worried Nathan the most about the changes to the room was the sheer amount of color.

      Because everything had color now, except the walls and floor. When he had first entered, he had thought he entered the wrong room, or that Kadria had somehow entered reality. Then the endless void made it clear he was in the right place.

      Kadria interrupted his thoughts by closing the metal device in front of her with a thunk. She turned to him and grinned.

      “Gotta say, it’s nice to have this back,” she said. “I worried it might be years. Although it’s gonna be awhile before I can replicate the Internet.”

      “What on Doumahr is an Internet?” Nathan asked.

      “It’s fairly complicated to explain. How do I say this…” Kadria trailed off and stared at the void in the ceiling.

      “It’s an invention from the world you came from, isn’t it? Like the Express that the Twins mentioned, and all the other strange things you bring up all the time,” Nathan said.

      Kadria blinked at him.

      Ignoring her, he strode over to the dining table, pulled out a seat, and flopped down. There was no food or drink, and Kadria didn’t summon any after a few seconds.

      Irritated, Nathan reached for his binding stone. He vainly tried to replicate the magic he had seen and felt Kadria use dozens—if not hundreds—of times before.

      “Huh. You’re actually getting it,” Kadria said.

      Given all that was appearing were either horrific lumps that tasted vaguely like food but didn’t look like it, or flavorless lumps that looked and felt perfect, Nathan disagreed.

      “You’ve made a crazy amount of progress lately. Then again, I picked you because you clearly had a knack for this stuff,” Kadria said. She stared at him for another minute, as he rapidly summoned and destroyed more and more food. “You probably don’t want to work out how to control life magic while you’re in this mood, however.”

      “This mood?” Nathan growled. He paused. He hadn’t meant to say it like that.

      “The mood that suggests you’ll happily push me into the bed and do amazing things to me, yes,” Kadria said, a grin stretched from ear to ear. “Anger can be a great motivator, but the secret to life magic is the last thing you should discover while furious.”

      Nathan glared at the lumpy mess on his plate that was supposed to be soft bread rolls. With a wave of his hand, he banished it from existence.

      “This place, this world,” he said, changing the subject. “It’s in my head, isn’t it? That’s why only I can see it, and why I can’t detect it with the binding stone.”

      “Partial credit,” Kadria said.

      She rose and joined him at the table. A bamboo steamer appeared between them, along with two sets of wooden chopsticks resting on marble chopstick rests. Kadria pulled off the top of the steamer, revealing a large batch of perfectly steamed dumplings.

      Nathan was somewhat familiar with dumplings, as they were a popular food that been imported to the mainland from the Kurai Peninsula. Narime knew how to cook some excellent ones from scratch, the rare times somebody could convince her to approach a kitchen.

      “If this was in your head, then you wouldn’t feel full after eating here,” Kadria said. She ate half of a dumpling, then tried to offer the other half to Nathan.

      “I’ll eat my own,” he said, fumbling with the chopsticks.

      “Heh,” she laughed, watching with amusement as Nathan tried to use the chopsticks. Eventually, she took pity on him and summoned a fork for him.

      “Guess your fox never taught you that?” Kadria asked.

      Ignoring her, Nathan picked up a dumpling with his hand. It was hot, but he was effectively fireproof. She stared at him as he popped it in his mouth.

      “Most people eat them with their bare hands over here,” Nathan said. “Maybe it’s different in the Federation.”

      Kadria scowled at him. “Barbaric.”

      “How many times have you crawled under the table while I’m eating?”

      “That’s different.”

      Nathan rolled his eyes.

      After a few more dumplings, Kadria got back to the topic at hand. “Like I said, this place is physical. But you’re right that it is in your head, in a way. The door is a physical manifestation of a mental phenomenon that only affects you. Hence, only you can see it or interact with it. It’s like your emotions: they exist, but nobody else can feel them.”

      “You’re comparing a door to an emotion?” Nathan asked incredulously.

      “Who’s the succubus here?” Kadria gave him an upturned look. Her foot ran over his crotch as if to prove her point. “You’ve barely begun to understand the basics of mental magic. I’m something whose entire existence revolves around it. By combining it with spatial magic, we create these physical manifestations of mental worlds. We can manipulate the things people see, or even see things that people hide. Once you’re good enough, you can start visualizing people’s emotions and thoughts.”

      Kadria waved a dumpling in the air. “None of that information overload bullshit. Watching you cast that spatial spell was as painful as it was hilarious. I thought your head was going to explode. I can’t imagine wasting time on reality TV when I can watch you.”

      Something clicked in Nathan’s mind. “Visualizing emotions and thoughts… Is that how you knew I was going to detonate the binding stone when we first met?”

      “Huh. You really are sharp. The way you overthink things is cute, but I really do prefer the part where you pick out the right answer so fast,” Kadria said with wide eyes. “But yeah, basically. Reading minds is a bitch. Attacking people mentally and taking over them is so unreliable because it’s so easy to resist. The Twins are fairly talented at it and they still couldn’t do anything to you.”

      “It sounds like you read my mind,” Nathan said.

      “No, what I saw was that your thoughts went wild and your emotions went crazy dark.” Kadria placed her hand flat in the air and dove it toward the ground while making a whistling sound, like something crashing to the ground. “I’ve seen that before, so I checked for traps. Found the nastiest one I’ve ever found. First time I’ve regretted not investing in mental control like the Twins, but you probably would have fought that off anyway.”

      She shrugged. “It worked out.”

      “You said it wouldn’t have hurt you,” Nathan said.

      “I can protect myself from a binding stone going thermonuclear,” Kadria said. “But if I hadn’t seen it coming, I’d be—” she clicked her fingers in the air.

      Nathan stared at her fingers for a few moments. He munched on a dumpling, then swallowed and leaned back.

      “How do I know you’re not lying?” he asked.

      “You’re asking that now?” Kadria replied. Her foot pressed into his crotch. “And not before all the other fun we’ve had?”

      “No, I’m asking now because I’m certain you’ve been lying to me.”

      Kadria froze. After several moments, she tilted her head. Her foot receded from his crotch and she crossed her arms. Her pupils enlarged, giving her the hellish look she used when she wanted to intimidate him.

      “Go on,” she said, voice flat.

      Was she angry? Nathan didn’t know or care right now.

      “You told me before that I didn’t understand how time worked. Then you explained that although you can manipulate timelines, it is extremely difficult even for you,” Nathan said, locking eyes with her. Even if her increasingly serious gaze was beginning to terrify him.

      He knew that Kadria could end him in a moment. Sweat formed on his back, but he didn’t let any of his concerns show. He refused to let her deceive him any further.

      “I did,” Kadria said.

      “You mentioned predetermined events. The idea that the world tries to revert to some sort of norm, because certain things should happen,” Nathan said. “But I’m less sure about that, and if you can pick and choose which timeline you want to be in, doesn’t that imply they don’t exist?”

      Kadria rolled her eyes. “Yeah, okay. I think you missed the boat on predetermined events there. I’d explain further, but your little conversation with Ifrit makes me think you’re barely coping as is.”

      “Don’t patronize me,” Nathan snapped.

      “I’m not. Ifrit was patronizing you,” Kadria snapped. “I’ve been the one telling you as much as I can, even though all these things that confuse you, because you’re a tiny little man from a tiny little world in an impossibly large cosmos that gives no shits about your personal problems or if everything on this planet drops dead in the next instant.”

      She glared at him.

      Nathan rocked back in his chair.

      This was only the second time she’d gotten angry at him. And this time it felt a tad more personal.

      “You fucking idiot, I haven’t been lying to you. The only thing I haven’t been telling you are the things that would melt your brain, because you can’t fucking let go,” Kadria said. “I’ve even been careful to never lie to you about this. You deceived yourself about it.”

      The room was deathly silent. Nathan heard every beat of his own heart and the rush of blood through his veins.

      “What?” Nathan asked.

      “Go on, finish your accusation. I’ve been watching you this entire time. I know exactly what you’re about to say. But I want you to be the one to say it.” Kadria waved her hands at Nathan.

      Almost a minute passed. Nathan glared at her. She glared back.

      Finally, he said, “This isn’t the past. You never sent me back in time.”

      “Yeah, it isn’t.”

      Nathan blinked. “Then what is it? Is this some mental construct? Or is it some entirely different world?”

      “Mental construct? What idiot has the time or energy to keep pathetic humans tied up in some massive illusion?” Kadria scoffed. “This is your world, but roughly fifteen years in the past, and with a few crucial differences. An alternate timeline, an alternate reality, an alternate world. Messengers call them worlds, because we hop between them like mortals wish they could move between planets.”

      “Why, then? Why the differences? Was it a game to you? To see how long before I’d notice?” Nathan asked, trying to keep his anger in check.

      “If I thought you would have accepted it, I would have told you up front. But you were the one who said it was going back in time. I even told you that you couldn’t save your world. Although I bet you don’t remember that part.”

      Nathan was almost certain that she had told him. But his memory wasn’t perfect, and Kadria was pissed.

      As in, so angry at him that he wasn’t sure he would leave this room alive.

      He dropped that particular line of questioning, given he didn’t have any evidence to press against her.

      “Fine, let’s say you never lied. But you never told me. And those differences nearly got me killed.” Nathan pointed at her angrily. “Seraph not existing is one thing. Sunstorm and Sen having a sexual relationship is odd. But Narime’s gem ability being entirely different? It becomes difficult to determine what’s different because I’m changing the future, and what’s different because we’re in a different world.”

      “Welcome to reality, which is always more complicated than you like,” Kadria spat back. She huffed. “Maybe I should have admitted it to you when it was becoming clear. But you never visited me after the Twins. I did plan to tell you but you just… cut me out. That hurts, you know. We’re supposed to be partners.”

      Partners?

      Nathan almost threw that back in her face but calmed down in time.

      Because they were partners and had been since she had sent him to this new timeline. Kadria had helped him multiple times. She had helped him deal with the Twins in her own way.

      More to the point, her pupils had returned to normal. She glared at the empty bamboo steamer on the table. Nathan couldn’t catch her eye.

      He ran a hand through his hair and sighed.

      “Why are things different?” he asked, feeling deflated.

      “Because it’s harder finding a suitable world than you think. There’s a lot of timelines out there—an infinite amount, even—but I needed one where you could slot into the Anfang Empire, Messengers were present, and it was before the Federation invaded the Empire. Things were going to be different. I didn’t exactly spend a lot of time narrowing my search down to ‘worlds that suited Nathan’s personal preferences.’”

      “What if I had only wanted to change the past in Falmir…” Nathan began to ask, before looking away. Did he want to know?

      “Same thing, because I needed a world where you could actually change things. Your family and personal situation in Falmir was pretty shit, from what I can infer. Terrible environment to change history,” Kadria said. “Now do you get it? This wasn’t a conspiracy against you. I wasn’t laughing at you. This shit is horrendously complicated. I’ve been doing it for forever and a half and know things that the Twins can only imagine, and some of this stuff still hurts my brain.”

      “Will I ever find out about it?” Nathan asked.

      “Hopefully not. I mean, do you want me to tell you how many alternate versions of me are out there?” Kadria asked with a grin.

      “Uh…” Nathan grinned back, imagining something in particular.

      “Oh, so you’re back in that mood.” Kadria’s foot ran up his leg and began to harden him up again. “I feel I’m owed a bit after this shit.”

      She slipped under the table, and Nathan felt her slip his length out of his pants.

      But before she did anything, her head poked up above the table. “And next time you want to talk about dumb predetermination stuff or overthink timeline stuff, try asking nicely next time. You’ve been fairly low maintenance so far, and really impressive in a lot of ways.” She pumped his length and grinned at it. “And even more so now that the Twins have given you an upgrade.”

      He groaned. “I’ll try to remember.”

      “Don’t try. Do. I’d rather not jump to an alternate timeline and replace you with an alternate version of yourself,” Kadria said. “Do you know how annoying that is to do? I’d have to fight myself over you. I basically never die, so there’s never spare timelines to borrow you from.”

      He stared at her. What was she even talking about?

      “Promise?” she asked, pressing him for an answer. “Also, that last part was a joke. I already told you that controlling timelines is hard.”

      “I’ll come to you if I have any questions about this stuff,” he said, waving a hand around. “Although, uh…” he trailed off, feeling embarrassed.

      “What?” she asked. “I mean, this is nice and all, but I really would like a nice reward after this. And it’s been ages since I’ve poured a nice milkshake right down my throat.”

      “Can you undo what the Twins did? Or at least make it controllable?” he said, pointing at his obscenely huge length.

      Kadria laughed. “Awww, are some of your girls unable to handle your girth? How adorable. Fine. I’ll ask the Twins to do something later. Because there’s no way I’m losing this permanently, and I don’t know how to make it controllable.” She eyed him up. “Maybe see if they can add a few inches for my personal preference.”

      Nathan had joked that she was a size queen, and now he realized she really was.

      Then again, Kadria never did anything with it that didn’t involve her mouth. Her opinion might drastically change in the future.

      For the time being, Nathan laid back and enjoyed the warm and wet sensation along his length. He tried not to think about anything other than the cute woman in front of him.

      Not the strange timeline shenanigans that had been explained to him. Not the concerning revelations about things being even more complicated than he had thought.

      And he definitely didn’t think about the coming invasion of Tartus and capturing Torneus.

      “Can you focus on me for five seconds,” Kadria mumbled around his shaft. “I can see your thoughts wandering, you idiot. Pull on my horns and distract yourself. Or something. Idiot.”
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      A few days later, Nathan left with most of his army for Tartus. He marched along a strict path toward the city.

      If he strayed too far north, patrols from Theus’s other fortress could easily intercept him. Too far south and he’d bump into the largest river in the Federation, and therefore a large number of river forts. He wasn’t exactly threading the needle, but the faster he arrived at Tartus, the better.

      To his south, Sen led his other army from Fort Taubrum. She and Sunstorm had bickered over who was in command. Eventually, Sen had gotten her way by dint of a duel. Nobody saw the duel, which made Nathan suspect that Sunstorm had given in to her close friend.

      The fact that the two of them were sleeping together probably had something to do with it as well. Sunstorm had a deep soft spot for Sen.

      Nathan arrived first. Small companies of Federation infantry waved banners from the hills surrounding Tartus while mounted scouts rode in the distance. Smoke rose into the sky from a massive encampment outside the city, and more tents were visible outside the nearby hilltop fortress.

      While the Federation might have surrendered Castle Forselburg, it was not giving up Tartus without a fight.

      His army encamped a few miles away from the enemy and began erecting earthworks. It would be days before Sen and the others arrived. Defensive positions were vital. Patrols fanned out, ritual circles were constructed, and scouts sent out across the small valley they were in.

      Tartus was built on top of one of the tributary rivers that joined the nearby Amica river. The center of the Federation was split by the Amica river, which was formed from a large number south-flowing tributaries from the north. Several tributary rivers from the northern half of the Gharrick Mountains formed a major source upstream.

      The Amica Federation was named after the largest river in its territory because it split up so many of its nations before they formed the Federation. Nearly half the provinces had borders along the Amica river, and even more had borders along tributaries to it.

      Nathan had mostly avoided it so far. Presumably, Sen’s army was held up because she needed to cross it. The river was far too large to ford, which meant she needed to find a bridge. That meant capturing a castle or a town built on top of the river.

      Rivers were a nuisance during campaigns. Nathan considered himself extremely fortunate that the Federation hadn’t defended the Forselle River.

      “There’s a lot of them,” Anna said. “Couldn’t they attack and send us running back to the Empire?”

      “Numbers don’t mean much in a battle between Bastions,” Seraph said.

      “That’s right. Theus needs to deal with us himself. If we’re forced to attack, he’ll have a greater advantage the closer we are to his binding stone,” Narime added.

      They stood around a table in the command tent. Nathan had already made his plans, and therefore had little to contribute. Anna, Seraph, and Narime discussed the current situation while he read a book in the corner. A wisp buzzed about in a glass globe next to him.

      “You’re certain that Theus controls the binding stone?” Anna asked.

      “No. Torneus has other Bastions,” Narime admitted. “But Theus is his puppet. And even those who are loyal to him, like my former Bastion, might not be trustworthy right now.”

      “But Theus is an idiot, by all accounts,” Anna said. “What makes him worth investing in?”

      “He’s a powerful idiot,” Narime said. “He has three duogem Champions. That alone makes him one of the most influential Bastions in the Federation. The only other Bastion loyal to Torneus with as many Champions was Arriet, and he has one less now.”

      Anna frowned, then looked over to Nathan. Ignoring her, he reached over and picked up a glass from the table. It held cheap brandy that the soldiers had brought with them. Nasty stuff, but it helped distract him.

      “You say that, but doesn’t Nathan have two duogems now. And I know he plans to promote Fei, at the very least,” Anna said. “Plus, Sen’s fairly powerful.”

      “There’ll be some possessed in the defenders,” Narime said. “Although I doubt any of them will be as powerful as Sen. She’s something else. Normally, people become possessed because they lack talent or power. The spirit grants them both, and they can overwhelm sorcerers with decades of experience. But monogem Champions are normally more than a match for them.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “The answer is that Nathan is exceptional. Although he also has a lot of binding stones now,” Seraph said. “Most Bastions rely on fewer binding stones for their Champions. Theus had two, and he maintained four duogems and a monogem at his peak.” She was referring to the time when she and Sunstorm served Theus.

      “So, Nathan could have far more?” Anna’s eyes widened. “Why doesn’t he?”

      “Trust, I imagine,” Narime said, nodding her head.

      Anna looked between the two duogem Champions in front of her. “Um, it’s rather surreal to hear that being said when both of you defected from the Federation.”

      Narime’s face turned red. “I’m doing the right thing. Nathan is the first Bastion I’ve met who is actively working for something greater.”

      “He knows more than any other Bastion I’ve even heard of. The things he can do would be legendary if anybody knew about them.” Seraph shrugged. “In the end, I like being in service to somebody whose dreams for greatness are matched by their ability to achieve that greatness.”

      “A little transparent, aren’t you,” Narime muttered, glaring at Seraph. “I’ll admit I betrayed the Federation, but I have always been a Guardian of Kurai first and foremost. You’re just in it for the power.”

      “No, I’m in it for the ride,” Seraph said.

      The two women stared each other down. Standing across the table, Anna ran a hair through her blonde hair in confusion.

      This wasn’t an atmosphere that helped Nathan calm down.

      He slipped his bookmark into place, snapped the book shut, and drained his brandy. The women jumped at the sound his book made, then watched as he walked out of the tent.

      “You scared him away,” Narime said.

      “Don’t sound so disappointed. You can go find him in his tent later,” Seraph said.

      “And then I’ll have to fight his possessive catgirl over him. Do you know—”

      Nathan would never find out what Seraph did or didn’t know, as he walked too far away from the command tent to hear its occupants.

      Tartus was lit up. Warm light bathed its buildings, and magical lights glowed brilliantly around its mage towers. The city was small by the standards of western Doumahr, and it had only a handful of large buildings. But those were enough to make it stand out from the farmland and fields around it.

      Nathan wandered for a few minutes. Soldiers saluted as he passed, and several beastkin knights followed him at a distance they probably thought was too far to be easily noticed. Their rapidly wagging tails gave them away in Nathan’s peripheral vision.

      Eventually, he found a small clearing on a hill behind his own tent. Summoning a small ball of light, he lay down on the grass and began to read.

      His mind wandered as he absorbed knowledge about experiments performed over the past centuries about creating food with magic. While no sorcerer had ever succeeded, most of them recorded their experiments. The mage towers of the major cities maintained extensive experimental records and notes. Some sorcerers collated this information and wrote books on it, saving people like Nathan the effort of going through the records himself. Sometimes the author was wrong, which was the danger of secondhand information. But the more knowledge Nathan gained, the closer he felt to reproducing Kadria’s magic.

      He didn’t know how much time passed. Were the beastkin knights still watching him from afar, giggling to each other and talking about the things they wanted to do to him? Had Narime and Seraph stopped arguing?

      Did it matter?

      Footsteps approached. Nathan’s hand instinctively reached for his sword and the book flapped in the air. He looked in the direction of the sound.

      It was only Fei.

      He resumed reading.

      “Don’t ignore me,” Fei whined.

      She dropped down next to him and began to push her way into his arms. He raised the book to prevent it from being damaged as she wormed and writhed against him.

      Then she froze, realizing she had gone the wrong way. Her face was between his legs and her ass was firmly in his face. He steadfastly tried to look over it at his book but found his task difficult.

      There was a bushy black tail waving in front of his face. Every time it passed by, it blocked his view of his book, but not of the rear sticking out in front of him.

      “Whoops,” Fei said.

      She tried to turn around, which only made things more awkward. There wasn’t enough room between his arms. She pulled her legs in, but then got stuck and tried to push them out.

      “You’re going to snap my arms off if you keep that up,” Nathan said. He let go of the book and spreadeagled himself on the grass.

      “I figured the book would break first,” Fei said.

      “It’s enchanted to be quite sturdy. Do you think a mage tower is going to lend out books to Bastions without thinking about the risk of damage? They want to dig this out of the rubble after the demons burn down half the Empire,” Nathan said.

      “For a book?” Fei’s tone was incredulous.

      “They’re sorcerers. Knowledge is more important than a few million measly lives,” Nathan said.

      “Aren’t you a sorcerer?” Fei said.

      “A pretty bad one. I make a better Bastion,” he said.

      “If you’re a bad sorcerer, I don’t know if I want to meet a good one,” Fei said.

      She curled up against him and nestled her head in the crook of his neck. Within moments, a purring sound rose from her.

      Giving up on the idea of finishing his book, Nathan set it aside. He stroked Fei’s hair with his hands, running his fingers through her messy hair. It needed to be cut. Not only had it grown almost a foot since he had met her, but it had also become a tangled mess of split ends and knots.

      “If you don’t take care of your hair, you need to keep it shorter,” Nathan said.

      She let out a whine. “I take care of it at home.”

      “You mean I take care of it. You beg me to wash your hair every time we shower together,” he said. Which was practically every day.

      If Fei didn’t have Nathan for the night, she would usually find him in the morning for a shower. He didn’t mind taking care of her tail, but at some point, it had transformed to taking care of her in general. Most of the time it wasn’t even lewd. She genuinely wanted him to wash her and preened after a good brushing of her hair and tail.

      “Tonight?” Fei asked, eyes hopeful.

      “Narime complained about you being possessive,” Nathan warned. “You’re being very physical lately.” She pouted at him. “Maybe tomorrow.”

      She perked back up and resumed purring.

      After a few moments, she said, “It’s not my fault I’m like this. Your pills suck.”

      They did?

      “The rutting? You’re still feeling it?”

      “It’s never stopped. Some days are better than others, but it’s always a constant impulse. I never get so bad I feel the need to push you down and ride you for a few days, but I always need you.” Fei got up on all fours and stared directly into Nathan’s eyes. “We’re going to have all the time in the world to get this over with once we’re done, right?”

      “Rutting doesn’t work like that,” Nathan said. “You’re going to be like this for most of the next year. Then after that, you’ll feel like this for a few weeks every year.”

      Fei’s expression dropped. “Whaaaaaat?” Then she perked back up. “Then can’t we just get it over with?” She giggled and reached a hand down his pants. “I’m more than ready for some kittens.”

      “If it was that easy, I’d be more than willing,” Nathan said, running a hand over Fei’s belly. She gasped at his touch, eyes wide. “But it doesn’t work. I’m sure you remember the older women in your village vanishing with their husbands every so often?”

      Fei blinked. “Oh. Is that what that was? Huh. Never thought of it that way.”

      She slumped against him. He rubbed her head.

      The two of them rested in silence for several minutes. Her purring didn’t resume, but that suited him fine. The sound of the surrounding camp kept him company. His hand ran through Fei’s hair and tail, and he let his mind wander.

      For once, it didn’t wander to things he shouldn’t think about. He wondered about what Fei had asked him. He wondered about what would happen if he indulged Fei and gave her what she had asked for, even though it wouldn’t really help her.

      Is that what he wanted? He had never considered children before. The world had always been too dangerous.

      Or was that an excuse? Would the world ever not be dangerous? Nathan didn’t know.

      “Nathan,” Fei said suddenly.

      He grunted in response, not paying much attention.

      “Why do you know so much more than everybody else?” she asked.

      “I’ve mentioned before. In the Academy—” he tried to say.

      “We both went to the Academy, and I don’t remember those sorts of books. And my meisters didn’t know half the things you do,” Fei said. Her tone wasn’t accusatory. She spoke calmly, as if talking about the things she had done while wandering around the camp.

      “The old lady fox knows super sorcery, and you still amazed her. Alice and Anna have their own libraries and tutors, but they listen to you talk the same way I do. Seraph is a spymaster and amazing Champion that has taught me lots, but you know more than her. You even bossed around Leopold when the Messenger came.”

      Nathan didn’t say anything. Instead, he stared at the stars in the sky and dwelled on his mistake.

      Of course it was Fei who realized.

      The Jafeila from his timeline was far worldlier than the Fei pressed against him. But both women were sharper than they appeared to be at first blush.

      Fei asked questions about everything and soaked up knowledge like a sponge. She watched and listened to others. Her knack for eavesdropping on people and tagging along for conversations she had no role in was perennial. She formed opinions fast, but changed them almost as quickly.

      “Nathan?” Fei asked.

      “How long have you suspected something?” he asked.

      “Um, nothing made sense when you brought Sen back and she just…” Fei trailed off and looked thoughtful. “Well, she just slipped into your bed like she belonged there. At first, I was jealous. And a bit terrified. I thought she might have used magic on you. I knew so little about magic, and she used a lot of it. But she was so friendly and clearly looked up to you. And she also acted differently.”

      That made sense. His conversion of Sen would have looked jarring, given she flipped from hate to love in the course of roughly five minutes, so far as Fei saw.

      “Then I looked back at earlier stuff, and everything was odd,” Fei said. “You immediately made me a Champion. You knew about the enemy plan almost the moment you arrived. Everybody was shocked that you built Gharrick Pass without help.”

      Fei arched her back and tried to look Nathan in the eyes. He grabbed her by her sides and flipped her over. She giggled.

      Well, if she was giggling, then he took that as a sign that she didn’t hate him.

      “Anything else?” Nathan asked.

      “The amethyst,” Fei said. She placed a hand over her sapphire. “You went for it the moment Leopold gave you the three gems. I know you said that it was a standard gem for new Champions, but…” Her voice dropped to a barely audible whisper. “That was my gem, wasn’t it? I was supposed to take it. And I didn’t.”

      Nathan had given Narime shit over being a terrible actor, but apparently, he was far worse. Somehow, he had given away his secret to Fei within days of arriving in the timeline.

      He imagined that Kadria was struggling to breathe right now. She would be writhing around on the ground, laughing breathlessly at him.

      “No, you took the right gem,” Nathan said.

      “Eh?” Fei squeaked.

      “You are your own person. I gave you the choice, and you chose your own gem for your own reasons,” he said.

      “But I…” she trailed off, her voice choking up. “I only picked it because I figured it was the one you least expected. You kept eyeing the amethyst, and I figured you knew something. If I chose the wrong gem, you’d have to correct me. Then I could say something, and you would have told me about everything. Like how Sen and Sunstorm and Seraph know everything.”

      Fei’s eyes filled with tears. Her ears flattened against her head and her tail stopped swishing behind her.

      With a breathy sigh, Nathan flattened her hair with one hand. She squeaked and stared at him.

      “You silly kitten,” Nathan said. “You should have said something ages ago. Seraph doesn’t know.” Or if she did—which she probably did, if Fei knew—then she hadn’t confronted him yet. “Sen and Sunstorm only know because they have a very special reason to know. You’re the first person to find out.”

      “I am?”

      “You are,” Nathan said. He hoped he didn’t regret this.

      Then again, Fei trusted him. He should trust her. And hopefully avoid situations where she did things purely to bait a reaction from him. The choice of a sapphire had worked out brilliantly, but the revelation of why she chose it stung.

      He frowned suddenly as his mind kicked into gear. Things didn’t add up, but he filed away the thought for later. Confronting Fei about it was pointless right now.

      Taking a deep breath, Nathan steeled himself to reveal the truth. Or as much of it as he was willing to reveal.

      “I’m from the future,” Nathan said. “Or a future. It’s complicated, but I’m from a world where you were my Champion, but everything went wrong. I’ve come back to stop that.”

      “Wrong,” Fei repeated. “Is that why your eyes get distant sometimes?”

      “Probably,” Nathan said.

      “Because I’ve seen that look in the beastkin who return from campaigns. It’s part of why they like you. When you came out and met them, you had the same look in your eyes that they did. They knew immediately that you understood them and knew how to lead, unlike all the other nobles who had never seen real war,” Fei said.

      Damn, so that was what was behind her outburst before the battle to recapture Vera’s towers. The beastkin veterans had gossiped. Figures that the old bastards recognized like. They were used to living in a meat grinder, and that was the best way to describe Nathan’s timeline. An endless meat grinder that consumed every nation, one by one.

      “But yes, a lot went wrong. Too much. But you’re not the Jafeila from my timeline. You’re Fei, and I love you for being Fei.” Nathan closed his arms around her, and she giggled at the contact. “So, don’t worry about it so much. I know the things I do because I’ve seen a lot more of the world than my past suggests. But I’m here to make the future a lot better than the one I saw.”

      “That’s good,” Fei said. “And thank you for telling me. I was really worried about what would happen.” She paused. “Um, does that mean I get to be part of your secret conversations with Sen and Sunstorm?”

      “Yes, although you might struggle to keep up,” Nathan said. “And you can’t tell anybody that I don’t give you permission to tell.”

      “I know. I haven’t told anybody else so far, have I?” she said.

      True.

      He laid in the grass with her in his arms. It was pleasant enough that he dropped the one remaining topic he had in mind.

      Namely, if Fei had really chosen the sapphire because he hadn’t expected it, why hadn’t he detected that instability during the gemming ceremony?
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      The rest of his Champions arrived several days later. Sunstorm appeared in the command tent that morning, and her army reached Nathan’s in the afternoon.

      Sen and Sunstorm wasted no time in catching up with Nathan. Once their soldiers began to encamp, both of them walked into the command tent and dragged Nathan out of it.

      “You realize we have a battle tomorrow,” Nathan said.

      “They can plan it,” Sen said, gesturing to the other Champions and officers in the command tent. Sunstorm nodded in agreement.

      Surprisingly, Fei didn’t object. She waved at her fellow Champions as they dragged him to his tent.

      It was an enjoyable night. It was also a long night. Both women made up for lost time.

      “It’s morning. Haven’t you had enough yet?” Nathan groaned. He’d gotten in a few hours of sleep when the two of them had slipped off to the baths together.

      Presumably, they had gone to sleep when they came back. The idea was to attack Tartus today. Being exhausted hampered that plan.

      Sunstorm pressed herself against him and smirked, her black bangs falling over her face. “You’ve been enjoying somebody new while we’ve been busy. We could keep you here all day. Right, Sen?”

      “I want to say no, but she’s right,” Sen said. She cradled Nathan’s head in her lap and ran her fingers through his hair. “A few more hours will be fine, right?”

      “Where do you even get the stamina?” he asked.

      “Well, I have this magic gem in my chest and she has a timeless spirit possessing her,” Sunstorm said.

      “Thank you for your illuminating explanation, Choe,” Nathan drawled.

      Sunstorm blushed and ducked her head. “Don’t call me that in front of others.”

      “I’m the only one here,” Sen said.

      “And I don’t want you to call me that either,” Sunstorm muttered.

      It took a little while, but Nathan managed to negotiate his way out of their embrace. Although it involved a trip to the baths that the soldiers had set up. The battlemages summoned water in large pools that the soldiers dug. Normally, this was an unspeakable luxury. Wasting so much effort on temporary bathing seemed ridiculous.

      But Nathan hadn’t known how long they’d be camped outside Tartus. Close to a week had passed since arriving, and it could have been another week if things went poorly for Sen’s march.

      Bathing kept morale up. Soldiers remained clean. They had somewhere to congregate and wash off the filth from a day of patrolling in heavy armor. The beastkin especially loved a chance to wash their tails and clean each other, as most of them came from villages with cultures that deeply valued physicality.

      Nathan had even allowed the battlemages to heat some of the water once it became clear that the Federation wasn’t going to attack. This was a huge waste of magical power.

      On the other hand, he wasn’t going to complain about the chance to rinse off in a heated bath. Winter was recent enough that the ground chilled the water far below body temperature.

      Once clean, and not in the lewd way—the baths weren’t segregated by gender but were too public for public shows of affection—Nathan joined his cabinet in the command tent.

      “Oh, you’re finally joining us,” Vera said, raising an eyebrow. She flicked her long red hair. “We had wondered if the assault was tomorrow. You seemed busy when Fei went to fetch you.”

      Fei smiled and shrugged at his questioning look.

      “More to the point, we think that Torneus is still in Tartus,” Narime said. Seraph nodded in agreement.

      “Of course he is,” Nathan said.

      He joined them around the table. There weren’t any maps on it, as they were capturing a city and there weren’t any accurate ones of Tartus. The city was an urban sprawl that had slowly grown to its current size over the course of millennia. Nobody had planned anything, and city blocks morphed in and out of existence every few years.

      “Why do you think that?” Narime asked, tone accusatory.

      Because Torneus had refused to leave his palace during Nathan’s timeline.

      Somehow, Nathan felt that wouldn’t fly. Fei looked at him expectantly.

      “Because Torneus is prideful and arrogant. He’s holding onto the last vestiges of his power, even as the other regents betray him. We’ve been camped outside Tartus for days. Our scouts have reported no movements from the other provinces,” Nathan said. “There are armies on the borders, just in case we pull something, but the regents have abandoned Torneus.”

      “Isn’t that more reason for him to hole up with Theus in the castle?” Anna said. “It’s the safest place here.”

      “Imagine that you’re the Emperor. Or the Empress, if you really want to self-insert yourself,” Nathan said. “Your enemies are at the gates of the capital. You’re outnumbered. All of your nobles have betrayed you, because they think they’ll become Emperor next. Nobody is coming to save you. Even if you somehow survive the battle, what do you think happens to you in that situation?”

      “Well, I don’t think I’d be Empress for very long,” Anna said. She grimaced. “In other words, Torneus knows this is the end. Even if he defeats us, he’s lost.”

      “Yes,” Nathan said. “If he wins here, the other regents topple him from power anyway. All that cowering behind Theus achieves is prolonging the inevitable. But if he stays in the palace, he can appear strong until the end. He goes out on his own terms, in the place of his greatest triumph and power.”

      Seraph and Narime stared at Nathan.

      “You’re rather good at understanding Torneus, Nathan,” Seraph said. “I can’t help but think that you would do the same thing.”

      “I wouldn’t,” Nathan said.

      “No, he wouldn’t,” Vera agreed. “I got a taste of that in summer when he said he’d turn my tower into a crater if he thought he had no way out.”

      The tent fell silent.

      “What?” Seraph shouted. “Why in the name of the goddess didn’t you mention that to me any time in the last few months?”

      “I didn’t feel it was important.” Vera smirked. “Besides, Nathan and I had a long chat about last stands and walking into traps.”

      Seraph shouted something, but both Narime and Anna spoke at the same time. Nathan’s other Champions looked bewildered by the revelation. They looked at each in confusion, before staring at Nathan. When they began to talk as well, the tent became a complete cacophony of voices.

      “Enough,” Nathan shouted.

      Everybody shut up.

      “Like Vera said, we spoke about what happened and I realized I was hasty,” Nathan said. “That’s why I’m planning for more contingencies now. Torneus is in this spot because he didn’t plan far enough ahead.”

      Although he certainly planned for a lot. Enough that he fooled Nathan into thinking that the future was fixed.

      “I’m still rather lost,” Anna said. “Why is everybody freaked out over blowing up Vera’s tower? I know we were worried about a trap and, uh, Vera admitted to the whole spy thing.”

      “The what?” Fei said, eyes wide.

      “I’ll explain later,” Nathan said, placing a hand on top of her head.

      “He was going to overload the cairn below my tower. Big explosion of magic. Everybody within hundreds of meters would have been vaporized,” Vera said. “I’ve heard of accidents where that happens, but I didn’t know it could be done intentionally.”

      “I’m amazed you even know magic like that,” Seraph said. “No wonder you recognized my plan instantly. You’re like a repository of heresy.”

      Everybody except Narime looked at Seraph.

      “Overloading a cairn isn’t heresy,” Nathan said calmly.

      “That depends on how you do it,” Seraph said. “Because cairns don’t simply overload. If they could, they’d explode every time a cascade happened.”

      Narime nodded. “They have emergency releases on them. Cairns only overload when somebody is interfering with the flow of magic within them.”

      “Which is what I would have done,” Nathan admitted.

      “That was heresy in Kurai,” Seraph said.

      He raised an eyebrow. It was? “That sounds more like a law, as I know it’s not regulated here. Although I know why somebody would consider it heresy. A lot can go wrong. It involves some fairly complicated binding stone magic.”

      It was also the foundation of Nathan’s method of detonating binding stones. Destroying a binding stone or cairn was permanent. No life grew within the radius of the explosion and no magic could be cast. If somebody ever detonated a binding stone or cairn in the way that Nathan knew how, every nation on the mainland would immediately label it heresy.

      His eyes widened. “Oh. Somebody fucked up, didn’t they? I don’t know much about the Kurai Peninsula, but you had a wasteland there, didn’t you?”

      Narime and Seraph looked at each other, then stared at Nathan with wide eyes.

      “I think we’ll drop this topic for today,” Narime said.

      “For today,” Seraph repeated for emphasis. “Because it’s rather terrifying that you know the potential consequences and still dabble with the magic.”

      Yes, dabble. That was exactly what Nathan did.

      He wasn’t looking forward to that conversation when it did happen.

      A cough from Vera drew the meeting back to the primary topic. Looks were thrown at Nathan, but he ignored them.

      “If Torneus is in the palace, we can bypass the army, and hopefully the entire battle,” Anna said. “Narime can teleport. And she can bypass anti-teleportation wards.”

      Nathan knew where this was going. He let the conversation play out for now.

      Although the sense of deja vu he received bothered him. Even with different people present, events tried to play out the same way.

      Narime faced Nathan and said, “I can teleport you and the other Champions directly into the palace. Once there, we can capture Torneus. No field battle outside the city. Theus likely has only a single Champion protecting him.”

      “Sounds smart,” Sunstorm said. “Although I still feel we should take out Theus.” Her fingers brushed her short swords.

      “If he surrenders, then he gets to live,” Seraph said. “If.” Her eyes gleamed.

      “And that’s precisely the issue with this plan,” Nathan said. “You’re assuming the Federation army will surrender.”

      Anna raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms over her chest. “Why wouldn’t they? We’ll have their regent. Haven’t we all agreed that Theus is only a puppet? Why would they keep fighting?”

      “Last time I checked, we’re invading their home,” Nathan said. “Armies don’t shrug their shoulders and go ‘well, time to give up on everything I know and love’ because we captured a politician.”

      Seraph and Narime opened their mouths to disagree but closed them a moment later. Thoughtful expression crossed their faces.

      The teleportation strategy worked, in a sense. Torneus was likely still in the palace. Nobody was defending him, save for some loyal guards and retainers.

      But Nathan’s memories were of a furious argument with a ruler who had lost everything he had gained in his life. At some point, it became clear that Torneus wouldn’t come peacefully. He would see everything burn before he gave in. Weapons were drawn. Narime turned Torneus and his retainers into ash.

      Killing him solved nothing. If anything, it made things worse. Tartus burned, and the Federation was lost within a few short months. The Gharrick Mountains became a line of desperate defense against a horde of demons as refugees streamed into western Doumahr.

      “Bastions decide battles,” Nathan said. “Theus is an idiot, but he’s also an arrogant and prideful ass. Without Torneus, who will protect him? Who will stop him from fighting to the end?”

      Seraph grimaced. “You’re saying that Theus is the real threat.” She cursed. “So long as there’s a Bastion backing them, the Federation army won’t surrender. Three duogem Champions is a lot of inspiration. Most armies would rally behind one.”

      “Politicians and rulers can scheme and plot all they like, but on a battlefield, the only people that matter are the Bastions and Champions,” Nathan said. “That means we need to eliminate Theus first. Once he’s gone, the Federation army has nobody to lead them. And Torneus really will have nothing left.”

      Nathan didn’t know if this would work, but he needed to try something to change the future. Everything he had done had something looped back around. Stopping the war had prevented the Empire from collapsing, but now he faced the collapse of the Federation.

      Maybe this wasn’t predetermination. But changing the future required real effort. Changing a few key actors in history and preventing a few events from happening wasn’t enough to prevent disaster. Like Ifrit had said, there were people behind the collapse of Doumahr. It took a concerted effort to create such an awful future.

      Naturally, it took as much effort to create a better future.

      “So, we teleport inside Theus’s fortress?” Narime asked.

      Nathan nodded. “It’s a lot more dangerous. We won’t know what traps he has. Attacking a Bastion inside a fortress they control is extremely dangerous. Fortunately, I have three binding stones to counter him with.” And a lot of experience battling rogue Bastions, but he left that part unsaid.

      Narime and Seraph shared what they knew about Castle Tartus, which was the fortress Theus controlled. As everybody formed their attack plans, Vera pulled Nathan aside.

      “We discussed this idea before, but I wanted to bring it up again,” Vera muttered. “When we defeat Theus, that means there’s going to be two binding stones available, right? One here, and one farther north.”

      “Yes,” Nathan said. He knew where this was going.

      “What would it take for me to claim one?” Vera asked.

      “Training,” Nathan said. He held up a hand before Vera said anything. “You still don’t know how to be a Bastion, even though I’ve taught you quite a bit about the magic we use. I’ve been avoiding that, given Leopold’s…” he trailed off.

      “Disapproval of me?” Vera suggested.

      “That,” Nathan said. “But if I give you a binding stone, I’m responsible for what happens. Becoming a Bastion means you need to defend it against demons. Sometimes that’s easy. Other times, it means facing down almost certain death. You saw what happened to Leopold.”

      Vera grimaced and looked away. “I still can’t believe what happened. He… I thought for sure that Messenger killed him. It was terrifying. Nurevia didn’t even react. She just kept fighting, as if she knew it was coming.”

      “And you still want to become a Bastion?”

      “If anything, that reinforced my desire. Idiots like Theus will be the death of everybody if a Messenger attacks them. But I get your point.” Vera sighed. “I want one of those binding stones. I’ll do whatever it takes to become a Bastion and to help you. Surely, you don’t plan to do this alone? The cascade proved that you can’t be everywhere at once.”

      Part of Nathan wanted to ask Leopold.

      But that was cowardice. He had been left with ultimate authority by Leopold. If that wasn’t a gesture of trust, then nothing was. The decision was his to make. And it wasn’t as though Nathan didn’t trust his own judgment.

      “Fine. After this, you’ll become my apprentice,” Nathan said. “If you prove yourself, you’ll get your own binding stone.”

      “So, you’ll transfer me one of these?” Vera asked.

      He frowned. “I don’t know. Binding stone connections are permanent. While other Bastions can claim a binding stone, the original connection remains. Theus is still connected to the binding stone under Castle Forselburg, for example. I’ve cut him off from it, but he could wrest it back if he physically went there. No amount of wards could stop him.”

      In Falmir, many binding stones were granted to apprentices by their masters or another powerful Bastion. Officially and culturally, this gave the appearance of experienced Bastions welcoming new Bastions into the fold.

      Behind the scenes, it also allowed Falmir to easily remove new Bastions if necessary. Should a new Bastion prove troublesome once he was no longer monitored by his master, his binding stone could be taken from him with minimal effort.

      Given Kadria had been able to sever Nathan’s connections to his binding stones in his timeline, he knew that binding stone connections weren’t truly permanent. But his mental magic was too weak to sever them yet.

      It was easier to simply kill Theus for now. But he planned to learn how to both protect his binding stones better and sever connections of Bastions when he claimed new binding stones.

      “I’ll think of something,” Nathan said.

      Vera shot him an appreciative smile. They rejoined the strategy meeting.

      Soon, they readied themselves for their assault on Theus’s fortress. Fei gave orders to the beastkin knights. They’d be out of contact for some time, which left the army vulnerable. That meant Fei’s knights were the best defense the army had, and Fei left her officers in overall command.

      A lot of beastkin tails wagged violently. Anna’s nobles tried not to look too displeased.

      Notably, Lord Fleitz didn’t seem to mind. He returned as Anna’s captain and had assisted Sen in organizing her troops. While the other nobles quietly muttered and tittered about Fei’s orders, Fleitz enjoyed a tankard with a couple of beastkin to the side.

      “He’s discussing his brewery, isn’t he?” Nathan asked Anna.

      “How did you guess?” Anna asked.

      “His lips are moving, he’s drinking beer, and he looks happy.” Nathan smiled. “Do you think he’ll return as your captain next time?”

      “Probably. He doesn’t need to do much, and he uses the campaigns as a chance to recruit salespeople and market his ale. Right now, I think he’s doing both.” Anna gestured to the beastkin. “There’s a lot of cashed-up beastkin roaming Gharrick County right now. Plenty more are looking for work outside of the army.”

      Well, that was a pleasant surprise.

      Narime walked up to them. “We’re ready to go.”

      With a wave of his arm, Nathan called everybody close to him. Anna moved away, so that she couldn’t be caught up in Narime’s spell. Her teleportation didn’t work that way, but Nathan understood Anna’s concern.

      Narime’s tails glowed, and a pentagon appeared below her body. Moments later, a soft blue glow appeared around the bodies of everybody being teleported.

      Nathan, Fei, Sunstorm, Sen, Narime, and Seraph were going. Only Vera stayed behind, because duogem Champions were far beyond what her sorcery could easily handle.

      The golden pentagon filled with light. The next moment, Nathan’s vision shifted. The tents, fields, and distant view of the city vanished, and was replaced by a gray stone chamber.

      They were inside Castle Tartus.
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      They stood inside an empty chamber, weapons readied. Two double door wooden gates led out. Otherwise, the room was empty. Wooden torches lined the walls. Upon closer inspection, Nathan confirmed they were fake. The tips of them were lit with magic and the fire was a form of magical light.

      “This isn’t the basement,” Seraph noted.

      “I thought about it, and in the end, I agree with Nathan,” Narime said.

      “And besides, aren’t I the Bastion?” Nathan grumbled. “If I say it’s suicidal to try to claim a binding stone from a Bastion while they’re here, it’s suicide.”

      “I think you’re overestimating Theus. You might be able to crush intruders in an instant, but he struggles with construction,” Seraph said.

      “People can do amazing things when under pressure. And he’d still have a binding stone.” Nathan shook his head. “We’re dealing with him first. Narime, do you know where he is?”

      Nathan’s magical senses searched nearby but found little. If he cast a spatial detection spell, he could find Theus quickly, but that meant burning a lot of binding stone power.

      Every drop of power was going to be necessary when fighting Theus. Nathan had the power and technique to fight Theus, but it was going to be expensive given how far he was from any of his binding stones.

      “Give me a minute,” Narime said. Her tails whirled around behind her.

      After several seconds, Nathan felt magical power wash over them. That was Theus.

      “Search while we move,” Nathan grunted. “Move now.”

      Both doors shimmered. The gaps between them vanished as the wood congealed together. A creaking noise sounded in the walls.

      With a pulse of magic, Nathan stabilized the room around him. The creaking stop. Power from the binding stones flooded through his body as he prevented Theus from modifying the structure of the room.

      This was how Bastions fought. The defensive Bastion had the power to change the world at a whim, but he needed to actively change things. But the attacker only had to keep things the same. Maintaining reality was far cheaper than changing it, despite the distance from Nathan’s binding stones. The downside was that Nathan needed to be preventative.

      It was like a reality-preserving bubble. If Nathan stopped casting it, Theus could change the castle within seconds. Every change cost Theus ten times as much power, but Nathan couldn’t stop casting.

      “Seraph,” Nathan said, pointing at the door in front of them.

      Her jade gems flashed, and an energy wave vaporized the wooden door.

      Everybody piled through and into a long hallway that was filled with paintings and glass displays. Taking a risk, Nathan let go of his bubble of protective magic.

      Nothing happened. Theus had left.

      Did he not understand how this worked? Or was he preparing a trap up ahead?

      Clattering noises echoed from both sides. Dozens of knights poured into the hallway. They were humans and heavily armed and armored. Their armor was painted black and had visible abs sculpted into the torsos. It was also enchanted, which Nathan figured to be the more important part.

      But really, sculpted abs on the armor? Was that necessary?

      The knights formed a shield wall on either side, halberds held aloft. Behind them, battlemages formed up and began to cast spells.

      With a yell, Sen stepped forward and pointed an arm at either side. A square appeared in each hand. Before any of the battlemages finished their spells, gouts of flame roared down both ends of the hallway.

      Halberds melted in the searing heat. Shields and armor glowed as their enchantments attempted to protect their wearers. Screams and shouts ripped through the Federation ranks and soon they were in full retreat.

      Within moments, the hallway was empty, save for several melted weapons and a couple of unfortunate casualties.

      “Narime, heal them if they’re not dead,” Nathan said. “I assume you’ve found Theus by now.”

      “Everybody is gathering in one location, so it’s not too hard to guess where they’re going,” Narime said. She bit her lip. “But it’s not somewhere you expected, which makes me think it’s a trap.”

      “Nathan has said everything is a trap. Is this any different?” Sen said.

      “I feel I’m being misrepresented,” Nathan said.

      “You’re really not,” Seraph said.

      “Agreed. Theus isn’t the sort to lay traps,” Sunstorm added.

      Throwing his arms into the air, Nathan gave up. He gestured for Narime to continue.

      “They’re gathering in the grand hall of the castle.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I remember you saying that was enormous. ‘Large enough to fit an army’ enormous.”

      “It is. Torneus uses it to intimidate guests whenever he needs to put on a display of strength,” Seraph explained. “It’s several stories tall, vaulted ceiling, marble columns, everything is gilt with gold, and the galleries can fit thousands of people. Which is great for when you want to squeeze in an army to glare down at visiting envoys.”

      “Or attackers,” Nathan said. “I really hope he’s not thinking of this like a conventional battle. Bastions are better off fighting in enclosed spaces. So they can--” he trailed off and made a squishing motion with his hands.

      “It’s Theus. Why are you surprised?”

      “Because… Because he’s still a Bastion.” Nathan let out a grunt. “Did he get where he was without fighting anybody?”

      “When have you ever fought a Bastion, Nathan? The Empire’s battling Trafaumh, but it’s one of the largest wars to happen for almost a century,” Narime said. “All the Bastions with much experience fighting one another are long dead.”

      Or should be. Nathan really should know better, but he had gotten caught up in the heat of the war. In his timeline, battles between Bastions became normalized due to the fights over the Empire’s former territory. He hadn’t really thought about the fact that peace had been relatively normal before then.

      “True. But there’s a lot written on it,” Nathan said.

      “Ah, yes, books. Theus’s favorite pastime,” Seraph said with a broad grin. “While you may choose to read tomes about ancient magical experiments, I suspect your opponent’s mind would melt reading a book about sexual positions. Even if it had drawings in it.”

      “I feel as if underestimating him will get somebody killed,” Nathan muttered.

      “Feel free to overthink and worry about him, then. But for me, the real worry are his Champions,” Seraph said. “We need to make sure we pick the right fights.”

      A fair point.

      Theus had three duogem Champions. An amethyst, a diamond, and a sapphire. A very standard trio. Nathan refused to say anything bad about it, however. His first Champion, Vala, had worn a garnet, which was the most popular gem in Falmir by far.

      Nathan had also lectured Fei about the dangers of underestimating the more “generic” gems. Amethyst Champions were extremely capable fighters in close quarters, with their weaknesses primarily being opponents they couldn’t reach or who had methods to counter physical strength. The former was why Nurevia favored her crossbows.

      Diamond Champions were the definition of durability. For many Bastions, they formed the core of a team of Champions. An amethyst Champion could launch devastating attacks, then hide behind her diamond counterpart. They could also keep Bastions safe. That had been part of Ciana’s role in Nathan’s timeline, although she had plenty of experience working with Jafeila.

      And sapphire Champions made for great sorcerers and wildcards. If anybody was dangerous in Theus’s team, it was his sapphire Champion.

      Or she would be, if Seraph didn’t know what her gems did. Narime was confident she could counter the abilities, and that reduced Theus’s sapphire to a mere sorceress. Which was decidedly less impressive.

      The trick was preventing Narime from being tied up by the other Champions. Seraph being targeted by the sapphire Champion. Fei or Sen getting cornered by the amethyst. Or relying on Sunstorm to take out a diamond Champion she probably couldn’t even scratch.

      If Theus’s Champions played their cards right, it was possible to make things difficult for Nathan.

      That was a big “if.”

      Nobody accosted them on the way to the grand hall of the castle. Nathan felt Theus monitoring them from time to time, but no effort was made to attack them.

      Eventually, the group approached a pair of gargantuan stone doors. They stood over two stories tall and were covered with the golden lily pattern of the Federation. Magic caused the doors to swing upon as Nathan and his Champions approached.

      The hall’s interior looked as ostentatious as Seraph had described it. Marble columns lined the walls. The windows were large enough to allow a dragon through them, if such a beast existed. The floor tiles were inlaid with gold.

      Two huge galleries fanned the central walkway to the far end of the hall. Each of them stood a whole story off the ground and was the size of the hall back in Gharrick Pass.

      At the far end of the grand hall was a raised platform. Theus stood there, although he looked far smaller than before. Even he looked small in a room of this size.

      If Theus had intended to fight a battle somewhere where he could show off, he had both succeeded and failed. Castle Tartus’s grand hall was impressive, but Theus looked the opposite. The grandiose hall made the Bastion appear as small and insignificant as he truly was.

      “When you said an army could fit in here, I didn’t think you were being literal,” Nathan said. “My mistake.”

      Narime gave him a sidelong look.

      Fei and Sen took up defensive positions in front of Nathan. To his sides, Narime and Seraph remained relaxed. Sunstorm grabbed his arm, and he gave her a smile.

      “Relax,” he said.

      “Those balconies are packed with soldiers,” Narime said.

      She was right. There were hundreds of soldiers packed onto the balconies. And even more below them. They tried to hide behind the railing and stone walls but failed.

      “Bastion Nathan, I presume,” Theus called out. His voice echoed across the entire hall. “I’m amazed that you were stupid enough to come here. You walked right into my trap.”

      He said it. Nathan couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      Theus clicked his fingers, a smug smile on his face.

      Hundreds of soldiers rose from their “hiding” positions and pointed crossbows at Nathan and his Champions. Below the balconies, more soldiers raised spears and shields. They didn’t move yet.

      “At my command, I can end you,” Theus said. “Every crossbow is enchanted. Their bolts are enchanted. A thousand crossbow bolts at once, empowered with the magic of a Bastion, all to kill another Bastion.”

      A pause. Nathan gestured for his Champions to remain still. Sunstorm fingered her swords, looking grumpy. Both she and Seraph glared at Theus.

      “Surrender, and I’ll let you live. Although I don’t promise I won’t make you watch.” Theus laughed.

      “Right, okay. So, he’s immensely stupid,” Nathan said.

      “Stupid? I’d go with evil,” Narime muttered. She and most of the others appeared to be furious.

      “I generally think you need to have some intelligence to be evil. Animals can’t be evil.” Nathan shook his head. “I really have overthought this. He genuinely tried to antagonize me into surrendering.”

      “No, I think he wants to kill you,” Seraph said. “He’s just an arrogant idiot who thinks he’s in a winning position.”

      “Well, time to end this charade,” Nathan said. His Champions looked at him, the looks of anger slipping from their faces. “Narime, summon a barrier for us. Seraph, you clear the right gallery. Sen, the left. Try to scare them or incapacitate but do what you have to. Fei and Sunstorm, you protect the barrier in case the Champions get here faster than expected.”

      “Yes,” all of his Champions snapped out at once.

      A lot happened in the next several moments.

      Narime began to cast a barrier. Theus shouted, and the twang of hundreds of crossbows filled the hall. A rain of glowing crossbow bolts poured down on them.

      Seraph’s jades flashed. She ran toward the right-hand gallery but flicked her tonfas out. Two waves of energy rippled through the air.

      Every crossbow bolt disintegrated in midair. The air filled with enough dust that Nathan found it difficult to see Theus for several seconds.

      Narime’s glowing blue barrier snapped into place moments later. More bolts slammed into it and exploded into pieces. Presumably the soldiers who had taken too long. Crossbows took longer than that to load.

      The sound of a thousand winches being wound hurt Nathan’s ears. He held a hand against the side of his head.

      “Fuck,” he said. “This place has awful acoustics. Did they place an acoustic ward over the windows?”

      Fei whimpered, her ears flat against her head. But she held her scimitar in the air. It shimmered with azure flames and she kept an eye out for attackers.

      Screams overwhelmed the winding sound. The winches stopped. Nathan looked up and saw a meteor appear in the far corner of the hall. To his side, Sen’s supercharged fourth rank spell finally finished.

      The meteor slammed into the left gallery. Soldiers scattered. Chunks of flaming rock and lava flew everywhere. The stonework creaked. Moments later, the entire balcony collapsed. Thousands of tons of granite and wood crashed down onto the soldiers below.

      “Um, whoops?” Sen said, wincing. “Does that count as incapacitated?”

      “We are at war,” Nathan said. “And it would be worse outside. You could be turning the ground under thousands of soldiers into lava.”

      “That sounds pretty horrific,” Sen said. “Um, let’s avoid doing that for as long as possible. Although I guess you kind of did that with that insane flesh-eating magic against the demons, huh.” She stared at him, realizing how vicious Nathan’s spells were.

      To the right, Seraph leaped into the air. The soldiers screamed in terror and began to flee. They had seen what had happened to the other gallery. What would the other Champion do to them?

      “Stand and fight, you cowards?” Theus shouted. “Lucia, get them!”

      Theus’s Champions remained stationary. Their expressions were grim as they raised their weapons. They spoke to each other and to Theus, and he shouted obscenities at them.

      A difference of opinion, evidently.

      Seraph unleashed her waves of energy at the gallery. The stonework exploded into clouds of dust. So did the armor and clothing of the soldiers in the way. Hundreds of soldiers fell on top of those below them, forming a pile of bodies.

      Nobody charged out to attack Nathan. The soldiers that had escaped Seraph ran toward doors in the side of the hall and fled.

      “Fine, I’ll do it myself,” Theus said.

      Nathan felt the power of another Bastion swell below him.

      After a long wait, Theus had finally remembered that he had a binding stone.
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      Before Nathan could react, Theus’s power surged into the nearby ground. A stone hand larger than a man rose up behind Nathan.

      Nathan jumped away, cursing. The hand continued to move toward him, stone pouring from the ground to extend its reach. Blue flames slammed into the stone. They did nothing, as the stone was entirely natural once it was created by Theus.

      A golden square flared in Narime’s hands, and the hand collapsed to the ground in an explosive heap. Shards of stone flew everywhere as the hand burst into pieces. Narime raised an eyebrow. The foundation of the hand remained standing, but everything above it had been blown apart.

      “Good thinking,” Nathan said. Presumably, she had used a force spell to blow it apart.

      His lesson learned, Nathan started pumping power around him to prevent Theus from altering the foundation of the room.

      “Time to think harder,” Narime said. “Get behind me.”

      Nathan turned and saw two Champions running at him. One was the amethyst Champion that Theus had called Lucia, and she was carrying a battle axe. The other was a sorceress in a battle robe with two sapphires. The diamond Champion remained behind.

      That made this easier than expected. Nathan darted backward and watched as a wind spell fizzled out in midair. Narime’s gems flashed again and canceled out another spell from the sapphire Champion.

      Lucia charged, her gems glowing and battle axe over her head. It slammed into the ground, and the entire hall shook. The stone blocks in front of her burst into pieces as a shock wave rippled toward them.

      Flames attempted to block the shock wave’s path but passed harmlessly past them. Fei squawked in surprise. Narime’s barrier snapped into place just in time to stop the shock wave from passing through.

      “Can’t counter that, can you, bitch?” Lucia shouted.

      Narime scowled.

      “You can’t?” Nathan asked.

      “It’s not a skill or ability. She’s just projecting raw force with her hits,” Narime said. “I’d need to use a force spell to stop it.”

      That sounded like an alternate version of Nurevia’s gem enhancement.

      Lucia leaped through the air and crashed down in front of them. Her pigtails flicked in front of her and she slammed her axe into the barrier. The entire thing cracked.

      Flames roared across Lucia and she screamed. Turning, she swung her axe. The air rippled. Several moments later, the stone wall exploded in a cloud of dust.

      Yes, her gem enhancement was exactly like Nurevia’s. The difference was that it was a long-range weapon. Lucia essentially had an on-demand ability to destroy anything she swung at. Very effective for an amethyst Champion, if single-minded.

      Fei ducked and weaved as Lucia swung at her. Huge chunks of the hall were blown apart. Fei had a large part of her torso cut to ribbons, and blood flew everywhere. She went down, a scream tearing from her mouth.

      “Shit,” Nathan said. He drew his sword and almost leaped forward.

      Sunstorm appeared behind Lucia, swords raised. Lucia reacted instantly and spun. Her shock wave obliterated Sunstorm, turning her into tiny little pieces of darkness.

      “Hah, how pathetic,” Lucia said. She sneered at Nathan and posed.

      “Lucia—” Theus shouted.

      It was too late. Lucia’s face warped from smug pleasure to shock. She tried to scream, but there was suddenly a lot of blood blocking the flow of air through her throat.

      Having your throat slit does that.

      Sunstorm poked her head over Lucia’s shoulder. “Shhhhh.”

      Lucia glared at Sunstorm as blood bubbled down her throat. Even though she was a Champion, Lucia’s wound was fatal. If an ordinary person tried to slit her throat, the dagger would break, but Sunstorm wasn’t an ordinary person.

      Lucia spun, her amethysts flashing as she used the last of her strength to swing at Sunstorm. Useless. Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness.

      Lucia slipped in the slick of blood that had formed at her feet. She slammed face-first into the sharp mess of stone pebbles she had made with her shock waves and fell silent.

      A moment later, Sunstorm appeared above her. Without a moment of hesitation, the olive-skinned assassin rammed both of her swords into Lucia’s back. She twisted, just in case. Then she pulled her blades back out, cleaned them off on Lucia’s uniform, and gave them a twirl.

      Nathan turned away from the vicious execution. It was a grim reminder that Sunstorm was both a talented killer, but also one that enjoyed her work. In the distance, Theus glared at Nathan.

      Power pulsed below Nathan, but it was far enough below him that he ignored it. Whatever Theus was doing, it was didn’t involve modifying the hall itself. Nathan wasn’t going to waste binding stone power on stopping Theus outside of their immediate surroundings.

      Beside Theus, his diamond Champion desperately fought off Seraph. At a glance, the battle appeared one-sided. The diamond Champion blocked or deflected all of Seraph’s attacks and repeatedly dealt vicious thrusts and cuts against Seraph. Blood splashed across the raised platform that Theus stood on. A lot of blood, and even a few fingers.

      But Seraph simply rolled her shoulders after every blow she took and kept fighting. Her gems glowed constantly. Nathan watched as her flesh stitched itself back together or her fingers grew back in place. Her tonfas couldn’t repair themselves, but they were made of far sturdier stuff than Seraph was.

      The same couldn’t be said of the diamond Champion. Although her armor appeared intact, her clothes were not. Flesh could be seen between the cracks in her armor, and her legs were almost entirely bare. She winced whenever she shifted her legs too much. Presumably because her plate armor was now directly pressing against her skin. Her shield had cracks along its edges, and the edges of her sword were crumbling.

      Seraph struck a blow with her tonfas, and the diamond Champion blocked it with her sword. This time, the entire sword crumbled into dust as an energy wave blew it apart. Seraph didn’t give her opponent time to react. She pushed forward and slammed a tonfa into the other Champion’s face. Bone crunched, but the diamond Champion merely gritted her teeth.

      Unfortunately, being immune to pain only prolongs the inevitable if your weapons and armor have fallen to pieces. Seraph laid blow after blow into the Champion while Theus backed away from his dying protector.

      “Narime, could you finish her off,” Nathan said, grimacing.

      “I can. I think we’re about done here,” Narime said, turning her gaze away from the Champion she had been dealing with.

      Nathan’s gaze turned to the sapphire Champion for a moment.

      Or more accurately, the pile of ash that had been the sapphire Champion.

      Sen leaned on her greatsword nearby, haze rising off her body. Nathan had missed the duel, but he could imagine it. Spells being thrown back and forth. Narime countering the more dangerous ones. The result would have been that the sapphire Champion relied on faster spells, forcing Sen into close quarters combat and raw power. The experience gap meant that Sen couldn’t cast as fast as the duogem Champion, but she had Ifrit’s raw power.

      The result was plain to see. One Champion was very dead, and the other was exhausted.

      Nathan made a note to shift Sen’s training toward her spellblade specialization. She had spent the last year focused on the basics of sorcery. That had backfired against Laura, even if it had helped in a lot of other situations. And Sen had fallen back on her instincts in this fight. Time to teach Sen some new things.

      Narime’s hands glowed, and she snapped off a quick fourth rank spell. The diamond Champion’s chest caved in suddenly and she was blown off her feet. She crashed to the ground near the far wall and didn’t get back up.

      A glare was thrown at Narime, who stuck her tongue out in return.

      In only a few short minutes, Theus’s Champions were dead. His soldiers had fled. The hall was a smoldering, broken ruin.

      This had turned out pretty normal by Nathan’s standard of Bastion duels. They were short, vicious things. Champions were incredibly powerful. It was impossible for them to fight seriously without killing each other. When somebody has the power to destroy armies with a single ability, or specializes in assassination, going all out means death is the natural result.

      Sparring always meant holding back on a Champion’s best techniques. When Narime had attacked Nathan, she had controlled her force spells. The one she used against the diamond Champion had shattered her ribcage and crushed all her internal organs. If Narime had used that against Fei early in the fight, then it was likely she would have won. The catgirl wouldn’t have gotten back up after a blow like that.

      Theus looked around in shock. The flow of his power had halted.

      Then, suddenly, it roared back, directly beneath Nathan.

      “I’ll end this. Now!” Theus shouted.

      Nothing happened. Because Nathan didn’t let it.

      He sighed. Theus held his hand out, as if that would somehow allow his binding stone power to overwhelm Nathan’s.

      Huge amounts of binding stone power poured through Nathan. It was a good thing he had three of them. Because this was becoming expensive.

      “What is he doing?” Narime asked loudly.

      “He set a trap beneath me. He’s trying to set it off, but I’m stopping him. Because we’re both Bastions, and we both have the ability to manipulate reality,” Nathan replied, speaking just as loudly.

      The remaining Champions in the room gave Theus sympathetic smiles, although most of them were fake. The looks on Seraph’s and Sunstorm’s faces screamed murder.

      “Do you surrender, Theus?” Nathan asked.

      “You killed them!” Theus said.

      “I did. That’s what happens in war. Are you going to pretend you didn’t try to kill me, or make those threats earlier?” Nathan said.

      Theus stewed in his anger and said nothing.

      “Can I?” Sunstorm asked.

      Nathan waved his hand. It was time to end this.

      As if she had been waiting all day for this moment, Sunstorm teleported to Theus’s side instantly. The Bastion stepped back when she appeared in front of him.

      “Sunstorm, you’re supposed to be my Champion. Help me. You swore loyalty to me,” Theus said.

      “That’s not how loyalty works, Theus,” Sunstorm said. “And I don’t particularly remember you being very loyal to me. You told Seraph I was dead. You sent me away on every mission the others didn’t want to do. Didn’t you?”

      “No, that’s…” Theus began to say something, but didn’t bother finishing it.

      He lashed out with a fist as Sunstorm advanced on him. He moved faster than Nathan expected him to. Even if Theus was an idiot, he at least knew how to enhance his body with his binding stone.

      Sunstorm’s head exploded and Theus blinked in surprise. Instinctively, he rolled forward and avoided having his head cut off.

      He didn’t avoid getting his legs swept out by Seraph, who came up behind him.

      “Seraph, wait—” Theus shouted.

      Seraph didn’t bother to listen, like Sunstorm had. She rammed her tonfas into Theus’s head.

      Nathan turned away, unwilling to watch the show of gore that resulted. Theus only screamed briefly, before either Seraph or Sunstorm shut him up.

      “It’s over,” Narime said. She looked grimly satisfied. “Although Sunstorm appears to be angry.”

      “She likes to collect heads,” Nathan said. “And Seraph just ruined her prize.”

      Narime gaped at him. “You’re joking. Please tell me you’re joking.”

      He looked at her, unsmiling.

      The next few minutes were slow. Narime healed Fei while Seraph and Sen helped the wounded soldiers from the rubble. The survivors appeared shell-shocked, and unsure why they were being saved.

      “It’s over,” Nathan told the officers that were mobile enough. “Theus is dead. There’s no other Bastion close enough to Tartus to fight back. Go home to your families. I’m not here to burn your city. I’ll take Torneus and leave.”

      The message seemed relatively well received, even if he saw smoldering anger in their eyes. These men had seen him destroy their city’s defender.

      But what mattered was that Nathan had convinced them to leave without fighting. He hoped the same message worked on the army outside.

      “Nathan, did I do well?” Sunstorm asked, prancing up to him.

      He looked over to see her holding up Lucia’s severed head. The blood had been cleaned off and the neck cauterized. Presumably by Sen.

      Sunstorm watched him closely, preening and waiting for a compliment.

      This had always been awkward. She was an assassin, and her duty was to kill people. Teaching her that killing was wrong was pointless. He had tried to temper her enjoyment and sense of pride, but that had only annoyed her in his timeline.

      Honestly, he was at a loss. He decided to choose the path of least resistance, for now.

      “You protected Fei and took out a duogem Champion. So yes, you did very well,” Nathan said and gave her a smile. He avoided saying anything about the head. “I’m glad you didn’t try that on me when we fought.”

      “I did,” Sunstorm said, smirking. “That’s what makes you the best, Nathan. You don’t die easily.”

      Just take the damn compliment, Nathan told himself.

      “You don’t mind if I take Theus’s head as well? I didn’t kill him, but it’s too pretty to leave to rot,” Sunstorm said.

      “No. I don’t,” Nathan said flatly.

      “Great!”

      Sunstorm bounced away.

      Seraph took her place a moment later.

      “Are we heading to the palace next?” she asked.

      “Not right away. We need to make sure that the army knows that Theus is defeated,” Nathan said.

      “Well, we have his head. Maybe we can put it on display,” Seraph said. “I’m kidding. Don’t look at me like that. Besides, Sunstorm would be very upset if you soiled one of her display items.”

      Nathan shook his head and dropped the topic.

      “I’ll head downstairs to claim the binding stone. Afterward, we’ll teleport out of here,” he said. “The sooner we leave, the sooner we can confront Torneus.”
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      As expected, the Federation army fell into disarray upon Nathan’s return. An hour passed after he announced Theus’s defeat. The Federation soldiers formed ranks in preparation for an attack, assuming this was part of some scheme.

      Nathan watched as riders went back and forth from Castle Tartus and the Federation encampment. The wireless was busy, although he couldn’t intercept their transmissions. Although he knew the codes to the binding stones, wireless encryption was an entirely different beast.

      Eventually, several officers rode out to meet them midway between the two encampments. Nathan met them with Fei and Seraph.

      The discussion was brief, but fruitful.

      “You only take Torneus,” the Federation general said. He looked old enough to be Nathan’s grandfather. “Nobody else goes into the city.”

      “That’s right. I’ll go in with a few Champions. Then I’ll come back out with Torneus,” Nathan said.

      At least, that was the deal for now.

      Nathan didn’t know how long it would take the dark elves to hold up their end of the bargain. For all he knew, they intended for Nathan to do something foolish and get himself killed.

      The longer that Nathan spent in Federation territory, the greater the chance that the other regents swarmed him with their Champions and armies. He needed to grab Torneus and retreat. Once he had the backing of the Empire and the Spires, he could return and stabilize things.

      He wouldn’t act a moment sooner. The difference between bravery and stupidity was whether someone succeeded. Nobody would call Nathan brave if he died trying to conquer the Federation.

      The enemy officers muttered their agreement, and Nathan shook on it. They rode back to their camp.

      Afterward, Nathan asked Sunstorm to join him, Fei, and Seraph. Narime gave him an odd look when he asked her to remain here.

      “You’re sure? I can teleport you out if it’s a trap,” she said.

      “I control the binding stone. Torneus can’t do anything even if he wanted to,” Nathan said.

      He had wanted to leave this binding stone for Vera, but reality had crushed that idea. If he had to retreat, then he wasn’t going to leave this binding stone unclaimed for other Bastions to claim. The one to the north was too far out of the way to claim, so somebody might reach it first.

      Maybe he could ask a favor from the dark elves. Or maybe the Federation wouldn’t touch it.

      “If you say so,” Narime said.

      Truthfully, he left her and Sen behind due to bad memories of Torneus’s burned corpse.

      As he rode into Tartus, it occurred to him that Fei used fire now. History still had a way to force his hand.

      Citizens and soldiers cleared the streets in front of them. Nobody threw anything. An eerie silence greeted them wherever they went. Nathan couldn’t even hear birds or insects, although he suspected there might not be many in this dense urban jungle.

      The palace was a squat marble building formed of columns and not much else. Tartus was an ancient city, and the palace dated back to the days when the city had been the local gathering place of the local towns and villages. Supposedly, the village chiefs would get together and debate in the central hall about land rights or war. Hundreds of them would pile into a single massive room and argue about what to do. Huge brawls broke out.

      Nathan dismounted and walked up the steps. The marble columns were thicker than he was, and he walked past them and into the building itself. Soldiers were posted outside. They watched him enter but said and did nothing. Word had reached them of the ceasefire.

      A small gathering of men and women muttered to each other in the entrance hall of the palace. They were of various ages and wore plain white robes with colored sashes. No beastkin were in sight, save for a handful of servants standing in the corners.

      A hush fell over the gathering. The beastkin perked up, their tails wagging.

      Nathan recognized many of the faces from the group, if only faintly. These were Torneus’s retainers. His personal escort of sycophants and minions that had stood by him until the very end and burned with him.

      Why were they out here?

      “Where’s Torneus?” Nathan asked, confusion laced through his voice.

      The retainers looked at each other. Slowly, one of them stepped forward. A middle-aged woman with her graying hair done up in buns.

      “He’s locked himself up in his office. Once we lost contact with Theus, he kicked us out,” she said. Her voice was despondent. “Is this it? Are we all to be executed?”

      “No. Leave. I don’t care what happens to you,” Nathan said. “The other regents might, but they’re not my problem. The Federation’s business isn’t my business.” Yet. “I’m here for Torneus.”

      The retainers stared at him in surprise. After a few moments, a stout man ran out of the building. Then two more followed him. Soon, all the retainers fled, save the woman who spoke to Nathan.

      She looked glum, her eyes downcast. “This is it, then. The end of the dream.”

      “His dream, maybe. But the world is made up of a lot of dreams,” Nathan said. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “Maybe you should come up with your own.”

      “His dream was my dream,” she said. “And isn’t that the case for them?” She pointed at his Champions.

      He looked back at the women behind him, who stared back at him.

      Fei tilted her head in confusion. Seraph smiled. Sunstorm shrugged.

      “I don’t think so. They have their own dreams. The difference between you and them is that they’re achieving their dreams through mine, rather than expecting my dream to fulfil them,” Nathan said. “Like I said, it’s time to find your own.”

      The woman stared up at him, her mouth hanging open. She tried to say something, but no words came out.

      He walked past her. Fei, Seraph, and Sunstorm followed after him.

      His feet guided him to Torneus’s office. He had only been here once, but the memory felt fresh. How many times had he relived this nightmare?

      Nathan hated the memory. Every time it came to him recently, he suppressed as much of it as he could. There were few things he hated remembering more than the memories of his greatest failings.

      The door was shut, as he had been told.

      He tried the knob. It was locked.

      A quick spell unlocked it.

      Nathan heard a voice inside. A mumbling. He paused.

      “Stay here,” he said.

      “Nathan,” Seraph said, voice low.

      “I’ll shout if I need help.”

      Then he opened the door and stepped inside, refusing to look back.

      Torneus sat inside his office. It was palatial. Large enough to fit five of Nathan’s office, and Torneus’s desk was the size of a large dining table. A dozen seats lined the length of it. Torneus sat at its head.

      A half-empty bottle of clear unlabeled liquor sat beside Torneus. Next to it was a large glass pitcher of water, with condensation forming on the outside of the glass. The tumbler in Torneus’s hand was milky white. Ouzo, Nathan realized.

      A large platter of olives, cheeses, and other appetizers sat in front of Torneus. It was almost entirely untouched. A spare tumbler sat next to Torneus.

      Nathan closed the door behind him. The sound finally alerted Torneus.

      “Ah, so you’ve finally come to take my head?” Torneus said. He gave a half-smile and raised his glass. “Care to join me? It’s my last drink, after all.”

      “Is the other tumbler laced with poison?” Nathan asked.

      “If it was, would it kill you?”

      “No, because I’d remove it with magic,” Nathan said.

      “Then no, it’s not.” Torneus poured a tall glass of ouzo and water. The clear liquids turned milky when they mixed. “Drink. Remove the nonexistent poison if you’re worried. It’s not like it matters. I’m going to the Spires, aren’t I?”

      This wasn’t how this was supposed to play out.

      Nathan tested the drink with magic and found no trace of poison. He tasted it. It was high-quality ouzo, with the typical anise flavor he expected.

      “I didn’t take you for a heavy drinker,” Nathan said. “I was surprised to see you drinking so much at the negotiations.”

      “Really? I drank before I learned to walk. That’s how it works around here.” Torneus chuckled. “Or did. You know nothing about what I went through to get here. And now it means nothing. All because the Spires betrayed me, and you’ll be the next one with a dark elf dagger in the back.”

      Nathan leaned against the back of a chair. He stared at the small, worn man sitting in front of him.

      “I know plenty about you,” Nathan said.

      “You know nothing,” Torneus spat. “You’re a noble brat who—”

      “You’re the son of a merchant, born and raised in Tartus. But you got into politics anyway, after being inspired by the stories from the ancient times, back when the people had the power. Before the commoner vote was reduced to a formality,” Nathan said.

      The fiery speech that Torneus gave in Nathan’s timeline was etched into his mind. He could almost recite it word for word.

      Torneus stared at Nathan, glass halfway to his lips.

      “You were a master orator and caught the attention of a noble family. Once you married into nobility, you had real power. And with real power, you tried to change things. But that’s not how the world works. Nobody relinquishes power once they have it. They crush those below them. Every time more nobles gained power, they took power away from the commoners. Until, eventually, Tartus was ruled and governed solely by the nobles,” Nathan said.

      Torneus whispered, “Just like every other city-state and country.”

      “Yes. Just like the Empire,” Nathan said.

      “I fought my way to the top,” Torneus said, staring into his ouzo. “I made friends who wanted Tartus to be more than a pathetic city-state with an amazing history. The greatest of friends. We destroyed households. Crushed other city-states. Annexed territory. And, eventually, we became the High Lords and convinced the king to retire.”

      “And then you killed those friends. For power,” Nathan said.

      “Hah. Hahahaha,” Torneus laughed. Then he almost wept, his head tilting forward until his forehead pressed against the rim of his glass.

      Eventually, he faced Nathan. “No, not for power. To ensure the future.”

      “What?”

      “We agreed that we wanted Tartus to be something more. But we disagreed about what that ‘something more’ should be. The Empire was rousing from its centuries long slumber. Nationalist rhetoric was on the rise everywhere. My contacts in Arcadia spoke of beastkin rebellions. If Tartus didn’t prepare for war, we would be ground into dust when it eventually came,” Torneus said.

      Shaking his head, Torneus continued, “That’s why I tried to strike a blow against the Empire, while it appeared distracted. The tolls in Gharrick Pass were an excuse to draw Korvell’s support. Money talks, and it’s necessary to fund the military. George wanted the territory, too. That made Gharrick Pass ideal to push back against the Empire, before it turned its greedy eyes on us.”

      Nathan remained silent, his attention captured by Torneus.

      “You understand me, don’t you? You know why I did this. That’s why you’re playing everybody in the Empire.” The old puppet master laughed. “Like recognizes like. You see me as a villain, but that’s because you don’t have enough experience in life. It took me decades before I realized how many others worked the world like I did.”

      “You’re saying we’re all caught up in the machinations of others?” Nathan said.

      “That’s what politics is.” Torneus raised his glass for a moment and drained it. Then he laughed and filled it again. “But the reality is that most of the players of the game are terrible. They realize too late where all the pieces are, or that their allies aren’t what they seem. Gorthal is slowly realizing that he’s being cornered, but he’s played his hand poorly throughout his life.”

      Silence followed Torneus’s words. He swirled his glass, and alcohol splashed all over the table.

      “If life were like a card game, things would be simpler,” Torneus said after close to a minute. “Discards are simple, losing a hand isn’t that important, and you can learn quickly. And, in the end, it’s only a game. But life isn’t a game. Or if it is, it’s a game that never ends, and every decision carries weight. Discarding and choosing new cards has ramifications beyond the game itself.”

      “A question,” Nathan said, finding his voice.

      “You have me by the balls,” Torneus said, laughter leaking into his voice. “You can ask me the combination to my safe if you like. Although I won’t tell you it.”

      “If you could go back and redo your life, what would you change?” Nathan asked. “Because while you’re reflecting on things, you don’t sound regretful.”

      Torneus frowned. He stared at nothing in particular, his gaze becoming distant.

      “Redoing my life…” he muttered, voice trailing off.

      After a long wait, Torneus finally said, “A family. The one regret I have is always telling myself that I would wait until later to have children. I always had more ambitions. There would never be a ‘later’. I watched as countless men my age had children. Saw their children grow up. Many regents my age have similar regrets. It’s fun to fool around, but family is a legacy that I always wanted and actively refused. Stupid decision. Cost me the woman I loved.”

      “That’s it?” Nathan asked.

      “Yes, that’s it.”

      “You think you’re about to die, and you don’t want to change that?”

      Torneus smiled. A small, bitter smile. “Yes. I wasn’t sure of it a few hours ago. A month ago, before I met you in person, I know my answer would be different. But now I know that my decisions are what they are. Would the results be different if I made different decisions? Of course. Would they be better?”

      Raising his glass, Torneus paused. Nathan eventually realized the old puppet master wanted to do a toast. Their glasses clinked together.

      “To the future that we’ve chosen,” Torneus said. “Because only the goddess knows if the others would be better or worse.”

      Only the goddess, huh?

      Nathan drained his glass alongside Torneus. When they both lowered their glasses, Torneus didn’t refill either one.

      “This changes nothing, you realize,” Nathan said, pushing down his feelings. “The Spires want you for heresy.”

      “And so do you.” Torneus chuckled. “I imagine you have a deal with them. They crossed me. That cascade was a nasty trick. I knew the moment it happened that I was done, and that I had outlived my usefulness to the Council of Aurelia. One day, you will as well. Do what I couldn’t and find a way away from them before that day comes.”

      Nathan wasn’t surprised that Torneus denied being involved in the cascade.

      But was it a truthful denial? It could be another scheme. But Nathan had been doubtful even before this heartfelt conversation over drinks.

      “I think that’s enough,” Torneus said, trying and failing to rise to his feet. “I can barely see. My father made this stuff and gave it to me for my wedding. Said it was his best product and I should drink it to celebrate my first child.”

      The smile on Torneus’s face spoke of true regret. But there was a hint of something else.
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      Nathan asked Sunstorm to return to camp and return with Narime. His original plan had been to leave with Torneus. Now, that felt off. As if he would be putting the former High Lord through a humiliation he didn’t need.

      Funny what a conversation over a few drinks could do. Nathan had never known much about Torneus’s personal life. Most of what he knew were rumors. Plus the fiery speech given, right before Narime had turned that fire back on him, in a literal sense.

      Narime raised an eyebrow at Nathan’s request when she joined them. “You didn’t want me to come. Now you want me to teleport him out?”

      “If you don’t, he’s liable to fall off his horse and split his skull open,” Nathan said.

      They stared at Torneus. He attempted to stand still by taking two or three steps at a time. Fei held him upright, a broad grin stretched across her face. Giggles snuck out of the catgirl’s mouth.

      In the distance, beastkin servants watched with hands over their mouths.

      “Fine,” Narime said. “Make sure you’re back soon.”

      Blue light flashed and took Narime and Torneus out of the city.

      Nathan sighed and ran a hand through his hair. His gaze turned distant.

      Torneus would go to the Spires. Once there, he would spend months or even years going through public humiliation in front of the Council of Aurelia. Eventually, they would be satisfied that they had made an example of him.

      Nothing about that conversation made Torneus less dangerous to the world. But his reasons struck a chord with Nathan.

      A long, long time ago, a young, foolish Nathan Martel had spurned his father and apprenticed to a Bastion. He had hated the noble frippery that he had been expected to inherit and loved the martial history of his beloved kingdom. Over time, he also grew to hate the Bastions, because they were entwined with the nobility of Falmir. He backed Princess Charlotte and her desires to change the Kingdom when she became queen.

      But nothing came of it. Nathan became the most powerful Bastion in Doumahr and was exiled to the Far Reaches because he backed the wrong horse in a political race. A coup took place, and the royalty was toppled. Nathan had been in Trafaumh with Gareth, attempting to save the only other remaining country on Doumahr from complete destruction. Nobody from Falmir helped them, because they were too busy with glorious revolution to save countless millions.

      Torneus had come to terms with his life. Nathan hadn’t. But that conversation made it clear that he needed to make this life count.

      “Deep thoughts, I take it,” Seraph said. Her eyes glimmered.

      “Torneus had a lot to say. Not all of it is easily dismissed,” Nathan replied.

      “You still have the same look in your eyes that drew me to you. So long as you don’t waver, you’ll always have us,” Seraph said. She placed a hand on Nathan’s shoulder and squeezed.

      Fei gave him a smile, and they walked to the entrance hall.

      Dozens of beastkin servants were waiting there, wearing plain white robes. Many of them carried kitchen knives, hoes, and other improvised weapons.

      “Is… Is this liberation?” one of them asked, his eyes wide.

      Ah, shit. Nathan had hoped to avoid this part until he returned with the dark elves.

      He considered it fortunate that none of the beastkin were covered in blood. Tartus was a few words away from a slave uprising.

      A few words from Nathan’s mouth. When the hell had he gained that sort of power?

      “Not yet,” he said. The beastkin stared at him. His next words were dangerous, but he needed to say something to quell open rebellion. “I’m coming back after Torneus is handed over for judgment. You will see me again soon.”

      Several beastkin stepped forward, their weapons clattering to the ground. “Can we come with you?”

      In the end, he left Tartus with a trail of beastkin slaves following him. Former slaves, he corrected himself. They became free the moment they left the Federation. The magical tattoos on their bodies could be removed and nobody would know they had ever been enslaved. Besides the beastkin themselves, of course.

      Nathan doubted that any beastkin ever forgot the time they spent in slavery.

      Nobody stopped them as they left. The journey out of the city was uneventful. Solemn, almost.

      Nathan marched back along the path he took to get to Tartus in the first place. His scouts reported that Federation armies from the surrounding provinces swept into Tartus within days of his departure. Nobody reclaimed his binding stone. Probably because the method he used to protect it was from a future that didn’t exist anymore.

      Idly, he wondered if the defensive techniques and magical technology he knew would be invented in this timeline. Much of the monitoring technology and land-based defenses were developed in a time of crisis, where countries either invested in war or were wiped out. Nathan could prod people about methods to monitor demonic energy levels, crystals that record audiovisual, and complicated magical control terminals powered by magic.

      But Nathan was a soldier, not a magical scientist. He lacked the means to reproduce what he had used in the past. Without examples, he could only describe things. How many mages would laugh him off as a dreamer? How many nobles would refuse to fund him?

      Then again, he was about to conquer the Federation. He planned to secure his own supply of Champion gemstones. Maybe he could fund his own research. If anybody laughed at him, he could fire them.

      Within days, Nathan and his army arrived at Castle Forselburg. He sent a message over the wireless to the dark elves.

      Sureev arrived with a company of dark elf knights, and a pair of Champions who covered up their gems. Both of them were very familiar to Nathan. Hunters. Champions like Nurevia, whose purpose in life was to openly execute people who wronged the Spires. Both of them covered most of their skin, as well as their faces.

      But Nathan knew the eyes of one of the hunters extremely well. Nobody forgot what it was like to look into the eyes of a legend.

      “Amazing,” Sureev said, his face lighting up when he saw Torneus in the entrance hall. “The One True Council of Aurelia is delighted with our alliance with you, Bastion Nathan. As per the diplomatic accord struck with Emperor Gorthal of the Anfang Empire, we shall back your claim over the Amica Federation.”

      One of the hunters grabbed Torneus and dragged him out of the hall. The knights left with him and Torneus.

      The remaining hunter stood next to Sureev, her familiar green eyes boring into Nathan’s.

      “Is something wrong, Astra?” Sureev asked.

      Nathan blinked, surprised that he said her name. While almost nobody can claim to have met the only trigem Champion in the Spires, her name was legendary.

      Murmurs ran through the hall. Sureev smiled.

      “Now, now. Please calm your retainers, Bastion Nathan,” Sureev said. “Astra is an extremely common name among our people. It is a great honor to be named after our legendary trigem Champion.”

      A bald-faced lie. The hunter was the one and only Astra, the trigem Champion of the Aurelian Spires.

      “We’re taking the Federation, aren’t we?” Astra said abruptly. She nodded at Nathan. “You gave us Torneus. We give you the Federation. Stability is returned. That’s our agreement?”

      “That’s the agreement,” Nathan said.

      A look of satisfaction crossed Astra’s face. “It’s nice to meet a human who understands how to make a deal. No bullshit. I hear you even beat a Messenger.”

      Nathan hid his shock, but nobody else did.

      “Good poker face, too. Dark elves talk to each other.” Astra spun on her heel and began walking away. “Next time you have a Messenger problem, invite me. I want to see you work.”

      Sureev glared after the Champion. He hid his anger when he turned back to Nathan. “The Council will follow through on its word shortly. I trust that Emperor Gorthal will act just as fast.”

      And that was that. The dark elves left, taking Torneus with them. Nathan dwelled on his brush with a trigem Champion and her approval of him.

      The next few weeks flew past. Astra returned with the full might of the Spires at her back. Thousands of dark elves in dark suits of armor that covered all of their skin and protected their eyes. Far more humans and beastkin marched with them.

      Many of those humans and beastkin slipped away from the armies of the Spires and into the villages of the Federation. Nathan suspected that many villages doubled in size. Although he wondered how many knew what they were in for. Life as a farmer was a little different to a life of perpetual poverty in the urban sprawl of the Spires.

      Emperor Gorthal announced an imperial decree to annex the Federation in the name of overall stability for Doumahr. The Nationalists were shocked but could only watch. Leopold’s Champions moved in.

      The regents were caught flat-footed. Or some of them were.

      Others, like Duke Terrius and King George II, had been discussing their future plans with Emperor Gorthal behind the scenes since Nathan first approached them. When the annexation was announced, they turned on their fellow regents.

      Faced with the might of the Spires, the Empire, and half of their own nation, the remaining regents came to the negotiating table.

      This time, Nathan stayed away. He had already sent soldiers to protect the other binding stone Theus had controlled and the one at Castle Tartus. So long as the Federation didn’t engage in open war with the Empire, that allowed Nathan to focus on his own territory. It also meant that the Houkeem Desert wouldn’t be overrun.

      He also had one other major distraction.

      Right now, that distraction was rapidly slamming her hips into his while her panting filled his bedroom. Fei’s tail whirred back and forth at high speed. Sweat flew everywhere with each movement. Her generous mounds blurred in Nathan’s vision, nipples hard.

      “More, more, more, more,” Fei panted. She let out a low purr and pressed herself against Nathan. Her crotch slammed into his erratically. The muscles in her thighs tensed as she climaxed.

      For several moments, she moaned into Nathan’s neck. He ran his fingers through her messy black hair, which had grown even longer. His cock throbbed inside her. She gripped him tightly, both outside and in, and he felt a warm mess squish around his length.

      Fei straightened up. Her hands pressed against his chest and she smiled at him. Her green eyes were glazed over and filled with limitless lust for him. She started moving again. A messy pool of mixed white and clear liquids splashed against their legs every time she hilted him inside herself.

      A rush of heat poured out from Nathan’s cock.

      “Ahh,” Fei moaned. She froze, her expression shifting. Then her tongue lolled out, and she grinned at Nathan. “Even more kittens.”

      That wasn’t how it worked, but Fei was completely lost in her rutting. He thrust into her several times, enjoying the squeaks and moans she let out as he emptied himself inside her.

      As before, she began riding him after a few seconds of rest. Fei’s stamina was limitless.

      Almost literally, right now. This had been going on for over three days now. Nathan was using contraceptive magic, which was fortunate, because Fei’s rutting was more intense than most beastkin he was used to.

      It was more intense than hers had been in his original timeline. Maybe she loved him more here. Or maybe she was younger and hornier.

      He hoped she settled down next year.

      Close to a week passed before she finally let him do things without sex. He hadn’t even been able to eat without her burying her face in his crotch. Showers hadn’t been about getting clean for a while.

      “I’m fine,” Fei mumbled into her pillow.

      Nathan combed out her tail for the first time in a week. The room still reeked of sex despite Nathan’s efforts. He’d need to ask a cleaner who knew some cleansing wind and water magic to help.

      “Get some rest,” Nathan said. He patted her back.

      “I’ll be cleaning myself for like a week,” she whined. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt this full in my life.”

      Nathan left her in the room. She’d get over it.

      And to think, a week ago she’d been begging him to take her off the medication. He wondered if she’d be as interested in the future.

      They were back in Gharrick Pass, but it was practically deserted. Almost everybody was busy elsewhere. Seraph was in Tartus, assisting with the security for the negotiations. Sunstorm oversaw Fort Taubrum. Up in Castle Forselburg, Sen and Narime were preparing a new type of gateway to connect to Gharrick Pass.

      That left only Fei and Nathan to hold down the home fort.

      Which was why it was a surprise when a beastkin knight reported that several carriages with Anna’s emblems were en route.

      It was even more surprising when she didn’t greet him, and instead went straight to her bedroom. Curious, he tracked her down.

      Anna sat in her usual guest bedroom, doing up her hair in the mirror. A percolator rumbled in the corner. Kuda pottered about, preparing a cup of coffee.

      It was Kuda who spotted Nathan. “Care for a coffee?”

      “Please,” Nathan said. He entered and shut the door behind him.

      Anna glanced at him, before turning her attention back to the mirror. She remained silent. Once Kuda served the coffee, she gestured for him to leave the room.

      After the door closed, Nathan said, “I thought you were in Tartus.”

      “I was in Tartus,” Anna said. “I thought I was going to die in Tartus, given how long some of the days were. The archdukes would monologue for hours at a time. I think the Emperor wandered off for a coffee once. If I were smarter, I would have used the wireless like they did.”

      “I don’t think you would have gotten away with it,” Nathan said.

      “No, I wouldn’t have,” she admitted. “Even Alice and that dark elf ambassador showed up in person. Only the archdukes and the Emperor didn’t. I suspect they would have been there in person if we weren’t at war with Trafaumh.”

      “I still can’t believe we didn’t forge a peace treaty,” Nathan muttered. He had hoped that annexing the Federation would have halted the war with Trafaumh.

      The news of the Empire conquering another nation had made Trafaumh pause. The Pearlescent Canyon was still in play, with the Empire barely in control of it. There was a great opportunity to achieve peace, or at least a ceasefire. Trafaumh had seen the Empire’s might firsthand. Their enemy had conquered the Federation at the same time they waged a war in the north.

      Instead, the Nationalists used the victory as a rallying cry. The war dragged on.

      “Don’t be too hurt.” Anna gave him a look. “The negotiations have basically wrapped up. They’re ironing out the details. Voting rights, some insane complexities with the Diet that I don’t pretend to understand, the military situation with the dark elves.”

      Anna’s look turned frosty. “Did you have sex with that dark elf or something? Because that Astra woman praised you as much as she insulted everybody else.”

      “No, I think she just doesn’t like humans,” Nathan said.

      “Then why does she like you?”

      “Because I defeated a Messenger. I think.” He scratched his head.

      Astra wasn’t somebody he knew overly well. She and Nurevia went back a long way, but that was about all he knew about the two. That, and the fact that Astra’s greatest joy in life was seeing her enemies broken and defeated before her. She and Sunstorm would probably get along.

      Nathan hadn’t known Nurevia remained in contact with Astra.

      “Well, she likes you. Thinks you’re amazing,” Anna said. “But more to the point, the annexation has been decided. Everybody is surprisingly happy.”

      “Everybody?”

      “Close enough. I don’t count the archdukes, because why should I?” Anna said. “It was crazy to listen to them try to justify their excuses for sabotaging the negotiations. Milgar blew up one day and nearly called them traitors. Invoked the goddess a few times. We had to recess for a few hours. I suspect a separate conversation was had.”

      “I bet,” Nathan said. “Why, though?”

      Anna’s face was incredulous. “You’re kidding right?”

      “Remember that you haven’t told me what was decided at the negotiations. Or even discussed,” Nathan said. “The Empire is annexing the Federation by force. Why would the archdukes oppose it?”

      Anna drummed her fingers on her dressing table. “You’re aware how the archdukes have gained the power they have?”

      “I am. While the Empire was splitting at the seams, with Falmir and Trafaumh declaring independence, the archdukes removed every noble in competition with them,” Nathan said. “There used to be grand dukes, archdukes, dukes, and all manner of flavor of count. Now, the archdukes control everything, and every count answers to them. The Emperor is powerful, but he’s a political figurehead.”

      “There’s still Imperial Counts, who only owe fealty to the Emperor. But almost all of them belong to families that were once Emperors,” Anna added. “But yes, that’s the gist of what’s happened since the Watcher Omria ascended.” She fixed him with a harsh look. “And you’ve upended that.”

      “I have?”

      “You have,” she repeated. “Because every regent is becoming a duke, and with that they gain a vote in the Princes College. Which is—need I remind you—the most powerful part of the Diet. It’s a glorified cabinet for the Emperor right now. But with twelve new members, the power dynamic has changed.”

      Nathan stared at Anna. He disliked politics, but he knew enough about how it worked to understand the political calculus involved.

      The Diet made the laws for the Empire. At its very top was the Princes College, formed of the most powerful nobles in the Empire. Right now, that consisted almost entirely of the archdukes. That allowed the archdukes to prevent the other nobles in the Empire from doing anything.

      “This breaks the deadlock that happened during winter, doesn’t it,” Nathan whispered. “The Nationalists prevented the Emperor and Leopold from stopping the war against Trafaumh, because two of the archdukes supported them. But now…”

      “Now, it’s anyone’s game. The archdukes were furious when they realized the Emperor intended to reduce their power in the Diet.” Anna smirked. “You didn’t even realize this was what Milgar and the Emperor were up to, did you?”

      “I don’t really do politics,” Nathan said. He rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      Torneus’s drunken ranting rose to the forefront of Nathan’s thoughts. Had all of this been a plot by the Emperor to strengthen his political position? Had Nathan played into it?

      That was an insane idea, particularly given how little influence the Emperor had played overall.

      But the cause of the cascade remained a mystery.

      “What about you?” Nathan asked.

      “What about me?” Anna asked, avoiding his gaze.

      “I’ve conquered a lot of territory for you, but it needed to be confirmed. Is that happening?” Nathan asked. Leopold had given permission for Anna to rule the newly conquered region, but the Diet needed to confirm it.

      Otherwise, any noble could conquer random land and claim ownership of it. That would be a bad precedent to set.

      Anna coughed. “I said there were twelve new members of the Princes College, didn’t I?”

      “I assumed they were replacing Torneus,” Nathan said. “That’s you?”

      “In a way…” Anna trailed off. She sighed. “I’m being granted the title of Imperial Countess, and Gharrick County is being extended all the way to Tartus. I’ll be given all the territory east of the Gharrick Mountains that you conquered, Tartus, plus a lot of the land close to it that you marched through. Milgar cited some ancient rule about how I had a claim to the land because you walked across it or some such nonsense.”

      “You’re not a duchess?” Nathan asked.

      “I don’t want to be a duchess,” Anna snapped. She froze, then looked away. After a few moments, she added, “Milgar is also giving me some of his territory to the south that is occupied by the beastkin.”

      “Anna,” Nathan said.

      Her lips thinned and she refused to look at him.

      “Anna, I think we need to talk,” he said.

      “We are talking.”

      “No, I think we need to talk about things that don’t have to do with politics,” he said.

      Nathan stepped up to her desk and at on it. She glared up at him.

      “So, let’s talk,” he said. “Why don’t you want to be duchess?”

      “You wouldn’t understand,” she muttered.

      “Try me.”

      Minutes passed in silence. Nathan’s coffee had long since gone cold as he had ignored it. Anna made another for herself and complained that it tasted terrible. Did she ever make her own coffee?

      “Before you came here, my greatest dream was to turn Gharrick County into a place that my father would be proud of. To attract people to it, restore the merchant trade, and grow Trantia into a modern town,” Anna said eventually, her back turned to Nathan. “I felt that if I did that, I’d be accepted by other nobles.”

      “Accepted?” Nathan asked.

      “I mentioned before that most of the committees and councils my father sat on didn’t invite me to them. Despite my efforts, I never achieved anything in the Diet. Father had dreams and ideas. He never achieved any of them, but people listened. I wanted to make them a reality and prove that I am just as much a noble as he was,” Anna said.

      Nathan kept his feelings off his face as he listened. Some of Anna’s behavior felt different now that he heard her speak like this.

      “Then you arrived. You took me seriously, like all the nobles had taken my father. For the first time since I became countess, I had somebody who treated me like a countess, instead of another woman to be ignored. You asked for my help, cut through the nonsense, and understood what I was trying to do.”

      Had he? Nathan frowned. “I’m pretty sure you’ve complained that I don’t ask for your help.”

      “It’s my soldiers that you drag with you everywhere you go. My butler that runs your fortress and manages your finances. My county that ensures that you have food and supplies for your campaign. You organize things and tell me what to do, but it’s my power as countess that makes it all happen,” Anna said.

      “And? Why don’t you want to be a duchess?” Nathan pressed.

      “Because Gharrick County is my home, Nathan. My dreams are rather small,” she said, a sad smile on her lips. “That’s what bothered me so much about Alice. She appeared and took over your life for a few short weeks. And I realized that was where you were destined to be. I’m a countess. I want to run my corner of the world and make my people happy. I want to see people like Lord Fleitz brag about the success of their family brewery.”

      Anna shook her head. “Alice’s life is terrifying. Hobbies don’t exist. She lives and breathes politics. Both of her grandfathers are some of the most powerful nobles in the Empire. Although she plays around with magic and swords, she’s an Imperial Princess. I’m not. One day, she’ll take you somewhere that I can’t go.”

      Stepping up to Anna, Nathan took her arms. She stared at him, eyes wide.

      “Is that your choice?” he asked.

      Anna didn’t respond.

      “Anna, I’ll respect a choice that you make. But you need to make it,” Nathan said. “I’m telling you that there is no destiny. No guarantees in life. If you want something, then you need to take it. Things only slip away because you choose to let them.”

      Her lips parted.

      A moment later, her hands gripped the back of Nathan’s head and she pressed herself against him in a hungry kiss. Her tongue pressed against his teeth, clumsily trying to find a way in. He took control of the kiss and bent her backward. Her leg rubbed against his calf.

      They moved backward and fell onto the bed.

      Anna stared up at him, eyes wide and glistening.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. His hands run up her frilly black dress.

      “I am,” she whispered. “I think you’d do well as Nathan von Clair.”

      Her hands pulled him down and into another kiss. He raised her dress and lowered its top. Her small orbs bounced out, perfect for his hands. His lips closed over a nipple.

      When he pulled away, she stared up at him with longing. Her red lingerie was soaked. He parted it. Stripping her down would take forever given what she was wearing. Juices poured over his hand, and she moaned as he ran his fingers lightly over her sex.

      “Nathan, please,” Anna moaned. “I want my first to be you.”

      Her request was music to his ears. He slipped his erect cock out and placed it against her entrance. She gasped from the slight pressure he applied against her. Her legs rested on his shoulders. She lay on the bed, and he was on his knees in front of her, ready to enter her.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Nathan,” she whined.

      He entered her slowly. She hissed as he slid inside her. Her arms rose up, and she pouted at him.

      “Hug,” she said.

      He chuckled and obeyed. She gasped when the motion pressed her legs against the bed, almost doubling her over. He slid deeper inside of her, eventually bottoming out.

      Moans and gasps escaped Anna. Nathan ran his fingers around her sex while kissing her and enjoying the sensation of her naked breasts rubbing against his chest. Her voice gradually turned sweet. She began bucking against him.

      “Move. Please. This is what I’ve wanted,” she said. “I can feel you inside me.”

      He moved. Her insides wrapped around his length, and heat rose rapidly inside him. He thrust into her in a steady rhythm. His thighs slapped against her fleshy ass, and juices ran down his balls. Slowly, he felt himself reaching climax.

      Heat poured out of him. Anna’s eyes widened and she moaned, low and long.

      When he pulled out, a trail of white connected his tip to her.

      “Warm,” she said, running a finger over the gobs pouring out of her. “Sticky.” She made a face after tasting it. “Salty. Fei says she drinks this stuff daily. How?”

      “I think she’s developed a taste for it,” Nathan said.

      “Let’s stick with it going down here for now,” Anna said. “I’m guessing you’re using a contraceptive spell?”

      “If I wasn’t, Fei would have been fighting in Tartus with a much bigger belly.”

      “Good,” Anna said. “We can think about children later.”

      Then Anna grabbed Nathan and pulled him onto the bed beside her. She got on top of him. “I’ve heard amazing things about your stamina. Given you’re still hard as a rock, let’s test it out.”
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      “You seem awfully happy with yourself,” Kadria said. “And you can’t even complain that history is repeating itself now.”

      “I can,” Nathan said. He browsed through the books in her shelves. Now that they were more than simply outlines, he was curious what they said. “A lot of things were terrifyingly similar to my past. What I got wrong was what was repeating. It’s like we skipped ahead to the part where the Federation collapsed.”

      “You’re going to blame predetermination for that?” Kadria said.

      Nathan frowned.

      Her room had changed again.

      No, calling it a room was wrong. It was now more like a small house.

      The bedroom was a just that. A bedroom. It had walls separating it from the dining room and bathroom. A long window allowed him to see into the adjacent room, however. Through there was the dining room set from his last visit. The kitchen was there as well, but larger.

      Color had been added to the bathroom, and the bedroom now had visible purple carpet.

      Nathan felt almost certain that Kadria’s mental world grew in complexity each time he claimed a binding stone. What would happen when he reached the level of power he had been in his timeline?

      “You said Ifrit simplified things,” Nathan said. “Explain.”

      “If you promise not to get mad if you don’t understand,” Kadria said.

      He gave her a look. She rolled her eyes.

      “Right, let me give you a short version that you can hopefully still understand,” she said. “Nobody’s controlling you or what you can do. There’s no fate or other such nonsense.”

      “You said otherwise last time,” he accused.

      “No, I said that worlds have events that are constant. I mentioned there are like a million billion different timelines of this world, right? We call those archetypes. You call this place Doumahr. Its existence is an archetype, and a lot of stuff happens in it. But there are timelines where it doesn’t exist, and other stuff happens—that’s a different archetype. I come from one of those, and it doesn’t have magic or demons or other crazy shit,” Kadria said.

      “Then how do you know about magic?” Nathan asked.

      “It’s, uh, complicated. Long story,” Kadria said, looking away from him. “But let’s just say there are big boy magical beings that make me look like an insect. They’re so fantastically powerful that they can’t even enter a world without ruining the fabric of reality. They basically exist between worlds. Crazy shit. They give Messengers their power and are responsible for demons. I’m betting your pal Ifrit left them out because he finds them spooky.”

      “Or maybe they don’t exist?” Nathan suggested.

      “Uh, I’ve met them. Interdimensional invader, remember?” Kadria pointed at herself. “Anyway, there is no fate, but these big boys do mess with things. Your worlds constantly get worse because my boss is actively invading your archetype. The more a timeline spirals out of control, the easier it becomes for him to interfere. Then a Messenger like me pops up and, poof, end of timeline. That’s why things feel predetermined, even though they’re not. Because there’s a very powerful being trying to end this timeline and he’s orchestrated a lot of little things to ensure he gets his way.”

      Nathan stared at her. “You just admitted that you work for somebody trying to end all life.”

      “He’s not really my boss. I don’t care what he thinks,” Kadria said, rolling her eyes. “Messengers are in this for themselves. I’ve already earned my freedom. We’re partners now.”

      “Let’s move on from that topic,” Nathan said. His head hurt.

      Ifrit had said that events played out the way they did because people were actively working toward war, and that happened to destroy the world. Now, Kadria had revealed that there was an even greater being at work.

      The theory was the same, but the player Kadria spoke of was so grand that Nathan had no chance of stopping him.

      Kadria seemed to think they could succeed. That would have to be good enough.

      “Okay. Let’s talk about your latest squeeze.” Kadria grinned and leaned toward him. “That’s always a fun topic.”

      “You mean Anna?”

      The Messenger blinked. “Err, no. I don’t care about the boring noble. Give her a thousand kids for all I care. When she has one with magical potential, call me. I’m talking about your fox. The one with the big—” Kadria made grabbing motions in the air with her hands.

      “Thank you for the mental images. Both of them,” Nathan drawled.

      “No need to thank me,” Kadria said. “So, are you bringing her to visit me for a refresh?”

      He stared at her. “Why?”

      “Because you want your old love back, the fox of your dreams that saw the end of the world from beside you, and who is longing to be with you again,” Kadria said.

      “Don’t do that,” Nathan said, tone dropping. “That Narime is dead. And the Narime with me isn’t and is with me by choice. Why the hell would I betray her?”

      Kadria raised an eyebrow at him. After a few moments, she said, “Huh. I guess you really are learning fast. I figured I’d have more time to screw with you, but that’s part of the fun with you. You keep things exciting.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that you’ve moved on from your old timeline faster than I thought you would,” Kadria said. She gave him a soft smile. “It took me a while to give up on the idea of returning to my old life. The idea that I could become a normal girl again and resume my studies. Learning to roll with the punches is hard. You seemed to like the fire girl a lot, so I figured…”

      “I do like Sen,” Nathan admitted. “But she also helped me realize that I made a mistake. Sunstorm is less affected because she was always a bit…”

      “Bloodthirsty? I love her collection of heads, by the way.” Kadria cackled.

      “Yes, that,” Nathan said. “But Sen is completely different to both the bandit girl I captured and the timid, traumatized spellblade I rescued from the ruins of the Empire. Her energy lifts me up and I love her, but she’s nothing like the woman I loved in my old timeline. That Sen is dead. Gone forever. They’re all dead.”

      Nathan looked up at the ceiling.

      Giving him some peace, Kadria looked away.

      After a few moments, Nathan said, “And that’s why I’ll learn to love and work with the women in this world. I won’t give up on them, because I still have all of my memories of them from my timeline. A second chance is better than no chance. But I can’t bring back the dead.”

      Silence.

      Nathan realized that he had long since stopped looking at the books. He couldn’t read them anyway. The languages they were written in ranged from vaguely familiar to complete nonsense.

      He wandered over to Kadria and leaned on her head. It was a difficult thing to do, given her curly horns got in the way, but he managed it.

      “I’m not an armrest,” Kadria grumbled, but she remained still. “Look on the bright side, you get to experience some new people, as well. Like that Seraph. She’s great.”

      “She’s grown on me,” Nathan admitted.

      “I can’t believe you’re not banging her,” Kadria said.

      “She’s not interested in me.”

      “Bullshit,” Kadria spat. “She wants you bad.”

      Did she? Nathan didn’t think of himself as oblivious, as he had slept with plenty of women. Maybe Seraph was his blind spot. She had shown some interest in him, but he had written it off as teasing so far.

      Maybe he would explore it later.

      “Also, she’s like the minioniest minion to ever minion,” Kadria said. “I can’t believe her type. She’s reveling in everything you do.”

      “She’s not a minion.”

      “No, she’s merely your spymaster, administrator, general, former strongest duogem Champion, and is unquestionably loyal. Her gem abilities even ensure she rarely goes down before you do,” Kadria said, grinning.

      Realizing that this conversation had been reduced to teasing, Nathan turned and began to leave. As he reached for the door, Kadria called out to him one last time.

      “Oh, one more thing.”

      He paused. Waited.

      “How long has it been since you’ve prayed to your goddess?” Kadria asked, her voice filled with mirth.

      Nathan left.

      Then blinked as he stepped out into an occupied office.

      Two mystic foxes turned to him. One was Narime, and the other was a man with four red tails. For a moment, Nathan thought his cover was blown.

      “Nathan! I didn’t see you there,” Narime said, sounding flustered.

      The other fox grimaced and looked away. He looked familiar.

      Very familiar.

      A pit formed in Nathan’s stomach.

      “Kuda,” Nathan said. “Nice tails you have there.”

      “Thank you. They take a considerable amount of effort each morning to maintain,” Kuda said, voice as smooth as always.

      “You’ve never asked Anna to help? I imagine she would have jumped at the chance to brush four fox tails, instead of a single wolf tail,” Nathan said, face expressionless.

      “I agree that she would have, but her father and I agreed to keep it a secret,” Kuda said.

      “Her father knew, but she didn’t?” Nathan asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I never intended to remain with the family for so long.” Kuda shrugged. “Then things worsened, and I felt obliged to shift from tutor to adviser.”

      Narime looked between the two of them. “That’s your entire reaction?”

      “I’ve suspected something was wrong from the beginning. Kuda doesn’t act like a normal wolf,” Nathan said. He took a seat. “But he’s been reliable and loyal to Anna. Unless you have reason to distrust him.”

      Waiting patiently, the red fox looked at Narime. “Do you?”

      Narime rolled her eyes. “I don’t. I just didn’t want to hide the fact I knew about Kuda from you, Nathan. But it also seemed easier for Kuda to reveal himself. This isn’t how I planned for it to happen.” She flushed, embarrassed at the idea she had somehow not noticed Nathan in his own office.

      At least Kadria’s magic worked on the foxes. Not that he knew how it worked. It was probably mental magic.

      Something occurred to Nathan at the thought of Kadria. “Kuda, Nurevia mentioned that you had suspicions about Falmir.”

      “Ah, yes.” Kuda appeared thoughtful. “It was while we were sheltering in the basement. The princess’s Champion was far too jumpy for my liking. She seemed to be eyeing both Anna and Princess Alice in a way I found discomforting. If I were unkind, I’d say that somebody had been listening to you when you said that the Messengers could attack without leaving the portal.”

      “They were in the safest place in the fortress,” Nathan snapped. “Why the hell would I buy that excuse?”

      “I’m sure that would be cold comfort after the Champion has already killed two women, because she felt they could get away with it,” Kuda said. “In the end, I showed more of my power than I usually do, in order to scare the Champion. It worked, but I suspect she became more suspicious of you.”

      “Like I care,” Nathan grumbled.

      But that was worrying. Not merely because an assassination attempt might have taken place. That was par for the course when Falmir was involved, and Nathan had been foolish not to consider it.

      No, the worrying part was that Princess Charlotte had been present when it had nearly taken place.

      Nathan questioned many things about the princess he had once served unquestionably. Now, he questioned whether she was his enemy.

      If Torneus hadn’t been responsible for the cascade, who had been? Emperor Gorthal had pulled off a heroic political victory. A large part of that had resulted from the failed negotiations, which had forced Nathan to invade the Empire. The Spires had even backed Nathan.

      And present at every moment was the Kingdom of Falmir. They interfered while the Diet debated the war. They accompanied Alice, even if they avoided the negotiations themselves.

      Nathan had finally changed history. There was no danger of a massive war destroying the Empire and the Federation collapsing into a demon-infested wasteland. Torneus had surrendered peacefully, instead of instigating a civil war. Somehow, Nathan had even risen to massive political power and gained the approval of the dark elves.

      Yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was stuck in the middle of something much bigger. Nathan didn’t know what was coming next.

      His next steps would be entirely blind, just like in his original timeline.

      Narime smiled at him, and Nathan remembered why he was doing this. He was older, wiser, and more experienced now. But some things never changed.

      “Let’s have some lunch,” Nathan said. “Maybe put your tails away, Kuda. Although you should probably show them to Anna.”

      Nathan was taking back the life he had lost in that brief, awful night. For the time being, he allowed himself to enjoy it.
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