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            CHARACTER LIST

          

        

      

    

    
      This epic fantasy series has a lot of characters, so this list gives a very brief bio of notable characters relevant to this book. Refer back as necessary.

      

  





NATHAN AND CHAMPIONS

      Nathan Straub—protagonist; Bastion; originally Nathan Martel; human; mid-30s; unkempt black hair

      Jafeila “Fei”—two sapphire gems; cat beastkin; trigem Champion in original world; long black hair, bushy black tail and cat ears, green eyes, very large bust and hips

      Sen—possessed by an ifrit; Nathan’s Champion in original world; mid-length brown hair that is turning red, red eyes, wears a red coat over her uniform

      Ciana—two diamond gems; unicorn beastkin; Nathan’s Champion in original world; platinum blonde ponytail, blue eyes, iridescent horn, horse’s tail and ears

      Sunstorm—two onyx gems; from Kurai; Nathan’s Champion in original world; spiky black hair, hazel eyes, olive skin

      Seraph—two jade gems; from Kurai; did not exist in Nathan’s original world; long black hair, olive skin, dark blue eyes

      Narime—two sapphire gems; mystic fox from Kurai; trigem Champion in original world; six silver fox tails, bright blue eyes, long silver hair and fox ears

      Nurevia—two amethyst gems; dark elf; Nathan’s Champion in original world; masochistic; dark skin, long lavender hair, purple eyes, wears revealing outfits

      Astra—three iridescent opal gems; dark elf; functionally immortal but somehow died in original world; dark skin, mid-length white ponytail, green eyes

      Fyre—two garnet gems; horse beastkin; possessed by Kadria; channeling Omria’s power as prophet; wings, two spiral horns, long golden blonde hair, red eyes, horse’s tail and ears

      Reine—no gems; wolf beastkin; Imperial spymaster; has “divine” eyes of Omria; long black hair, golden wings replace her pupils and irises; black wolf ears and tail

      Kara—one amethyst gem; dog beastkin; long brown hair with droopy dog ears and tail; Fei’s friend and subordinate

      

  





ANFANG EMPIRE

      Alice von Arangar—Empress; Nathan’s fiancée; long golden blonde hair, dark brown eyes

      Anna von Clair—Duchess; Nathan’s fiancée; long dirty blonde hair

      Gorthal von Arangar—former Emperor for the past 40+ years; Alice’s maternal grandfather and head of the Arangar family

      Leopold Tyrim—deceased; Bastion and Emperor Gorthal’s right-hand man; helped raise Ciana and Alice; giant of a man with silvered hair

      Maylis Suorne—deceased; Bastion and head of the Royal Knights until her betrayal

      Hans von Milgar—Archduke; Alice’s paternal grandfather

      Tharban von Straub—Count and Bastion; Nathan’s father in this world; leader of the Nationalist rebel; currently under Nathan’s control; bear of a man

      Otto von Salms—Archduke; former supporter of the Nationalist rebels

      Lotte von Allesburg—last survivor of the Allesburg archducal family; 14 years old

      Torneus—former regent of the Amica Federation, currently an administrator under Anna

      Harrum Auerswald—Grand Imperial Sorcerer of the Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge; Nathan’s lead researcher

      Vera Nair—Bastion and sorceress; was Nathan’s apprentice previously; long red hair

      Mae—Leopold’s former Champion; possesses divine eyes that can suppress magic; wears a mask to cover her strange eyes

      Griem—trigem Champion of Kaufberg; three diamonds

      The Hound—deceased; Maylis’s trigem Champion; trigem ability can permanently cripple someone’s magic, bypassing all resistances

      

  





HOLY KINGDOM OF FALMIR

      Princess Charlotte—oldest remaining child of Falmir’s royal family; channeling Omria’s power as a prophet through unknown means; working with the Messenger Beatrice; long curly brown hair, extraordinarily beautiful, extremely large chest

      Prince Maxwell—heir to Falmir’s throne as the sole surviving son

      Gareth Pike—Bastion and highly talented sorcerer; obsessed with magic; was Nathan’s mentor in the original world, but died

      Oliver Martel—Bastion; Nathan’s alternative self in this world; oddly incompetent and babied by Charlotte

      Vala—Oliver’s Champion; one red garnet gem; one of Nathan’s trigems in the original world; captured by Nathan and is being held prisoner; messy dark brown hair, tall, muscly

      Beth—Gareth’s Champion; two diamond gems; short, burly woman who protects Gareth

      Erica Reed—Gareth’s Champion; two moonstone gems; an assassin

      

  





ORDER OF TRAFAUMH

      Inquisitor Baudelaire—secret leader of the Inquisition and member of the Regal Council; secretly experiments on beastkin to create the divine eyes; turned Trafaumh into a dictatorship in the original world

      Mary de Rosewald—Marquise; rules a border county near the Pearlescent Canyon

      Deverese Monet—Bastion; was Nathan’s friend and rival in the original world

      Dominic—Bastion of Soreaux; has one of Trafaumh’s two trigem Champions

      Ester—Deverese’s Champion; two diamond gems

      Ysabelle—Deverese’s Champion; two ruby gems

      

  





REPUBLIC OF ARCADIA

      Tarkan—elven merchant who is also a spy and smuggler; Nathan “convinced” him to help

      Darman Al’Dafian—Arcadian ambassador to the Empire

      

  





MESSENGERS

      Kadria—the Messenger who defeated Nathan in his world and brought him to this one; extremely powerful; succubi; bronzed skin, long black hair, wears very little clothing

      The Twins, Laura and Maura—a pair of Messengers who latched onto Nathan’s mind like parasites when he jumped worlds; currently bound to Nathan’s will; succubi; bronzed skin, inhumanly curvy, a little dumb

      Thanatos—a Messenger from Japan with serious chuunibyou issues; defeated by Nathan in the Spires, but destroyed Trafaumh in the original world

      Siv—the Messenger who destroyed Kurai, as well as the Empire in the original world; uses elemental powers

      Beatrice—a Messenger working with Charlotte for unknown reasons; is a succubus with complete control over her appearance
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      A half-dozen men, all swathed in black, carried the coffin across the cemetery grounds. Another coffin followed them, carried by just as many men. All of them wore regalia of the Anfang Empire’s Royal Knights and a red cloth patch over their arms. Their destination was a pair of large tombstones carved from marble. Carved wings rose high into the air above them.

      Nathan stood to one side of the open graves, where the massed crowd of nobles, mages, soldiers, and clergy had assembled to see off two of Doumahr’s greatest Bastions. His hair remained as unkempt as ever, despite repeated attempts by his Champions and fiancées to tame it. A longsword hung by his waist, but he’d traded out his simpler uniform for a ceremonial black and gold piece that was practically plastered with emblems.

      If there was one thing Nathan was used to, it was wearing ceremonial uniforms for funerals.

      A haunting melody drifted across the cemetery. It was somewhat different to the one played at funerals in Falmir and Trafaumh, but similar enough that the past links between the Empire and its former territories were clear.

      Almost everyone of importance in Aleich had turned out today. Leopold and Maylis had been beloved by many, and the historic importance of burying two great Bastions following a civil war wasn’t lost on the nobility. Representatives from other nations—notably including Arcadia but not Falmir—made an appearance as well.

      Inquisitor Baudelaire from Trafaumh was the most notable guest. Her craggy face, wiry frame, and elderly figure belied her immense power. Politically, that is. In Nathan’s original timeline, she had ruled Trafaumh with an iron fist and remained immensely powerful even now.

      As the coffins approached, Nathan felt the grip on his arm tighten. He looked down to see Alice with a stony face. Newly appointed as Empress, it was her solemn duty to maintain her composure throughout the proceedings. Her thick golden locks billowed down her back and stood out against the conservative black gown she’d chosen to wear.

      The former emperor Gorthal stood opposite them, his face a mask of stone. He leaned heavily on his ostentatious cane, and his massive furred cape only exaggerated his age. Next to him were his bodyguards and mistresses. Leopold’s former Champions, led by the masked Mae, stood nearby.

      Many of Nathan’s Champions stood behind him, wearing newly tailored ceremonial uniforms. Fei in particular had complained about them, as she hated clothing that covered her abundant chest, but she kept her discomfort hidden now. Her drooping black cat ears and bushy tail were likely a reaction to the funeral itself. A pair of sapphire gems glittered in her collarbone.

      There were two Champions that stood out from the others. They stood between the open graves, separate from the crowd. Both of them were horsegirls, with fine, silken tails and golden horse ears, and they held an eerie similarity to one another. They had platinum-blonde hair, modest figures, and horns. But that was where the similarities ended.

      Ciana was a unicorn beastkin, with a single iridescent horn protruding from her forehead. She wore the same uniform as Nathan’s other Champions. In her hands was an ancient ceremonial horn, and her fingers clutched it tightly. She had two diamonds inset in her collar.

      By contrast, Fyre had once been a horse beastkin. Her white angel wings and spiral horns visually reminded everyone that she was now the prophet of Omria. She held a gargantuan ceremonial greatsword that was encrusted with sigils and runes, and was the only person not wearing black. A pair of red garnets with a golden luster gleamed from her neck.

      The first coffin arrived, but the pallbearers remained in front of the open grave. They waited for the other group to arrive behind them. Nearly a minute passed, with the traditional funeral song the only comfort for the attendees.

      Nathan felt it was fitting that today was miserable and overcast. Winter had fallen in the past few weeks that he had spent in Aleich, mopping up after Alice’s coronation. While it had yet to snow here, the same wasn’t true in the mountain passes that carried much of the Empire’s trade.

      Both coffins now hung in front of their respective graves, and the pallbearers remained still. All eyes turned to Gorthal.

      The former emperor remained still, his eyes fixed on some space in the distance. Then he frowned and looked at his granddaughter.

      Everyone stared at Alice now. Nathan felt her grip tighten to what would be a painful level if she had the strength to harm a Bastion like himself.

      She looked at him, then grimaced and separated from him. Her gloved hand rose, her engagement ring glittering on her ring finger. Nathan had collected it last week, although they’d been engaged since her coronation.

      At her gesture, a pair of mages stepped forward. They raised their hands. Lines of green light appeared between their fingers as they cast second rank spells to levitate the coffins. The melody finally stopped, leaving Nathan and the others in silence.

      Ciana placed her horn to her lips and, after a few seconds’ pause, began to play it. The bugle call was a familiar one to those in the Imperial Army, such as Nathan.

      The crowd watched as the coffins were lowered into the grave. Ciana finished playing.

      As she lowered the horn, Ciana looked at Fyre. So did everyone else.

      Nathan saw Fyre’s grip tighten around the sword. Her wings flapped nervously, although most would probably think she was using them to call attention to herself. Although her face remained perfectly still, Nathan saw something in her eyes that he wasn’t used to seeing on the obsessive prophet’s face.

      Fear.

      For several long seconds, Nathan worried that Fyre had seized up. It was customary for a priest of Omria to send the departed to rest with a final sermon. Gorthal himself had asked Fyre to fulfill this role as one final favor.

      Her eyes met his. Nathan suspected he’d soon see a spark of somebody else in those eyes. Because Fyre had a mental companion who could take over if necessary.

      Instead, Fyre’s body relaxed as she stared at Nathan. Her eyes lost that spark of fear.

      Then she stepped forward and spoke the final words of the funeral. The language was common across the human kingdoms once ruled by Omria herself, and hadn’t changed for millennia. Few people understood the words themselves, but knew the meaning.

      Fyre was, in effect, calling Leopold and Maylis back to the Watcher Omria herself.

      To Nathan, this sermon had once been a comfort. These days, with everything he had learned, they were bittersweet. Fyre was Omria, in all the ways that mattered. She had no power over the dead.

      The crowd dissipated quickly after she was finished. The speeches and noble frippery had taken place earlier in the morning, and Gorthal had specifically refused any fancy drinks or luncheons.

      Nathan recalled his reasoning clearly.

      “Leo stepped away from his noble roots to serve me as a Bastion. Maylis fled the terrors of Trafaumh’s inquisition. It would be insulting to mourn them with an extravagance that wouldn’t represent them,” Gorthal had said.

      Few people remained as the funerary assistants began filling in the graves. Gorthal, his hangers-on, Leopold’s former Champions, Nathan and his Champions, and Alice. A sizable honor guard of Royal Knights stood nearby, but the energetic beastkin were anything but today.

      And there was one other person of importance who remained.

      Inquisitor Baudelaire joined Gorthal in front of the graves, and they seemed to commiserate in some unspoken way. Both were old rulers. Both had known Leopold. And both had buried many friends younger than themselves over the years.

      Fyre and Ciana darted across the grounds to stand beside Nathan. He found himself being fought over, although both horsegirls tried not to make a scene.

      “Thank you for doing that,” Alice told Fyre, pointedly ignoring the way the prophet tried to grip onto her fiancé’s arm. “It means a lot to me, and especially to Grandpa.”

      Fyre’s mouth opened, and Nathan knew she was about to say something bitter. But she thought better of it and merely nodded.

      He kept his thoughts to himself, but noted that Fyre seemed visibly shaken by the funeral. The last time he’d seen her struggling to maintain her mask was shortly after Leopold’s death. He’d questioned why she’d cared back then and knew that he needed to talk to her about this later.

      “I expected Anna to stay behind,” Nathan said quietly, watching Baudelaire and Gorthal as they struck up small talk.

      “She left with Grandpa Milgar. Even though we’re not holding any post-funeral events, there are still many nobles to assuage. I’ll need to make it up to her later.” Alice winced at the reminder that she’d dumped a lot of work on Anna, who had known Leopold for many years.

      “I suspect we’ll be busy as well.” He nodded his head at Baudelaire. “The funeral isn’t the only thing that’s been delayed. Trafaumh will only wait for so long.”

      Nathan motioned to Fei, who then slipped away to talk to the nearby Royal Knights. They then separated, as if to form a pathway for Nathan, Alice, and the others to leave.

      Accepting the gesture, he then began to leave with his entourage.

      Mae spotted him leaving from her position behind Gorthal. Her mask was firmly in place, and she hurriedly trotted over to his side. Two dull gems sat in her collar and were a reminder of what she had once been.

      “May I?” she said, looking back at Inquisitor Baudelaire and her retinue.

      A bald young man with burn marks over one eye stared back at them. His name was Deverese, and his overdecorated uniform made it clear that he was a Bastion of Trafaumh. Nathan knew him well. The same went for his two Champions, Ester and Ysabelle, who stood behind him.

      “Of course,” Nathan said.

      There was good reason for Mae to stay close to him while Baudelaire was present. While she had once been Leopold’s closest Champion and lover, she had also been one of Baudelaire’s experiments. With Leopold’s death, Mae was effectively powerless and ripe for recapture.

      Nathan refused to let that happen.

      They left the cemetery. The Royal Knights would take care of Gorthal.

      Outside, a pair of horseless black carriages trimmed with gold awaited them. Royal emblems encrusted the outsides and a small army of Royal Knights kept watch. They saluted as Nathan and Alice approached.

      Several knights opened the doors and lowered stairs. They even placed carpets under the damn stairs. Nathan held back a grimace, but knew that this was something he needed to get used to.

      He was now engaged to the Empress. Where before he had merely been an accomplished Bastion, now he was treated as royalty.

      The carpets were a bit much, though. His boots were coated in dirt and muck from walking across the damp cemetery grounds all morning.

      Alice stepped inside the carriage, but turned and stared at everyone from the doorway.

      “I think you might need to make some decisions, Nathan,” she said, her voice straining to remain calm. He could hear laughter trying to bubble up from her chest.

      Looking around, he knew what she meant. Ciana and Fyre now clung to both of his sides, which drew stares from the Royal Knights. They were under no illusions about his relations with the women around him, however. The slow swishing of their tails suggested these knights might be thinking other thoughts, even.

      But Nathan’s other Champions were just as interested in joining him in the carriage. In particular, Fei was being held back by Sen. The busty catgirl writhed in the spellblade’s grip, but wasn’t trying that hard to escape. If Fei wanted to, she could send Sen flying.

      Unlike the others, Sen didn’t have any gems. Instead, the thick streaks of white hair in her messy brown ponytail and red eyes indicated she was possessed by the spirit Ifrit. She wore a baggy black cloak over her ceremonial uniform, which hid her lithe, toned figure.

      “I think others need to be with Nathan right now,” Sen told Fei.

      “But I wanna,” Fei whined. “Ciana is with him all the time now.”

      The unicorn in question pointedly ignored Fei’s accusation and angry gaze. Probably because it was true. Ciana clung to Nathan so much that she tended to scare off the palace servants.

      “We’ll eat together for lunch once we’re back,” Nathan said.

      “I thought you had to finalize deployments to most of Leopold’s and Maylis’s binding stones… former binding stones?” Alice grimaced at her own words.

      “I do, but Fei has her own army of chefs anyway. I can work and watch her eat.”

      “You’re supposed to look at your paperwork, not your overindulgent Champion,” Seraph drawled, crossing her arms. “But so long as she’s willing to eat in one of the nicer rooms and not make a mess, she can join in.”

      Seraph wore an intricate black and gold cheongsam, with the wings of Omria embroidered across the entire garment. Unlike her usual attire, it covered far more of her olive skin and didn’t slip aside to reveal her long, luscious thighs.

      It wasn’t the most formal of attire, but she’d mentioned that her preferred funeral attire was a stark white for cultural reasons. Seraph was from the Kurai peninsula, which had fallen to demonic invasion over twenty years ago.

      A pair of jades were Seraph’s Champion gemstones. Of those present, Nathan considered her to be his second-in-command. He controlled the equivalent of six binding stones right now, and that number was about to grow rapidly. She helped administer his many fortresses and commanded his growing armies.

      Nathan knew he needed to formalize her position, but had held off for his own reasons. Crazy ideas had been forming in his mind over the past several weeks as the new year approached.

      “I don’t make a mess,” Fei mumbled.

      Seraph shot her a look, and the catgirl winced. There were more than a few stains on expensive upholstery due to Fei’s clumsiness.

      “Given the situation, I think it’s best if Fyre and Ciana sit with me,” Nathan said. “People will talk if the prophet appears to be avoiding the Empress. And I want Reine and Mae with us. That fills up the carriage.”

      Fyre tried not to preen at the news she could continue to cling to him. The eyes of the Royal Knights suggested they were growing increasingly suspicious of the interests of their almighty prophet.

      Unsurprising, given Fyre hid her interest in Nathan less and less with each passing day. Omria wasn’t known for her chastity, fortunately. Nobody expected her prophet to avoid men, given the goddess was the reason polygamy was legal on most of Doumahr.

      As Fyre, Mae, and Ciana boarded the carriage after Alice, a second masked figure stepped forward from the grouping of Champions. She wore a simple black dress and a formal headpiece with a black shroud covering her mask. Black wolf ears pricked up from long, messy black hair, and a bushy wolf’s tail swished back and forth behind her.

      “How are you doing, Reine?” Nathan asked her, deliberately taking her arm.

      Reine’s entire book seized when he touched her, but she quickly relaxed and allowed him to lead her to the carriage. The tails of the Royal Knights became substantially more active—many of them were wolfgirls themselves.

      “I am fine,” Reine said, speaking in her actual voice. Her mask had a function to magically filter her voice, but she wasn’t using it. “It was less discomforting than I expected to be so close to so many people. But the mask helped.”

      Until recently, Reine had lived in almost complete seclusion and secrecy. She was the Imperial Spymaster—even if she now insisted she was Nathan’s personal spymaster—and one of the most dangerous people in the Empire.

      But the real reason she hid herself away was her eyes. Behind that mask were a pair of eyes engraved with the golden wings of Omria. Both Mae and Reine bore the divine eyes that Trafaumh had created with experiments. Reine’s eyes allowed her to scry anywhere on Doumahr, and even penetrate most magical wards.

      Reine had been freed from Baudelaire’s grasp by Maylis when she was young, but Gorthal had kept her secret to preserve peace with Trafaumh.

      Like with Mae, Nathan didn’t care if Baudelaire was pissy about Reine. He refused to force her into hiding for his own sake. But she still needed more time to grow used to the wider world.

      Before stepping into the carriage, Nathan turned to face his other Champions. Other than Fei, Seraph, and Sen, there was a single dark elf among them. Nurevia had remained quiet all day, but he knew that was out of respect.

      Nathan had originally come from an alternate Doumahr—one where demonic invaders destroyed almost the entire world. In that world, Nurevia had never shown respect for any fallen Bastion. She’d strongly disliked Nathan’s friends and mentors, and admonished him for getting attached.

      So seeing her wear conservative clothing for once was a shock to him. Either Leopold was truly that great of a Bastion, or Nurevia had truly changed compared to the version that Nathan knew. The latter possibility troubled him, as he’d taken Nurevia’s personality for granted since reuniting with her.

      A few Champions were missing from the group. Narime was assisting with problems in the Amica Duchies to the east, and Astra had returned to the Aurelian Spires to explain the events of the civil war. Sunstorm had elected to remain in the palace, as funerals weren’t really her thing.

      “I’ll see you all back at the palace,” Nathan told his Champions, looking pointedly at Fei.

      Her ears drooped, but she nodded and stuck her tongue out. At least she was able to lift the mood after such a miserable morning.

      Once inside, the carriages took off, driven by magical engines. Nathan sat opposite Alice, and between Fyre and Ciana. Reine removed her mask with a look of relief while Mae left hers on.

      Immediately, Fyre said, “Did we have to bury Maylis at the same time as Leopold? She betrayed us.”

      Grimaces crossed everyone’s faces.

      “It was Grandpa’s choice,” Alice said. “Leopold might have been his oldest friend, but Maylis had always been close to him. I think he blames himself for what she did.”

      “He shouldn’t,” Nathan said flatly. “The Maylis we defeated wasn’t the one that everyone remembered. We don’t know how long that succubus, Beatrice, was damaging her mind. Aleich can remember the Bastion who defended it for over twenty years, not the twisted ruin we put out of its misery.”

      The others nodded, but Fyre seemed put out more than anything else. The massive ceremonial sword in her hand wavered in her grip.

      “But because of her…” she mumbled.

      Nathan shot her a sharp look. “Whatever you think of Maylis, I want you to keep it to yourself. You’re not just my Champion, Fyre. You’re the prophet of the goddess. Your words will shake the foundation of the world and can’t be said lightly.”

      She winced and abruptly clung to Nathan’s arm. Her sword fell down, causing Alice to squawk in surprise. Ciana snapped it up, then froze in shock.

      “Ciana?” he asked her.

      “I’m fine.” The unicorn knight seemed to shake her entire body loose. “My entire body felt strange when I touched it.”

      “It’s a remnant of Omria,” Fyre said, trying to regain her composure and scowling at the sword. “Supposedly. It feels alien to me, and I know I have her power. But… she doesn’t tell me anything.”

      To everyone else, that mysterious “she” would be interpreted as Omria herself. Fyre had direct access to her power and claimed to speak to her.

      The truth was more complicated. Fyre and Nathan shared a mutual friend and mental parasite, a succubus known as Kadria, who had brought Nathan to this world after his was effectively destroyed. Her aid had allowed Fyre to claim Omria’s power, despite an attempt by the supposed goddess to claim it herself.

      “That’s because it’s a relic, not a true remnant,” Nathan said, glaring at the sword. “While Trafaumh claims they’re ancient hand-me-downs from the goddess, they’re a product of their experiments. Baudelaire stopped creating them when she took control of the Inquisition, but there are enough floating around.”

      “What sort of experiments?” Alice asked.

      “The sort that involves sacrifices,” Mae said. “They create our eyes with the same process.”

      “Which is…?”

      Mae looked at Nathan, who scowled.

      “Officially, nobody is supposed to know. Trafaumh guards its secrets ruthlessly,” he said. “But you’re the Empress now and I guarantee Gorthal knew.”

      Alice nodded. “If it’s so secretive that Trafaumh would act against the prophet, it must be abhorrent.”

      “That depends on how desperate you are,” Nathan said, feeling tired suddenly. “But there’s only one source of the goddess’s power on Doumahr. Or was.” He looked at Fyre, who puffed up in pride. “Champions. Gems draw on power from binding stones, and that bleeds into their bodies over the years. That’s why they can never go back to being normal people. The power transforms them.”

      A chill fell over the carriage, and Reine closed her eyes. Fyre’s jaw dropped.

      “They… they harvest Champions?” she asked.

      “Yes. I’m certain that’s why Baudelaire stopped creating relics. She would have run out of Champions and started weakening their defenses if she tried to create both relics and divine eyes.” He sighed. “Until Mae revealed her eyes, and that she was an older experiment, I hadn’t known how long Baudelaire had been at work.”

      Fyre’s eyes grew fierce as she looked at Reine, and there was a mixed sense of protectiveness and fury in them. Nathan knew that he needed to be careful about how much he told her about Trafaumh’s experiments.

      That was likely why Kadria hadn’t told her how relics were created. Fyre reacted on emotion. As useful as that was for her firebrand tendencies, she could and would destroy alliances and start wars. Fortunately, her obsession with Nathan kept her in check. Mostly.

      Their trip back to the palace was uneventful. They pulled up outside the central building in the complex and stepped out.

      Unlike Trafaumh’s relics, the Imperial Palace of Aleich was a genuine artifact of Omria. The palace was a gargantuan mass of stone spires and stained glass, with double doors so large they were driven by mechanized levers.

      Other buildings stood nearby in the palatial complex. The largest were those dedicated to the colleges of the Imperial Diet, who usually met without the presence of the Empress. Barracks and smaller buildings for the servants hid in the shadows of the grander structures.

      But only the central palace itself held Omria’s power. Nathan controlled it, and it granted him the same power as one of his binding stones—the ability to manipulate reality and channel vast amounts of magic from the world itself.

      During the civil war, an alternate prophet of Falmir attempted to steal the palace’s power. Her name was Charlotte, the former princess of the Kingdom of Falmir. Nathan had cared deeply for her in his original world, but he didn’t know the woman who claimed to be a prophet.

      As they stepped inside the open doors of the palace, Nathan noticed that the knights had relaxed significantly over the past few weeks. The outer walls of the complex still bore signs of the war, however. Fyre and Maylis had torn chunks from them in battle. Scaffolding covered the wounds, and laborers were hard at work repairing the stonework with the aid of mages.

      Nathan scowled as he entered the grand hall of the palace. The multi-level hall was nearly empty, save for a handful of servants and knights.

      And a small retinue accompanying a particularly frustrating thorn in his and Alice’s side, standing in front of the throne at the far end of the hall.

      An extravagantly dressed man raised his hands in greeting. “Lord Nathan, Empress Alice, I’m glad I could catch you here.”

      He looked maybe a decade older than Nathan, but his wife couldn’t have been older than Fei. His clothes were the same black as other funeral goers, but had the gold trim restricted to members of the royal family. None of his retinue, including his wife, wore that gold. Twin emblems were woven into his breast.

      This man could wear gold because he was, technically, a royal. The Anfang Empire had millennia of history and was Omria’s chosen nation, so ancient noble families thought very highly of themselves. The von Salms family held an archduchy that covered much of the northwest of the Empire, and considered themselves to be just as powerful and important as the Empress.

      Of course, in Nathan’s eyes, the man was a traitor. He was the son of a man who had started the civil war, and had actively supported the Nationalist rebels even after Nathan defeated them outside Aleich.

      “Shouldn’t you be with the others, Otto?” Alice asked, neatly slipping next to Nathan as Ciana stepped aside.

      As much as his Champions desired to be close to him, almost all of them hated politics. Even Fyre shied away, which enabled Seraph to stand immediately behind Nathan’s left shoulder. They all stopped a good two dozen feet away from Otto and his retinue. Nathan noticed a pair of monogem Champions, but they refused to meet his eyes.

      Otto’s expression flickered with annoyance at Alice’s familiar greeting, but he swiftly recovered. “It was a touching ceremony, but there is pressing business to be finished. I believe it’s time we truly put the trouble behind us all, and make a decision about the future of the archduchies. War is on the horizon, and I need the support of the Empress if I’m to represent my people.”
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      Of course that was why Otto was here. He had been hounding Alice since he arrived in Aleich last week. While he had inherited the archduchy, the entire point of the civil war had been so that Alice could change the constitution and the ancient rules that had caused it.

      It would be trivial for her to take the land off a rebellious archduke. As reality set in for the rebel nobles, many had flocked to Aleich to appeal to Alice.

      Nathan had heard more lies in the past week than he had in his life. And that was saying a lot, given the company he had kept in his original world.

      “You’ve inherited your father’s title and land, Otto,” Alice said with a guarded expression. “While many things have changed in the new constitution, I haven’t been granted the right to rip away the rights of nobles at will. Even our beloved prophet lacks that power.”

      Otto’s eyes wandered over to Fyre, who was standing off to the side. Unlike several of Nathan’s Champions, she was at least paying attention. But Nathan suspected that her interest was curtailed by her lack of ability to do what Alice just spoke of.

      “I shall be forthright,” Otto said.

      “I’ve never known you to be anything but,” Alice said primly.

      He hid his reaction better than his retinue. Otto’s wife seemed to glare at Alice, which would be life-shortening in most nations. Nathan noticed that the two women had a few similarities—blonde hair, brown eyes, and short. Alice had a substantially better figure however, and Nathan doubted the other woman had the lean muscles under her clothes that Alice did.

      Otto cleared his throat, then continued, “We both know that you are considering charges of high treason against many nobles. While you cannot tear up my title and land rights, the Diet can if the Imperial Court agrees.”

      “Perhaps that is an issue for you to bring up with the nobles who reside on the court?” Alice’s smile was so fake that Nathan swore it could be peeled off.

      “I am confident that no findings will be made against me. The rebellion has been awful for peace and stability across the entire Empire. My father was murdered in cold blood by Tharban and his thugs. I did everything I could to stymie his advances and evil works, but you know his brutality as well as I do. Honestly, I’m surprised you stopped at merely stripping him of his title.” Otto looked at Nathan.

      Nathan tried not to snort. “You don’t need to sympathize about my father, Your Grace. Or pretend that you knew nothing about your father’s demise.”

      Otto’s face became studiously neutral. His retinue arced up, causing several nearby Royal Knights to approach out of concern.

      Raising his hand, Otto silenced his followers. “You seem like a man that does not stop at exile for traitors, Lord Nathan.”

      “I’m pragmatic and take the actions that are in the best interest of Her Majesty, the Empire, and our goddess,” Nathan said. “Why exactly are you here, von Salms?”

      Alice’s hand fell on Nathan’s arm while Otto watched him closely with narrowed eyes. Several seconds passed in uncomfortable silence.

      “The Empire is the grandest institution on Doumahr and once again blessed by Omria herself,” Otto eventually said. “Any charges of treason will take years to resolve, at best. The court is still considering arguments from nobles whose lands the archdukes seized centuries ago. It would be a disaster if my hands were tied when Falmir’s false prophet marches on us.”

      Alice’s expression darkened at the implied threat, and her grip tightened on Nathan’s arm.

      But he spoke before she could. “I just said I’m pragmatic, von Salms. You’d be naïve to assume that I’d allow the Empire to be endangered by any reticent nobles, especially after a civil war.”

      Otto remained still.

      “However,” Nathan continued, “the treason charges are only one matter being considered by the Diet. The colleges are jointly considering war reparations for those nobles who sided with the rebels. Aleich burned, many farmers saw their crop stores stolen by marching armies, and huge tracts of the Empire are in turmoil. Raising taxes is out of the question, but the people need to be repaid for the damage done to them.”

      Alice shot Nathan a wary look, but he shifted his arm so that it brushed her back. Meanwhile, Otto relaxed significantly, even if his minders seemed upset at the news.

      “That is understandable,” Otto said, attempting to sound soothing. “Tharban’s thugs took the war to Aleich and von Milgar’s territory, and my fellow archduke has been much more reserved while counterattacking.” A pause. “I would need to see more details on these… reparations.”

      “Alice?” Nathan asked, turning to her.

      Her lips thinned, but she faced Otto. “Duchess von Clair is leading the Cities and Princes Colleges, while her brother, Count von Clair, is responsible for the Lords College. I shall inform them of your interest, but your cooperation will be required.”

      “Of course,” Otto crooned. “I am more than willing to use my significant assets to soothe the pain of the Empire and ensure we remain ready to repel attackers.”

      Alice nodded, then gestured to the entrance of the palace. “Then we shall speak again after Duchess von Clair briefs me on your meeting with her.”

      “My pleasure.” Otto gave Alice a half-bow and inclined his head toward Nathan.

      But as he passed them, he stopped, then turned to face Nathan. “If I may suggest something… Perhaps the reparations could be called a rebuilding fund? It’s a much more unifying name.”

      “We’ll take it under consideration,” Nathan said.

      Otto nodded, then swept out of the palace.

      Without a word, Alice moved toward the doors that led farther into the palace. Her arm remained firmly around Nathan’s as she dragged him along.

      She led their group into the true throne room, which was just behind the grand hall and guarded by several Royal Knights wearing slimmer uniforms. These were Reine’s agents, and better trained to defend against magical threats.

      A glittering throne crafted from gold, bismuth, platinum, and many other exotic metals sat at one end of the room. This was the Empire’s true throne, sometimes referred to as the glittering throne of Omria, as she had crafted it herself in the early days of the Empire.

      Back then, this throne room had been the only throne room. The palace had grown in magnificence alongside its Empire, but this throne was a reminder of its beginnings.

      Alice strode over and flopped down on the throne, her head held atop one palm. Nathan watched as she tried to cross her legs, as the heavy, flowing material of her dress fought her. Eventually, she managed it.

      His Champions looked between him and the Empress sullenly glaring at him. They could read the room.

      “Um, can we go get changed before you start arguing?” Fei asked, picking at her top. “This uniform is so stuffy. I want to put on my usual stuff.”

      “You can’t,” Seraph said.

      “What? Of course I can—”

      “The servants dropped off our new uniforms this morning. Nathan is now the defender of Aleich and the head of the Royal Knights. That means we’re also Royal Champions, and we need to wear the right uniform.” Seraph smirked. “So we all have pretty new black and gold uniforms. They actually embroidered Nathan’s lovely little crest directly into the arms.”

      “I saw that,” Ciana said, ignoring the way Fyre preened next to her. “Our ceremonial uniforms lack it, but several of the other knights saw and became very jealous.”

      Alice ran a hand across her forehead. “I’m not paying to embroider new crests into the uniforms of every Royal Knight. Especially as half of their patches are different. A lot of them replace the cat ears with wolf ears.”

      Nathan blinked. “Really?”

      Fei gave him an odd look. “Most of us customize the emblem for our, um, extras? There are a lot of wolves in the Royal Knights. I dunno why the humans all have cat ears.”

      Everyone looked at Fei, then at Fyre, who rolled her eyes.

      “The emblem of progress is representative of those who drive it,” Fyre said.

      Now it was Nathan’s turn to roll his eyes. Fyre liked to pretend to be a good, pious prophet when around the others. Her pettiness and lewd jokes usually only came out when alone with him, or when she was especially upset.

      “I don’t get it,” Fei whined.

      “The basic crest has cat ears because of you, Fei. You’re my most iconic Champion,” Nathan said.

      She blinked, then grinned like an idiot. The others used this chance to roll their eyes at her, while Fei beamed with pride.

      “While this is entertaining, I did come here for a reason,” Alice said drily. “Nathan, are you sure that was a good idea? The whole point of preparing the treason charges and the reparations was to corner Otto and many other nobles. It’d be a public victory in the Diet when they either yielded or were held to account for what they did.”

      “We did have him cornered. Isn’t that why he came here, instead of schmoozing it up with the other nobles?” Nathan nearly crossed his arms, but figured that might be confrontational.

      Alice wasn’t usually this put off when he stepped in. Then again, he usually stayed out of politics.

      “Perhaps.” Alice continued to look sullen. “But now he can slink away with his pride and remain an archduke. All he has to do is draw on some of his reserves.”

      “A lot of his reserves,” Nathan corrected. “As filthy rich as the archdukes are, this war has hit all of them hard. They’re bankrolling forces on par with the Imperial Army and the daily cost of soldiers is obscenely high right now. That’s not even including all the logistics, food, and equipment costs. Von Salms is switching sides because he’ll run out of money if he doesn’t.”

      “Then why not pressure him more?” Fyre asked, stepping forward. Her wings flared out behind her. “He and so many other nobles are vulnerable, and they caused all of this. They should be made to suffer for their crimes.”

      Nathan frowned and was internally glad that none of his Champions responded to Fyre. Although Nurevia scoffed, drawing the prophet’s heated gaze.

      “No, we all caused this. The war was, strictly speaking, avoidable,” he said. “We brought it to a head because it was the best choice, and you were a huge part of that. Right now, prolonging the aftermath is more dangerous than resolving it.”

      “So it’s about pragmatism? Did we just fight for nothing?” Fyre whined. “Did they die for…” she trailed off.

      “No,” Nathan said sharply. “If we’d lost, then things would be far worse. And you’re overplaying von Salms’s power. My point is that he’s already blown a lot of his funds. If we hit him with a huge bill for the war, he won’t have the ability to start another war. He keeps his title, we don’t need to handle the fallout of deposing one of the oldest noble families in the Empire, and we can then focus on Falmir and Trafaumh.”

      “You’re assuming he’ll help us after this,” Alice said. “He can just turn on me politically the moment he pays his dues.”

      “How long will he survive politically once Fyre turns on him in return,” Nathan said drily.

      Said prophet perked up and a broad grin crossed her face. “I can do that?”

      After removing her hand from her chin, Alice drummed it on the side of her throne. Her mind seemed preoccupied, so Nathan waited for her thoughts to catch up.

      “That could work,” she admitted. “I’d figured to use you to support my claim to the throne and the changes I’m making, but this role might be better suited to you. In the past, everyone claimed to have the blessing of Omria. But if her prophet speaks out against those destabilizing the Empire, they’ll be robbed of a major weapon.”

      Seraph grimaced but remained silent. Nathan caught the change in her expression and gestured to her.

      “You disagree?” he asked.

      “Not as such,” she said slowly. “Rather, this is a dangerous path to go down. The Empire is pious, but it’s never encouraged zealotry. This will change that.”

      “I’m aware of the cost,” Nathan said. “The worse things got in my timeline, the stronger the religious rhetoric became. But it is a weapon, and one that will be actively wielded by our enemies. We can ask Fyre to tone it down after we win.”

      “I think I’d prefer to use it as little as possible, if you’re that grim about it,” Alice said with narrowed eyes. “But even if we accept Otto as archduke in exchange for a pile of money, we still have more problems.”

      He nodded and waited for her to continue. Reine chose this opportunity to stand by his side, which likely meant this was a planned conversation. Her tail began to beat vigorously against his legs, increasing in speed with each passing second.

      “A lot of nobles died during the rebellion—either at the hands of the Nationalists or during smaller rebellions by the people,” Alice said. “There’s been no sign of any members of the Allesburg family, either. Once we confirm that the Nationalists killed an entire archducal family, the Diet will explode in fury. I’ve already been questioned about my leniency toward Tharban.”

      “Ah, yes. ‘Leniency,’” Seraph drawled.

      Nathan winced. “Honestly, I wouldn’t have complained if you allowed the Diet to sentence him to death. He’s only useful while the Nationalists remain at large, as I’m using him to destabilize them.”

      Tharban Straub—formerly Tharban von Straub—was Nathan’s father in this world, and a genuine monster. He was a madman who had slain Leopold and brought the civil war to a head.

      The only reason he remained alive was that the Nationalists were loosely rallied behind him. Killing him would have made the situation worse. So Nathan had done something that he still questioned the morals of: used his mental magic to manipulate Tharban’s thoughts and actions.

      “That would have happened had you not been the one to spare Tharban,” Alice said with a smirk. “The Diet is terrified of you. They’re not going to question your decisions.”

      He blinked. “They’re what? Why?”

      Several of his Champions stifled laughs, although Nathan saw that Fei mostly looked confused.

      Reine merely frowned. “You are ruthless, calculating, and driven. Your record of achievements includes conquering the Amica Federation, defeating and taming mythical Messengers, brutally suppressing a riot in the dark elf Spires and earning a historically high level of trust, and now defeating the Nationalist rebellion. To the common folk, you are a living myth. To the nobility, you are a monster.”

      “Thanks, Reine,” Nathan said.

      “I think it’s exactly how you should be perceived,” Fyre chirped. “An unyielding warrior who crushes corrupt nobles while ensuring the safety of all of Doumahr.”

      “And that’s why the nobility fears you, Nathan,” Alice said. “They respected Leopold and Maylis, but saw them as extensions of Grandpa’s power. But they believe you are your own agent, and I’ve heard more than a few question whether you’ll become Emperor once we marry.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works.” But despite his light words, Nathan felt deeply discomforted.

      During Alice’s coronation, he’d felt welcomed by the Empire, unlike in his homeland of Falmir. The idea that he was some sort of boogeyman to many bothered him.

      “Maybe not, but we did just rewrite the constitution.” She laughed. “Don’t make such a face. It helps me and Anna a great deal, even if it chafes that I feel a lot of what I accomplish will always be because of your reputation. Otto made it very clear that you are the one who concerns him.”

      Had he? Nathan felt he missed that.

      “But my original point wasn’t this,” she continued. “Rather, we need to decide on who takes control of unclaimed territory. Anna’s promotion to archduchess is all but finalized, and she’ll take control of most of the Amica Duchies. Von Salms keeps most of his territory. But what about the Enclave or most of the Allesburg lands? And your… home of Straub.”

      “I don’t really need Straub,” he said, finally crossing his arms. “Even if my memories are of that place, it’s not my home.”

      “I still want to give you some territory. In fact, I kind of have to before we marry.” Alice grimaced at the reminder. “You lost your noble title when Tharban disowned you, and now I’ve stripped his family of the title and lands.”

      “What about the Enclave?” Fei chirped, to nods from Ciana and Fyre.

      Very enthusiastic nods in Fyre’s case.

      Alice and Nathan looked at each other. They had discussed this before, and Nathan had his own thoughts on the matter.

      “Um… No?” Fei asked, furrowing her brow.

      “The Enclave is beastkin territory, Fei,” he said gently. “It’s always had very hands-off management by Milgar and Anna for that reason.”

      Alice nodded. “There are other lands available, but Reine believes it might be months or years before we can confirm the state of the von Allesburgs.”

      “That’s correct,” Reine said. “I’ve been unable to locate the bodies of most of the family, other than those buried at the hidden forest estate that our guest from Falmir told us of. His youngest daughter remains alive, but she is… not of suitable age.”

      That caught Nathan off guard, and he looked at Reine in surprise. Nobody else seemed to understand his confusion.

      “Uh, I remember seeing von Allesburg in the Diet when we ended the war with Trafaumh,” he said. “He looked old enough that a stiff wind would turn him into dust. Even Baudelaire looked younger, and she’s ancient.”

      “He remained active well into his twilight years,” Alice said with a scowl. “While he never remarried, he took many mistresses and sometimes adopted his bastard children. His remaining daughter, Lotte, was supposedly mothered by a member of the Falmir royal family.”

      Nathan looked away with a scowl. His oldest friend in Falmir had told him all about the dalliances of Falmir’s royals. How Gareth knew had never been fully explained, but Nathan knew better than to question the man’s knowledge of Falmir’s shady activities.

      “So you want me to become a noble and take control of Straub,” he said, returning to the main topic.

      “Yes. We’ll need to handle the remaining archduchy later and confirm nobles in the Enclave and empty lands later, but granting you an official title will make it less awkward when people call you ‘Lord’ instead of ‘Bastion.’” She raised an eyebrow at him.

      Raising his hands, Nathan chose to give in.

      Although he didn’t know who could run Straub for him. In his mind, Gharrick Pass had become his home for years and he’d be spending a lot more time in the palace now.

      Preparations to connect his fortresses and the palace using a teleportation gateway were well underway. Maylis had refused him in the past, but he called the shots now. Maybe he’d link up Straub as well, simplifying matters.

      Alice sighed, then pulled herself off the throne.

      As they left, she slipped an arm around Nathan’s. Once outside the throne room, the two of them lingered near the exit while his Champions seemed uncertain about what to do.

      “Um, can we go get changed now? And have lunch? I’m starving,” Fei said, her entire body twisting as if being without food for several hours was the definition of torture.

      “Yes, you can go get changed into your new uniforms.” Nathan glared at Fei when she winced at how specific he was.

      The little minx had absolutely intended to play dumb about the new uniforms.

      “Go get your food, and we’ll join you in whatever room you use,” he said. “I imagine we’ll take longer than you.”

      Her head bobbed up and down, and she turned to race away. Seraph caught her by the arm.

      “Pick a nice room, Fei,” she warned.

      The catgirl rolled her eyes, then shot off in a blur. The knights and agents watched her with undisguised amusement.

      “I’ll see you later, Nathan,” Seraph said, then sashayed off to her room.

      This time, it was Nathan’s eyes that were glued to his departing Champion. Seraph always knew how to keep his attention.

      With the funeral over and Otto dealt with, the time had come for Nathan to settle into regular palace affairs.
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      His other Champions slipped away, save Ciana and Fyre.

      “Do you want your sword back?” Ciana asked the prophet, leaning the oversized sword toward the other beastkin.

      Fyre screwed up her face. “No. I never want to touch that awful thing again.” Then she smiled sweetly at Nathan before darting off.

      He knew that she’d rejoin him just as quickly. Fyre had begun to cling to him as much as Ciana while he was in the palace.

      Unlike the others, Nathan and Alice took their time returning to their suite. Ciana followed them, the sword cradled in her arms.

      “You’re not concerned by its origin?” he asked her, staring at the sword.

      “However it was created, it still exists. I can’t undo that, but I can use it to help you.” She smiled at him.

      Nathan frowned. She had a good point, even if relics still bothered him greatly.

      His memories of Trafaumh’s squalid dungeons and the awful state of the beastkin test subjects there seared his mind. Any time he thought of relics or touched them, he was reminded of that awful place and time.

      Although he refused to admit as much to her, Reine’s presence had only increased his darker recollections of his past. He had his demons and regretted many things from his original world, but Trafaumh sat high in that long list.

      Alice’s grip tightened around his arm, and he sighed in response.

      Time for a subject change before she probed him about his worries.

      “What about your noble title?” he asked. “You said that you might become a von Arangar.”

      Alice’s situation was substantially more complicated than most nobles. She was the granddaughter of both Archduke von Milgar and former Emperor Gorthal. The last two emperors had been von Arangars, and Alice was the third in the dynasty.

      But she had always been Alice Arangar, because her true name should have been Alice von Milgar. Her true line of noble inheritance was to the Milgar archduchy, and she had only kept the Arangar name because she was an Imperial princess.

      Alice sighed at the topic and her gaze became distant. Their pace slowed.

      “Yes, that’s correct,” she said. “Now that Grandpa isn’t Emperor, he’s once again the true head of the von Arangar family. The Nationalists also don’t have the power to threaten my family. There’s some internecine bickering as those lower in the rungs of inheritance try to push out those who sided with the Nationalists.”

      “But what about you?” Nathan asked, trying to stay focused.

      “Officially, nothing. The entire reason my mother married into the von Milgars is because she wasn’t going to inherit the title and land.” Alice sighed again. “The problem is political. I’m now Empress, and while I’m officially Empress Alice II, many nobles are concerned that I’m using an unlanded name.”

      Ciana tilted her head from beside them. “I’m sorry. A what?”

      “I’m still a noble,” Alice said drily. “But any name without a ‘von’ in it is part of an unlanded title, and therefore… lesser in value. Many nobles chafe at the idea of their Empress disrespecting their birthright and the line of inheritance. They want me to become Alice von Milgar, but that’s…”

      Once again, she sighed. Nathan knew why.

      The entire reason Alice had become so deeply involved in this civil war was that she had chosen to stand by Gorthal when the rest of her family had refused to. More than her family dynasty was at stake.

      “Can’t you just grant yourself some token amount of land and escape the knot that way?” Nathan suggested. “I’m sure there’s some land close enough to a loyal noble that you can ask them to manage it for you, and nobody will be troubled.”

      She gave him a look that suggested he was being patronizing, and he winced. “If the Empress goes around granting herself land, it would be a terrible look. The Diet would riot. The entire point of having an elected Imperial family is to separate their material concerns from the wellbeing of the Empire.”

      “You just rewrote the constitution.”

      “And it required a civil war, because it specifically disallowed other royal families from gaining the power of the throne,” she said. “If I immediately abused my power, then I’ll prove the Nationalists right. Anyway, it’s not the true problem.”

      He raised an eyebrow. They were close to their suite now and stopped just outside it. The wolfgirl knights standing guard wagged their tails as Nathan approached. Before the civil war, the Royal Knights kept their faces covered as a matter of course, but few bothered anymore. The sight of Aleich burning had caused many of them to abandon the policy.

      “My family intends to make me the direct heir, as I’ll presumably be Empress for long enough that it won’t matter. The problem is that, even if they try to rearrange the family power structure so it doesn’t affect anything, I’ll still be the head of the family. Any children I’ll have will be the heirs to both the archduchy and the Arangar title.” She ran a hand through her hair in frustration. “That’s not supposed to happen, to be blunt.”

      Nathan could imagine. Nobles usually gave up their original family name when they married. Alice’s situation was horrifically complicated.

      “Anyway, it doesn’t really matter. Your name is more important.” She leaned against him with a grin and ran her hands around his back, pressing them into his ass. “You’re about to become a von Straub again, but you’ll have your choice of name when you marry Anna and I. Nathan von Arangar? Nathan von Clair? Or maybe Anna will take your name and change the duchy?”

      He frowned. “Does it matter? I’m not really in this for the title and wealth.”

      The jaws of the nearby knights fell. Apparently he’d said something dramatic.

      Alice rolled her eyes and poked his nose. “Maybe not to you. But think about…” She coughed and her cheeks reddened. “Think about any children you might have. The name you choose will affect them. Straub is a county. By contrast, your other choices are those of royalty.”

      Children, huh? Nathan had briefly thought about the topic years ago, when Fei had been intent on the topic during her rutting and Torneus had brought it up. But the idea had left as quickly as it appeared.

      He wondered if there’d be a time he seriously considered it. Alice appeared to be.

      “I’ll think about it,” he demurred. “Let’s get changed and join Fei.”

      “You can join Fei. I want to talk to Grandpa.” She gave him a kiss, then slipped inside their suite.

      The three of them got changed—Ciana kept spare clothes and uniforms here, given her tendency to linger. Nathan and his unicorn knight tracked down Fei, who was steadfastly ignoring Seraph while eating half the palace’s food supply.

      The afternoon passed swiftly. Military deployments were a familiar puzzle to Nathan, but his current issue was difficult. With the deaths of both Leopold and Maylis, many binding stones were inert but their portals remained active. Demonic invasions could threaten the Empire at any time.

      Nathan had claimed Aleich’s binding stone, but was hesitant to take control of too many others. If he did, he’d soon become a Bastion with more Champions and binding stones than anyone in history.

      If the Empire’s nobles feared him now, he could only imagine their feelings toward him once he controlled over a dozen binding stones and a small army of Champions. That had been exactly what happened in his old world, and the reason why Falmir had exiled him to the north in the end. They still needed his power, even if they hated him.

      Night fell, and he enjoyed a much lighter meal than the catgirl whining about managing so many soldiers. As it was winter, much of the meat was preserved with salt, smoking, or fat. The palace had limited supplies of magically preserved fresh food, but Nathan didn’t want to waste it on regular meals.

      And especially not on Fei’s appetite. She’d bankrupt the Empire if they had to pay mages to preserve enough food for her.

      “I don’t eat that much,” she whined when he joked about that.

      Seraph, Ciana, and Nathan stared at the massive sandwich in her hands. It was densely layered with several slices of salted ham and pickled onions, oozed with mustard seeds, and could feed Nathan for an entire day.

      And it was far from the only thing she was eating tonight.

      “I swear you eat more every day,” Seraph said. “Where does it all go?”

      Ciana pointedly looked at Fei’s huge tits, but shook her head. “I’m certain you haven’t grown much recently.”

      “I have. This new uniform is too tight.” Fei scowled at her new black and gold uniform, which was noticeably tight around her chest. “I always have to let out new tops.”

      “You shouldn’t have to. The tailor used your… old measurements.” Nathan placed his head on one hand and realized the problem. “Fei, when’s the last time you got measured up?”

      “Uhhhh, I dunno. Maybe when I left the academy?” She smiled dopily. “There was always a tailor at Gharrick Pass to help adjust my uniforms, though.”

      Everyone sighed at once.

      “Fei, have the palace tailor redo your measurements and get new uniforms. How about you, Ciana? You should be growing into yours.”

      His unicorn knight flushed at the reminder of her youth. While it had been nearly two and a half years since they met, Ciana had been in her late teens at the time. Many of his Champions were close to Nathan’s original age, rather than his current age, for fairly obvious reasons.

      “I had my measurements redone for the ceremonial uniform. I knew I was going to be… where I was.” She looked away with a bitter smile. “I wanted to look as good as possible, even if Leopold couldn’t see me.”

      Nathan placed a hand on her arm and her smile brightened up.

      “So, if it’s not Fei’s tits that grow, where does her food go?” Seraph repeated.

      “Maybe my gems.” Fei rubbed the pair of sapphires glimmering in her collarbone. “My magic feels so much hungrier than it did before. Is that normal?”

      “No,” Seraph said.

      “Yes,” Nathan said. “But not to this degree. You always ate a lot, but this is far too much. I might take a look at your gems later. It’s possible they’re unstable. If I’m going to trigem you, then I want to be certain your body is ready.”

      A gasp escaped Fei and she dropped her sandwich. The thud it made was testament to the density of meat in it.

      “Trigem…” she whispered.

      “You’re not the only one waiting,” Seraph said with a smirk, but there was a shadow of doubt in her eyes when she looked at Nathan. “You have the gems now, don’t you?”

      “I’ve had them for a while. But I don’t want to risk a mistake with a trigem ritual. It’s the hardest, and many Champions are never ready for it. Greedy Bastions frequently damage their Champions by trying to force it.” He grimaced.

      Far too many Champions had been retired by Bastions intent on becoming a new legend and getting their own trigem Champion. The power gap between duogems and trigems was immense, and having one made you one of the greatest powers on the continent.

      Nathan suddenly realized what time it was and rose abruptly, swearing.

      “Nathan?” Ciana asked, alarmed.

      “Sorry, I just remembered I promised to meet our… guest.” He grimaced.

      The others nodded, and he left. Ciana trailed after him silently.

      By the time he arrived at his destination, Reine had already beat him there. She stood outside a suite in the rear corner of the palace, with several of her agents standing guard. Her dress was gone, and instead she wore a baggy black robe that covered her ample curves. She smiled at him, and he swore that the golden wings in her eyes glowed.

      “I apologize that I interrupted your dinner. It looked enjoyable,” she said.

      Nathan hid his frown. “You can join us, instead of watching. You’re always welcome, Reine.”

      “I… understand.” She shifted uncomfortably. “I shall speak to Seraph later.”

      He sighed. “You don’t have to ask permission, Reine. But you do whatever makes you comfortable.” He saw her tail wag beneath her robe in response. “And you don’t need to apologize. I’m here to see her myself, and you’re allowed to come along.”

      She nodded, but he’d learned Reine’s limited range of expressions well enough to know it wasn’t sincere. His Spymaster had long since learned to play along with opinions she disagreed with.

      Nathan gripped the door handle and felt magic pulse through it. The magic key that locked it responded to his touch, allowing him to open it. While most of the palace doors were heavy, this one was even more so. A Champion would struggle to break it down.

      Which was the whole point, because this room contained a Champion.

      He stepped inside and immediately saw Sunstorm sitting on the bed. She was his assassin Champion and had a pair of onyx gems. Her olive skin was a sign of her Kurai heritage, and her lithe, taut form looked snug in her new uniform. Hers was adjusted to remove many of the decorative elements, so it just looked like a form-fitting black uniform. The jacket hanging on a nearby chair looked more official.

      Sunstorm gave him a wave. She had a knife in one hand, and a wooden figurine in the other. As usual, she was whittling to pass the time. This looked like some sort of multi-tailed mystic fox, and Nathan knew she’d been working on it for much longer than her usual projects.

      But his attention was immediately drawn to the other woman in the room. She was imposingly large, with powerful muscles, thighs thick enough to crush skulls, and a height that matched Nathan’s. All she wore was a pair of simple pants and a singlet, which showed off more of her body than she was likely aware of. A single red garnet sat in her collarbone.

      The Champion froze mid-pushup upon seeing Nathan. Her expression remained neutral as she sat on the ground, ignoring the sweat and her current clothing.

      “Bastion Nathan,” Vala said flatly. “It’s interrogation time again, huh?”
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      “This isn’t an interrogation,” Nathan said.

      “I’m a foreign Champion, locked in a room, under watch by someone who can kill me instantly, and you’re prodding and poking me with questions almost every day,” Vala said, her hazel eyes boring into him. “If that’s not interrogation, what is?”

      Nathan strode over to the table and chairs in the corner. Reine followed him, and pulled up a seat beside him, while Ciana leaned against the wall behind him. The other two stayed where they were, although Vala sat cross-legged on the floor.

      The room lacked windows, but was otherwise well furnished. The bed was fit for royalty, a set of sofas could be used for relaxing, and the bathroom matched anything in the rest of the palace, save for the Imperial suites.

      He’d even expanded the size of the room to make Vala feel more welcome. An entire apartment could fit inside the suite, giving her plenty of room to exercise. Heavy weights and a stuffed practice dummy stood where the sofas had originally been, before she had shoved them into the corner.

      “If I was interrogating you, I’d shove you in a prison cell,” he said. “And for that matter, I’m pretty sure I saw you sparring with the Royal Knights the other day.” He smirked at Vala. “So what was that about being locked up?”

      She looked away with a dark expression. Her hands rose to the garnet in her collarbone, which remained bright. Nathan felt power well within her, but the gem didn’t glow.

      It couldn’t, after all. He’d made sure of that.

      “It’s not the same,” she muttered. “I’m a Champion. But when I go out there, I get put into the dirt every time by random knights. You took away what I am with your freakish magic.”

      Her eyes burned with fury when she turned to face him. He didn’t flinch, but couldn’t deny that her anger hurt him.

      “Even if I want you to feel welcome, you’re still a foreign Champion,” Nathan said. “I can’t risk you hurting or killing anyone in the palace in a foolish escape attempt.”

      “You took away my gem.” Her fingers pressed into the skin around her garnet. “How? It looks active, and I can feel the power trying to respond to me. But I only have my basic strength enhancement, not the way stronger one in my garnet.”

      Nathan remained silent. He couldn’t risk telling her the truth, given how suspicious she was of him already.

      When dealing with Tharban, he’d confirmed that he could sever binding stones and steal Champions using his mental magic. The tethers that connected Champions and Bastions were merely mental connections, and the average Bastion had no training in how mental magic worked.

      Until recently, Nathan hadn’t either. Only the Messengers he’d subjugated had been able to teach him. It was with deep irony that his enemies were the reason he had become far more capable than any other Bastion on Doumahr.

      He’d used that mental magic to effectively isolate Vala’s garnet. While he could forcefully take control of her, he worried about her reaction.

      More to the point, he worried about what it meant for his power that he could outright steal Champions. He’d been able to steal Nurevia because she hadn’t resisted, but he doubted that was an issue anymore. If he could effectively bind the mind of any Champion to his, what sort of power did he wield?

      The question tormented him, and he suppressed it as it drifted into his thoughts once again.

      “Maybe you should think about the fact you’re getting your ass kicked by random knights before bitching about Nathan,” Sunstorm said. “You still have your enhancement. What does it tell you that you can’t match the palace guard?”

      Vala rolled her eyes. “You’ve been shitting on me ever since I first got here. Like, shit, what’s your problem with me?”

      Sunstorm grit her teeth. “Because you can be a lot fucking better than your self-pitying, sorry ass. For fuck’s sake, Fei doesn’t even have a strength enhancement, and she was personally beating the shit out of every one of her knights before she even got her second gem. What’s your excuse?”

      “I’m not like you,” Vala spat. “You’re legends. All of you. You fight those superdemons Gareth calls Messengers, crush other Bastions and their Champions, and even conquered a goddess-damned country! I’m just some bumpkin who got captured in her first real battle.”

      The room fell into an uncomfortable silence as the two women glared at each other, broken by the grating sound of Sunstorm’s knife against her wood carving. Nathan drummed his fingers against the table.

      “You’ve never been in combat before?” he asked, incredulous that Vala had never been allowed to fight by her Bastion.

      Just how much of a dumbass was his alternate self in this world? Vala’s existing Bastion was a man named Oliver, and he looked identical to a younger Nathan—but was apparently a spoiled dipshit fawned over by Charlotte.

      Nathan hid his jealousy over the treatment his alternate self received. Apparently the way to the princess’s heart was to be incompetent.

      “Well, I have,” Vala said, face flushing red. “But just regular fights against demons. The normal red hordes that come through portals. Like, I fought some of the rebels when they attacked the palace, but they were just random assholes. I hadn’t even seen a manticore before we went through that portal Gareth made, and your army was tearing them apart.”

      There was a familiar look in her eyes. One of awe, admiration, and longing. Right now, she reminded Nathan of the woman he’d fallen in love with so many years ago. Vala even looked the same age.

      But he wasn’t. He’d shrugged off the age differences that his world hopping had created in the past. The joy of being reunited with his Champions had overwhelmed the strangeness, and in most cases they acted like different women than their past selves.

      Vala was different. She remained the same rough-and-ready country girl who adored the protectors of Doumahr, but didn’t really have the head to consider the harder problems in life.

      “That’s a look I’ve seen a lot,” Nathan said, causing Vala to scowl at him. “You don’t have to admire us from afar and glorify us as legends. You can be one of us.”

      “Bullshit.” She crossed her arms and jabbed a thumb at Sunstorm. “Your assassin bitch has reminded me daily that I’m shit.”

      “No, I’ve told you that you should pull your fucking finger out and be better,” Sunstorm growled.

      “Choe,” Nathan said.

      The assassin pouted at him, and Vala’s eyes nearly popped out of her skull when she saw the expression on Sunstorm’s face.

      “Don’t call me that in front of them.” Sunstorm’s voice was a plaintive whine as her eyes shot to Reine and Vala.

      “Wow. Is that your pet name when you fuck?” Vala asked with a breathy chuckle.

      “No.” Sunstorm returned to glaring at Vala, causing her to wince.

      “Enough,” Nathan said, trying to stop them before things escalated.

      He conjured up five glasses on the table. All eyes turned to him, and Vala’s practically glowed with anticipation.

      A glowing gold pentagon shimmered in front of his hand as he held it over the glasses. Ciana instinctively stiffened at the sight of such a powerful spell—a pentagon was a sign of a fifth rank spell, after all. Nathan could summon a flesh-eating flood that consumed entire battlefields with an equivalent fifth rank spell.

      But this one was different. He was using ascended magic, rather than the natural elements, and the level of power involved was orders of magnitude greater. Ascended magic involved changing the nature of reality itself. Nathan relied on more complex spell frames as a result.

      Over the course of a minute, magic flooded the frame. But his mind was elsewhere. He remained focused on the concept of what he was creating.

      Abruptly, he closed his hand into a fist. The spell frame glowed blindingly bright and a thick, black brew bubbled up from the bottom of each glass. A light brown head of foam topped off each one, as if they had been poured from a keg. The smell was almost that of chocolate, but carried a strange, intoxicating heat to it.

      Sunstorm eyed the now-full glasses with apprehension. “This isn’t going to make us all feel as miserable and traumatized as you always are, is it? You’ve had a pretty rough morning. I still remember what happened when you magicked up those egg tarts for Narime. She’s an annoying showoff, but watching her pull your dick out of your pants in front of Alice was something else.”

      “I’ve improved,” Nathan said with a grimace.

      But she had a point. Nathan’s recent attempts to use life magic had been less than successful.

      Ascended magic was about reshaping reality. Spatial magic allowed him to distort space and time itself. Mental magic turned intangible threads and mental spaces into physical places.

      And life magic was about transforming Nathan’s vision and concept of “food” into the real thing. Ordinary magic couldn’t create real food. All liquids would be like water, and food was a tasteless, amorphous mass.

      His mentors told him that life magic drew on his emotions. That tart he’d given to Narime had been based on something Kadria had given him, and that had drastically affected the result. Anyone who consumed his creations took on the emotions he imprinted into them.

      Which troubled Nathan in many ways. He tried not to think of the possibilities.

      “These should be fine,” he said.

      “More than fine,” Vala said. “Damn, this looks like a proper porter. Darker than most of the shit the nobles dare to touch.”

      “I drank this for a celebration when I was younger. It was damn strong. The keg even put my old man under.” He chuckled at one of the few fond memories he had of his father.

      His true father, that is. Even in his original world, he’d been estranged from his Bastion father. The man had retired without ever acknowledging Nathan’s success as a Bastion, but he had at least come to the drinks after his son was sworn in as a true Bastion.

      “I’m not sure I should drink this.” Reine eyed the black poison warily.

      “Drink as much or as little as you like. I figured Vala might like it, at least.”

      “Damn right I will.” She shot to her feet and snatched up her glass, then slugged down half of it. The foam clung to her face. “Fuck, that’s good.”

      The others took their glasses far slower, and only Ciana seemed to actually like the beer. But a strange expression crossed all of their faces when they drank it.

      “I think I know why you made this,” Sunstorm said.

      Nathan sighed. “I’d actually hoped that this wouldn’t affect you as much.”

      “I feel ready to fight and die for my country,” she drawled. “And this isn’t my country.”

      Vala shot her a look. “Then why are you fighting for it?”

      “I’m not. I’m fighting for Nathan. He’s all that matters. Kurai died long ago, and now he’s all I have.”

      “And Sen, Fei, Ciana—” Nathan added.

      Sunstorm rolled her eyes. “I was being dramatic for effect, Nathan. Fuck’s sake.”

      Ciana giggled. “Good to know you do care.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Now firmly back on the floor, Vala listened intently between gulps of beer. Her eyes were elsewhere, however.

      “And what are you fighting for, Vala?” Nathan asked.

      She grimaced. “I don’t know. I thought it was for Falmir, but I never felt like it. Maybe it was for glory. To become a famous Champion that people gave a shit about, instead of some farm girl who everyone gawked at because nobody could beat her at the village festival. Does it matter?”

      Sunstorm’s scowl returned. “There’s nothing wrong with doing things for yourself. That’s what half of us are here for. I’d leave in a second if Nathan confiscated my head collection.”

      “Your what?” Vala asked.

      “Don’t tempt me,” Nathan said.

      The assassin pouted at him. “You still haven’t allowed me to bring it here, or connected a gateway back to Gharrick Pass. I only got one in the civil war. I’m lonely.”

      “I don’t think severed heads cure loneliness,” Ciana said with a quizzical smile.

      “Sure they do. I can look at them and remember the great times I had with them, right before I chopped them off.”

      “Uh, what the fuck? Is she for real?” Vala asked Nathan while pointing at the slightly disturbing assassin.

      “Yes,” everyone said at once.

      “And that’s fine?”

      They all looked at Nathan, who shrugged. While the head collecting still bothered him, it was the least of his problems. Especially given the shit he had been doing lately.

      “There are worse things that can be done to someone than chopping off their head,” he said. “Almost all of those occur when they’re alive. Sacrilegious or not, violations of a corpse are between Sunstorm and the goddess.”

      “I’m sure I can convince Fyre that starting a head collection is a good idea,” Sunstorm said with a grin. “I’m certain she has quite a few people she’d like to add to hers.”

      “Don’t give her ideas,” Nathan grumbled. “She’d have killed half the nobles if I let her. Her restlessness is trouble.”

      “Then just fuck her. She spends half her nights outside your bedroom, anyway.”

      Nathan looked at Ciana, who shrugged while smiling. The unicorn kept guard outside his suite most nights—at least whenever she wasn’t the one in his bed—and would know.

      “She’s not much trouble. Your wards prevent her from overhearing anything, and I banned her from being obscene,” Ciana said. “She does tend to wander off for… private time at suspicious intervals, however.”

      Amusement drifted into Nathan’s mind across the mental link he had with Ciana. He’d been ignoring the constant cloud of worry and anxiety she had been sending his way all morning, so this change in emotion was nice to feel.

      On the other hand, he still didn’t fully understand why he could feel Ciana’s emotions. Ever since he’d slept with her, their connection had only grown stronger and he actively needed to separate her feelings from his own. This wasn’t something he’d ever experienced with any of his past Champions.

      Sunstorm and Ciana continued to bicker, and Reine watched them with what Nathan considered to be guarded amusement. The wolfgirl’s tail swished back and forth beneath her robe, brushing against the floor, despite her nearly expressionless face.

      His eyes turned to Vala, who seemed lost in her own world. She had almost drained her glass, but kept sipping at the few remaining dregs. The expression in her eyes was surprisingly thoughtful for her.

      “Is the idea of doing something for yourself that surprising?” he asked her.

      The other Champions stopped arguing and listened in, while Vala stared at him in shock.

      “That’s not…” She scowled. “I still swore an oath to the Kingdom of Falmir and to my Bastion. What kind of Champion would I be if I broke it?”

      “What kind of Bastion would Oliver be if he disregarded his vows to protect Doumahr?” Nathan asked with a raised eyebrow. “Or, hell, any Bastion. You mentioned my achievements. Stop and think about what it means for Bastions to get involved in petty wars.”

      “What makes a war petty?” she spat.

      “Compared to stopping interdimensional demons intent on destroying all existence, everything.”

      Vala winced and looked away. Her left arm rubbed her right, and she finally finished off her beer and set it down.

      “Bastions and Champions are about defending Doumahr, not their countries,” he continued. “That’s something that needs to change. Even Tharban understood that. Given Gareth’s reaction when we met, I’d say he did as well.”

      “You scared the shit out of him back then, with whatever nonsense you said,” Vala grumbled. “He runs rings around everyone inside the palace and you turned him into a ghost in seconds.” A pause. “So? Isn’t my job as Champion to just fight and die for Bastions like you?”

      “Nah, I’m pretty sure we’re supposed to fight and die to protect the world,” Sunstorm drawled. “That was one of the last things drilled into me by the duogem I apprenticed to. If you think your Bastion is a heretic or treasonous, you kill him. Goddess, then country, then Bastion—that was how the Federation ranked it.”

      “Hmm.” Ciana tilted her head. “The academy teaches allegiance to Bastions over country. I think that’s because they’re in direct service to the Empress, and nobles aren’t.”

      “Falmir definitely doesn’t teach that,” Vala said. “I was told that Oliver worries about all the faith stuff, and I just need to slay his enemies for him. Shit like that.”

      “Yes, that sounds like Falmir,” Nathan said darkly.

      “The hell would you know?”

      Sunstorm smirked, but Nathan stopped her from saying anything dumb with a glare. This only annoyed Vala more.

      Rather than answer, he looked at Reine meaningfully. The spymaster nodded.

      “Would you like to know what Oliver is up to, Vala?” she asked.

      Vala blinked. Her face shifted through a variety of emotions, then settled on disgruntled.

      “Faffing about in the palace while hoping he cops a feel from the princess?” she said.

      Reine tilted her head. “Perhaps in the past. I cannot confirm his activities inside the palace, as its wards are impenetrable to my scrying. Like the Imperial Palace, it contains traces of Omria’s true power. That has only been enhanced with the false prophet’s arrival.”

      Both Sunstorm and Ciana stiffened at Omria’s name and looked at Nathan. Terror blasted his mind over Ciana’s mental link. He resisted the urge to react, as Vala didn’t know the meaning of the name to him.

      But Reine could say “Omria” as many times as she liked. Unlike the others, she wasn’t connected to him. Nathan was the source of the problem with the goddess, after all. If he or anyone connected to him said her name aloud, she’d turn her attention to him.

      He tried not to shudder at the memory of the immense power that had nearly crushed him during the Battle of Aleich when he had spoken her name.

      “False prophet, huh,” Vala said with narrowed eyes.

      But Nathan’s attention was on something else Reine said. “You really think Falmir’s palace is anything like this one?” He gestured at the surrounding walls. “I’ve never heard as much. The complex dates back to her time on Doumahr, but that’s it.”

      The wolfgirl frowned. “The degree of its power is incomparable to the Imperial Palace, but it… reacts to my vision in much the same way.”

      “The hell does that mean?” Vala asked, confused.

      Nathan more or less said the same thing, but more politely.

      “I don’t know.” Reine stared into Nathan’s eyes with those subtly terrifying golden wings engraved into her corneas. “But it is difficult for me to probe some places on Doumahr. Unless I am within the Imperial Palace, it actively rejects me. Even the Pearlescent Canyon, where Omria supposedly descended to Doumahr, is difficult to scry.”

      Something for Nathan to chew on, but not entirely relevant right now.

      He waved Reine on. “What about Oliver? I assume he’s been active outside Falmir’s palace, then? And away from Charlotte.”

      Vala perked up again, although her irritation at being confused remained.

      “He has spent much time up in a small fort to the far north, called the Reaches’ Guard. I believe he still maintains command of Castle Karlam as well,” Reine explained.

      Nathan’s grip tightened on his glass. Ciana immediately snatched it from him, eliciting stares from the other women. She covered up her action by pouring his remaining beer into her glass, which filled it nearly to the top. Her cheeks reddened, but she ignored everyone else.

      “Not really the time to think about beer, Ciana,” Sunstorm said while laughing under her breath.

      After shooting Ciana a suspicious look, he focused on Reine. “Castle Karlam is his… main binding stone, according to Vala.” Nathan had nearly slipped up and called it Oliver’s first—because while that was true, Vala hadn’t told him that. “But what the hell is he doing up in the Far Reaches? That place is an inhospitable shithole.”

      “Wow, how nice of you,” Vala said.

      “Have you been there? I have.”

      She glowered at him, blood rushing to her face in embarrassment. “Is there anything you haven’t done, Mister Super Bastion?”

      Nathan blinked at the term. It took him several moments to realize she was calling him that.

      In the past, that was the way many thought of Leopold.

      “Brought peace to Doumahr,” he said glibly. “But I’m serious about the Reaches. Other than a dwindling population of fierce tribal beastkin and exiles, they’re basically uninhabited. It’s an awful tundra unable to sustain crops and with few, if any, binding stones. Falmir’s fortresses up there are mostly due to the small border with Trafaumh north of Lake Unitas.”

      Which likely answered Nathan’s question. The real question was why the hell Oliver was up in the Far Reaches, instead of a more competent Bastion like Gareth.

      “Has Gareth been with him?” he asked Reine.

      “No. This is the reason I have not commented on his activities. They are… inconsistent with war preparations.” Reine shrugged. “Bastion Oliver appears to be doing little of substance. Despite controlling important frontier fortresses, he remains in a state of unreadiness.”

      “Sounds like that dumbass,” Vala muttered. “Why the princess adores him is a mystery. Guy’s a dumbass. A spoilt rich brat who slid into the position of Bastion by virtue of family, wealth, and being an attractive shit.” She bared her teeth at Nathan. “I’d say the same about you, as you have the same disheveled look, but you just beat the shit out of your old man.”

      “Thanks,” he said, hiding his concern about Vala noticing how similar he was to Oliver.

      “Do you wish to know more about his activities? Particularly at certain times?” Reine prodded, her wide eyes making it clear what she was talking about.

      “Fuck no,” Vala scoffed. “I didn’t need to imagine him railing the shit out of that wolfgirl he picked up earlier this year. Oliver might know how to heal, but he can’t soundproof a room to save himself. Every time they fucked it echoed throughout the damn keep. I often slept in the barracks because of it.”

      Reine nodded. “Then you will be unsurprised that he has already added two new Champions to his roster. They are… unimpressive. Perhaps time will change affairs.”

      “Maybe. You seem convinced I can change.” Vala crossed her arms and glared at Sunstorm, who returned the look.

      “You can. If you train, apply yourself, and gain the necessary combat experience, you can become a genuinely great Champion. But it sounds like you know that won’t happen under Oliver,” Nathan said.

      “I won’t betray my country.”

      He sighed and rose to his feet. Reine joined him immediately.

      “What, leaving the moment I give you an answer?” Vala asked.

      “You need time to think. We’ll continue to talk, and I think you’ve already seen how unprepared Falmir has left you. You could learn a lot under me, and there’s always room for someone who is genuinely interested in protecting Doumahr. You can let your dreams be beaten into the dirt each day by unenhanced knights, or you can do something about it.”

      She winced at his blunt words and glowered at the wall. As he walked to the door, Vala refused to look at him or say goodbye. Ciana left her almost full glass on the table as she raced after Nathan.

      “I’ll keep Miss Muscles company,” Sunstorm said.

      “Thanks,” Vala muttered.

      “Switch out with Fei tonight,” Nathan said. “She could use a break from Seraph.”

      “And I’m sure she’ll love hanging out in here instead.” Sunstorm chuckled darkly. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      Nathan left the room with Ciana and Reine. Once the door closed and he confirmed the wards blocked off sound, he turned to the wolfgirl.

      “Did you learn what you wanted, Reine?” he asked.

      “No. I’m afraid I don’t understand your interest in her. My ability to understand social connections may be rough, but I do not see any connection between the two of you. She is a young, uneducated woman struggling to understand a world that is far larger than the stories she was brought up on, and you are a legend who knows the breadth of the known world.”

      “You’re overstating the gap,” Nathan said gruffly. “Vala can be an incredibly capable woman. I know that. She became a trigem.”

      “Perhaps. But you have already altered history, have you not? Is it wise to mire yourself in it, rather than continuing to reshape it to suit the future you desire?” Reine’s expression said nothing, but Nathan felt that her eyes were piercing his soul.

      He didn’t have an answer to her, so she merely nodded at him and departed. Her tail lacked the typical swish that it had around him. Nathan made a mental note to talk to her once he had a proper answer that wasn’t “Vala was my lover.”

      A petty part of him wanted to say that should be good enough, but the rational part of him knew better. He’d turned his back on his homeland, his princess, his faith, and even his friends to accomplish what he had. To an observer like Reine, who saw him as a relentless crusader to save Doumahr, personal attachments must seem less important to him than results.

      Nathan sighed. Today had been a damn long day.

      “I think I need some time to myself, before Sunstorm tries and fails to coax Alice into a threesome again,” he said. “Ciana, let’s head back to my suite for the night. I imagine we’ll have trouble tomorrow—Baudelaire has been too quiet lately.”

      His unicorn knight happily followed him back to his room silently. Unlike Reine’s tail, hers did happily swish back and forth behind her.
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      The calmness of the following morning belied what was to come. Nathan knew that he’d have to deal with Baudelaire today.

      So he did what any wise man does: hunker down in his palatial bedroom.

      The sun still hadn’t crept over the horizon when he awoke, but the sound of the shower could be heard from the adjoining bathroom. Sunstorm was nowhere to be seen, and her warmth was rapidly leeching from the blankets. With a wave of his hand, Nathan lit up the room with the magic lamps along the walls.

      While he rose and picked out his clothes, Ciana slipped inside. Her uniform was immaculate as always.

      “Did you get some sleep?” he asked.

      “I switched with Nurevia for a few hours after Fyre left,” she said.

      The unicorn stepped up beside him and snatched his uniform from his hands, before picking out the rest of his clothes faster than he could blink.

      “You realize there’s an entire palace full of servants who can do this,” he said.

      “I thought you said you didn’t want them to prepare your clothes for you?”

      “I said that I want to prepare my clothes myself.”

      “Same thing.” Ciana slid an ironing board out from a hidden closet in the wall, then began pressing his clothes. “Alice didn’t join you?”

      Her gaze turned to the door in the corner, which led to the Empress’s suite.

      This bedroom wasn’t the main suite, but an adjoining one that Nathan had added for nights he spent with women other than Alice. Both were similar enough that meetings and relaxation could be done in either, but it was important to separate the two.

      Similarly important was that Gorthal remained in the original Imperial suite. Given his ill health, Alice refused to boot him out of the quarters he’d lived in almost his entire life. Instead, Nathan had used his control over the palace to transform a small wing into the new living residence for the Empress and her fiancé.

      Ciana and Nurevia had rooms across the hall, as they were officially in charge of Alice’s protection. Not that Ciana used it most of the time. Nathan suspected she lied about napping half the time, but Nurevia had begun to cover for her.

      Fyre also had a suite just outside this wing. While she’d protested that it wasn’t next to Nathan’s bedroom, he’d come up with an excuse about the sheer size of her quarters being unable to fit. She had a small chapel, meeting room, and other facilities to assist her in her role as prophet, after all.

      “Alice has made her opinion on sharing clear,” Nathan said, answering Ciana’s question. “She’s not going to fight any of my Champions, but she isn’t going to join them in bed. I’m the only person she’s interested in.”

      “What about Anna?” Ciana’s smile was innocent but her mischief filtered across the link.

      “I imagine that’s as likely as a threesome with you and Fyre,” he shot back.

      She scowled at him. “She’s keen, you know.”

      “Fyre’s keen on anything that might convince me to sleep with her.”

      “Sunstorm’s not wrong.”

      “Am I ever wrong?” Sunstorm said as she emerged from the bathroom in the nude.

      She toweled herself down with an absurdly fluffy black and gold towel while striding across to the large dresser along one wall. Her black uniform from yesterday lay rumpled on the floor in front of it, but she ignored it. Nathan didn’t bother to hide his lust as she bent over and rifled through one of the drawers.

      “I distinctly remember that you believed you would never get a second gem,” Ciana said. “That second onyx in your chest says otherwise.”

      “And I also said that you’d give in and fuck Nathan before your rutting ran out,” Sunstorm growled. “Damn, Nathan, did you have the servants ransack the palace for all the old uniforms?”

      “No. I removed them myself,” he said. “If the new ones don’t fit properly, we can get them adjusted.”

      “They fit fine, but they’re new. When everything you wear is skintight, it helps to break it in a bit first.” She sighed and plucked out one of her uniforms from the dresser.

      Given what Nathan used this bedroom for, he kept spare uniforms for all of his lovers here. Although Anna kept her clothes in Alice’s suite.

      After dressing, Sunstorm threw herself onto one of the sofas. This bedroom was laid out like Vala’s, but with more seats. Nathan needed the space to contain all his Champions and advisors if necessary.

      “So, what’s on the cards today?” she asked. “Fei and Seraph are buried in paperwork. Sen mentioned she’s busy doing some sort of exam with her new mage friends.”

      “That’s today?” Nathan asked. “Hmm. She didn’t mention. I wanted to run through it with her.”

      “I think that’s why she didn’t tell you. She wants to be officially recognized as a sorcerer without relying on you. And it’s not like you’re a real sorcerer.”

      “Thanks, Choe.”

      “It’s true, isn’t it? You know a ton about magic, but it’s all battle magic-related. Sen’s trying to expand beyond just calling down meteors on people. If she can’t have a gem, then learning how to focus Ifrit’s power better is damn smart.”

      Nathan nodded. He had to agree, but he also felt that he’d let Sen’s training slip away from him. He had wanted her to become a spellblade, rather than specialize as a sorceress.

      But it was her decision. She’d fought almost every battle alongside him as a sorceress, rather than a spellblade. Her new involvement with the Sorcerer’s Lodge had merely given her the opportunity to forge her own path.

      “I expect Baudelaire to finally cause some problems today,” he said, pulling himself from his thoughts. “She needs to head back to Trafaumh and make a case about the prophets. We need to be sure that she supports Fyre, or else make other plans.”

      “Like war?” Sunstorm ran a hand over one of the short swords at her waist.

      He shook his head. “We’re already preparing for war. This would be a diplomatic problem—and one where I might need to play dirty.”

      “Ah, so all of Trafaumh’s dirty secrets might spill into public. Gotcha.”

      It was a good thing Ciana was the only other person present. This sort of talk would be troubling for almost anybody else in Nathan’s orbit. Although Alice had been willing to bring forward the civil war to stop the Nationalists, the idea of openly instigating one in another country was a bridge too far.

      Nathan wondered when he had begun to consider it a bridge he would cross at all. All those past comparisons to Torneus felt more and more accurate.

      “But right now, I want to enjoy a quiet morning,” he said, trying to shift the mood.

      “If you wanted breakfast in bed, you should have told me,” Sunstorm said. “I could have roped Fei in.”

      He briefly considered what that would look like. The vision of Fei carrying in a tray of food physically larger than himself came to mind. As did the absolute wreck she would leave after eating most of it.

      “No. There’s a reason why Fei has to get her food from her chefs at specific times. She must be contained.”

      Ciana stifled a giggle, while Sunstorm rolled her eyes.

      “She eats a lot, Nathan. She’s not some sort of lumbering beast.”

      “Maybe not, but I imagine she’d eat a lumbering beast.”

      Sunstorm opened her mouth to argue, then shut it with a begrudging nod. This time, Ciana didn’t bother to hide her giggling.

      Once she recomposed herself, the unicorn knight tidied away the ironing board and set the uniform to one side. “I’ll let the kitchen know we’re eating in. And may have other guests.”

      “Thanks, Ciana.”

      She tottered off, and the door shut quietly behind her. After rising, Nathan entered the bathroom. Sunstorm followed.

      While he allowed the hot water to beat against his back and lathered himself up, his Champion leaned against the far wall. She wasn’t leering, but didn’t allow her eyes to leave him.

      “I’d pay for your thoughts, but I already know what they are,” Nathan said, raising his voice to be heard over the running water. “What’s eating you about Vala, Choe?”

      She scowled. “Nothing’s eating me. I’m just…” Her eyes became distant, and Nathan definitely knew she wasn’t interested in his body this morning. “Sen and I have told you before what it’s like for us, right?”

      Nathan hid his darker thoughts and nodded. What he’d done to Sen and Sunstorm still bothered him, but he forced himself to live with it. He’d had one redo, and didn’t plan on another.

      “I thought I’d come to terms with my… other self. I’m just me, after all. No weird alter-ego like Sen has,” Sunstorm said. “When I recall things from the old timeline, they’ve never been that powerful. Other than my feelings about you. It’s like Doumahr is so different that nothing really evokes my old emotions. Sen’s similar, but mostly because she’s not a scaredy-cat anymore.”

      “The lack of entire nations being reduced to demonic wastelands or Messengers vaporizing cities is a vast improvement,” Nathan said.

      Sunstorm’s expression hardened. “But Vala’s different. There’s this well of admiration, respect, and longing for her that I can’t quite explain. I get the feeling that the old Vala was somebody I wanted to be. Seeing this Vala is… enraging. Like I met my hero and he was a cowardly drunk who stole all his feats from better men.”

      “That sounds specific.”

      “It’s not.”

      “I imagine if it was, I would never know. You’d have killed him.”

      Sunstorm grinned toothily at him. “Damn right I would have.” That grin swiftly faded away. “I… felt that urge when I saw Vala brought down so easily in the portal. There was this incandescent surge of fury that she was so pathetic. That she was stealing the spot of the true Vala, and that I should erase her.”

      Suddenly, that long moment where Sunstorm stared down at Vala during the recent battle took on a new dimension to Nathan.

      “I’d thought you were trying to recognize her,” he said, voice low.

      She shook her head. “It’s basically instant. If we know somebody, we get this rush of… sensations when we see them. Like that Oliver dumbass. He’s definitely you.”

      A chill ran down Nathan’s spine. A loud slam echoed through the room. Sunstorm’s lips quirked upward, and she stared at where he’d imprinted his fist into the tiles.

      “It’s hot to see you react like that,” she said, eyes alight. “If I was in the mood, I’d definitely strip down and have you fuck me into that wall.”

      “Don’t joke,” he ground out. “If you react to him the same as with me—”

      “Calm down, Nathan. We can tell he’s you, but it’s… off. What I feel for you is real and comes from the same place as the rest of me.” She rapped her knuckles against her head. “But that Oliver douche? It was like somebody read a book to me that said he was like Nathan, kind of, but maybe I don’t really need to care about him.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “That helps, because I don’t know how this shit works.” She let out a low laugh. “But what matters is that he’s not you. My body tells me that, and I’m always good at doing what it says. So you can patch up that tile.”

      Nathan winced. He finished cleaning himself off while focusing the palace’s power, which returned the shattered tiles to normal.

      “I’d definitely love it if you showed some of that heat in bed, though.” Sunstorm paused. “Not like Nurevia talks about, though. Just… a little more power, you know? Without the cruelty she seems to want.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said. “Both things—what you want, and Vala.”

      When he stepped out of the shower, Sunstorm helped him dry off. This wasn’t normal, but the absurdity of fighting somebody over drying him off was too much for him to try.

      He stepped outside, looking for his uniform. It was firmly in the hands of a horsegirl running her fingers through the fresh fabric, and she was bringing it up to her face. Nathan stared at her.

      “Don’t bother,” Sunstorm said, striding toward the sofas. “They’re fresh.”

      Fyre squawked and spun on the spot. She froze the moment she saw Nathan in the nude, and her eyes latched onto his crotch.

      “My clothes?” he said.

      “Yes, Nathan,” she mumbled.

      He dressed while pretending that he wasn’t being leered at. Fortunately, this was something he had a lot of experience in.

      Not long after he’d finished dressing, Ciana returned with a serving cart ladened with trays of various foods. Surprisingly, nobody followed her in. Nathan had expected Nurevia at least.

      “Is Nurevia busy?” he asked.

      “Sleeping,” Ciana said as she laid out the trays on the large table by the door. “Choe, can you grab some plates?”

      “Just plates?”

      “Unless you plan to eat everything with your hands, you might want to pick out some cutlery as well.”

      “Yes, mistress,” Sunstorm said, but she helped Ciana get breakfast ready anyway.

      Nathan would help, but every time he’d tried in the past, his unicorn knight had physically shoved him back in his seat. Ciana was supposed to be his bodyguard and Champion, but seemed to view herself as something closer to his personal servant. Then again, he had always suspected the old Ciana had been the same—she just hid her domestic tendencies.

      Breakfast was varied, despite the inclement weather. Various smoked and cured meats and sausages lined platters. A large pickled salad took up plenty of space, flanked by a fried dish of potatoes, grilled meats, melted cheese, and still-runny fried eggs. A much smaller platter of salmon sat to the side, still greasy from the lard that preserved it. Plenty of potato dishes and even a stack of small omelets filled out the rest of the display.

      “Are you sure you didn’t invite Fei?” Nathan asked.

      “I expect Alice will join us,” Ciana said. “And there are four of us.”

      “I guess we can feed the leftovers to Fei,” he mused.

      Fyre sat quietly while they chattered, her eyes glued to Nathan. While she tended to be subdued around others, this seemed worse than usual.

      “I missed you yesterday, Fyre. I expected you to find me after the funeral. Where’d you go?” he asked.

      “I tended to the many faithful in the wake of Leopold’s funeral,” she said. “There were many informal ceremonies conducted across the city, particularly in beastkin districts.”

      “I don’t think there are any beastkin districts.”

      “There shouldn’t be,” she said darkly.

      He nodded, and let the topic slide. While he needed to talk to Fyre about Leopold soon, this wasn’t the time.

      Breakfast passed quietly as they dug into the food, and Ciana tried to force Nathan to eat far more than he really should. Fyre utterly demolished half of the food and seemed almost insatiable.

      “Trying to grow those tits out, huh?” Sunstorm mused.

      The prophet glowered at her. “If I wanted bigger tits, I can have them.”

      “Really? Just like that?” Sunstorm clicked her fingers for effect.

      “It’s a lot more work than clicking my fingers, but yes. Giving myself horns and wings took forever. I’m still not sure about the horn design.” Her eyes lingered on Ciana’s single iridescent horn, and Nathan didn’t need to imagine the jealousy in Fyre’s eyes.

      “Isn’t there an old story about unicorns with two horns? Bicorns or something?” Sunstorm said.

      “Those are a myth,” Ciana said. “The horse beastkin tribes pass down legends about bicorns, and how they are created from corrupted unicorns, but there’s no evidence one ever existed. Given how many unicorn horns are on display in the halls of Aleich’s wealthy, it’s difficult to believe they never found a bicorn.”

      “Huh. Fair enough. I like the idea of slutty, corrupted unicorns, though.” Sunstorm smirked at her fellow Champion, who huffed in response.

      Fyre pouted. “I don’t think I want to appear like a corrupted slut. I’m Omria.”

      “Her prophet,” Sunstorm corrected. “It still annoys me that you can say her name and we can’t.”

      “You can say it while I’m around. I’ll protect Nathan,” Fyre said.

      “Maybe, but who’s going to protect him from you?”

      Before the argument could continue, the door to Alice’s bedroom opened. The Empress herself entered the room.

      She wore a short blue dress with black, lacy frills and an elegant golden trim around her neck and cleavage. Today was a day for sheer stockings, apparently. Alice’s elegant stride seemed exaggerated today, as if she wanted to draw Nathan’s attention to a particular part of her.

      “Making up for yesterday?” he asked with a smile.

      “It’s nice to wear something less restricting,” she said, then bent over and planted a kiss on his lips. “Good morning, by the way.”

      “Mmm. Good morning.”

      Alice slid onto the sofa next to him, which drew a jealous look from Fyre. When Ciana rose to collect breakfast for the Empress, Fyre shot over to steal her spot next to Nathan.

      “You’re so damn petty,” Sunstorm said, then looked at Alice. “Do you have to be so sappy in the morning? The sun’s barely up and you’re all smiles and sloppy kisses.”

      “I don’t think that was sloppy,” Alice said primly. “Don’t you give Nathan a good morning kiss?”

      Sunstorm shrugged and made a face like she didn’t care about such lowly matters.

      Which was exactly when Ciana chirped up. “I’m sure she planned to give him one. She would have finished her shower, wandered out to find him still fast asleep, then given him a silent kiss and whispered ‘good morning’ before vanishing to conduct her morning patrol.”

      “Don’t include me in that weird smut the rest of the Royal Knights write,” Sunstorm growled, but the reddening of her cheeks suggested she had been caught by Ciana in the past.

      “Oh, I got my hands on some of that.” Alice clapped her hands. “It’s, um, very explicit. I’m used to romance novels, but usually they don’t have fifty pages of endless sex.”

      Nathan pointedly stared at the wall while Ciana and Alice chattered about some knight’s fictional retelling of how she became his newest trigem. His idea of a good read was a tactical manual, but it seemed some of his companions had other ideas.

      Did Ciana write this stuff? He was terrified to ask and possibly find out that the answer was yes.

      Finally, they stopped. Alice cut into her sausages and hash quietly, which caused an odd lull to fall over them.

      “We were talking about plans for the day earlier,” Sunstorm said.

      Nathan nodded, but before he could say anything, Fyre piped up.

      “Inquisitor Baudelaire has requested to speak to me about Omria,” she said.

      “She has also requested to speak to me about diplomatic relations,” Alice added between mouthfuls. “I wanted to speak to you, as she sent the message late last night.”

      Frowning, Nathan said, “Did she say anything else?”

      Both women shook their heads.

      “Then this is a message to me,” he said. “I doubt she seriously expects either of you to exclude me, but leaving me out is a slight.”

      “She likes to avoid you,” Alice said. “Seraph mentioned that Baudelaire confronted her when you were busy, and it seemed deliberate. She did the same thing when you briefly left to collect Anna during the war. Do you think there’s a reason she’s avoiding you?”

      “I can think of a dozen, and it’s pointless to speculate. Baudelaire’s too talented of a schemer to pin down.” He drummed his fingers against Alice’s thigh, and she stifled a giggle at the sensation.

      Fyre’s face lit up with jealousy and she pressed her own legs against his from the side. He ignored her.

      “How do you plan to confront her?” Nathan asked Alice.

      She stared at him, a forkful of salmon halfway to her mouth. “That was my question for you. I’m completely out of my depth when it comes to her. I’ve watched both of my grandfathers handle international relations, but this is entirely new to me.”

      “You’re still the Empress, Alice. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions.”

      She winced and looked away. “Sorry. For yesterday.”

      “It’s fine. In this case, we’re talking about international politics. We need to be in lockstep and taking Baudelaire lightly is a great way to have our legs swept out from under us.” He wrapped an arm around Alice and she happily leaned against him. “Do you know what you want to bring up with her, at least?”

      “Confirmation of the existing peace treaty; recognition of Fyre as the true prophet of Omria; withdrawal of excess troops stationed by the border,” she listed off. “If she was amenable, I’d also talk about a visit.”

      “To Trafaumh?” He tried to hide his surprise. “I thought new monarchs usually received visitors?”

      Not that he’d be opposed to visiting Soreaux, the capital of Trafaumh. If he could poke around the city itself, he might be able to act on some of his past knowledge.

      “Normally, yes,” she said. “Especially as an Empress of the Anfang Empire, it’s always been seen as a sign of weakness to go to other nations, rather than expect them to come to us. But that’s foolish and our terrible relations with the rest of Doumahr has spoken for itself. We just fought a civil war to suppress that sort of nationalistic nonsense. I’d be an idiot if I didn’t capitalize on it.”

      “I assume this means you want to visit the various cities of the Empire?”

      “Of course. I want to be seen, not merely felt.”

      “I’ll assist with teleportation, then. But I don’t want you going close to Arcadia or Falmir.” His expression darkened.

      “As if I’d place myself within Charlotte’s grasp given the current situation. She’s sent a few… odd messages recently.” Alice shifted uncomfortably. “I think she wants to speak to you, Nathan.”

      For some reason, Ciana’s head jerked. When Nathan looked at her, she merely sipped her apple juice.

      “I’ll deal with her when I have to cross that bridge,” he said. “But I’m more concerned about Arcadia. Showing weakness to the Fae would be a mistake. They pulled their ambassador during the heresy situation with the Federation.”

      “Aren’t I supposed to be in charge of international politics?” she asked, amused. “But point taken. I’ll wait until they appoint an ambassador and recognize me as Empress.”

      “Um, what about Baudelaire?” Fyre asked.

      When Nathan turned and looked at her, her face was almost uncomfortably close. He half-expected her to lift herself up and steal a kiss.

      “We’ll meet her as a group. I expect she’ll want to confront me about the Messengers and the divine eyes again. There’s no way she’ll leave without probing me.”

      Alice nodded. “Then I’ll have the palace staff arrange one of the larger meeting rooms. The sooner we get this over with, the better. I don’t want to give her more time to pry into our affairs than I have to. Even if she did keep Grandpa company yesterday.”

      With the matter settled, they tidied up and took care of several minor matters. Nathan tracked down Reine in her special suite, which was embedded beneath his own quarters. That allowed him to extend many of his protective wards to her room, as well as allow him to rapidly respond to any call for help.

      The stairs leading there were hidden, but he could simply destroy the floor in an emergency.

      Her room was sparsely decorated. Reine said she liked space, so he’d made her room large. That had resulted in a sizeable room with little more than a massive bed, a comfortable sofa chair, and a small table to eat at. A dumb waiter allowed the staff to send food to her without physically intruding. Magically warded cages surrounded both the stairs and dumb waiter, preventing intruders from entering or sending down anything dangerous.

      Nathan disliked the cages. But Reine insisted on them. Even though she showed her face, she showed immense concern for her own safety.

      When he arrived, she was sitting in the sofa chair and staring at nothing. Of course, with her eyes, she could be staring at anything.

      “I wanted to ask—” he said.

      “Bring me along,” Reine asked without turning to face him. “I… want to face her. My tormentor. Please.”

      “You don’t have to ask twice, Reine,” he said. “Why don’t you join us upstairs while we wait?”

      The meeting room was grandly decorated, but despite all the plants, emblems, and expensive paintings, it boiled down to a single long table in a big room. There was only so much an interior decorator could do with a room centered around a single piece of furniture.

      Nathan and the others settled into one side of the table. Royal Knights stood around the walls of the room, split evenly between Reine’s agents and the ordinary beastkin knights. Nathan recognized several of Fei’s hand-trained knights among them. Seraph had already begun to integrate his forces into the palace, it seemed.

      When the appointed time came, Baudelaire and her retinue entered. Given how few there were, she appeared to have left most behind, particularly the clergy.

      Deverese remained close to her and he exuded the raw power of a Bastion. Saying that he was on-edge was an understatement. His uniform clinked as he moved due to the sheer amount of decorations on it—although most were just formal regalia, rather than awards.

      His two Champions followed. One was a buxom crusader named Ysabelle. She had flowing silver hair and a beauty that captured the attention of many knights. Her hair was dyed however, and her questionable behavior was so heavily affected that Nathan never knew if she was delusional or merely overacting. A pair of rubies shined in her collarbone.

      The other Champion was lithe and was the sort of beauty who cleaned up and outshined everyone else if she tried. Her name was Ester, and she was a monogem diamond Champion. Of the two, Nathan rated her more highly, but she still needed more experience.

      A pair of heavily robed beastkin priestesses followed them in. One had a pair of dark goat’s horns protruding from her hood. Nathan stiffened at the sight.

      This beastkin could easily be Beatrice, the Messenger assisting Charlotte. But there was no way for him to know. His mental magic brushed against her mind, and he felt nothing. But Beatrice was a succubus who excelled at infiltration.

      He glanced at Fyre, who shook her head. If anyone would know, it would be her. He forced himself to relax.

      Once Baudelaire took her seat opposite Alice and Nathan, the rest of her retinue followed suit. She rolled her shoulders and stared at the two of them.

      “Well, shall we get down to brass tacks?” the wiry old inquisitor said. “I believe it’s time to talk about these prophets of ours.”
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      “I’m Omria’s true prophet, and the only one worth talking about,” Fyre said coldly. Her wings fluttered behind her and brushed against Nathan’s back.

      Ordinarily, Fyre should have sat next to Alice, with Nathan on the Empress’s other side. But Fyre had played musical chairs while everyone watched on in exasperation. Alice had given in with a harrumph eventually, which would only make Fyre more annoying next time.

      “Perhaps history will judge as much, but my role as inquisitor is to unveil the truth, not mask it with platitudes and sophistry,” Baudelaire said. “The Inquisition is wholly responsible for interpreting Omria’s wisdom, and ensuring that the Order of Trafaumh follows it in both theory and practice. It would be a complete and utter failing if we were taken in by a falsehood.”

      “One could say the same if you failed to recognize the true thing,” Fyre growled, and her golden garnets glowed menacingly.

      The rest of Baudelaire’s retinue shifted uncomfortably. Nathan didn’t miss the way Ysabelle’s eyes darted to the exit. No doubt they’d heard the stories of Fyre disintegrating Champions without even touching them.

      “I’ve felt your power. Your display during the Battle of Aleich was impressive.” Baudelaire paused and ran a hand along her face. “I consider myself one of Omria’s most faithful, but the sensation of her raw being washing over me is something I shall not forget until the day I pass. For that, I thank you.”

      Fyre tried not to beam.

      “However, the same can be said of the wave of power that washed over all of Doumahr in the wake of Princess Charlotte’s awakening,” the inquisitor continued, before looking at Nathan. “Do you know if she still calls herself princess, Lord Nathan?”

      He nodded. “She does. Prince Maxwell is the heir to the throne, but isn’t of age, so she’s taken on the role of regent.”

      Baudelaire’s expression turned grave. Her retinue looked at one another, but nobody on Nathan’s side of the table reacted.

      “So your intelligence matches ours. I had hoped for otherwise.” Baudelaire sighed. “Despite the thin veneer Falmir have constructed, Charlotte has become a theocratic dictator. Falmir’s monarchy already held immense power compared to the Anfang Empire, and granting it the same religious prerogative as the office of Empress is a step that cannot be taken back.”

      “This sounds more like politics than an assessment of religious virtue,” Alice said cautiously.

      Baudelaire smiled thinly. “In present company, I see little value in pretending otherwise. Your grandfather was sharp enough, and given what you and Lord Nathan have already achieved, I see little value in treating you like a child, Your Majesty.”

      “So you’ll choose the prophet based on which one helps Trafaumh more.” Alice’s voice was decidedly neutral.

      “No. I’ll inform the Regal Council of all the facts I can gather about each prophet, including their inclinations toward Doumahr itself.” Baudelaire’s eyes turned to Fyre. “For instance, one may ask questions about your noticeable attachment to Lord Nathan. She remains your Champion, does she not, Lord Nathan?”

      Fyre blinked, her mouth half-open to answer a question she expected to be directed at her. She turned to face Nathan instead.

      “She is. Her gems remain active and linked to me,” he said.

      “And can I assume she is sleeping with you, like so many of your other Champions?”

      “I am not,” Fyre snapped, failing to keep the sour note out of her voice. “How is this relevant?”

      “Because if one prophet is the ruler of a nation, and the other is the lover of the… husband of another, it will raise questions,” Baudelaire said. “The same will be said about your attachment to the Empire and its policies on beastkin. To be blunt, many members of the Regal Council will lean toward Princess Charlotte purely out of convenience.”

      “Out of bastardry, you mean,” Fyre spat. “I didn’t grow up in the Empire. If I had the choice…” She grit her teeth for several seconds, aware that everyone was staring at her, then recomposed herself. “The Empire is the only nation on Doumahr that recognizes the truth of the goddess’s Empire. Under Emperor Gorthal, it began the process of cleansing the rot that has formed in her absence. If others wish for her light, they must follow suit.”

      “Or be put to the torch?” Baudelaire said drily.

      Fyre’s furious, glowing eyes were the answer.

      Nathan sighed. “Trafaumh isn’t a nation that can cast stones, Baudelaire. I’m more than aware of your actions toward beastkin. The issues that Fyre raises run far deeper than just religion. The Amica duchies burn for similar reasons. Arcadia is forever on the verge of outright rebellion. The underclasses of the Spires nearly brought the entire city-state down. Are you going to tell me that Trafaumh is free of revolutionaries?”

      “Perhaps it should be,” Baudelaire said, with surprising spite.

      Before he could do more than raise an eyebrow, her eyes scanned the room and fell on Reine. The wolfgirl froze up. Mae had elected to stay away, which left only the spymaster to bear Baudelaire’s interest.

      “If we’re talking about beastkin, shall we shift topics?” Baudelaire’s voice was too smooth now, and almost missing her usual gravelly undertone. “You have two women that are far from home, and should return to Trafaumh. Don’t you agree, Reine?”

      Reine stared back at Baudelaire, utterly still in terror. Her eyes were wide and the wings in them seemed to have lost their glow.

      “No,” Nathan said. “We’ve already spoken about this. Both Mae and Reine are under my protection. What they decide is their choice, not yours.”

      “If so, then why not let her speak?” Baudelaire asked.

      Reine looked at Nathan and he didn’t need to look at her to see the fear engraved in her expression.

      “You carved out her eyes and slaughtered countless others in those squalid cells, while torturing goddess knows how many others,” Nathan said, his face like granite. “This topic is done.”

      The room felt like ice and he heard every creak of the knights’ armor as they shifted nervously. Baudelaire stared him down, and he glared back.

      If she wanted to push this, he had more secrets to bring up. Her schemes only survived in the dark.

      What he didn’t know was how she might respond to his resistance. If she perceived him as a threat, then her actions would become unpredictable.

      “Very well. Perhaps I shall trust in your bloodline,” Baudelaire said. “Your Majesty, I believe we have one final topic to discuss.”

      “More than one,” Alice said. “I need to confirm Trafaumh’s commitment to the peace treaty and that you will remove your armies from our borders. If your aggression continues over winter, I will need to assume that you are working with Falmir and assume the worst.”

      “Very well. I shall ensure that the Regal Council withdraws its troops. It would be a deep mistake to invade the domain of either prophet until we confirm the truth of either claim.”

      “You said you recognized my power,” Fyre said with a pout.

      “I have, but power does not make you a goddess.” Baudelaire leaned backward. “The Order of Trafaumh administers its state according to the will of Omria. Acknowledging you is the same as acknowledging that you are our moral compass. The Regal Council must be absolutely certain before we do as such.”

      A small smile graced Fyre’s lips. “I assume you won’t oppose me if I honor Soreaux with my presence, and spread Omria’s word to the faithful, then?”

      As if springing a trap, Baudelaire leaned forward and her eyes seemed to drill into Fyre. “On the contrary, all branches of the church welcome you. I will personally arrange for your transport, in fact.”

      Nathan didn’t even look at Alice, as she seemed to read his mind, saying, “I’ll handle that. I wished to visit Trafaumh myself, in fact.”

      Baudelaire blinked and stared at her. “That would be almost unprecedented. Forgive an old woman her ailing memory, but I am quite certain that neither your grandfather nor his father ever set foot in Soreaux. Ever since the schism that shattered the church, there hasn’t been a single Emperor or Empress that has gone farther north than the canyon.”

      “It’s an understatement to call it a schism,” Alice said drily. “The Order of Trafaumh seceded from the Empire and took with it the northern territories. Falmir seceded not long after due to the chaos you caused.”

      “It was the will of Omria,” Baudelaire said. “A single man or woman cannot stand as Her will, unless ordained by Her. You may have Omria’s blessing as Empress, but you are not her.”

      “But she has me,” Fyre said.

      “Indeed, and that is perhaps all the difference.”

      Fyre frowned, evidently unsure what to make of that statement.

      Alice coughed and brought the conversation back to herself. “My point is that I plan to change things. We cannot pretend that Doumahr is the same as it was even a decade ago. Messengers are invading, Omria has returned, rebellion stalks the land, and we have flirted with outright destruction multiple times. A cursory glance at history shows we’re returning to the times when she walked with us.”

      “Indeed. So you intend to return us to that time, and the dominance of the Empire?” Baudelaire asked.

      Alice rolled her eyes. “I’m not visiting Trafaumh to give a speech about how you must all bow down and obey me, as Omria’s ordained Empress. I intend to travel more broadly—at least to places that recognize me and won’t try to murder me, and forge alliances that might defend Doumahr from invasion. Surely you can agree to that.”

      Baudelaire relaxed. “Indeed. That is a noble cause, and one that all of humanity can assemble behind. It will take time to prepare ourselves for such a guest of such historical significance, however. Please allow the Regal Council some time to make accommodations.”

      “Of course.”

      There was some chatter about minor affairs, border matters, and some religious nonsense that Nathan genuinely didn’t care about. Something about various priests and travel across the borders for rituals.

      Right as the meeting seemed ready to finish, Baudelaire lobbed one final fireball. “If both you and our prophet are visiting, I do wish you to make a detour. A test, if you will.”

      “I don’t care to be tested,” Fyre said.

      Baudelaire ignored her complaint. “The Pearlescent Canyon lies on the way to Soreaux. Legend says that the rock is imprinted with her power and reacts to her presence. It would be of great import if you could create such a reaction and prove to everyone that you are indeed Omria’s prophet.”

      Fyre blinked. Nathan doubted she knew anything about such a reaction.

      That suggested it might be a lie, or at least something that had never happened in the past. Was the reaction something Baudelaire had discovered in her own testing of the divine eyes? But if so, then any Bastion could create a similar reaction, right? Nathan didn’t know what to make of this.

      “Very well,” Fyre said confidently. “I’m more than happy to demonstrate Omria’s light in the site of her descent.”

      “Excellent.” Baudelaire rose abruptly. “Your Majesty, my deepest thanks for all of your hospitality these past weeks, but it will be a long trip north. Without the gateways, there will be many stops.”

      “I am more than happy to allow you to stay another night if you wish to get in a full day of travel tomorrow,” Alice offered as she rose as well.

      Baudelaire shook her head. “I have been absent from my other duties for too long as it is. May Omria be with you, Your Majesty. Lord Nathan.”

      She swept out of the room with her retinue. Ysabelle shot Nathan an odd look, which he ignored. Deverese pointedly ignored him and stalked out of the room with hunched shoulders. The priestesses bowed obsequiously to Fyre on the way out.

      Silence reigned in their absence.

      “I think the canyon might be a trap,” Nathan said.

      “You think?” Alice rolled her eyes. “We have months to prepare, in any case.”

      Fyre pouted at Nathan and her wings flapped. “You seemed to think it would be fine.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked her.

      She winced and looked away. “I can deal with the canyon. Neither you nor her will tell me about what Baudelaire is really up to, however.”

      For good reason, Nathan felt. He looked at Reine. She remained stock still, and several of her agents looked at her in concern.

      “Are you alright, Reine?” he asked.

      She jumped in her seat, and her face flushed. Her hands balled up in fists and he saw the lines around her eyes tighten.

      “I am fine,” she said. “She holds no power over me.”

      He nodded, unable to imagine what Reine had likely gone through. While he had seen the horrific conditions she had been subjected to, that wasn’t the same as living them.

      Exposing her to Baudelaire like this had felt like a mistake.

      “I have some planning to do,” Nathan said. “And advice to seek.”

      Alice grimaced. “I suspected as much. Given our encounter with Otto yesterday, I need to meet with Anna and discuss matters. I’ll leave Trafaumh to you, then.”

      She departed with a small party of knights plus Nurevia.

      Seraph took her place. “I might pass on dealing with the Twins. You need to make some decisions about the binding stones soon, however. If a Messenger invades while Leopold’s binding stones are unclaimed—”

      “I know,” Nathan said. “Once you sort out which of his Champions want to retire and which don’t—”

      “It basically comes down to whether they’ll be serving you or not, Nathan,” she said flatly. “While they didn’t fight under you, most of them have dealt with us in some way over the past couple of years. Most of the experienced Champions will retire rather than serve some greenhorn Bastion, but they’ll accept you as their Bastion without a whisper of complaint.”

      He grimaced. “Noted. I still have a couple of things I want to run past Alice… and you.”

      She raised an eyebrow, but nodded and sashayed away.

      Fei managed to escape her grasp and slid next to Nathan. “I can avoid paperwork today, right?”

      “Did you get it all done yesterday?” he asked.

      “I think so,” she whined. “Narime just needs to action all the movements from Gharrick and Castle Forselburg.”

      “Then you’re fine. Why don’t you join me?” He looked around and noticed that the remaining Champions seemed intent on sticking to him.

      Sunstorm was missing, but she hadn’t come along in the first place. Stuffy meetings really weren’t her thing. No doubt she was doing something with Vala.

      “Can I come?” Fyre asked. Several of the knights stared at her in shock, likely surprised by the plaintive note in her voice.

      “I need to talk to you, so yes, you’re coming.”

      She nodded, and her entire body—wings and all—bounced along with her head.

      Nathan led his group back to his suite. They entered Alice’s bedroom this time, and the Royal Knights saluted as they passed by.

      A dark blue door stood along the wall, and should ostensibly lead to his bedroom. But there was no matching door on his side. The doorway to his room was to the left.

      This strange door was covered in bright, glowing runes and lacked a doorknob or any visible method of opening it. For most of his time in this world, it had been a featureless black slate, but it had changed recently due to his growing power.

      He touched his hand against it and reached out with his magic. The door reacted to his power and slid open, revealing a white void beyond it.

      But he didn’t step through. Instead, he turned and stared at his companions. All of them looked unsurprised, save for Reine, who mostly seemed confused.

      “You are doing this strange thing again,” she said.

      “You’ve seen me do this before?” he asked.

      “I believe so. I have fuzzy memories of you interacting with the wall, but that’s it. Given your mental magic, I have formed a belief that you are capable of entering some sort of magical space and distorting the perceptions of observers.”

      “Looks normal to me,” Fei said, her ears twitching.

      “That’s because we’re connected to Nathan,” Fyre said. “Reine isn’t.” Her gaze was almost pitying as she looked at the wolfgirl, but Reine didn’t react.

      Nathan suspected that Reine wasn’t even looking at Fyre. Her scrying never deactivated, so she never saw the world in the same way a normal person did. It was possible to wave a hand in front of her face and not be noticed.

      Well, that actually didn’t work. Reine usually felt the air brush her face and tended to hit whoever was responsible. Fei had learned that very quickly and earned a well-deserved sore nose.

      “There’s a door here,” Nathan said. “It leads to something called a mental fortress, which is… hard to describe. It’s a magical space constructed inside my mind that also links to other minds.”

      “The Messengers,” Reine said flatly. “I’ve seen them appear here.”

      “Yes.”

      Silence.

      “Can I go in? Or is that impossible if I can’t see it?” she asked.

      Nathan bit his lip. On the one hand, he knew that others could enter the mental space. He’d physically dragged Sen and Sunstorm inside years ago.

      On the other hand, he still didn’t know what they had seen in there. That had been during a time when Kadria’s mental fortress had been difficult to see. What would Reine see?

      For that matter, would her divine eyes even function? He worried that he might hurt her.

      “Fyre, check whether this might hurt her,” he said.

      Fyre nodded, and her eyes glazed over. After several seconds, she smiled. “It should be fine. At worst, she might not be able to see, but it will only be temporary.”

      Reine froze up. “What?”

      “You’ll be with me,” Nathan said quickly. “But if you want to remain out here, that’s fine.”

      Once again, he wondered if letting her make this choice was a mistake. He’d let her confront Baudelaire and she’d been terrified. Was this going to be a repeat?

      But he couldn’t coddle her. Reine had been caged inside the palace for almost her entire life. He wanted to grant her as much freedom as possible, and that meant allowing her to make mistakes and scrape her knee from time to time. If Kadria said this wouldn’t permanently harm her, Nathan was willing to risk it.

      Reine’s face wavered, and she took a few toddling steps toward him. Her hands reached for him, and he grasped them. She gripped his fingers tightly enough that he worried about his circulation.

      “I’ll go,” she whispered.

      With a nod, Nathan sent the others in. Fei and Fyre darted through the void, but Ciana waited. Realizing she planned to follow, Nathan stepped through with Reine.

      The white void transformed into a black void for just a moment, then it exploded into color. A blanket of snow crunched beneath his feet, but he didn’t feel the chill. Diffused sunlight broke through the clouds above him. A lone, dead tree stood atop a solitary hillside. Only the top of that hill was bereft of snow.

      Reine gasped. She took a half-step forward and Nathan watched as an almost childlike sense of wonder crossed her face. Her eyes widened.

      “The sky!” she said, pointing up at the very strange looking clouds above them.

      That confirmed she could still see. Because the sky and “walls” of this mental fortress looked more like a children’s coloring book than anything vaguely realistic. When Nathan had first encountered the bizarre style of the Twins’ mental worlds, he had been terrified.

      But to Reine, she only felt wonder.

      She let go of his hand and trudged up the hillside. Her baggy cloak got in the way, so she raised it with her hands and did her best to rush ahead anyway. Fei and Fyre watched with broad smiles.

      Nathan followed sedately. Looking around, he confirmed the presence of two other doors. One was a glossy plastic door that led to the Twins’ playpen, and the other was the ominous black door that led to Kadria’s bedroom.

      It wasn’t until he reached the hillside that he realized Ciana hadn’t joined him. By the time he turned back to find her, she popped through the door. She gave a cheery wave.

      “How long has this place been so snowy?” Fei asked. “You never let us in here.”

      “It changed with the season,” he explained. “I think it’s automatic. It’s a little less meditative now.”

      “And even less suitable for you,” Fyre said. “Why don’t you reshape it to suit what you prefer?”

      “Hmm?” Reine tilted her head. “You can change this at will? The snowscape is quite beautiful, especially as I’ve never…” she trailed off with a grimace.

      Had she ever had a chance to simply run around a snowy park or forest like this? At first, he had suspected her reaction was due to the surreal elements but now a darker thought entered his mind.

      If he could create mental spaces that looked like whatever he wanted, Reine’s reactions might give him a reason to play with them.

      Of course… “I don’t really know how,” he admitted. “The Twins built this.”

      “Then change it,” Fyre said. “You’ve reshaped the palace, built fortresses, and are about to rebuild an entire Empire with Alice worshipping your cock. This will be trivial.”

      The other women glared at Fyre, who merely flapped her wings at them.

      “It’s true,” the supposed prophet said. “Marriage or not, the hierarchy is clear.”

      “Dismissing your predilections is pointless,” Reine said coldly. “But I am curious to find out what you may create without any restrictions, Nathan. I can only imagine the places you have been and the sights you have seen.”

      He let out a hum. Recreating some of this might be nice.

      But Ciana gave him an odd look, and he reeled his thoughts in.

      “This space is supposed to be my mental fortress, right? Something personal to me. I might play around with more esoteric locations once I get the hang of things, but for this one, it probably should be personal. Somewhere I want to be,” he said. “I, uh, don’t really like coming here.”

      “We’ve noticed,” Fei said with a grin. “You never bring us here.”

      “But you should,” Fyre said. “The palace is warded, but not impenetrable. This space is as strong as your mind, and yours is becoming stronger and grander each day. A place where we can discuss private matters without being scried or overheard is vital.”

      “And I’m sure your interest has nothing to do with being inside Nathan, right?” Ciana chirped.

      “Oh, I wasn’t going to go there, but if you want to…” Fyre said with a sidelong look.

      “Enough,” he said. “I need to concentrate.”

      Not that he had the slightest clue what to do. When he reached out for the space around him it felt… nonexistent.

      When he worked with the palace or his binding stones, there was an immense presence of physicality. As if he knew the location of every grain of sand around him and he had complete and utter control of reality itself.

      He didn’t feel that here. In fact, the world itself felt like it was a dot to his sense, rather than a proper plane. As if everything was compressed into an impossible small ball. Thinking about it genuinely hurt his brain.

      “Not like that,” Fyre said, taking his hands. “Um, you did things properly back in the palace, right? When you warped space to join me in my personal space.”

      “What?” he asked.

      “Um… I don’t really get the fancy explanations. She talks about stuff like frames of reference and stuff.” Fyre screwed up her face. “But it’s like when you stop time. This space makes moving easier, but it doesn’t exist in the same way that everything else does.” She waved her hands in the air, as if that meant something. “So you just need to feel for it with your spatial magic, unpack it, and mold it with your mind. This world is an extension of yourself. It will bend to your will.”

      Most of what Fyre said was actual nonsense. When the Twins or Kadria explained things, he could follow the thread of logic, if not the actual terms they used. But Fyre clearly didn’t understand the logic behind the magic she was working with.

      However, the comparison helped. If this was similar to the spatial manipulation he had used to move around when time was stopped, that gave him a starting point.

      So he tried again. This time, he actively used his spatial magic to reach out for the world. It seemed to unpack around him. That dot became an entire three-dimensional expanse.

      Unfortunately, that was where everything went horribly wrong. He reached out with his power to reshape it, much like he would with a binding stone.

      The world shook, the walls wavered, and everyone screamed in terror. Nathan abruptly stopped using his magic, but that didn’t help. He felt the surrounding magic unraveling with each passing second.

      Then the plastic door slammed open and a pair of overly busty succubi burst through it.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake! I had a good fuck riding on you getting this right the first time,” Maura shouted as she and her sister burst into the mental world.
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      Nathan felt power surge along his mental link with the Twins. Instinctively, he tried to withdraw into his mental world and draw on his binding stones. This would slow the passage of time, allowing him to raise his mental defenses and assess what the succubi were doing.

      Nothing happened.

      The world continued to melt around them even as he felt power fill his fingertips. But time moved at its usual pace.

      Then that mental blast slammed into his mind and washed over him. It didn’t feel targeted at him, causing him to breathe a sigh of relief.

      Instead, the immense power rushed into the strange make-believe world they stood inside. The walls straightened, the snow stopped melting, and all seemed normal. Over the next several seconds, normality returned.

      Both succubi hovered above them a little longer. They wore their usual opposite-colored one-piece dresses—Laura a white one, and Maura a black one. From this angle, their excessively curvy bodies seemed even more obscene than usual. They looked almost identical, with tits larger than their heads, a pair of curly goat horns, and bronzed skin.

      Like their dresses, their eyes told them apart. Both had red eyes, but Maura’s sclera were pitch black. Nathan suspected this marked her as the more dangerous sister. Their general lack of common sense made him question this conclusion, however.

      “Well, I’m glad you didn’t try to fry me when I appeared,” Maura drawled as she lowered to the ground. “I come in here to help you fix your shit and you nearly nuke me. You’re such a great dude.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Why didn’t my time dilation activate? Did you do something?”

      Everyone looked at him in confusion, save the succubi. Laura huffed, while Maura smirked.

      “It’s nice to know you’re not Mr. Perfect in everything,” she said. “Don’t you remember how I explained it last time? That ‘time dilation’ trick you Bastions use is a crude form of mental and spatial ascended magic. You’re shifting your mind and body outside of normal time and space so you can observe everything super slowly.”

      The issue suddenly clicked, and he groaned. “But we’re already in a mental and spatial construct outside reality. So it’s… impossible?” He frowned. “Can’t I just do the same thing but to this place?”

      “Pshaw, yeah,” Maura said as she strode up to him. “But it’s like learning how to drive stick after a life of driving automatics.”

      He stared at her.

      “Uh… like trying to ride a horse after a life of… fuck, I don’t know any bumpkin analogies.” She scowled and pushed against his chest with a hand. He didn’t budge. “My point is, you don’t really know how to bend space and time. Everything you Bastions do are just hacks handed down by your slut goddess—”

      “Hey!” Fyre said, but there wasn’t much heat in her voice. If anything, she sounded amused.

      “For what it’s worth, you’ll make a fantastic slut goddess,” Laura chirped, and her sister nodded.

      “Damn right she will. I’m looking forward to religious ceremonies where she sucks Nathan’s cock in front of all his loyal followers,” Maura said.

      “I don’t think that would be a good idea,” Fyre said.

      But the look in her eyes and the nervous fluttering of her angelic wings suggested she was definitely entertaining it.

      “No,” he said flatly. “While the goddess might be rather open about sexuality, I definitely think that’s too much for everyone else.”

      “I suppose I still need legitimacy,” the horsegirl muttered. “But maybe one day…”

      So she had wanted to do it. The Twins grinned at their partner in crime, then turned to Nathan. Maura’s hand ran down his chest.

      “Like I was saying,” Maura purred. “You need to learn the real way to do things, not some half-assed shortcuts. And Big Sis is here to teach you all you need to know.”

      “Big Sis?” Reine asked, tilting her head.

      “That’s a new one,” Fei said. “You look younger than Nathan. Are you sure you’re not his little sister?”

      “What?” The succubus scowled. “For fuck’s sake, it’s an expression.”

      “And a fetish,” Laura added. When everyone stared at her, she shrugged. “Don’t kink-shame.”

      Maura rolled her eyes and placed a hand on her hip. “Thanks, Sis. I can always rely on you for backup.”

      For some reason, this comment caused annoyance to flash across Laura’s face. Nathan only caught it because he was staring at her face after the earlier comment.

      “Anyway, you need another lesson and I’m here to provide it. Dumb and Dumber here might be worse than useless, but I’m reliable.” Maura jabbed a thumb at Fyre and Laura in turn.

      “You’re really working on your Kadria impression, aren’t you?” Nathan said.

      “Thanks.” She grinned at him, then looped an arm around his and dragged him up the hill.

      The others followed, but kept their distance. Laura seemed to keep them back. He assumed it was for safety reasons.

      “So, you remember when you visited our mental world, right?” Maura asked, still pressed against his side. “The actual one.”

      Nathan nodded. It was difficult to forget such a memorable encounter, particularly given how it had ended. The Twins had made a very strong first impression.

      “You were much less enthusiastic about me back then,” he noted.

      “Yeah, well, I had some time to admire certain aspects of you,” she said, refusing to look at him. “You seemed much more Laura’s type: an edgy, tortured hero who’s all ‘the end justifies the means’ with the moral depth of a puddle.”

      “You care about moral depth?” he asked, incredulous.

      “It’s what makes you interesting. You’re still trying to live by your moral code, while questioning the world around you. When you do shit like take control of your pretend old man or start a civil war, it’s because you’ve decided that your objectives are more right than the bullshit ethics of people who stand by and let awful crap happen.”

      “I thought you didn’t care about right or wrong,” he said.

      “Not when it comes to me personally.” She flicked her long white hair with her free hand. “But you already know we had a normal life. All Messengers did. The goat was a scientist or some shit. Subaru was some forgettable office drone.”

      “Subaru?” he asked.

      “Koji. Or Thanatos, if you really can’t remember his actual name.” She groaned after saying the nickname of another Messenger.

      “I really don’t understand the jokes you make about his name.”

      Maura pouted. “Really? Shit. This world has a Japan parallel, right? That place the foxes all come from.”

      “Kurai.”

      “Yeah, that place.” She sighed. “Man, I hate explaining jokes. The dude is super prideful, but also a dick. So I call him by generic Japanese names to shit on him. Subaru is the name of a major… manufacturing company. Fuck, I don’t even know if you know what that is.”

      “I can guess. I imagine it would be like if I called a merchant or lawyer by the name of major firms, instead of their real family name.”

      Maura pointed her fingers at him in a strange manner and clicked her tongue twice. He took that as a sign of approval.

      She leaned against his side again, looping an arm through his. “Sis and I are just deadbeat students from a raging shithole and an even worse family. I traveled the world while studying and thought that I could be somebody. Instead, I got reminded that life is shit and I was powerless to change it.”

      “So you became a Messenger,” Nathan said. “You mentioned before that you accepted the deal to escape… irrelevance.”

      “Not irrelevance.” Maura’s eyes became distant and her fists clenched. “You’ve always been important—someone who can change the world if you try. I came back after years of hard work, travel, and self-discovery to find that none of it mattered and I was stuck in the same rut I started in. Becoming a Messenger let me escape that. I do what I want, largely when I want.”

      “Except right now,” he said, and poked her through the mental link.

      She grinned at him, and there was a dark, lustful glint in her eyes. “Oh, I don’t know about that. We latched onto you in hopes of a fun ride. You’ve been the most fun I’ve had in… ages. Time kind of loses meaning for us, y’know? You have the power to do stuff I always dreamed of in my world. Being part of your dark conquest is a real guilty pleasure.”

      A seed of doubt that had been residing in Nathan’s mind for nearly two months began to sprout.

      But he left it alone for now. There was little benefit to confronting the Twins over a minor suspicion, given he planned to do nothing even if he was right.

      “So, how about this?” He gestured to the surrounding landscape.

      “Oh, right. I’m supposed to be teaching you.” Maura seemed genuinely surprised for a moment, and he watched her visibly adjust her mindset. “I, uh, forget what brought this up.”

      “You mentioned the first time we met,” he said.

      “Right.” She nodded, which caused a chain reaction through her entire body. “Remember how you and the goat could screw with stuff by throwing around raw power?”

      He did remember. His efforts had rent huge tears in the fabric of the mental world itself.

      “That’s the problem you’re facing here. This isn’t just some pocket world—it’s a mental construct inside your mind, and it’s fragile as shit.”

      “Because it’s made of magic,” he said, confident he had drawn the right conclusion.

      She shoved him and laughed. “Everything is made of magic, big guy. That’s why destroying the binding stones allows our old boss to munch on the world. The difference is scale. Your cliched medieval crapsack world has an entire goddess bound to it and dozens of binding stones pumping magic into it. This place just has you.”

      Nathan looked at the stone beneath his feet, then up at the weird crayon sky. “I don’t feel anything drawing on my magical reserves.”

      “Do you feel your body chewing up the energy from the food you eat? No. Same thing here. This is part of your mind. It formed automatically as you started developing your mental magic and defenses, and I just shaped it for you.” Maura waved a hand at a leafless tree nearby, and it suddenly sprouted a dense canopy of green leaves. “I can only do this because you have a leash on my mind. But you should be able to do it just as easily.”

      “So, it’s as simple as using less power?” he asked, skeptical.

      “Pretty much. Just remember that this is a mental space, and everything here is a mental construct. They only feel real because of your power.”

      He nodded. Unlike Fyre’s explanation, this made sense to him in a weird way.

      Although the idea that he was literally inside his own head continued to bother him. Kadria had explained that this was a mental fortress, and more like an outpost on the outskirts of his mind, but he still disliked the idea that the Twins could influence anything inside his head.

      If they could do this without him sensing anything, what else could they do?

      Focusing his mind, he began to reach out for the mental world again. This time, he found it much more easily. Everything inside it felt insubstantial, however. Perhaps that was merely because he was used to reshaping reality with binding stones.

      He began to slip power into the crevices he felt in the world, which he would use to reshape it.

      Maura suddenly grabbed his wrist. “No, no. Not like that, idiot. Stop.”

      He did. Nothing had happened, but he suspected something bad nearly did. “I tried doing what you said,” he protested.

      “Sure, but you’re not doing anything with purpose. You’re not working with Play-Doh. Fuck, aren’t you good at crafting stuff?” she asked.

      “I am,” he muttered, then suspected something else was the problem. “Is this like life magic? Where I need to have something in mind before I cast anything? Usually when I’m working with the binding stones, I have a clear image of what I’m doing but it doesn’t need to be that complete. I created steel long before I knew anything about its carbon content, let alone all the trace elements in it.”

      “That’s because reality knows what steel is. It fills in the gaps.” She frowned. “But, yeah, it’s kind of like that. You don’t need to know exactly what you’re making, but you do need a concrete image. That’s why we create the crayon shit.”

      “So you know that they look like children’s drawings,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s intentional, smartass. If we can’t clearly visualize it, we half-ass it. The goat builds everything up from base layers like a sketch for the same reason. It’s fucking hard to just… magic an entire creation up from nothing, y’know?”

      Nathan frowned. This also made sense. When he was working on his fortresses, he usually built them in a procedural process, but that would be intensive if he needed to think of every brick he laid.

      “What if I recreate a place I already know?” he asked, suddenly thinking of a workaround.

      “That’s a great way to start, yeah. We made our mental world look like a famous museum we visited because it stuck out in our memories. If you know the place really well, your mind can fill in the gaps unconsciously. Then you can tweak it and work out the harder parts later.”

      This time, when Nathan began pushing power into the surrounding world, Maura didn’t stop him. He felt his power surround him, almost suffocating him.

      When he looked around, he noticed that nothing was moving. The animated walls and ceiling had stopped. Fei’s tail was frozen in place mid-wag.

      Notably, Fyre, Laura, and Maura seemed unaffected. Fyre looked at everyone with a mischievous expression on her face, and the way she looked at Ciana suggested she might do something inappropriate if left alone too long.

      “Now do something,” Maura said.

      He nodded, then imprinted the place in his mind onto the world.

      Describing what happened next was difficult. The world seemed to shudder for an instant, then blink out of existence. Nathan felt the control over his power be tested, but maintained his grip on it.

      Then normality returned. They stood in a well-lit stone chamber full of strange glowing terminals. The center of the room contained a large flat device that remained dim. A glowing block of white light occupied one of the walls.

      Nathan looked around. Once he was satisfied that he had recreated his old command center from the Far Reaches, he let his power go. Fei, Ciana, and Reine began to move again.

      They squealed in surprise and looked around in panic and shock. It took several seconds for them to calm down.

      “So, what’s with the futuristic setup?” Laura asked as she approached. “I don’t think we lent you any of our JRPGs.”

      Nathan ignored her strange comment. “This is my command center from my last world. I spent quite a while here. It’s almost too familiar to me.”

      And seeing it again brought back emotions and memories that he had been ignoring for some time.

      He stared at the flat device in the center of the room. That was where he had stood when he had given the final orders to so many of his Champions. And when Kadria had attacked, Ciana had…

      His eyes drifted over to the smiling unicorn knight standing next to him. She frowned at his dark expression and touched his arm.

      “I’m here, Nathan,” she said quietly.

      “Ohhhhhh.” Laura’s eyes widened. “If this is your command center, that means you—”

      “Yes, this is where I fought Kadria. Although saying that I fought her is an exaggeration, I feel,” he said with a grimace. “The only reason she didn’t utterly crush me is that I had a dead man’s switch that closed off the portal from Doumahr, as well as a last resort.”

      “Last resort?” Maura crossed her arms. “I don’t think we’ve ever heard how things went down between you and the goat. Did you have some sort of Messenger-killing relic that would consume your soul or some shit?”

      “Does that exist?” he asked, surprised.

      “Never dealt with one. The worst we get is the zealots working out how to use the divine eyes properly.” She nudged her head toward Reine, who frowned. “She’s been the final boss of the world a few times for us. That’s where the goat’s weird nickname comes from. She becomes ‘Sister Kadria’ and actually uses subterfuge whenever the Frenchies get close to the goddess’s power. Always figured her true plan involved them.”

      Nathan was pretty sure “Frenchies” was a reference to Trafaumh. He kept his counsel after hearing this news. The Twins weren’t entirely aware of Kadria’s plan, and the fact she had actively infiltrated any world that got close to replicating a prophet didn’t surprise him.

      He had forgotten about her title, though. She’d only used it once. The idea of Kadria in a clergy uniform seemed wrong to him, and not just because of the sacrilegious issues.

      “Anyway, what’s this last resort?” Maura asked.

      “I planned to detonate the binding stone,” he said. “I set up a dead man’s switch that, once activated, could only be deactivated by me and would cause the binding stone to destroy itself within a few minutes.”

      His Champions stared at him in shock. Even Fyre, who should have known about this already.

      Laura just let out a whistle. “Wow, that’s pretty hardcore. No wonder the goat wanted you so bad. I figured you went over the edge after she killed everyone, but if you set something up in advance you were already super dark.”

      “Pretty shit trap, though,” Maura scoffed. “If it’d been us, we’d just forcibly take control of your mind and turn it off. Didn’t think of that, did you?”

      He grimaced. “There’s no way to make a truly impervious trap. And what Jafeila told me about Beatrice indicated she wasn’t capable of rapid mental manipulation.”

      “Yeah, but we are. The goat should be, too. Dumb bitch got herself in a jam because she’s too lazy to be a real succubus.”

      “She said she’d survive the blast anyway,” he said.

      “Fuck, really?” Maura’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped.

      “That’s so bullshit,” Laura whined. “When did she learn how to protect herself like that?”

      “Is that even possible?” Ciana asked.

      She held a hand over her chest, and her horn seemed to have lost some of its usual sheen. Worry peppered Nathan over their mental link.

      “Yes,” Fyre said. “I could do the same, I think. It’s a lot of power, but—”

      “It’s not the explosion that kills you, it’s the lack of magic afterward,” Maura said. “You’d be fine because you have a divine pipe of magic filling you to the brim 24/7. For us, we’d basically be vaporized. I, uh, don’t even know if our memories would be saved.”

      She looked at her sister for confirmation, and Laura nodded.

      “Wait, what?” Nathan asked. “What does that mean?”

      “We’re Messengers, right? That means we exist outside time and space. When versions of ourselves die or we finish a mission, the big boss merges all the versions of us together. Otherwise, he’d have an infinite number of us getting into fights with each other.” Laura shrugged. “But a binding stone explosion effectively nukes the local planes. Even if we physically survive, we can’t use magic, and we’d lose our connection to the multiverse. So, poof.”

      “So it’s basically the ‘I win’ button for Bastions,” Maura added. “Except that we don’t really die. There will still be other versions of me wandering around other worlds, and the boss can just send us back. For us, it sucks. But his armies are literally endless and you only have so many binding stones.”

      “And so much land,” he said darkly.

      Nathan remembered when Kadria explained that the world had been shrinking over time, as Omria fought a losing war to keep the Messengers and their employer at bay. How many countries detonated their binding stones in a last resort, like Nathan, only to find out how pointless it was?

      Was that the real reason it had been forbidden? The long-term battle was about preserving land, not life. A victory over the demons that left huge tracts of land inhabitable wasn’t Pyrrhic, it was an outright loss on a strategic level.

      Omria’s teachings—and those handed down by ancient Bastions—never explained why certain things weren’t to be done. Nathan and Gareth had puzzled these out as they fought a desperate war.

      In the end, there might have been good reasons for everything she mandated. Nathan had already realized that Bastions were given crippled control over binding stones and mental magic to limit the damage they might do. An absentee goddess knew better than to trust greedy humans with more power than they knew what to do with.

      So where did that leave Nathan, now he had this knowledge and power?

      “Both of you seem much more knowledgeable about how things work than I was told,” Fyre said, suddenly very cautious of the Twins.

      “Because the goat told you that we’re dumbasses?” Laura sneered. “We’re still Messengers capable of taking out this pathetic little world if we want to.”

      “I distinctly remember you calling Maura an idiot after she taught me how to bind both of you because I was hot,” Nathan drawled.

      Laura shot a heated glare at her sister, who refused to look at anyone. The flush of Maura’s cheeks made it clear that she still felt embarrassed over how things had played out.

      “Oh, don’t feel bad,” Fyre said. “I’d do the same thing.”

      “Thanks,” Maura said flatly. “Can you convince the voice in your head to do it as well so that Nathan can use her as his plaything? That would be great.”

      Fyre glared at Maura. Presumably, that was a “no.”

      Before things could worsen, Nathan wandered away from the catfighting women. Reine appeared distracted and was running her hands along the terminals. She paused when he approached, and he saw the back of her robe shift. A clear sign of some tail wagging.

      “This is the end goal of the research you and the Sorcerer’s Lodge are conducting, isn’t it?” she asked without looking at him.

      “Yes. Harrum’s current version is actually very close to what Falmir and Trafaumh developed to detect invasions,” Nathan said. “The increased intensity of invasions and high turnover of Bastions meant that traditional methods of detecting invasions were too unreliable.”

      “You mean that Bastions were dying too fast to be trained properly,” Reine said. “You expect that soon?”

      “It already happened,” he said. “The civil war took out several Bastions, and others lost too many Champions to remain effective. If I’m going to control a dozen or more binding stones, I can’t monitor all of them myself. These”—he gestured at the terminals—“enable ordinary personnel to monitor activity in the portals, among other things. We had magic trackers, real-time projections of the portal, and even devices that scouts used to monitor the portals inside them.”

      “Did they work?” she asked, turning to face him. Her eerie golden eyes bore into him.

      “Not when it mattered,” he said darkly, turning away.

      Ciana stood nearby, and he was certain that her horn seemed too dim as he watched her. He sighed and rubbed his eyes. His memories were getting the better of him.

      Maybe he should think of a better place to use as his mental retreat. This place only caused him to spiral.

      “Messengers knew how to evade detection. I’m pushing Harrum to solve that problem before he worries about all the fancy gizmos we had,” Nathan said.

      His hand casually landed on Reine’s shoulder and she stiffened. He swiftly removed it.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I figured—”

      She shook her head and her wolf ears twitched several times. “It is fine. I am merely unused to physical contact. It felt… nice. More is welcome.”

      Taking that as an invitation, he placed an arm around her shoulders and gave her a tour of the command center. Although nothing seemed to function, it distracted him from what this place reminded him of.

      The others listened in, but the Twins soon lost interest. Fyre watched with a distracted look.

      “Are you letting us out anytime soon? It’s been so damn boring in here,” Laura said.

      “I’ll need your help to get around soon,” he said. “So you’ll be with me for the foreseeable future. The Trafaumh delegation has also left, so I’m not as concerned about keeping you out of sight.”

      “Thank fuck. We’ll go get ready then,” Maura said, dragging her sister away.

      What they were doing to get ready was a mystery to Nathan. They looked the same as always.

      Once his tour finished, he ushered Reine toward Fei and Ciana. The duo gave him a look.

      “I still need to talk to Kadria,” he explained. “Fyre’s the only one who can join me. None of you can even see the doors that lead to the mental fortresses of the Messengers.”

      “Aww,” Fei whined. “Can we stay here at least?”

      He eyed her. Had she seen through him? Fei had wrangled her way into a serious conversation between him and Kadria during the war.

      “We have work to do,” Ciana said. “Especially you. There are plenty of Royal Knights who want to spar with you.”

      Fei groaned but allowed herself to be dragged away by her fellow Champion. Reine nodded at Nathan and followed them.

      Once the door closed, that left him alone with Fyre. She approached the black door that led to Kadria’s world. It now stood in the corner of the chamber.

      Nathan’s hand closed on her arm. “I think it’s time we had a chat. Just the two of us. A lot of things have happened, and now we can be honest with each other.”
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      Fyre’s wings fluttered behind her and she smiled mischievously at him. Even before she fully turned to face him, Nathan already roughly knew what she was going to say.

      “I think we can be honest with more than our words, Nathan,” she purred. “You refused my last offer to use me like a cheap slave because I wasn’t being honest. Will you say yes now?”

      “Given the religious implications of dominating a goddess, I think I’ll pass,” he said.

      She pouted at him and crossed her arms. “Then what do I get out of this?”

      “Trust.”

      Her face melted. She looked at him with too-wide eyes, and he half-expected her to turn on the waterworks. Seconds passed in silence. The fake terminals didn’t make the clicking noises of the real deal.

      “That’s not fair,” she mumbled. “Am I going to be chasing your forgiveness forever? Everything worked out. You even know that this is her plan. Are you going to twist the knife anytime you need something from me?”

      “No,” he said, almost causing her to smile. “But until I get the sense I’m dealing with the true Fyre, instead of a puppet or a mask, I can’t trust you. It’s not about forgiveness. It’s about not being stabbed in the back.”

      “I won’t do that. Ever,” she said.

      “What happens when you’re ordered to?”

      Her face turned to stone. For an instant, he worried that Kadria had taken control of Fyre. But he didn’t see the same signs that he had the previous times that had occurred.

      “Warn me before you bring up dangerous topics like that,” Fyre hissed. “She can be listening at any time. I’ve blocked her out, but you’re lucky that she’s busy preparing for you to walk through that door.”

      “She makes preparations?” he asked, amused.

      “I don’t know. You spend more time with her than I do.” She glowered at him. “But she always goes away when you’re on your way to meet with her.”

      Curious. Kadria had never seemed like the sort of woman who needed to psyche herself up before a chat. This felt like something he wasn’t supposed to learn.

      He gestured to Fyre to answer his question.

      But instead of answering, she merely fluttered her wings and looked around with a concerned gaze.

      As if to answer her concerns, Nathan cast some mental and spatial wards around them. He didn’t know if that could stop Kadria, but they seemed to satisfy the horsegirl in front of him.

      “I thought you were partners?” Fyre asked.

      “Kadria says as much. Then she goes off and does her own thing without telling me. Even if she has a good reason, I still feel taken advantage of. What happens if the key to her plan is to get rid of me at a certain point?”

      She nodded slowly. “What about the Twins? They’re clearly trying to manipulate you. They even say as much, and they constantly try to turn you on her.”

      Nathan found it curious that Fyre refused to say Kadria’s name. There were only two entities that he’d been warned not to speak the names of. While the Twins disliked calling Kadria by name, they had done so in the past, so he’d never found it odd.

      Did Fyre view Kadria in the same way the Messengers viewed their employer?

      “The Twins are pretty transparent in what they’re up to. Even when they’re being devious, I can usually twig to what they’re doing,” he said.

      “What about Tharban?” Fyre’s gaze wasn’t accusatory, but curious.

      Even so, he winced. “I don’t regret that step. If anything, I was too cautious when dealing with Tharban in the past. Leopold and I both agreed that killing him would only make matters worse, but we consistently underestimated how far Tharban would go.”

      “But the Twins still influenced you. Given what I’ve heard about you, I can’t imagine that you’d take that step without them.”

      “There are a lot of things I wouldn’t have done if I never met the Messengers. Living is one of them,” he said drily. “My goal remains unchanged. I want to protect Doumahr from the disaster that befell it in my world, and keep everyone I love safe. I stepped over the line into heresy a long time ago. So long as I don’t forget what I’m fighting for, I’ll happily step over a few more lines.”

      Fyre’s wings fluttered and she turned away from him, although not before he spotted her red cheeks. She walked along the banks of terminals, running her fingers along them. The lights glittered off her outfit.

      “This is why I want you. You really are everything I imagined you to be,” she said. “It doesn’t matter what she orders me to do. I’m yours.”

      “What about the power?” he asked.

      “It’s mine. She helped me gain it, but I’m less reliant on her already. The moment you claimed the palace and let me back in, I gained my own connection to Omria.” Fyre grinned maliciously. “She admitted she doesn’t know what makes me stronger, but legitimacy must be part of it. Why else is that other slut so interested in Trafaumh? Or the palace? That’s why this trip to Trafaumh is so important for us, and why I need you, Nathan.”

      Nathan did his best to remain unmoved. Both because Fyre had insulted Charlotte, which riled an instinctive part of his mind, and because the casual way she admitted absolute need for him riled him up in a very different way.

      While he processed the conversation, he took a seat. The chairs next to the terminals were big, brown leather pieces that looked more comfortable than they were. In his old world, they had slowly molded themselves to the bodies of the analysts who sat in them all day. His replication hadn’t captured that aspect and they were as stiff as a block of wood.

      “I said this was about trust, and it still is,” he eventually said. “So I need you to tell me about your connection to Leopold.”

      She blinked at him. Nathan found little more than confusion in her eyes.

      “You barely knew him,” he added. “Ciana, Fei, Alice, Anna—they all knew him, some better than others. Half the people in Aleich seemed to know him, or at least mourn his legend. But you’re from the Federation, and I struggle to see a real connection. You’ve been torn up about his death ever since it happened.”

      “You don’t think I can be sad when somebody like Leopold dies?” Fyre asked, her expression darkening.

      “Given your willingness to start a civil war, a beastkin uprising, and incinerate your enemies, I’m a little skeptical about your remorse toward people you barely know,” he said.

      She winced and pulled her wings around her body. “I’m not that callous.”

      He said nothing and merely waited.

      With a huff, Fyre sat on the device in the center. It was high enough that her legs dangled above the ground, and she kicked them absentmindedly.

      “I didn’t know Leopold, but I knew of him. You can’t really be a beastkin on Doumahr without hearing of him,” she said. “The Empire is the only nation that has banned beastkin slavery. The Federation wasn’t some special hellhole for us. It was the norm. Trafaumh, Falmir, Arcadia, and even the Spires treat us like chattel.”

      Nathan watched as fury filled Fyre’s expression, and she clenched her fists while glaring at the wall.

      “Emperor Gorthal changed that, and Leopold has been his right hand the entire time. Whatever reason they did it, it offered me hope.” She gave him a brittle smile. “You know that I grew up as one of Terrius’s slaves, right?”

      “He had an entire clan of horse beastkin as servants,” Nathan said. “Narime and Anna told me that he obeyed the change in laws without any problems and even offered all of his past servants the same jobs at ordinary noble rates.”

      “And of course my kin took those jobs, because he treated us well in comparison to so many others. But he still owned us. I grew up in an almost literal stable, and was trained from day one to serve him with my life. My magical aptitude meant I was trained as one of his secret bodyguards, but a Bastion took a liking to me. I was traded from one master to another on a whim.”

      Nathan had nothing to say to this. As experienced as he was, this wasn’t something he could speak on. Only listen to the outpouring of anger.

      “Even when I became a duogem, it meant nothing,” Fyre said. “There were always other Champions who could keep me under control; or my Bastion would destroy my mind for going against him. None of my efforts mattered.”

      He couldn’t help but feel he’d heard a similar story only minutes earlier.

      “Then you appeared.” Her tone became wistful. “You destroyed the Federation armies, outmaneuvered the High Lord Torneus, and did it with armies of free beastkin and a beastkin Champion.”

      “You realize that’s as much due to opportunity as intention,” Nathan said.

      She shrugged. “But it proves the point, doesn’t it? We were greater than how I was treated. I jumped at the chance to serve you when Anna asked Terrius for a bodyguard. And that was when I met her.”

      Nathan didn’t need to imagine the awe in Fyre’s voice when she referred to Kadria. It practically bounced off the walls.

      “She told me all about you. How you had given almost everything to defend Doumahr, lost so much, and were even betrayed. Despite everything, you were here, and still fighting for us. When she asked if I would help you, I couldn’t say yes fast enough. I knew that what I planned to do would anger you, but that was the price I expected to pay. I could help my kin and help you, even if it meant losing any chance to be close to you.”

      “That’s why you talked to Sunstorm about forgiveness,” he said.

      Fyre nodded. “I knew you would hate me. The fact you don’t is…” Her wings fluttered wildly behind her and she spent several moments regaining her composure.

      “And Leopold?” he asked, worried that she was trying to distract him.

      It was a good distraction, he had to admit. Fyre was pretty, and her coquettish behavior drew him to her.

      A deep sigh left the horsegirl. “I said that everything I did before felt pointless, right? That nothing I did mattered? When the Nationalists attacked Aleich I had more power than ever before, you were nearby, and I had succeeded in all my plans. Then I stood by and watched, powerless, as Leopold died. That bitch prevented me from leaving the palace and kept poking at his defenses.” She paused, and her face screwed up.

      For the first time, Nathan saw tears in her eyes.

      “He died, and I watched,” she wailed. “I failed somebody who deserved better! What’s the point in being a prophet if all I can do is stand around and say things? And look pretty?”

      Instinctively, he rose, crossed the room, and pulled Fyre into his arms. The moment her face touched his chest, sobs wracked her entire body.

      For as strong as she’d been over the past few weeks, and as deranged as she sometimes acted, Fyre still remained a person.

      But internally, Nathan’s mind ran at a mile a minute.

      Who was “that bitch?” Tharban had killed Leopold. Sure, his Champions had helped, but that didn’t change the true antagonist. Was this why Fyre had destroyed the mind of one of Tharban’s Champions? Anger?

      “I don’t think you should blame yourself,” he forced himself to say. “So much went wrong that day.”

      “I know,” she choked out between sobs. “And it’s all that fucking succuslut’s fault!”

      “… Beatrice?” he asked.

      Fyre pulled back, her face a mess of anger and tears. “She was probing at me the entire time. That’s why I needed to stay in the palace. Once Maylis left, Beatrice could have given Charlotte control over the palace. Or destroyed it. I was so scared of losing everything I had struggled for. Then she interfered and got Leopold killed and I just… lost it.”

      Nathan didn’t know what to say. He’d known that Beatrice had been responsible for Gorthal’s kidnapping and Maylis’s betrayal, but this…

      A large part of him wanted to question Fyre more. There were parts that didn’t add up.

      But one look at the sobbing beastkin in his arms stopped him. Detailed explanations could wait. For now, he let her cry it out.

      He lost track of how long it had been. Whatever the case, it was long enough that Kadria clearly got bored.

      The black door creaked open, and a scantily dressed woman stepped out. She had bronzed skin like the Twins, but four curly horns instead of two. But her figure was lithe and bottom-heavy, instead of an overly buxom hourglass, and her eyes were violet with red pupils. The many platinum hoops and bangles on her nearly naked body jangled with every movement she made.

      “Ah, I suppose this explains the mental block,” Kadria said, staring at Nathan and Fyre. “If I’m interrupting, then—”

      “No, it’s fine,” Fyre said. “I’m just… enjoying the moment.”

      That sounded like the perfect time to let her go. Nathan slipped away while ignoring the whine of protest she gave.

      “I have questions,” he asked. “For both of you.”

      Kadria shrugged while wandering through the room. She seemed fascinated by the equipment.

      Fyre merely grimaced, but nodded.

      “If you knew Beatrice was active, why not tell me earlier? We might have dealt with Maylis before things got worse,” he said.

      “Ah, this is about Leopold, isn’t it?” Kadria said, beating Fyre to the punch. “We didn’t know who was responsible, as they were hiding their presence. All I knew was that there was a Messenger poking around the palace. I actually had two others in mind, both skilled at subterfuge. Maylis didn’t appear suspicious as her Hound actively assisted us at the palace.”

      “What?” Nathan tried not to sound incredulous. “That’s ridiculous. He held me up.”

      “He did. Then he tried to make up for it by chasing away our uninvited guest.” Kadria scowled. “In retrospect, I should have realized that meant Maylis was under control. For him to knowingly interfere meant that he knew what was going on. The man remains as much a mystery as ever.”

      “He remained loyal to the Empire in the end,” Nathan said, remembering the Hound’s final action.

      “Oh, I don’t mean that. Rather, I mean that his drive and powers are so terrifyingly mysterious across worlds. The reason why the Empire was a higher priority target than more unstable nations like Arcadia or Trafaumh is because of him. His ‘curse’ dodges a lot of limitations and is genuinely difficult to deal with. That’s also why he could affect his Bastion with it—it was a trigem power on par with Astra’s.”

      “The Twins didn’t think much of him,” Nathan said.

      Kadria scowled, and there was genuine heat in her expression. “Dealing with the Hound is the only thing they’re good for. There are two of them, and they’re aggravatingly talented at magical manipulation. So even if one gets hit by the curse, the other is still active. The rest of us struggle more.” Her expression became thoughtful. “Given the seed of power in Astra, I wonder if another outer being was at play.”

      “Another? Your boss isn’t the only threat?”

      “I thought I mentioned this? No matter. My former employer has a partner, and his interests differ. While my old boss favors individuals whose aspirations have been crushed and their lives shattered, his partner is all about twisting heroes from fantastical worlds like this one into weapons of destruction. You can expect to see some of his Messengers now that the goddess is on the verge of returning.”

      Nathan recalled Kadria saying that the gloves were off in the past. He supposed this was what she meant.

      “Then I’ll be blunt, Fyre. Stop blaming yourself,” he said.

      “Are you sure you’re not assuaging your own guilt by claiming that she’s blameless?” Kadria said. “You’re arguably just as responsible, given your own inaction.”

      That was harsh, even by Kadria’s standards.

      “All the more reason that I can tell Fyre not to beat herself up over this,” he said. “Now it’s time for us to talk.”

      “About this dealing with Trafaumh, I imagine.” Kadria strode over to him. “There’s little to lose, and much to gain. The test at the canyon will only aid us.”

      “So it’s a real phenomenon? I thought you said that the Pearlescent Canyon was just a place where the goddess showed off her power?”

      “It was, but that’s what makes it important.” She draped an arm around him and waved an arm at the horsegirl sitting opposite them. “Fyre needs legitimacy. Our goal at the moment is to cement Fyre as the true prophet—and therefore the actual goddess. That will ensure we have control over the divine system that protects what’s left of Doumahr.”

      “And if Fyre can prove she’s the real deal in front of Trafaumh, it’s everything we need.” He nodded in agreement. “But what if she can’t produce the reaction that Baudelaire wants? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “Well, isn’t it great that I have? I overheard those idiots talking about what sometimes happens when Trafaumh masters its experiments. Without fail, when Reine or whatever sacrifice draws on the true power of her divine eyes, they can make the entire canyon glow with the power imprinted within it. It’s not dissimilar to the wave of power that Charlotte emitted a few weeks ago.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Is that why you were poking around Trafaumh as ‘Sister Kadria’ in those worlds? Also, Reine?”

      “Yes, and yes. Trafaumh’s secrets are frustratingly well kept. Their experiments sometimes yield unexpected results, and they can create exceptionally dangerous worlds to cleanse. Unlike Falmir, which adores technology, Trafaumh experiments with the nature of the world itself.” She gave him a sidelong look. “Truthfully, I hadn’t expected much from your world for that reason. Falmir is typically quite boring when it survives to the end.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You should be more sincere. You’ve turned out to be quite the catch.” She ran a hand along his jaw while rubbing the back of his leg with one foot. “In many ways.”

      “Is this the part where you suck his cock?” Fyre chirped, her eyes sparkling with menace.

      “Normally, yes,” Kadria drawled. “You seem intent on violence if I do that, however.”

      “Oh, go ahead. I’ll just sit here. And watch. And wonder why you can do that to him but I can’t.”

      Nathan rose to his feet with a groan. A petite hand brushed over his crotch, before pinching his ass. He glared at Kadria, who winked back.

      “I think we’re done here,” he said. Then he stopped. “If Reine is so dangerous, is there any issue if I gem her?”

      “She’s not dangerous in and of herself. If anything, I wouldn’t mind if you made better use of her. She’s a fantastic acolyte of yours. Between her raw drive and utter loyalty to you, it doesn’t matter if she ever manifests that power or not. She’ll be an immensely useful asset.” Kadria grinned. “In and out of bed.”

      He brushed her off and walked toward the exit. Fyre rushed over to join him. Her wings fluttered against his back in the process.

      “Oh, and Nathan?” Kadria called out. “Don’t put off mundane but necessary matters for too long. Inaction is frequently a source of regret, even if you don’t know the perfect solution. We’ll be in ever-increasing amounts of danger from now on.”

      Nathan nodded back at her.

      He left unsaid his opinion on whether her use of “we” was truly accurate. Only one of them seemed to be genuinely in danger out there.
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      The throne room of Falmir’s royal palace had changed immensely of late. Only a few weeks ago, it had been decorated with the corpses of the royal family and a rebellion. Since then, the nation’s new ruler had ripped out everything that reminded her of that night.

      Gone were the banners, the fancy balustrades, and ornate viewing platforms. The throne room now resembled a classic theater from the Federation. Flat benches of gorgeous black-specked white marble formed a semi-circle in front of the throne, and formed layers of stacked seating for the many guests who wished to gaze upon Omria’s true prophet.

      The entire rear wall had been transformed into a mosaic that depicted Omria rising from this very palace. Beneath it stood a glass throne, which glittered with a rainbow of colors that had no visible source. A dozen men and women fanned out to either side.

      But it was the woman sitting in that throne that caught everyone’s interest. Charlotte feigned a bored gaze as she stared out across the chamber, half-paying attention to the official chattering about all the unowned lands since the recent purge of disloyal nobles.

      Her dress today was a lovely black and gold piece, which she had modeled after a gown she saw while scrying. Unlike that gown, she didn’t waste time making it conservative. Plus, she had to let out the chest several sizes. Her luscious legs were on display, as was her ample cleavage. Long, curly brown hair cascaded down her bare, pale shoulders.

      “Your Holiness—” the official suddenly said.

      She cut him off, “I’m merely a princess while presiding over court, Lord Bantam.”

      Murmurs ran along the packed benches. The assembled soldiers, merchants, and peasants knew better than to believe Charlotte was a mere princess.

      She was, after all, the true prophet of Omria. Not at all like that uppity beastkin that the Empire had propped up to support their failing nation in the middle of a civil war.

      Lord Bantam looked at the surrounding crowd, then straightened up. “With all due respect, Your Holiness, you are both the prophet of Omria and the ruler of the Holy Kingdom of Falmir. I would be insulting you if I didn’t afford you all the respect you deserve.”

      “There is a time and a place,” she said, but was careful not to sound angry or chiding.

      This was performative, after all.

      “I may rule Falmir, but it is only as regent. My dear brother, Maxwell, shall ascend to the throne with my blessing once he is of age. And it is for that reason that I need you to ensure that such mundane matters are dealt with,” Charlotte said.

      Bantam winced, then bowed so deeply that his hat fell off. He swept it up and dashed back to the benches.

      Nobody else stepped forward. It had only been an hour and she had gotten through all of today’s public court matters. Inwardly, Charlotte felt pleased.

      How had her father ever dealt with this nonsense?

      For that matter, how was Alice not turning into a nervous wreck in that disastrous Empire of hers? The Diet had always seemed so inane to her. A bundle of overdone complexity and bureaucracy intended to drive people mad. Charlotte had hoped that Alice might implode in short order and leave her to pick up the pieces.

      Especially one particular piece.

      Charlotte dismissed the court, but remained seated. The people needed to see her as a perfect prophet, not somebody who fled the throne room the moment she could. Even if that meant putting up with even more leering than usual.

      As she rose, a familiar and annoying Bastion let out a cough from nearby. She held back a sigh and gestured for him to follow her.

      When others tried to do the same, she glared at them. “I will walk with Bastion Gareth alone.”

      Her hangers-on scattered, leaving a lanky, amused man beside her and nobody else.

      “No Champions today?” she asked, resuming her stride.

      “They have better things to do than stand around and try not to look bored,” Gareth said. “Beth would harm your public image. She snores.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Thank you for sparing me that. I take it you’ve made some progress? The longer we wait to move on Trafaumh, the harder it will be to deal with the Regal Council.”

      “Progress is one way to put it.” Gareth’s tone was oddly guarded.

      Charlotte stopped. She turned to face him and raised a hand. It pulsed with power.

      All sound stopped, and the hallway they were in shifted. If she looked backward or forward, it seemed to go on forever.

      Gareth visibly gulped, but otherwise didn’t react. She could see the sweat forming on his brow.

      “Don’t waste my time,” she said. “Your encounter with Bastion Nathan shook you. I’m aware of that.”

      “Because he was right. The man has knowledge of magic that doesn’t exist in any tome, textbook, or ancient writing I can find.” Gareth’s expression darkened. “Given his background, I refuse to believe he uncovered some ancient writing of Omria in the Empire’s academy or his family home.”

      Charlotte waited impatiently. Her fingers drummed against her arms. This wasn’t news to her.

      “The portal gateway spell I devised has no precedent. Yet he already knew about its deleterious side effects, despite only using it once.” The man scowled. “He knew about those side effects before he used it. That isn’t possible.”

      “Perhaps he is smarter than you.”

      “Intelligence doesn’t alleviate ignorance in and of itself, Your Highness. And that doesn’t explain how he knows how to control Messengers, or the dangers of a high rank spell.”

      He was getting too close to the truth. Charlotte reached for her power.

      But something stopped her. An incomprehensible voice whispered in her mind, unheard by anyone else. She didn’t even know the words it spoke, but the meaning washed over her mind.

      He will be useful. This might be interesting, it said.

      Frustration boiled in Charlotte’s mind. Couldn’t this… thing be more specific? She refused to call it Omria, even in her thoughts. For all the power it had gifted her, she deeply distrusted the being trying to manipulate her. She had heard all about the “boss” of the Messengers and the wicked ways it deceived its servants.

      Beatrice believed this voice to be Omria, or something close enough. Charlotte found the idea laughable but played along. The voice didn’t seem to care, so long as she indulged it.

      “The dangers of a high rank spell should be apparent. There’s a reason they’ve only ever been cast with the assistance of the Watcher Omria herself,” Charlotte said, drawing on the strange knowledge that the voice granted her.

      “That just told us that we couldn’t draw on that amount of power, not that it would destroy us,” Gareth said. “More to the point, how did he even know that I was working on a ninth rank spell?”

      “The Empire’s Spymaster is a rat who pokes her face into everyone’s affairs. You should assume she knows everything that happens outside the palace,” Charlotte said.

      If only that rat would spend more time away from the Imperial Palace and Nathan’s protection. She could have Beatrice or Gareth’s assassin swat the puppy and no longer worry about prying eyes and ears.

      Gareth looked unconvinced by her words. “I’ll be going up against him if I infiltrate Trafaumh. And I guarantee he knows their secrets better than I do.”

      “Perhaps. But that doesn’t mean he’ll act on them. Stick to the plan, Bastion Gareth,” Charlotte said with a fake smile. “Besides, don’t you want a chance to pit yourself against him again?”

      No answer. The man clammed up the moment she threw something personal back at him.

      Which was amusing, as she knew more about him than he probably knew about himself. The royal records said little about the bastard royal who had been exiled, but Beatrice knew all the secrets of the monarchy.

      Charlotte waved a hand and the hallway returned to normal. Sound returned.

      “Trafaumh is the key, Gareth,” she said, dropping the theatrics. “Open war is off the table for the time being. But if the world aligns behind me, there’ll be no need to slay each other in pointless battles. You can stand side-by-side with the sorcerer you so admire.”

      Gareth nodded after several seconds hesitation. Then he swept away before she could even dismiss him.

      Part of her was annoyed at his growing impertinence, but the rest of her was glad that not everyone bought into the prophet nonsense. Gareth wasn’t going to rouse a rebellion against her. Their desires aligned too well, even if he disliked her.

      Finally alone, she didn’t bother walking back to her bedroom. Instead, she simply appeared in it. The palace was her plaything. She could be anywhere and do anything here, even without actively relying on the strange powers that she had been granted.

      A beastkin maid was busy making the bed and gasped when she saw the princess appear. “Your Highness, I’m so sorry—”

      Charlotte glared at the woman in front of her. “Stop with the charade, Beatrice. And don’t fuck random men on my bed. It’s annoying to replace the entire thing every time I want to use it.”

      As if to illustrate her point, she waved her hand and the entire bed flickered. Afterward, it looked impeccable. The bedsheets and covers had been changed, and it lacked the wet patch that Beatrice had presumably been trying to cover up.

      “Oh, don’t be that way,” Beatrice purred as she slid closer to Charlotte. “I’m a succubus. It’s important to maintain a healthy diet. And you should as well. If you let me, I can allow you to indulge in your little fantasy. Don’t you want that big, strong Bastion Nathan to take you in his arms and—”

      Charlotte snapped Beatrice’s neck with a click of her fingers and vaporized her internal organs with a blast of magic. The Messenger collapsed to the ground without a sound and life faded from her eyes.

      For several long moments, Charlotte stared down at the corpse with a mixed sense of glee and regret.

      Then she reached out to the thing inside her and let it take the reins. The world shuddered and exploded into a kaleidoscope of images. Her eyes scanned through them, but she couldn’t control her body or her power. Nothing made much sense to her when this happened.

      The voice had told her that doing this herself would shatter her mind. That it was beyond her abilities. Charlotte doubted that, but every time this happened, she worried that it might not work the next time.

      The images all seemed to match the one in front of her in reality: Beatrice’s corpse on the ground. A few had ashes, or shards, or some other grisly death that felt satisfying to witness. Her form was different in many—maids, butlers, scantily dressed beastkin slaves.

      Eventually, she found images where Beatrice wasn’t dead. More than a few were merely a time-shifted variant of her current world. From experience, Charlotte knew that the percentage of worlds that she brutally murdered Beatrice greatly outnumbered those she didn’t.

      The voice confirmed that one of the images was effectively an exact match for their current world, but merely delayed by seconds. With a surge of power, it chose that world for them.

      Charlotte’s mind slammed into the new body. At that instant, she felt countless new memories remold her. She had experienced a thousand different versions of the past few days—that was how long it had been since she had last killed Beatrice out of annoyance. None of them seemed interesting, so she shrugged off the many different versions of her past and pressed onward.

      Beatrice stared at the woman across from her, possibly aware of what had happened. Or maybe not. Charlotte had never asked.

      “Don’t test me. You are only here because I allow you to be here,” Charlotte ground out.

      “You’ve said that too often lately,” Beatrice chirped. “Don’t forget that I’m the one who pulled you from the ruins of your world. You had nothing left. A princess trapped in a tower, but with no hero coming to rescue her. You might be close to achieving your dream, but I know better than anyone else that dreams are fragile. They shatter the moment your hand closes around them.”

      Charlotte forced herself to nod. Her temper remained high, but the memory of slaughtering this annoying succubus had given her release.

      “Once I claim him, everything will be fine,” Charlotte said.

      “Ah, yes. ‘Once you claim him.’ As if it’s a certainty.”

      “It is. He loved me. I know he did. The moment we meet and talk, he’ll understand everything. I’ll have my loyal knight back and Doumahr will be everything it should be.” Charlotte’s expression turned dreamy. “Everything it should have been in the first place.”

      Beatrice rolled her eyes and flounced on the bed. Her maid appearance shimmered and was replaced by that of a lithe woman wearing fancy men’s clothing. Her horns remained in place. Unlike other succubi, her skin remained white. That meant this wasn’t her true form, if she even had one.

      “You could have talked to him years ago. Instead you got butterflies in your stomach, then threw a tantrum when your best friend confessed her crush and tried to have her killed.” Beatrice smirked. “I still wonder what might have happened if I’d made the attempt.”

      “I don’t know why you didn’t,” Charlotte muttered. “What was the fox going to do, bleed on you?”

      “That’s my joke, don’t steal it,” Beatrice said.

      “You told me that you stole the joke from your home world.”

      “Yeah, but it’s my joke here. So don’t steal it. That’s theft.”

      “It’s not theft. That’s stupid. You’re…” Charlotte forced herself to shut up, before huffing and and striding over to her vanity.

      A small hand mirror sat atop it. It was decorated with dim jewels. She knew that if she turned it over, it would have a family motto inscribed on the back, as well as the signature of a woman she cared nothing for.

      But she cared greatly for the man that woman had gifted the mirror to.

      “Going to try and fail to reach out to him again? You seem to have a special sort of powerlessness when it comes to this plan of yours.” Beatrice cackled. “You’d almost think that somebody knew what you were trying to do.”

      “Don’t joke about that,” Charlotte muttered darkly.

      She picked up the mirror and held it in front of her face. With the tiniest pulse of magic, she activated it. It would then connect with its pair, all the way over in Aleich’s Imperial Palace. The reflective surface of the mirror turned blank.

      All she needed was for Nathan to pick up the damn mirror! It was early evening over there. Surely he would be in his office, or study, or bedroom, or wherever he kept a precious heirloom of his mother.

      Seconds passed with no response.

      This made no sense. These communication mirrors indicated to the other user when they had been used. Nathan should have tried to contact her in return by now, after so many failed attempts.

      Right as she was about to end the connection, the mirror’s flat surface flickered to life. A face appeared on it.

      Charlotte’s breath caught in her throat. Was it finally happening? Was she going to talk with her Nathan, rather than the stupid puppy that pretended to be him?

      A distant voice escaped the mirror, saying, “That’s Nathan’s mirror! You shouldn’t play with it!”

      Charlotte’s face fell as she saw the feminine features, the blonde hair, the two horns.

      Wait, two horns?

      The red eyes of the other prophet stared at her through the mirror. They seemed to morph in a manner that Charlotte struggled to describe.

      “You’re not her,” Fyre said in a cold voice.

      The mirror’s surface abruptly returned to its usual reflective nature. Charlotte stared at it, dumbfounded and lost.

      The voice in her head was oddly silent.

      “Wow. That’s the voice of a real bitch,” Beatrice said, staring over Charlotte’s shoulder. “I’m definitely onboard with killing her. Preferably lots of times.”

      “Go away,” Charlotte snapped.

      She nearly hurled the mirror across the room in anger, but stopped herself at the last moment. If she lost this…

      Carefully, she replaced the mirror on the vanity. Then she stood and nearly walked into Beatrice.

      “I just said—”

      “The portal’s nearly ready. As much as I’d like to fuck off and do something fun, I need you to come with me for a brief jaunt,” Beatrice said. “Go for a jog, intimidate some yokels, and bind a new Messenger. Important shit.”

      Oh, right. That. Charlotte had nearly forgotten.

      She teleported both of them to a bland, unimportant fortress. There were no soldiers here, only row after row of constructs defending the gates and the entrance to the portal. The Bastion responsible was… somewhere. Charlotte hadn’t bothered to ask Beatrice what she did with the Bastion. Like the foolish man who had let Beatrice in the first time, she doubted this Bastion mattered.

      The portal looked like the literal incarnation of Hell. More so than usual. Portals always held a strange, otherworldly look. A hazy red sky, bare, volcanic ground, and eerie light shining through the cracks in the world. But this place seemed craggier than other portals, and steeper. Lava flowed along the ridges. Ice coated the clearing that stood in the distance. A howling wind leeched the heat from Charlotte’s bones.

      Being here made her skin crawl. Given this hadn’t happened when she had been inside Nathan’s portal years ago, Charlotte knew that something about her had changed. The portals weren’t merely foreign to her, but utterly wrong.

      The voice in her head hated them utterly. At the same time, it was always wary of using its power inside them.

      No mistakes, the voice whispered.

      Somehow, Charlotte knew that if she fucked this up, then she wouldn’t get a do-over. Something about the portals limited the power of the voice.

      Beatrice led her to the clearing. A craggy mound of black stones speared the sky itself, rising dozens of feet into the air.

      “If you’re ready, I’ll summon her. She should sense us and come out peacefully.” She paused. “I hope. Siv’s a bit of a moody bitch. If she’s drunk, then you’ll need to slap some sense into her.”

      The voice seemed annoyed. Charlotte took that as a sign to hurry things along.

      “Do it,” she said.

      Beatrice shrugged. Less than a minute later, a gaping tear in reality rent apart the air above the mound of stones. It physically hurt Charlotte to look at, so she turned away from it.

      “You’ll miss her cool entrance,” Beatrice said.

      “I doubt it.”

      As it turned out, Charlotte was right. There was no noise or big explosions. After a few minutes, the clatter of steel boots on rock met her ears. She looked up to see the most demonic woman she’d ever seen.

      Siv looked like a dragon and a demon had a child, and that child had then consumed both of them. She towered over Charlotte at what had to be seven feet. A pair of glowing horns reached a foot into the air from her head, one red, one ice blue. Her visible skin was almost entirely covered in scales, save her face. She didn’t show it off, however. Most of her body was covered by a functional, unisex black uniform with strange rings of magic shimmering on the metallic parts.

      A matte black sword almost as big as she was leaned on one shoulder.

      “Well, it’s been a fucking long time,” the Messenger said, staring at Charlotte with narrowed eyes. “Can’t say I expected us to meet like this, though. The fuck’s going on, Beatrice?”

      “It’s a new cycle, Siv. New, exciting, fascinating, and full of opportunities,” Beatrice said.

      “Sounds complicated.” Siv suddenly lifted her sword from its resting position. “I don’t do complicated.”

      The voice screamed at Charlotte, and it was truly incomprehensible. Instinctively, she reached out and unleashed her power at Siv. Not that she understood why, but Charlotte knew she needed to stop that blade dead.

      Or, as it turned out, before it created the dead.

      The sword stopped an inch from Siv’s neck. The Messenger’s muscles bulged with effort while white-hot flames lashed the edge of the blade.

      An instant later, and Siv’s head would be rolling on the floor. She’d tried to escape Charlotte through the quickest means, despite the self-inflicted brutality.

      “What I need you to do is simple,” Charlotte gasped out, shaking with effort.

      Was this what Messengers were like when they used their power? The voice wasn’t helping her, but Charlotte knew she should be stronger than this. Why was Beatrice so weak in comparison?

      Couldn’t she have gotten somebody useful to help her save Doumahr?

      “I’m listening,” Siv said. “Our boss went real quiet right before you summoned me. Probably busy chatting up his friend and preparing to send in the big guns. I’m sick of your shit, but I don’t give a damn about his plans, either. Give me something to keep me busy that doesn’t involve catering to your insane schemes and we’re good.”

      The voice seemed to grow more annoyed. Did it have history with Siv?

      Then again, if Omria really was speaking to her, it made sense that she’d know the Messengers. Beatrice had explained that they had been battling Omria for millennia.

      “I need you to disrupt Trafaumh,” she said. “Preferably, the border between it and the Empire. The time is ripe for war. Isn’t that what you’re good at? Instigating chaos?”

      “I’m good at doing my job,” Siv said flatly. “Fortunately, this sounds like my job. I take it you have somewhere in mind?”

      Charlotte allowed herself a small smile. Things were looking up.

      “The Pearlescent Canyon,” she said. “Where better to start a war than the site of the last one?”
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      The final month of the year passed faster than Nathan liked. His plans to escape the capital and mop up all manner of messes kept being put off, and he found himself constantly confined in the palace. Bitter winds blew through Aleich, but most considered this a mild winter.

      The problem was one of bureaucracy. The unslayable hydra bombarded him with endless duties, many of which he scarcely knew existed. He still suspected they didn’t, even after doing them.

      The worst of them had to be attending the Diet.

      While the massed nobles of the Empire loved to chatter and vote about how the nation should be run, most of what they did was beneath the Empress. Petty border disputes, arguments over taxes, and the countless merchant and lesser noble claims were the realm of the counts, who ruled over the hundreds of individual counties that comprised the Empire.

      Alice’s role was to direct the armies, manage international relations, deal with religion, and mediate between the more powerful archdukes and dukes—whose business was hers. Rarely, she would be expected to intervene in the affairs of the counts. Usually because of corruption or because they were violating Imperial decree.

      So, ordinarily, Nathan’s life shouldn’t be so busy. He expected to spend much of the month directing some people in Aleich, then darting off to the rest of the country to put out the fires that had been burning since the civil war started.

      But these weren’t ordinary days. Alice’s rule was new, and the Diet seemed to be perennially on fire. The different noble colleges were constantly fighting, and she needed to play babysitter.

      Day after day, he would find himself standing in the grand hall. Alice sat on the throne and did her best to appear attentive. Fyre was forced to stand on the opposite side of Alice, and she made her displeasure known every day. If Nathan found these sessions mind-numbing, the prophet found them outright excruciating.

      While they watched, the nobles would argue about all manner of ridiculous affairs. They’d attempt to make sweeping changes to laws, or abolish certain taxes—almost always those that affected themselves. One time, a growing faction of counts had appealed to Fyre directly about some sort of holy crusade.

      Nathan had half-expected her to accept, simply to spice things up. Fortunately, she’d deflected to Nathan.

      Unfortunately, she was supposed to deflect to Alice, given she commanded the army. The rumors that he was the true emperor had grown in intensity after that slipup.

      Today was slightly different to the other days. To Nathan, it felt as boring as ever. The balconies filled with nobles and their retinues. Royal knights lined the hall, presumably in some sort of Zen state given how utterly boring this duty must be.

      The morning went by like molasses. With the Nationalist faction effectively shattered, the nobles were still forming new ones. Their beliefs and goals hadn’t changed, but they changed their spots to achieve them in a new political environment. Without a common enemy, the Loyalists had fractured in turn, and many made friends of old foes.

      For now, they’d formed three rough groups: the Traditionalists; the Crusaders; and the Devolutionists.

      The former were the remnants of the Loyalists, and led by Archduke von Milgar himself. They argued that the Empire should hew to its traditional behaviors, as it had for the past few centuries, and not recklessly upend the nation. This led them to constant opposition with other nobles, who pushed for major changes or even war.

      As the most powerful politician in the Diet, Milgar had influence even over his enemies. As Alice’s grandfather, he had a vested interest in protecting her from enemies who sought to undermine her. This had led to many rowdy joint sessions of the colleges where he had pointedly crushed his political opponents before they could force her into a difficult corner.

      But as the factions solidified, his influence decreased. The Traditionalists were the smallest of the major factions. They maintained their power due to Milgar’s status, their alignment with the Empress, and their reliance on diplomacy.

      Their political opponents were the Devolutionists, who were the spiritual successors to the Nationalists. Their plans to seize the throne had been foiled, so now they argued that the Empress should be neutered and more responsibility granted to the nobility. After all, hadn’t the nobles been the ones who rallied their armies and won the civil war?

      More than a few times, it had been pointed out that almost every noble making this argument had actually rallied their armies and lost the civil war.

      Despite that fact, they remained a frustrating political force. Oddly enough, Archduke Otto von Salms steered clear of the faction. Perhaps he disliked associating with losers.

      Instead, the former Nationalist was a key member of the largest, and still growing, faction of the Diet: the Crusaders. Staunch supporters of Fyre, Omria, and the religious supremacy of the Anfang Empire, they relentlessly argued that Alice must restore the Empire to its former glory.

      Omria had returned to the nation she had created. With her blessing, it was time for her people to lead Doumahr into a new age.

      This was the general gist of every session of the Diet, and much of what they advanced in every session. The worst part was that Nathan had little hope of the faction weakening. Even when Alice appointed new nobles in spring, including beastkin, it was likely that many would share the same views.

      The Nationalists had always been driven by religious fervor, and it had rarely been faked. Now they were joined by those nobles who supported the crown but shared the same beliefs. This was a boulder rolling downhill that might be legitimately unstoppable.

      “I’m getting a sense of déjà vu,” Alice muttered to Nathan this morning, “but I wasn’t on the throne last time.”

      “The difference is that we’re in control,” he replied. “All elements of the military, the crown, and even the prophet herself are aligned. This is different to what Gorthal faced.”

      “I know. But I still feel like I’m being pushed into a corner.”

      “Today’s the last day of the winter session, right?” he asked.

      She nodded. “There’ll still be weeks of arguing in committees and other nonsense, but I won’t sit here for months. The Diet goes into recess until spring.”

      “Then we have plenty of time to work out how to redirect their enthusiasm.”

      A smile graced her face. “I’m glad you’re so optimistic. Have you told Fei our plans?”

      He winced.

      “Nathan.”

      “I want to talk to her while I’m traveling. It’s just taken a lot longer to get away than I planned.”

      She huffed, then refocused her attention on the Diet. Anna was busy denouncing a proposal by the Devolutionists about trade tariffs. She was resplendent in a gorgeous burgundy dress with as many ruffles as she had blonde curls. While her figure matched Alice’s, her hair was more of a dirty blonde instead of the rich gold of Alice.

      After several minutes, there was a brief bout of silence.

      “Do we even need a vote on this topic?” Alice said, her voice booming across the entire hall through magical amplification. “Or will this be like every other joint sitting, where this is essentially a waste of everyone’s valuable time?”

      “The Diet has called this joint sitting to—” one count began haughtily.

      “—confirm the appointment of several important nobles. Like every other joint sitting, you’re simply adding extra matters to the docket,” Alice said. “While that is the normal process, joint sittings are intended to be rare. If it’s abused again in spring, I will request the colleges to adjust the process. There are more important matters to attend to following civil war than pointless arguments.”

      The hall fell silent. Alice had finally put her foot down.

      Nathan felt she should have done this sooner, but she understood the ebb and flow of the Diet better than him. Her threat was essentially to change the rules that the nobles used to bring votes to the Diet. The nobles were supposed to manage themselves. Her threat was a reminder that they had wasted too much of her time as Empress, and withholding it until the end of the session was a sign of mercy.

      Otto cleared his throat from the highest floor of the hall. “I believe we can pass on this matter, Your Majesty.”

      A chorus of ayes echoed in response to his words. Nathan saw Anna press her palm against her face, and even Otto openly rolled his eyes.

      “Then I shall move onto today’s affairs,” Alice said with a ghost of a smile.

      She stood and took several steps forward. After a glance from Nathan, Fyre woke up from her trance and followed suit, standing a few steps behind, and to Alice’s left.

      “The damage wrought to our great Empire from recent happenings is grave,” Alice said. “Heroes have fallen. Fathers, mothers, sons, and daughters have been buried. Huge tracts of land will bear scars for generations. But today we must speak of the nobility who perished, and what they left behind.”

      Even though the Diet already knew what was to be announced today, Nathan could see the excitement in the eyes of almost every noble here.

      How many of them wished that Alice might make a surprise announcement and promote them? Did they dream of being promoted to an archduke and granted a lineage that would insulate them from the travails of lesser mortals, no matter how stupid a decision that would be for Alice?

      Of course they did. Nathan had held the same dreams the few times he’d been present during major ceremonies in Falmir. He’d always desperately hoped that the monarchy might reward him with some grand title that could make his dreams of marrying Charlotte a reality.

      Unfortunately, reality is disappointingly realistic, and that makes it cruel.

      “The greatest of travesties befell the Amica Duchies. Many of our newest brethren have been slain in the fighting, and others are unable to make this Diet session,” Alice continued.

      That was true. Anna had been granted special permission by an unprecedented vote by all three colleges to vote on behalf of the surviving Amica dukes: Ilmarn, George, Terrius, and Korvell. The other seven had been killed or gone missing during the rebellion.

      Although Nathan suspected that a couple of old grudges might have been settled. Two of the dukes had died during the suppression. Given the bad blood between the former rulers of the Federation—including Torneus, who ran Anna’s lands in her absence—some assassination was to be expected.

      “The loss of so many dukes, counts, and other nobles leaves most of Central Amica unclaimed. To facilitate the rebuilding, I hereby proclaim the royal ennoblement of Archduchess Anna von Clair, formerly Duchess Anna von Clair, and grant her royal title over her current lands and all those unclaimed in Amica.” Alice raised an arm toward Anna.

      The silence in the hall seemed almost unnatural. Anna beamed from the uppermost balcony, and her mystic fox butler, Kuda, could barely hide his own pride from beside her.

      But there was no spontaneous outbreak of applause. Her promotion was known to the Diet—in fact, it had been almost unanimous when the colleges had voted on it. None of the nobles objected now, either.

      The issue was what Anna represented. Unlike Milgar, she hadn’t thrown her lot in with any individual faction. Officially, that made her an independent. In practice, she was staunchly on Alice’s side. The ring that sparkled on her finger was proof of that. She shared the same fiancé—Nathan—and her position as archduchess ensured Alice had a level of control over the Diet that Gorthal never had.

      But a mere two and a half years ago, Anna had been a countess in the boonies, almost forgotten by the Diet. Committees overlooked her. Her request for a Bastion had been ignored for years. Leopold oversaw security from a distance as part of his role to defend Aleich’s eastern flank.

      And now she was one of the most powerful people in the Empire, with the ear of the Empress and a famous Bastion as a future husband.

      Alice lowered her arm after several long seconds. “I shall also confirm, and congratulate, Archduke Otto von Salms on his succession to his father’s title. May your time as the family head be long and prosperous.”

      This time, there was a smattering of polite applause and muttering. Several of the Royal Knights didn’t bother to hide their annoyance at the different reaction, and Nathan saw them look at Ciana. She shook her head at them from where she stood behind him.

      “The status of the von Allesburg family remains unknown, and negotiations with the rebels are ongoing,” Alice continued. “It is my sincere hope that hostilities won’t resume in spring, and that we may reunite the Empire. I believe that covers all Imperial appointments, for now.”

      The murmurings increased rapidly. Nathan knew this was because the Diet had approved other matters.

      “However,” Alice quickly said, “this does not cover the affairs of archdukes and dukes. It is their responsibility to appoint new counts to their lands to replace old ones. However, I will intervene in one case.”

      She turned to face him and motioned for him to move forward. So, it was finally time.

      Nathan stepped in front of Alice. She ignored him and looked at the assembled nobles around her.

      “Former Count Tharban Straub was stripped of his land due to his treasonous involvement with Falmir, but remains at large. The Diet has yet to finalize its judgment of him, however,” Alice said. “As such, I am using my authority to place the lands of the von Straub’s in the rightful heir, and loyal subject of the Empire, Nathan von Straub.” She faced him. “You are hereby granted the rights and responsibility of the county of Straub, and all surrounding land.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” he said, trying to sound sincere.

      Honestly, he’d prefer not to receive the county. But given Otto owned the land, simply stripping it from Tharban might return it to some other Nationalist asshole.

      Plus, Alice had made her desire for Nathan to regain his noble name quite clear.

      “As a final matter, I wish for the Diet’s approval to transfer the county of Straub to Imperial control, given Bastion Nathan’s allegiances,” Alice said. “Does the Diet object?”

      Naturally, nobody did. Otto looked as though he had swallowed a frog, but he knew better than to pick a fight over this. He’d just lost a sizable chunk of land, and even binding stones, but Nathan had already done him a favor. The Nationalists weren’t clear of their own treason and sedition charges.

      “Then I call an end to the Diet for the year 409 of Omria’s Ascent,” Alice declared.

      Finally, all the formalities were over and Nathan could stop acting like a statue. Although he still had to remain next to Alice for a few more minutes during the closing ceremony, as the archdukes gave some short speeches.

      Then, finally—truly finally—they retreated to a sitting room. Alice had wanted to use the throne room, but Nathan had vetoed that. He wanted to sit down after hours on his feet.

      “You realize the throne is uncomfortable as well, don’t you?” Alice said, poking him in the side as they relaxed on a large, red leather sofa.

      “All the more reason to relax in here,” he said. “I’ve erected wards to keep out prying eyes. This is a much better option than more standing around.”

      They were joined by Ciana and Fyre, but most of Nathan’s Champions were busy elsewhere. He’d made the mistake of dragging Fei to one Diet session, and she had fallen asleep. The nobles hadn’t bothered to hide their guffaws when she had slumped on Ciana’s shoulder.

      Milgar and Anna swept in. Alice’s grandfather was an elderly man with a thin mustache and a gaunt face. He favored black clothes, and didn’t bother to hide the protective runes woven into them, or the lean muscles that bulged beneath them.

      He immediately swept his granddaughter into a hug, causing Alice to squeak in surprise.

      “A truly excellent Diet session,” the old man said. “I’m sorry it ended up being so rowdy.”

      “It’s fine. I’m Empress now. I know I need to keep the nobles in line,” she said, trying to break out of his grip out of sheer embarrassment. “Are you leaving soon?”

      “Hardly. The winter is mild and the gateways are still down. A lot of nobles plan to remain here for the next few months, and that means scheming will be afoot.” His mustache bristled. “I have a lot of friendships to mend, debts to repay, and many more funerals to attend. Not to mention the changing winds I can sense.”

      When Milgar’s eyes turned to Fyre, Nathan realized that the archduke wasn’t talking about the potential war on the horizon.

      “Are you talking about the beastkin or our prophet?” Nathan asked cautiously.

      Alice and Anna looked at the men with narrow eyes, while Milgar grunted.

      “Both, I suppose.” Milgar looked around for something to drink, but only saw water and instead shrugged. “The civil war was won through the aid of countless beastkin, and we have a prophet of their kind. Our recent wars have filtered a lot of funds into the pockets of previously poor beastkin. If I had just helped fend off a rebellion, and those rebels just walked back into the palace, I’d ask where my reward was as well.”

      Fyre seemed to preen at Milgar’s blunt words, while Alice winced.

      “That’s the point of the spring session, isn’t it?” Nathan asked. “To buy time and appoint new beastkin nobles?”

      “Is it?” Fyre asked. “I don’t really understand all the ins and outs of this place. It’s so overcomplicated.”

      “Not really,” Anna mumbled.

      “I can’t blame her for being confused,” Milgar said. “The Federation combined twelve different countries into one, and had a king ruling beside a merchant, and still had less than half the bureaucracy we have.”

      Nathan found himself nodding along. “I understand the general structure, but a lot of the intricacies still escape me. Like why the nobles were upset that Alice refused to appoint counts herself.”

      “Oh, that,” Anna said with a frown. “That’s simple.”

      Fyre’s gaze suggested she didn’t believe Anna, and Ciana hid a smirk while she retrieved drinks from a cabinet. She poured a pair of lagers for Milgar and Nathan, and hard ciders for everyone else.

      “It is,” Anna insisted. “Look, there are three types of nobles—”

      “We’re starting there?” Fyre asked, eyes wide.

      “Oh, shut up. There are the princes: archdukes, dukes, and imperial counts. They rule in their own right and can override the other nobles in most circumstances. Then there are the counts, who run day-to-day affairs, protect the realm, and can vote in the Diet. But they also owe fealty to the princes. Finally, the lesser nobles are important, but not right now.”

      “They don’t sound very important.”

      “They are,” Milgar said, his mustache covered in foam. “The barons and knights are the nobles that the common people know best. They know the land. They’re also the ranks that are achievable by most, unlike that of count. That’s important for what you want to achieve.”

      Fyre’s eyes widened and she nodded.

      “That’s right. I can promote anyone to a baron, so long as I have land to give them,” Anna said. “But there’s a hard limit to the number of counts. Almost every count has a vote in the Diet, and that means new counts dilute the power of old ones. So counties are controlled by the Diet and must be approved by the crown.”

      All eyes turned to Alice, who grimaced.

      “Fewer nobles died in the civil war than expected,” she said. “While Amica is a tragedy, the worst damage took place near Aleich, Grandpa’s lands”—she nodded at Milgar—“and on the western border of the Enclave. New counties will tip the balance of power further to the Crusader faction, well before the beastkin find their feet and begin to protest their lack of a voice.”

      “Is that your plan, then?” Milgar asked. “I have my own, particularly when it comes to replacing counts and appointing new barons. There’s a clan of mystic foxes who are very insistent about repayment, for one.”

      Given they’d saved Milgar’s life, Nathan wasn’t surprised that Narime’s clan were pushing for something substantial. They’d been denied for twenty years by the Federation.

      “Part of it,” Alice said. “What I want is a mandate over the Empire. If we’d pushed the war and forced horrific damage on everyone, then we’d have a cleaner start, but that’s not the case. As Empress, if I fail to bring the nobility together, then it was all for nothing.”

      “I think that’s a little dramatic,” Anna said.

      Nathan caught a hint of disagreement between the two women, but whatever it was felt professional rather than personal. At least, they certainly never behaved this way in private around him.

      “It certainly wasn’t for nothing,” Milgar said while stroking his chin. “If we didn’t fight, the Empire would be worse for it. But you want unity, is that it?”

      “If we can’t bring together the Empire with a prophet by our side, do we have a chance of winning over other nations?” Nathan asked, clearly rhetorically.

      Anna grimaced and looked away.

      “Anna?” he asked.

      She sighed and ran a hand through her dirty blonde hair. “It feels a little naïve to think we can all hold hands after a civil war. When dealing with Amica, it’s clear that everyone understands how bad things are. Everyone is furious, half the dukes are dead, and the rest are holding their nose while dealing with Torneus. But the alternative was unthinkable.”

      “We have our backup plan for a reason,” Alice said.

      “And I still feel it should be our primary plan.”

      When Nathan looked at the two women, Anna raised her hands in surrender.

      “You should know the numbers in the Diet, Nathan. It’s because you conquered the Federation that the Nationalists lost power,” she explained. “With von Allesburg and many of his nobles absent due to Tharban’s… occupation the only reason we struggle to control the Diet is by choice.”

      “Really? I thought we lost a lot of loyalists?” he asked.

      Milgar’s mustache bristled. “We did. But between the new archduchies and the Amica Duchies, it would be trivial to seize control of the Diet. Appoint a raft of new counts and we’ll hold power for a generation.”

      “And galvanize our enemies for just as long,” Alice said. “Hence why I feel we need to tread softly, at least until there’s no alternative. The lack of protest against Nathan’s and Anna’s appointments proves that it’s not for nothing, I feel.”

      “Goddess, that felt good,” Anna said, eyes gleaming. “I always hated going to the Diet and sitting around…” She winced at Milgar’s look of reproval. “But I felt powerful in a way I’ve never felt before. Successful. Justified.” She swallowed and looked at Nathan. “Thank you, by the way. For encouraging me years ago. I can only imagine what my father would say.”

      “He’d be proud,” Milgar said gruffly. “He was ambitious, and you’ve proven that you’re his daughter, through and through.”

      Anna nodded, traces of tears in her eyes. She wiped them and smiled at Milgar, then tackled Nathan in a hug.

      “That’s right,” Nathan said. “I think you can say you accomplished everything you wanted. I doubt anybody will forget Trantia, given you came from it.”

      “Half the nobles here think I come from Tartus, so that’s a work-in-progress,” she said drily. “But yes, there’s a lot of interest. My brother complains that I’ve ruined a quiet town. He expected to return to a quiet life after the war, and I’ve given him the opposite.”

      Fyre shifted from foot to foot, and her glass had long since been emptied. She looked at Alice curiously. “What happens if the nobles won’t appoint new beastkin counts? They’ll just have to be happy with being barons? Knights? Accept the scraps from the table?” Her voice was low, but Nathan felt the heat in it.

      Rather than immediately answer, Alice looked at Anna, who smirked.

      “Well, let’s just say that things won’t be so easy if the nobles want to say no,” Anna said.

      Alice cleared her throat. “The real issue is finding the right beastkin. You’ve struggled to understand the Diet, Fyre. The nobles here were learning about politics at the same time they walked their first steps.”

      “Earlier,” Nathan said. “I imagine they started when they first schemed against a servant they had a childish grudge against.”

      Fyre nodded. “You want the right people.”

      “Yes. Otherwise they’ll make fools of themselves, and it will be trivial to refuse them.” Alice looked Fyre in the eyes. “I’m very aware of the anger boiling beneath the surface. But it will only worsen if the first beastkin members of the Diet are tarred and feathered. Prophet or not, a violent rebellion might be inevitable in that case.”

      “It might be deserved,” Fyre muttered, ignoring the sharp looks from the assembled nobles. She quickly rallied. “But I’ll trust you. Omria’s faith in you has been unwavering, and I will answer it.”

      “Thank you,” Alice said, while the others relaxed.

      Milgar finished his drink. He then bid them farewell and gave Alice one final hug before leaving.

      “With all that said, I believe you had plans, Nathan?” Alice asked. “You’ve been attempting to flee Aleich for weeks now.”

      “Oh, you’re leaving already?” Anna asked. “Make sure you visit Vera.”

      “You’re not coming?” he asked. “I’m using teleportation, so I can take you and return just as fast.”

      She waved him off. “Unless you discover that Torneus is lying about everything and has reclaimed his old fiefdom, I’ll be fine. There’s such an absurd amount to do here that I’d drown if I left. Like arrange our wedding.” She grinned at him, and Alice’s cheeks reddened.

      Pointedly ignoring her teasing, he said, “Why Vera in particular? My updates from Narime suggest she’s on top of things.”

      “Maybe. I just…” Anna hesitated and ran a finger through her blonde hair. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but working with her was so much harder than with you. She had a tendency to charge off, do foolish things, sometimes get in over her head, or make rash decisions—”

      “She sounds like every new Bastion in existence,” Nathan drawled.

      “Were you ever like that?” Anna asked.

      “Absolutely. When I got my first real chance to prove myself I spent a lot of time swinging my dick around like an idiot, and it took years before I had some sense slapped into me.” His face hardened. “A lot of Bastions don’t get the chance to learn. The first time they realize the limits of their ability is when a horde of demons overwhelms their portal and they’re slaughtered along with their Champions.”

      His grim words put a damper on the scene, but Anna seemed intent on picking the mood back up.

      “Well, these days I’d say you seem more intent on sticking your dick in things,” she said with a mischievous grin. “Namely women. Alice has been complaining.”

      “Complaining?” he asked, looking at the tomato-faced woman glaring at Anna.

      “Well, you do spend a lot more time with the others,” Alice mumbled. “The Royal Knights have even commented about how often you leave your bedroom in the morning instead of mine. That’s why they shared some of their… stories.”

      On the one hand, he found it sweet that the Royal Knights were close enough to Alice to sympathize over his apparent coldness to her. On the other, he worried about what might happen. The losses the knights had sustained due to Maylis’s betrayal had caused the concentration of wolfgirls to increase drastically, as few of them had sided with her.

      And Nathan knew that a large pack of wolfgirls could do some foolish and drastic things, especially if they thought they had the blessing of their leader.

      “Should I be keeping an eye on your bodyguards?” he asked Alice. “I’ve been giving you your privacy, but I hope that wasn’t a mistake.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I control the palace, Alice, and have Reine. That means I have eyes and ears everywhere. If it happens in the palace, I can know about it.”

      For some reason, Alice only reddened further. Nathan worried she might literally cook herself with how hot her face looked.

      What was his little Empress up to in her bedroom that she might react like this, he wondered.

      While she spluttered, he turned his mind to his imminent trip.

      Tomorrow he’d finally escape Aleich and its mind-numbing bureaucracy.
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      “I still can’t believe you didn’t just zap her mind and shock her with your cock,” Maura whined.

      “We discussed this. Several times,” Nathan ground out. “Vala is off-limits. That’s not happening, and I’ll zap your mind in a less-than-exciting way if you touch her.”

      “God, and not even a fetishy threat. Lame.” She glared at the palace standing behind them, as if it was somehow representative of her problems. “What happens if she never comes ‘round, huh?”

      His expression turned to stone. Maura knew she’d found a weak point, but surprisingly, she didn’t push it. Instead, she merely stared at him with her hands crossed under her oversized tits, as if that somehow made a point instead of a pillow.

      A convoy of carriages lined up in front of the palace beside them, accompanied by a mixed guard of Royal Knights and Fei’s elites. The two groups of elite warriors had spent a lot of time together since the civil war, and Nathan eyed the overly excitable gaggles of beastkin knights warily.

      The way they stared at him made him nervous.

      They were also very relevant to his current discussion and his potential plans for Vala.

      When he had laid siege to Castle Aleich, he had narrowly avoided a brutal brawl between the two greatest regiments in the Empire. Fei’s elite knights and the Royal Knights were non-Champion warriors trained to battle demons, Champions, and mages alike—and win. They had no counters. If they had fought one another, the result would have been a slugfest.

      As war loomed between nations—just as it had in Nathan’s world—he knew that he would face similar units of elite warriors. Others would copy him. Gareth already was, and Baudelaire wasn’t a fool.

      Despite Vala’s negative opinion of herself, she was in the perfect position to build a new, scrappy unit of knight-killers. The hard part was winning her over. The harder part was training her, he wryly realized.

      This Oliver was somehow worse than he had ever been. Omria save this world if Nathan hadn’t shown up.

      Given Kadria had brought him here and was helping Fyre, Nathan darkly realized that might truly make her Omria.

      He shook himself free of his thoughts and looked around. Several of his Champions lingered by the carriages. Sunstorm and Reine remained behind. The former kept an eye on Vala and took over bodyguard duty for Alice while Nurevia accompanied Nathan. The latter was too important to drag across the Empire.

      Nathan wanted to show Reine more of Doumahr, but he wanted to do so safely. Baudelaire loomed large in his mind.

      Strange looks were thrown at the busty succubi standing beside him, but they ignored everyone that wasn’t Nathan. Few of the Diet members had seen Maura or Laura before, or even most of Nathan’s Champions.

      While Ciana, Fyre, and Fei were well known, the same couldn’t be said of Seraph or Nurevia. At least one Diet member had tried to call the Royal Knights on the dark elf out of fear that Tharban had returned.

      Nathan would prefer to have already left, or to have avoided the carriages. But he needed to keep up appearances. Once they left the city limits, he’d teleport to their destination. Hopefully, the Royal Knights didn’t panic.

      They would have already left, but they were short one person.

      Said person waved at them as she approached from one of the entrance gates. A robed mage walked beside her.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Sen chirped as she came to a stop in front of Nathan. “I was, uh, studying some spell frames.”

      Nathan looked at the other mage, who nodded.

      “Why the hesitation?” he asked her.

      “I mean, spell frames are basic, aren’t they?” she mumbled. “It’s a bit embarrassing to admit that I’m still on the basics.”

      “The ritual spell frames that the Lodge uses for entire mage towers are far from basic,” the mage said while pressing his half-moon glasses against his face.

      This man was Harrum, a Grand Imperial Sorcerer, senior sorcerer in the Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge, and the lead researcher in Nathan’s efforts to replicate the technology of his old world. His robes and jewelry were as expensive as one would expect from a man of his position.

      “What are you trying to pull off that you’re studying those?” Nathan asked Sen.

      “We can talk about that later,” she said, walking toward the closest carriage. “We’re running late, right? Let’s talk on the way.”

      He glared at her, but she merely leaped inside the carriage. With a sigh, he met Harrum’s sympathetic gaze.

      “She’s brilliant, but stubborn,” Harrum said.

      “I’d say stubborn, but brilliant.”

      They chuckled, then shook hands.

      “I’ve heard you’ll be stopping by Gharrick Pass on your… tour. Many of my students and fellow sorcerers already returned to our research sites, and I wish to join them now that the political situation has wound down,” Harrum said. “Given the gateways are still inoperable, may I join you?”

      This time, Nathan’s gaze was steely when he met the other man’s. Harrum didn’t look away.

      There was at least one active gateway in Aleich, and Harrum knew about it. If the mage truly needed to return to the east, he could do so at any moment.

      “Fine,” Nathan said. “But you can’t breathe a word of what you see. Not to anyone.”

      Harrum nodded gravely. The two of them entered the same carriage Sen had entered. By now, everyone else had formed up or entered a carriage. It was finally time to leave Aleich.

      The carriage was surprisingly spacious for once. Ordinarily, everyone tried to pile into the same carriage that Nathan used. He’d all but forced them to use different ones, especially as he wanted Fyre to keep an eye on the Twins. Ciana had been put out by the idea she couldn’t ride with him, but some time apart from him wouldn’t hurt her.

      “Is Choe actually staying behind?” Sen asked once they started moving.

      “She’ll join us once I establish the gateway in Gharrick Pass,” Nathan said. “My priority right now is to claim Leopold’s binding stones, secure Straub, and check up on mine and Anna’s territory. But after that, I need to ensure we can move between everywhere easily. Gateways are one way, but…”

      “You don’t like them,” Sen said.

      Harrum raised an eyebrow. “They’ve been used for millennia. The Lodge famously developed the method under Omria’s tutelage and they have been key to the functioning of every nation since. Without them, the Diet would scarcely function. Bastions couldn’t protect the network of fortresses they maintain.”

      “Yes, and they’re also a deathtrap,” Nathan said. “You remember that Waier nearly fell in the opening days of the civil war?”

      The mage grimaced, but nodded. “A Messenger. Some argue we won the war for that reason. The Nationalists slowed out of fear of winning the civil war, but failing their duty to protect Doumahr.”

      Truly, that was the only good thing Nathan could say about Tharban.

      “Imagine that Waier had fallen. The Messenger overwhelmed the defenders, burst free from the portal… and then what?”

      Harrum stared at him, then his brow furrowed. His eyes grew distant as his mind churned.

      “I’m afraid I’m not too aware of their abilities. Even your own… tamed Messengers are a mystery to most,” he admitted.

      “The Messenger doesn’t just wait for others to come to them. If there’s a gateway active, they immediately use it to dive deeper into the Empire, bringing demons with them. Unprepared for an attack from within, another fortress falls. Perhaps more, or entire noble families. The Messenger can even trigger a cascade from the original portal they invaded from, triggering invasions across the entire front they appeared at,” Nathan explained. “While the Empire rushes to fight back a horde of demons near Waier, the Messenger is already halfway across the nation, summoning more portals and laying waste to everything.”

      “Kurai,” Harrum said. “That explains the stories that the survivors told of the invasion. They were somehow pincered by the Messenger almost overnight.”

      “Is there an alternative?” Sen asked.

      “I don’t know. That’s why I’ll probably set up a new gateway network anyway. The reason I’ve been protecting the gateways behind wards is to make it harder for a Messenger to use one easily,” Nathan said.

      But the same couldn’t be said of the rest of the Empire. Convincing every noble and Bastion of a threat they fundamentally didn’t understand was impossible. And by the time a Messenger proved Nathan right, it might be too late. Once the gateways were reestablished, a successful Messenger invasion could lay waste to half the Empire within days.

      Nathan didn’t know if there was some ultimate strategy to deal with this weakness. The answer might be to not let a Messenger win, or to be strong enough to crush them if they got through other, weaker Bastions.

      “So, what’s this about the Lodge spell frames?” he asked, changing the subject. “Those things are ridiculous, even by Bastion standards. A seventh rank spell cast by the combined might of an entire mage tower is a match for anything short of a trigem Champion.”

      “That’s quite the compliment,” Harrum said with a self-satisfied smile.

      “The Lodge pulled off a hell of a feat on short notice when we assaulted Castle Aleich. There are stories of spells like those being used against Messengers in grand battles.”

      “Our records are more circumspect on such matters, but they do speak of wartime use being in aid of Omria herself. I imagine the goddess wouldn’t expend her efforts on anything less than a Messenger.” Harrum frowned. “Tell me, are they truly that powerful? You talk of them destroying the Empire so easily, but you also control them and have defeated them.”

      “They’re more powerful outside the portals. The Twins hold back a lot, but if I’d let them… Well, they could have won the Battle of Aleich themselves,” Nathan admitted while scratching the back of his neck. “They could have swept aside most of the Nationalist army with a literal sweep of an arm. Griem might have been the only Champion capable of surviving.”

      Harrum gulped and said no more.

      Outside, the carriages passed through the outskirts of Aleich. Most of the city looked untouched by the recent violence, but that wasn’t true of everywhere. That was particularly the case on the outskirts, which had the largest non-human population. As building density gave way to sprawl, newcomers to the city settled in. These days, that meant beastkin leaving the Enclave or Federation.

      Given the sort of people attracted to the Nationalists, Nathan shouldn’t have been surprised that a lot of their cells had attacked beastkin ghettos. Fyre had been a lightning rod on both sides: to her kin that wanted to desperately escape their fates, and the people who resented them.

      So he was hardly surprised when she left her carriage as they rolled through one particularly ravaged street. There was a bubbling street market that tried to hide the boarded-up windows, cloth-covered holes in walls, and the burned out wreck of the tavern. Every Imperial soldier here was beastkin, and even they seemed grim.

      Fyre’s appearance caused a mob to form instantly, even as her voice rang out to keep them calm. Nathan held back a curse, but decided that this was something he’d have to live with.

      “Not going to join her?” Sen asked.

      Literally every person out there wore his crest, and half of them held up idols, beads, children, or whatever they wanted blessed toward Fyre. It had been a while since he’d seen a crowd this desperate.

      Most of those near the palace had grown used to her afternoon or nightly wanderings. This reminded him of when she had first appeared—of the story Sunstorm told him of the night that she tracked Fyre down during the opening of the civil war.

      “Fei just poked her head out and is already being mobbed,” Nathan said wryly, staring at the grumpy cat beastkin who was confused by the rush of attention she had received for keeping an eye on Fyre. “I’m not Fyre. I can’t stand this sort of attention.”

      “The fawning?” Sen teased.

      “The desperation,” he said, and she grimaced. “When I see the nobles react so strongly to Fyre, it’s easy to write off their religious fervor with cynicism. But this… It’s so raw and real. The idea that the goddess has returned, and that she might be able to help them, is addictive to everyone.”

      If a prophet had appeared in his world, would he have been any better? Or would he have thrown away everything for whoever it had been?

      They waited for a little over half an hour as Fyre gave a speech and used some magic on various religious objects to satisfy the crowd. More people arrived from nearby areas, but so did more guards to keep them away from the carriages. Soon enough, Nathan was on his way with Fyre stowed away.

      “Don’t think you can get away without explaining your intentions,” he told Sen. “Again, what’s the deal with these spell frames?”

      She winced and rubbed her arm. “I feel weak in battles. Don’t look at me like that. Sure, I can incinerate an army or a bunch of demons, but what does that mean against a Messenger or a trigem? So I’ve been talking with Ifrit about what I can do.”

      That sounded like a good idea. Ifrit had wisdom that Nathan valued greatly.

      “He told me ages ago that my power came from skill. I could use his reserve of power to learn how to penetrate barriers, lay traps, deceive my enemies. You know, the sort of shit sorcerers use to defeat superior enemies,” Sen said.

      “Usually, we use them to prove that we are superior,” Harrum said.

      “Yeah, but I’m fighting Messengers,” she said. “Thanatos turned off ascended magic once and did some weird thing that made me feel like the world was consuming me with magic. They do the literal impossible, according to what you’ve been teaching me. So even those tricks aren’t enough.”

      An alarm bell started going off in Nathan’s mind.

      “But Ifrit is closer to a Messenger than anything that walks on Doumahr, isn’t he?” she said. “Some sort of primordial, immortal being that has existed since the world itself? He’s the only being that has any clue what’s going on with all the prophet stuff, even if he dislikes it. If I can channel more of his power than I already can, then—”

      “That sounds dangerous,” Nathan said flatly.

      “I think we’re past dangerous, Nathan.” She smiled at him and he saw the rambunctious, fearless woman he’d created in this world—and just a hint of the timid girl who had clung to Ifrit like a safety blanket. “Didn’t I tell you ages ago that I’d bop you on the head if you overthought things? Let me do this.”

      Just like when he had let Sen become possessed by Ifrit in the first place, he hated the idea of letting her harm herself like this.

      “If I offer you a gem, would that be enough to make you forget about this?” he asked.

      She blinked. “Huh? You can do that? I thought I didn’t have the affinity for one.”

      “I’m certain I can ignore that now.”

      Seconds passed. The carriage ran over a particularly nasty bump, causing Sen to break out in curses, but she righted herself.

      “No,” she said. “Even with a gem, things have gotten too crazy. If I can help you, I want to do it.”

      Nathan sighed and let the topic drop.

      Soon, they had gotten far enough away from Aleich that he felt comfortable casting his teleportation spell. The carriages rolled to a stop and everyone piled out. The Royal Knights looked confused, while the other soldiers gave them smug, knowing looks.

      When Fei trotted up to him, he waved her back. “Everyone needs to stay with the carriages. They’ll be able to get out and rest soon enough.”

      Harrum shot him an odd look, but remained quiet.

      “Why?” Fei asked. “You usually do it with us outside.”

      The grin on Sen’s face suggested she was misinterpreting Fei’s words.

      “There isn’t usually a small army with us. Everyone needs to be in or on a carriage,” he said, physically pushing her toward the carriages.

      She dug her heels in and then squawked when he nearly toppled her. Given she lacked any strength enhancements, this was a natural result. He had six binding stones plus the palace now, and could bully her all day long.

      “On a carriage?” Harrum asked.

      “You can watch if you want,” Sen said. “Just keep your arms and legs inside the ride at all times.”

      Everyone gave her an odd look, but the Twins shot Sen a joint thumbs up. So that weird turn of phrase was their idea.

      Once everyone was safely stowed away, Nathan stood with the Twins and began to cast the ritual. The ground lit up with a ritual spell frame, and the Twins stood nearby, casting their own ritual while monitoring his mental state. They synchronized their spells over the course of several minutes.

      The spell frames glowed gold. An instant later, the world vanished in a flash of white, but he kept his wits about him. His mind had a path in mind, one that traced the leylines that connected the binding stones and cairns of Doumahr to one another.

      When reality reappeared, it showed a squat keep in front of them, overlooking a river town and several villages. Nathan could feel the dormant binding stone inside the keep.

      “You’ve been doing this for a few months and I’d swear you’ve been a Messenger for centuries,” Maura said with a scowl. “It’s kind of annoying.”

      “You always say that,” he said.

      “Yeah, and it’s still true. You’re like that asshole who crams the night before the exam and somehow gets the top score despite paying no attention in class. It’s hot, but holy shit, why am I even around?”

      “To suck his cock?” Laura suggested. “We’ve even got these amazing built-in handlebars.”

      “Thanks for the pep talk, Sis.”

      “I still can’t do long-range teleportation without your help,” he reminded the Twins. “All I can manage is the spatial aspect. You still need to do the plane transference part.”

      “Yeah, for now. But you’re hella good at spatial magic. We use plane transference because we suck at spatial magic, but we’re really good at magical manipulation. The leylines are a cheat: it’s a lot easier to move along magical planes than physical ones, because you’re not fucking with the world itself. But you already skipped that step in the past and just—” She snapped her fingers.

      He frowned, then recalled the two times in the past that he’d created short-range gateways in midair. His problem with those had been the sheer exhaustion they had caused him.

      The one he had cast in Aleich had caused physical pain. He couldn’t imagine traveling this sort of distance using it.

      “Oh, don’t make that face,” Maura said. “I guarantee the goat can do it, and that means you can do it.”

      Harrum and the others were approaching, so he waved for her to shut up. But he wasn’t sure what to make of the idea that he should be able to do anything Kadria could.

      The face of the mage was one of awe, tinged with fear. The Royal Knights behind him were mostly excited, and their tails wagged violently as they dashed about and confirmed that they truly had teleported.

      “This is unbound teleportation,” Harrum said, barely constrained emotion leaking from his words. “The theory has never even been proven. The idea that humans could survive transference without stable end nodes—”

      “What?” Nathan asked, brow furrowed.

      “It’s been known for centuries that gateways work by transmitting people and objects across the leylines themselves. We eventually harnessed that same technology to make the wireless work, and now even grander technology draws from the ambient magic that exists around us,” Harrum explained. “But if there isn’t a need for a fixed node to connect to the leyline, the possibilities are limitless. The wireless could function mentally.”

      “Wouldn’t that be mental magic?” Fei asked.

      Sen and Ciana had joined them, and they giggled at the words. The way the catgirl’s ears lowered suggested she hadn’t made the pun intentionally.

      Sighing, Harrum removed his glasses and cleaned them with his robe. “Perhaps. Truthfully, it’s of great debate whether gateway construction is ascended magic. Much of the magic used to construct magical technology, and in modern magical science, has moved so far from the natural elements that some have suggested new elements to contain it.”

      “I mean, not to break it to you, old man, but it’s totally ascended magic. You suck at it, but gateways are ascended magic, just like Bastions are using mental magic when they fuck with their Champions minds,” Maura said. “Your slut goddess—”

      Nathan hit her with a mental blast before Harrum even had a chance to shoot the succubus a sharp glare.

      Hissing, Maura rubbed her temples. “Fine. Your fantastical, amazing, utterly incorruptible, perfect goddess who totally didn’t allow polyamory because she wanted to bang every—”

      This time, she collapsed to the ground. Laura rolled her eyes and stood on top of her sister, causing Maura to flail futilely.

      “To finish her words politely, your goddess taught limited amounts of ascended magic,” Laura said. “Given other races use it, such as the foxes, perhaps the issue isn’t that ascended magic is impossible, but that she didn’t trust humanity with it.”

      The smile on the succubus’s face was all-too-innocent given the devilish meaning behind her words. Harrum’s expression was troubled.

      “Yes. That is exactly the issue the Lodge faces when considering the issue. Although the Lodge has moved away from open religious attachment lately, most sorcerers remain faithful. Our institution wouldn’t exist without Omria. The idea that we may be treading on her domain bothers many, even more so if her return is imminent.” Harrum looked at Fyre, who was conversing with several of the beastkin knights.

      “I get the feeling that Fyre might need to make an appearance in the Lodge,” Nathan said slowly.

      “I’d be wary of that.” Harrum coughed and looked sheepish. “While the Lodge is very satisfied with its choice to openly back you in the civil war and research, there are concerns about the Lady Fyre. I’m sure you’re more than aware of the type of individual the Lodge comprises.”

      Ah. Nathan nodded, ignoring the confused looks of his Champions.

      They returned to the carriages. After a short trip, they arrived at the keep. Imperial soldiers let them through the gates and a pair of female Champions with dull gems greeted them outside the keep.

      This time, when Nathan left the carriages, somebody else joined them. Mae stepped out from a far carriage, her mask covering her face. His Champions stared at her in surprise.

      “When’d she get here?” Sen asked.

      “She was always there, dumbass,” Maura said.

      He nodded. “Trafaumh’s spies are everywhere, so I teleported her into a carriage before it left the palace’s carriage house. That way, they’d never know she boarded.”

      “What if they’re watching?” Ciana asked.

      “There’s no such thing as a perfect plan. Mae wants to speak to Leopold’s former Champions. This is the safest way to protect her while doing it, but there will always be some danger.”

      As this part of his “tour” was purely functional, most of his companions stayed with the carriages. Nathan didn’t expect this to take too long, although the first might involve more discussion.

      He left the Twins, Sen, Nurevia, Fyre, and Harrum behind. When Mae entered the keep, he followed with Fei, Seraph, and Ciana. Wryly, he noted this trio were exactly the group he needed to involve in the upcoming discussion.

      “Um, how many times do we have to do this? I never asked how many binding stones Leopold had,” Fei asked, looking around the simply decorated keep.

      “Five times,” he said. “Leopold covered the borderlands east of Aleich, all the way up to the Forselle Valley. The area is thick with binding stones and fortresses that date back to the earliest days of the Empire. Half of them are inactive, and the rest are used by newer Bastions that Leopold can shepherd.”

      “Wait, there are other Bastions nearby?”

      Even Seraph shot him a sharp look in response to that.

      “Weak ones, but yes. Some areas are denser with binding stones than others. The Empire has been running short of Bastions for years, and given the life expectancy we have, that means a lot of sealed binding stones that can be reactivated during wartime,” he said.

      Or at least, that was the theory. There was a big downside to unsealing every binding stone available.

      “You don’t plan on doing that, do you?” Seraph asked him. “Despite the power it could grant you.

      “After the next few days, I’ll have thirteen binding stones. That’s an absurd amount.” He crossed his arms. “At this point, it’s not the amount of magic I have available—it’s working out how to use it fast enough in a battle. I doubt it will matter if I have ten or a hundred binding stones when I fight the next Messenger.”

      She grimaced, but nodded in agreement. “Especially as every binding stone activates a portal, and can attract new Messengers. Are you going to start sealing away unnecessary binding stones, then? Many Bastions won’t be able to defend their portals.”

      “I’d love to,” he admitted. “But that won’t work. There’s too much energy built up in the portals already, and even a sealed binding stone can trigger an invasion if there’s nowhere else for the demonic energy to go. We’re in unprecedented times. I don’t want to let a Messenger slip in because I got too smart for my own good and sealed off half the binding stones in the Empire.”

      Mae approached them, but the other dormant Champions kept their distance. He wasn’t sure if that was out of respect or wariness.

      “Am I correct in assuming you have your own plans for the binding stones, then?” Mae asked, her expression unreadable behind the mask. “You took considerable time before deciding to claim these and Maylis’s binding stones.”

      Seraph raised an eyebrow. “You’re not still considering some greenhorn Bastions, are you?”

      “Yes, but no,” he said, staring at Mae.

      What did she know? And how? Her divine eyes were weak and seemed to apply some sort of magical pressure. Perhaps her knowledge came from experience. Leopold had been aware of far more than he’d let on.

      “I need Bastions to assist me.” He raised a hand to forestall any objections. “That’s a fact. Vera held down an entire front for me, despite how new she was and lacking Champions. It’s utter arrogance to say otherwise. But what I need are Bastions I can trust.”

      They waited for him to continue, and he hesitated. If he was wrong, what he was about to say couldn’t be taken back.

      “The more I experiment and investigate with the gemming process, and my mental magic, the more convinced I become that affinities are nonsense,” he said. “The same goes for whether certain Champions can become trigems. I’m certain it’s a side-effect of the untrained mental magic Bastions use. That’s why I’m being more proactive while gemming new Champions.”

      Nathan was convinced that the reason he could create multiple trigems was because of his ability to use mental magic properly. He’d been monitoring his mental world and adjusting the magic he used to create the new Champions necessary to defend his old portals.

      This process had confirmed his suspicions about how Bastions created Champions. Most of the teachings came from Omria herself, and were handed down Bastion to Bastion. Nathan had been taught how to conduct gemming ceremonies and enhancement rituals by senior Bastions, and refined his process over the years. But much of the process had involved intuition rather than refined research, simply because nobody understands the magic involved.

      It was, after all, “Bastion magic” handed down by Omria herself, and possible only using a binding stone. Looking too deep was considered heresy.

      The reason for that felt crystal clear. “Bastion magic” was a crippled form of ascended magic, used only to manipulate power from the binding stones. Most of the side-effects resulted from this fact.

      Bastions could cripple their Champions by accident because they were fumbling with mental magic inside their heads. The inefficiency was because it was cast purely by brute force. Learning life magic and creating his own mental fortress confirmed that the reality manipulation Bastions used was just another ascended magic domain of matter manipulation.

      Now that Nathan understood this, he also understood the heresy. Messengers and Bastions used the same magic, but Omria had crippled her Bastions. Why?

      Probably the same reason many senior Bastions didn’t trust their juniors. A young idiot with too much power could tear apart nations. Nathan imagined how many Bastions would flat out rewrite the minds of their Champions, or use their power to become a monarch. Ironically, Nathan wasn’t much different.

      With all that power, he used it to change Doumahr. While he felt his actions were justified, not everyone agreed. Their inability to stop him was primarily due to Nathan’s greater power and knowledge.

      When it came to gemming ceremonies, he had begun to create his own method using his knowledge of mental magic. That involved modifying the mental tethers, the flow of power, how he entered his Champions’ minds, and even the way he crafted their emotions into gem abilities.

      On top of that, he could effectively force gems on Champions without harming them. The original gemming ceremony was conducted mutually, and Nathan worked with the Champion’s inner consciousness. That meant he couldn’t give them additional gems if their mind resisted him. But if he forcibly connected the gem to their mind, that didn’t matter.

      Almost anyone could become a Champion, or even a trigem. The only limit Nathan remained wary of was the speed at which he could repeatedly gem the same Champion. Champion gemstones still altered the body with their magic. That acclimation process was important, and a gem might never reach its full power if Nathan added it too soon.

      In a way, his new gemming ceremony demeaned the women who had fought so hard out of the belief they had been chosen by the world to defend it. The idea that they were special—Omria’s chosen few who could defend Doumahr where nobody else could—drove so many Champions forward that it would hurt morale to know the truth.

      But it also meant he could offer hope to those Champions who convinced themselves that they couldn’t become duogems, or trigems, or Bastions due to some inherent failing they had been born with. The more Nathan trained in mental magic, the easier it would be to break down that barrier and reward effort and talent.

      To him, the future held more value than a past he couldn’t change. If he felt differently, then what was the point in coming here with Kadria at all?

      There was a holy grail amid all this, however. His eyes met Seraph’s and hers widened.

      “Nathan, are you…” Seraph stared at him.

      “If I can do this much with Champions, I’m certain I can teach other Bastions. And if new Bastions are using mental magic directly, I’m certain they can circumvent the affinity issue that cripples Champions who later become Bastions. In that case—”

      “Nathan, are you asking if we’ll become Bastions?” she asked him, her voice dead flat.
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      Nathan met Seraph’s gaze steadily. “You trained for this, didn’t you? Even though you’ve been convinced that the opportunity was stolen from you during the fall of Kurai, this is what you’ve wanted. You’ve done more to help me as a Bastion than anyone else.”

      Fei pouted and looked away, but he didn’t have time to soften his words. The reality was that Seraph’s assistance was utterly invaluable. He could hardly imagine a time without her.

      “I’d never say no, except in one circumstance,” she said. “I’m still yours. I told you that in the palace when you took me. I’m your Champion, and you’re my Bastion. If that never changes, I’ll be whatever else you need me to be.”

      She pressed herself against him and placed her hands on his waist. There was utter longing in her eyes, but they were tinged with fear.

      If he had to tell her “no,” that she had to give up her role as Champion, he knew that would tear her apart. Which meant that he needed to prove that he was right.

      The younger Champions gulped as they saw the display of heat between the pair, but didn’t look away. Mae did, however.

      “I can’t prove it now. I’m still in the middle of proving the rest of my research on gemming Champions, let alone attempting to teach others,” Nathan said. “But I’ll never make you choose between being my Champion and a Bastion.”

      “Thank you,” Seraph whispered. “Whenever you’re ready to try it for real, tell me.”

      Then she stepped back with a coquettish smile. He blinked, immediately missing the pleasant heat that bled into his body from her chest.

      “For now, I think you need to claim these binding stones, and put some Champions back to work,” she said.

      He scowled. “Don’t tease me like this.”

      She laughed and strode away.

      Looking at Ciana and Fei, he said, “The offer is for both of you as well. I—”

      “No,” Fei said, anger on her face.

      “Fei—”

      “I said no,” she growled and took a step forward. “I know what you and Alice have been planning. You want me to become the Bastion of the Enclave! To take over the beastkin, lead them, and become the Jafeila you remember. That’s what she’d do, isn’t it?” Tears formed in her eyes toward the end, and he heard a slight rasp in her voice. Her tail hung low, almost touching the ground.

      Where the hell had this come from?

      But he knew better. Despite everything that had happened lately, it had only been a couple of months since she had torn apart his room in a tantrum over the amethyst gem he gave Kara, her subordinate.

      “Fei, listen to me,” he said.

      She stared at him with puffed cheeks and an expression that was more adorable than angry. He stepped up to her and wrapped her in a hug. Her tail wrapped around his leg, and she let out a single sob into his chest.

      When he felt she had calmed down a little, he pulled her away from him. She continued to glare at him.

      “That’s not what we’ve been planning,” he said. “And no, that’s not what my old Jafeila would do. She was a lone wolf—don’t laugh, Ciana—whereas you’re the center of attention and a natural commander. I think you’d make a great Bastion because you’re Fei, my amazing, cute, and talented cat beastkin Champion who has trained my elite knights and fought by my side for years.”

      “But being a Bastion is all about paperwork, and leading, and, and…” she mumbled, refusing to look at him while her tail wagged violently in response to his praise.

      Ciana merely stifled her giggles at his description of Fei as a wolf.

      “I’m pretty sure you can still get Kara to do all that for you,” he said drily. “You’re already doing everything a Bastion does, even if you sometimes need a little prodding from Seraph. But if you don’t want to become one, you don’t have to.”

      “I don’t,” she said. “I can choose, right? This isn’t some sort of test?”

      Her wide eyes made him think of the story she’d told him years ago, about how she’d taken the sapphire gem purely because she knew he wanted her to pick the amethyst.

      His mind screamed out that he should probe her with mental magic and confirm that she wasn’t up to the same trick.

      But this was different. If Fei said no, she could change her mind at any time. He decided to trust her.

      “Like I said about your gem, you’re your own person. This is your choice. If you want to be a Bastion, or merely remain a Champion, it’s up to you. You’ll still be Fei.” He ruffled her hair and tickled her ears, eliciting giggles.

      Nearly a minute passed as she stared at the ground. When he tried to remove his hand, she forcefully kept it in place.

      “I don’t think I’m ready yet,” she eventually mumbled. “I love being your Champion, but Bastion… I don’t feel right. There’s something different about the idea of being the one responsible for everything, instead of just being your sword.” She gulped and looked at him. “That’s fine, right?”

      Ciana hit Fei in the ribs, and the catgirl hissed.

      “Did you ignore what he just said?” the unicorn asked. “Yes, it’s fine. Idiot.”

      “Why are you mad?”

      “Because you’re being stupid.”

      Once again, Nathan saw an odd dimness to Ciana’s horn. He was certain this wasn’t caused by the lighting, as sunlight glowed on her platinum-blonde hair. Alarmed, he probed her mind across the mental link.

      The moment he touched her mind, she seemed to almost suffocate him. That was normal. Ciana had an almost physical dependency on him, which had only worsened over the years. But he couldn’t find anything awry in her mind and backed away.

      That meant this was physiological. Nathan wasn’t an expert on beastkin, besides their rutting. He might need to dig up some books on unicorns, or consult some scholars.

      “Enough,” he said, peeling them apart. “Yes, it’s fine, Fei. The same offer goes to you, Ciana. It will probably be awhile, but—”

      “I accept,” Ciana said without hesitation. “If you need me to support you, then I’ll do anything. So long as I can remain your Champion.”

      “Given the sympathetic gems you have, I’m not about to find out what happens if that link breaks,” he said. “But thank you.”

      She beamed at him, which caused Fei to pout. The catgirl didn’t change her answer, however. Whatever prevented her from becoming a Bastion was driven by more than a spur-of-the-moment decision.

      Which boded poorly for his and Alice’s true plan.

      “But you don’t plan to make them Bastions yet,” Mae said, reminding them of her presence.

      He shook his head. “Like I told Seraph, I’m not ready. I considered using these stones as experiments, but…”

      “You’re risk averse.”

      The knowing smiles of Fei and Ciana suggested they agreed with Mae’s statement.

      “I’m doing the unprecedented. Give me some slack,” he said. “But, yes, I don’t want to use important binding stones for an experiment. These portals are still fairly active. The sooner they’re active again, the easier they’ll be to defend.”

      “You could merely claim the Champions and have them defend the portal. They’re used to defending the portal without Bastion assistance.”

      “And without summons? Output from the magic of the binding stone that powers the keep? Reconstruction of any defenses? No alarm systems or backup defenses?” Nathan had many more questions to rapid-fire, but Mae raised a hand.

      “Your point is made, but I believe you overstate what most Bastions use to defend their fortresses,” she said, her posture somewhat defensive. “Leopold didn’t use such sophisticated methods for some time.”

      “That wasn’t my intention,” he said quietly, aware that she felt he was attacking her former lover and Bastion. “But there’s a reason he installed them recently. I saw some during my visits to his forts, and Seraph’s report on the portals suggested as much. The time we can risk weaker defenses has long since passed.”

      A nod, if a hesitant one.

      “There’ll be plenty of time, and plenty of binding stones, to experiment on,” he added. “For now, I’ll keep things simple. Claim the binding stones, reactivate any Champion who is willing, and ensure the area is defended.”

      “That won’t be an issue. Save for a couple of the older ones, the decision to stay and fight has been made,” Mae said.

      “You’re one of the older ones?”

      She nodded. “I told you that my path ended with Leo’s death. While I now trust that you can keep Baudelaire at bay, my issues are more… personal.” For the first time since they’d met, she shifted uncomfortably. “Leopold was my everything. Even though I trust that becoming your Champion would be for functional purposes, my heart rejects the idea of allowing another into it.”

      The hall seemed too impersonal for such an exchange. The cheerful shouts of knights intruded from outside, and Nathan could hear the training of soldiers nearby. But he knew better than most that war rarely offered the time to find a respite for something such as this.

      And he also understood the emotions that Champions went through when they lost their Bastion. This scene had played out countless times in the past. So many of the Champions that had fallen that night in the Far Reaches had been loyal companions, but not lovers.

      They, like him, had survived the fall of Doumahr. But death didn’t sever all emotional ties in an instant and he respected those he fought with.

      “I understand,” he said.

      “I know you do. That’s what makes you special, and why I’m so glad he met you before all of this happened.” Mae’s mask remained unchanged, but the subtle joy in her voice suggested she was smiling.

      “Do you have somewhere to go? Did Leopold arrange anything?”

      For some reason, she laughed. “I believe he told you his joke about retiring to a manor with many adoring beastkin maids?”

      Nathan nodded, nonplussed.

      “That story was truer than he led others to believe. While he never had access to his family’s wealth, as a Bastion he was more than capable of quietly acquiring a manor in the south. It’s well equipped and furnished. The plan was to vanish and settle in there, as however things played out, his time had gone and went.” Her fists clenched.

      “If you need help going there—”

      “No. I’m going to Gharrick Pass with you,” she said abruptly. “Some of the others will head to the manor, but to me it is a painful reminder of what didn’t pass. But you… You’re a reminder of what he helped build and gave up everything for. You made him proud.” She reached out and squeezed his shoulder.

      Nathan found himself rooted to the floor, his muscles frozen. What the others saw on his face, he didn’t know.

      Had anyone told him this in the past? In Falmir, had the king, Charlotte, or his true father ever bothered to say such simple words? Tharban hardly mattered, but he definitely never had.

      More than anything else, Nathan regretted not telling Leopold the truth of his background. Could things have been different if they’d been able to brainstorm together about everything he knew?

      “Mae—” he tried to say, voice hoarse.

      Her grip tightened on his shoulder and he knew that she was glaring at him behind her mask. “I mean it,” she said.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      After taking a few moments to compose himself, during which time Fei and Ciana chatted with Mae about what she planned to do in Gharrick Pass, Nathan set his mind to his duty.

      Claiming the binding stones didn’t take too long. Imperial Sorcerers—either from the Lodge or local mage towers—had secured them with the Empire’s magical seals to prevent any random asshole from claiming them. Nathan made short work of the seals, added the binding stones to his growing collection, reactivated the Champions, and gave each portal a cursory tour.

      The hard part was adjusting his reactivation spell to be less… intimate. While several of the Champions made their interest in him clear, others were absolutely professional in their dealings with him. They were knights fighting for their lord, and in the defense of the realm.

      In his old world, this had always led to awkward situations where they had to deny the natural effects of the enhancement and gemming rituals. Some had actively refused direct gem top-ups for that reason, in contrast to those who actively sought them out.

      Given what he knew about the origins of Bastion magic, Nathan couldn’t help but wonder if Omria had intentionally developed the rituals to be like this. While the emotional manipulation and horniness was cheap, it was effective. Even socially incompetent Bastions could keep their Champions close in most circumstances through the basics.

      It also gave him a new perspective on why so many Bastions utterly failed to go past one or two monogem Champions.

      Noon passed by the time they moved onto Maylis’s old binding stones. These were closer to Aleich, so they were technically retreading old ground, but that mattered little.

      Because the hard part here was replacing the dead.

      Almost every single one of Maylis’s Champions was dead. While roughly half had opposed them in Castle Aleich’s portal while under Beatrice’s influence, they discovered later that those who had resisted Beatrice had been slain by their comrades. Presumably the Hound had escaped the succubus’s vindictive grasp due to his sheer power, or perhaps good acting.

      The one or two that had survived were in no condition to fight. Their scars ran deep, and Nathan preferred to let the Royal Knights heal their own.

      So he had to replace and defend three portals himself. He had already claimed Castle Aleich’s binding stone, and the other two were trivial affairs near the city itself.

      When they arrived at the first fortress, Fei and Ciana called up a pair of knights—one each from the Royal Knights and Fei’s regiment. The soldiers watched as the two chosen walked forward.

      The pair of knights didn’t know what to expect. Both were women, given his intentions for them. While Fei’s regiment consisted of only female beastkin, the same wasn’t true of the Royal Knights. Although Nathan did favor the female knights in certain duties now, at least while he felt he still needed to choose Champions from his roster.

      Reine’s agents remained a clear exception. The vast majority of them were human men or beastkin women, with little in between. Their role as mixed intelligence agents and spellblades had led Reine to be rather picky.

      The knights waited patiently while standing at attention. One was a wolfgirl in Royal Knight garb, and the other a catgirl in an Imperial Army uniform.

      “Captains Fei and Ciana have picked both of you to become Champions. You’ll be posted here and, once the gateways are reestablished, connected with the rest of my fortresses and my Champions,” he explained.

      The silence was genuinely deafening. Nathan felt he could have roared and his words wouldn’t have gotten through to anyone, as the knights were still processing what he had just said. Dozens of tails and fluffy ears twitched slowly as they began to realize they had been surreptitiously assessed as Champion candidates recently.

      How many of these knights were reassessing their behavior in light of this news, he wondered. Prior to this, he had picked the candidates months in advance. The Royal Knights likely didn’t even know about this practice, as Maylis only recruited trained Champions from the academy.

      “But… but I haven’t undergone any training,” the wolfgirl wailed, to the furious nodding of the catgirl next to her. “I’m not ready. I haven’t even gone to the academy.”

      “That doesn’t matter. You’re ready. Trust me.” He smiled at both of them. “I just need both of you to relax. Of course, you can say no and I’ll choose other knights—”

      They made their agreement clear as day. Laughter erupted from the ranks behind them, and the wolfgirl bared her teeth at several knights that were presumably her subordinates.

      The enhancement ceremony took far less time than the reactivation ones. Given how unsubtle the knights were in their attraction to him, Nathan didn’t bother with the platonic version. He simply used his mental magic to deactivate their defenses, establish a tether to their minds, and cast the enhancement ritual.

      As expected, it went smoothly. All the training Champions typically underwent to open their minds and prepare for a Bastion to enter them was unnecessary in the face of Nathan’s mental magic.

      The wolfgirl screamed aloud once the ritual finished and shot into the air. Her silver tail practically vibrated with how fast it swished behind her. Then she shot off in a blur and a cloud of dust.

      Jealous looks followed her, along with many grins. Fei wore the former, and Nathan shot her a look.

      “She reminds you of me, doesn’t she?” she accused him.

      “You were young and nubile like her once. Oh, those were the days.” He stroked his chin for effect.

      Fei kicked him in the shin. This would have hurt had Ciana’s diamonds not lit up and absorbed the hit.

      “No fair,” she whined, glaring at the smug-looking horsegirl next to her. “I need to punish him.”

      “I’m pretty sure he gets off on that now,” Laura said.

      Ciana’s face lit up like fireworks and she glared at the succubus, who grinned back.

      Nathan blinked. Had the Twins been spying on them?

      What was he saying, of course they had been. Their favorite pastime was watching him and talking about sex. His little kink exploration with Ciana must be adorable to them, given the crazy crap they talked about sometimes.

      “Wait, really?” Nurevia asked, ending the strange silence she’d maintained all day. “Astra will be thrilled. She was super put out when you denied being a masochist a couple of months ago. If there’s anything she enjoys more than beating up one person, it’s two people.”

      “I can assure you that I’m not into having Astra mash my head into a wall,” he said drily.

      “What about shattering your pelvis when she rides you at supersonic speeds?” Maura suggested.

      “That sounds less like masochism and more like imminent death.”

      “I dunno. I wouldn’t mind a few broken bones if you railed me hard enough,” Nurevia said.

      Everyone looked at her, although the succubi had approving gazes instead of a general look of incredulity.

      “Oh, fuck off. I don’t judge your kinks.”

      “Yeah, but they’re all tame as fuck. Except the head collector.” Maura pointed her fingers at Nathan and clicked her tongue twice. “I’m totally down for you to fuck me while she cradles my head, by the way. Sounds totally hot.”

      “Sis, we’ve had this discussion. You can’t enjoy the kink if you’re dead,” Laura said, running her palm down her face.

      “Oh, come on. If he kills me in the portal, I can reform in the mental world and watch. It’ll be so hot.”

      By this point, Nathan realized that the conversation had drifted so far from anything resembling sanity that it was unsalvageable.

      On the plus side, Fei’s bout of jealousy had been lost in a sea of complete and utter confusion. He took that as a win and moved on with his day. The mental blasts he knocked the Twins around with were even weaker as an unspoken thank you.

      “So, where next?” Seraph asked. “You weren’t clear about our destination after the binding stones. We have Straub, Gharrick Pass, the Enclave, and Tartus on our ticket.”

      “Tartus will be last. I didn’t make plans to visit Torneus, and I expect he’ll be busy. Interrupting him would disrupt a lot of ancillary matters,” Nathan said. “Straub… can wait.”

      “You really don’t want to go back, do you?” she asked.

      He looked over at Nurevia, who remained oddly muted.

      “I don’t have much attachment to the place, but so many people expect me to.” He grimaced. “I’m Count Nathan von Straub, who has finally reclaimed what his asshole father stripped from him years ago. My driving force when I first went to the academy was to claim vengeance and now I’ve achieved it.”

      “But you’re not Nathan von Straub.”

      “No. The gap between who I am and what people will expect me to be will… hurt.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “There are long-lost memories of people inside me, but I can’t pretend to be someone I’m not. They’ll ask where the peaceful, kind Nathan they knew has gone. But unlike Nurevia, who lusts for the hardass who shoves her into the bed and calls her a cocksleeve, they’ll despair at what they think I’ve become.”

      “I think you’re understating your own influence in the Empire,” Seraph said. “Not to mention that Anna certainly wants you to take over the county.”

      “Yes, I’m well aware of that putting on some of the airs of being a count would make both Alice and Anna happy.”

      Sensing that this topic had no resolution, Seraph changed it. “So? Gharrick Pass?”

      He hesitated. That was the easy option, although he suspected the topic of Straub would return.

      Today had reminded him that he’d put off major affairs for too long. The desperation of the beastkin when they saw Fyre, Fei’s tantrum, Ciana’s growing darkness, and the possibility of invasions in inactive territories…

      It all came together in one place.

      The Enclave. An impoverished stretch of wilderness inhabited by beastkin. Centuries ago, Messengers ravaged the land, slaying the noble lineages with claims to it, driving away the inhabitants, and leaving the binding stones inactive. As beastkin slavery was slowly abolished, the Enclave became home to countless beastkin, and Gorthal made it official. These days, Anna owned it as the archduchess.

      Unless Nathan resolved the underlying issues present there, he had no chance of bringing stability to the Empire. And if he couldn’t stabilize one nation, what hope did he have of doing the same to the entirety of Doumahr?

      “We’re going to the Enclave,” he said. “It’s time I asked Fei if she’s willing to accept Alice’s proposal.”
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      Little had changed since the last time Nathan had visited the Enclave, other than the season.

      Rocky plains stretched out ahead of them, with scant farmland on the better patches. The beastkin didn’t sow winter crops due to poor soil, and the fallow fields added to the desolate appearance of the place. The evergreen pine forests ensured that some greenery remained at least. Behind them stood the peak of the Kustespitze, the tallest mountain in the Gharrick Mountains.

      He had teleported them to a familiar location: the ruins near Fei’s village that contained the inactive binding stone. Snow blanketed the foothills behind them, and the mountains were a sea of gray and white. A bitter wind blew in from the ocean below the cliffs beside them.

      One thing had changed, however. The tiny encampment that had housed Fyre’s followers had exploded in size, and become closer to a small fort. It sat along a nearby creek, only a stone’s throw away from both them and the village.

      Imperial banners flew above the fort’s palisade and he saw soldiers in Imperial Army uniforms keeping themselves warm beside braziers outside the gates. Activity levels appeared low.

      Or they were until Nathan and his small army of carriages appeared. The local defenders gawped at them, seeming at a loss for words at the sudden appearance of a royal entourage of knights and Champions.

      “Fei, go prevent them from doing anything stupid,” Nathan told her.

      Her expression had grown gloomy since learning of his plans to return here, but she composed herself upon hearing his order. She snapped off a salute—uncommon for her—and shot off in a blur toward the fort.

      One of the defenders screamed and nearly fell into a brazier, only to be physically pulled away from it by Fei. Nathan couldn’t hear what was said, but the grins and laughter of the beastkin knights suggested they could.

      Fei’s thunderous scowl made it clear that she disapproved of her soldier’s unpreparedness. She’d made a big song and dance about how her knights would ensure the local beastkin would be trained properly, after all.

      “I didn’t realize they’d turned this place into a base camp,” he told Seraph while everyone stretched, and Fei chased down the local commander.

      “Given the risk of rapid strikes behind our lines by the Nationalists, I felt it prudent to maintain a broader base of defenders in the Enclave,” Seraph said. “Part of the reason so many warriors rose to Fyre’s call is that all of our soldiers were on the western lines while Nationalists were hitting deeper. Even if most didn’t see action, it still won the beastkin over.”

      She shielded her eyes while looking west, toward Fei’s village. Nathan found himself agreeing with her plan. While she hadn’t consulted him about it, it was a trivial enough matter that it wasn’t required. Most likely, she and Fei had put it into action while he had been preparing for the march on Aleich.

      What else were trusted subordinates for, if not to cover the matters he overlooked? Try as he might, he couldn’t think of everything.

      “Most of them traveled to Aleich when Fyre called, didn’t they?” he asked.

      “A lot did, yes. Most didn’t make it in time, so a lot of her faithful ended up chasing down the Nationalists as they retreated or are still forming posses in Aleich.” Seraph scowled. “That aspect is somewhat frustrating. Not all of them want to enlist in the Army now the fighting is over, but they still want to beat up criminals.”

      “I’ll be blunt, Seraph. Leave the grunt work to the commanders on the ground.” He cut off her protest with a sharp look. “I mean it. We’re trained to fight armies, crush demonic invasions, and to handle grand battles. It’s not our role to try to police everyday matters. We’ll go insane if we do. Even as countess, Anna didn’t try to micromanage her guards.”

      Seraph winced. “I understand that, but it still bothers me.” A smile crossed her lips. “It’s amusing that you’re the one telling me not to worry about something. Usually we’re the ones doing that to you.”

      He didn’t know what to think about that comment.

      Once Fei returned with the local commander, who was one of his knights on deployment here, it was time to turn his attention to the matter at hand.

      “I’ll need everyone to get well clear of the ruins,” he explained. “And by ‘well clear,’ I mean go down the hill or come with me to the binding stone. Fei, you’re in command, so stay up here and keep the locals away. Seraph, the convoy is your responsibility. The rest of you are free to do what you want, but if you don’t come with me, do whatever Seraph tells you to do.”

      “What kind of idiot wouldn’t go with you then? I’m not doing what she says,” Maura drawled, with a smirk at Seraph.

      “A pity. I had planned to order you to jump off that cliff and find out if Nathan’s commands were binding.” Seraph’s smile carried an edge to it.

      “They’re not, dumbass. We already went over this. I’m as much his slave as you are.” Maura sneered. “The only difference is that I can make his cock as big as I want when I ride it, while you’re stuck with one that doesn’t shatter you like a twig.”

      “I don’t think that’s the problem you make it sound like,” Sen said. “Honestly, the one you gave him is way too fucking huge. Seriously, have you taken that thing up your ass yet?”

      Silence and stares directed at the possessed sorceress, who merely shot a wicked grin back in response. Maura covered her mouth with a fist and coughed.

      “I mean, I totally could,” she muttered.

      “Oh? And there you were, bragging away. Wow. Can’t walk the talk. Or, uh, wear the glove?” Sen tapped her chin. “I can’t think of something fitting and witty.”

      “Well, fuck you. I guaran-fucking-tee I’d outlast you during a nice, long ride if this asshole would stick it in me.” Maura glared at Nathan, who didn’t bother reacting.

      “I mean, if you were half the succubus you pretend to be, shouldn’t you have seduced him already and be fucking him every night?”

      “There’s such a thing as a slow burn, you know? Not everybody just goes up to a guy and goes, ‘Hey dude, wan’ sum fuck?’” Maura said, overemphasizing her accent while striking a pose.

      “You’re totally the girl who does that,” Laura said.

      Everyone nodded. Nathan resisted the urge to do so, as he was confident that Maura would genuinely try to knock his block off if he did.

      “Oh, fuck you. Fuck all of you so much.” Maura’s horns began to char, turning black and letting off embers. “I am not letting that slide. If I’m some fucking hussy—”

      “You are,” Laura said.

      “For fuck’s sake, Sis, pick a side!”

      “I did.”

      Maura’s punch nearly turned her sister’s head 180 degrees, and then the catfight was on. Nathan watched as the succubi tumbled downhill, punching, scratching, and clawing at each other on the way.

      The others stared at them, then at him. He simply shrugged.

      “Make sure they don’t go inside the village, and that nobody goes near them.” He gave Fei a meaningful look, and she pouted. “If they cause any trouble, make some noise and I’ll deal with them.”

      Without another word, he strode off toward the entrance to the ruins. Ciana, Sen, Fyre, and Nurevia ran to catch up to him. Together, they descended into the sandstone sublevels. As cold as it was down here, the water had yet to freeze.

      “Err, I’m not in trouble for starting that, am I?” Sen asked, rubbing the back of her neck sheepishly.

      “I hope not. That was the best entertainment I’ve had in weeks,” Nurevia said with a grin. “For all the shit they spout, they’re totally my type.”

      “Uh…” Nathan shot her an odd look.

      She blinked, then frowned. “Uh, not like that. I mean that they’re absolute subs. I bet they get off on being denied. You’ve been blue balling them for how long now? It’d be trivial for them to jump you, given they can just walk out of that door in your room and start fucking you. What are you gonna do, ask them to take their pussies off your dick when you wake up?”

      “Yes?” Fyre said, an edge to her voice. “I’d be more than happy to help him.”

      “Not like you’d be getting in their bedroom, you little pervert,” Nurevia growled. “Nathan, you know she creeps on you outside your bedroom every night, right?”

      “The room is warded,” he said.

      Though he did frown. As good as his wards were, they couldn’t prevent Kadria or the Twins from monitoring him in reality.

      Presumably, their mental connection to him made it difficult to shut them out entirely.

      Was Fyre listening to Kadria give a blow-by-blow of his nightly activities? That’d be a new one, even by Kadria’s standards. She was horny, but not that bad.

      “I don’t ‘creep’ on him,” Fyre said. “As the prophet, my duty is to—”

      “Run off and masturbate when your fantasies get the better of you?” The dark elf grinned from ear to ear. “Ciana and I talk, you know.”

      Fyre shot the unicorn a look of betrayal, which was met with amusement.

      “I know what you’ve been doing,” Ciana said, her expression smug.

      Again, that hint of darkness flitted about her horn. Unlike previous times, this was barely a flicker instead of a prolonged dimming. Nobody else reacted, so Nathan again wondered if he was imagining things.

      “You…” Fyre’s eyes widened. “Oh, right. You can do it, too. Huh. I forgot we have that in common.”

      What? They had what in common?

      Nathan’s attempts to get answers out of either horsegirl were met with somewhat embarrassed responses and a steadfast refusal to explain. The cackling from Nurevia grated on his nerves, but he knew this couldn’t be too serious.

      If it was, he trusted Ciana not to keep it a secret. Although he did worry that if it was something that might endanger him, that she might do so anyway. This seemed more likely to be at the level of a prank, but he decided to reinforce his mental defenses later anyway.

      “Moving right along,” he muttered. “Sen, it’s fine. The Twins do dumb crap all the time. Unless they form a sudden death wish, I doubt they’ll be seriously harming each other out here in reality.”

      “Oh, right. So that’s important, right? You mentioned that ages ago. It’s different if a Messenger dies out here than inside a portal.” Sen’s eyes narrowed. “Even Ifrit wasn’t certain of that fact.”

      “I’m pretty sure. While I now know that Messengers can return to Doumahr after dying, defeating them outside the portal puts them to sleep for a good, long while.” He paused right as he saw the dull glow of the binding stone through an archway. “I don’t know what enables them to return. It’s not the renewal of a cycle. If Siv destroyed Kurai and the Empire in my world, then that meant she attacked twice without a prophet appearing.”

      “Is it possible that they didn’t kill her?” Nurevia asked. “She took down a whole fucking country within days. I never really believed that limp-dicked asshole Tharban fought her and survived.”

      “I can.” Nathan sighed. “Messengers are powerful, but you’re underestimating how much raw power a small army of Bastions can bring to bear in a single fight. They also tire and can be worn down. If the Empire never killed Siv, then I imagine she would have returned sooner. No Messenger ever just walked away from a fight. They fought us until we ground them down.”

      She scowled and looked away, as if frustrated by the fact that Tharban’s accomplishments weren’t complete fabrication. Did she hate him that much? Odd, given she had chosen to be his Champion years ago, before changing sides.

      Claiming the binding stone was simple enough. Nathan undid his own sealing magic and activated it. Given how many centuries it had been inactive, the orb surged with power that it wanted to set upon the world.

      Ironically, it wasn’t enough for what he wanted to accomplish. The fort was a ruin. Next to nothing salvageable remained above ground, and the substructure was flooded and caved in. This was less a repair job and more a complete rebuild.

      So Nathan did exactly that. He drew on the immense reserves of power he had in the other thirteen binding stones he currently held, plus this one, and formed an image in his mind of a castle. A familiar castle.

      One that his old mentor and now enemy had constructed on this very site once, in order to ward off a demonic invasion. Nathan had once learned a lot about the ins and outs of fortress design from a Bastion’s perspective from this fortress, back when he had mostly replicated the more mundane castles that dotted Falmir.

      The room exploded with radiance, and the aged sandstone rippled. Centuries of filth, moss, and erosion vanished in an instant. Stone shimmered and reappeared in midair. Beyond the central chamber they stood within, the entire structure shuddered as magic reshaped it at a basic level.

      While they couldn’t see the work, Nathan could feel it. Hallways snapped into existence, the sandstone in the walls and floors pre-aged to match the age of the ruins. A dense layout of rooms replaced the earth that had slowly reclaimed the site.

      Above ground, walls, gatehouses, and towers materialized, as if the stonework was being poured into an invisible mold. Extravagant decorations, such as statues and fur rugs, lined the halls and chambers, and armories and kitchens appeared fully stocked with equipment.

      Within thirty minutes, Nathan built a new fortress from scratch. Even by his standards, this was impressive.

      The design would seem less so to his Champions. Gharrick Pass implemented a lot of what he had learned from Gareth, and a few choices would seem questionable based on what he had learned in the years afterward.

      On the other hand, this fortress wasn’t intended to hold off an army like Gareth built it to. Instead, it would stand as an impressive symbol of power and strength for the beastkin, and it would be highly suitable for the person who would use it for that purpose.

      “Um, holy shit, Nathan?” Sen said aloud.

      She poked the walls, as if expecting them to be illusions. Even Fyre seemed amazed, her wings fluttering madly and her ears and tail drooping as she crept toward him.

      “If you can build something like this so quickly, imagine what you can do in battle,” the prophet said. “You could construct grand fortifications, impassable ditches, immense deathtraps—”

      “It’s a little harder to channel this much power even a few miles away from a binding stone, let alone on a battlefront,” he said, knocking her ideas on the head. “But now that I understand the magic that underpins how I manipulate the binding stones, it’s easier than ever to use it.”

      He flexed his wrist and felt his mind automatically shift to his mental world.

      Instantly, that glowing blue door appeared on the wall. His Champions stared at it.

      “Stay here,” he said.

      Then he stepped through the door. He appeared inside his recreation of the old control room, but he didn’t plan to reminisce. Kadria was nowhere to be seen.

      Turning, he stared at the door. If he walked back through it now, he would reemerge in the sublevel of the new castle.

      But why? His physical body was in this… space, whatever it was. He’d physically left Doumahr.

      If the Twins could travel across Doumahr using his mental world, why couldn’t he do the same?

      He focused on his shared suite in the palace, but felt absolutely nothing change. Internally, he knew that wasn’t right. The door didn’t magically change destination because he willed it. It moved places on Doumahr to follow him.

      What did he need to do to make it move to somewhere else, now that he wasn’t on Doumahr anymore?

      His eyes traveled to Kadria’s door, and his mind wandered.

      Was there anything restricting him to just one door, he wondered.

      To test his theory, he reached for the magic that Fyre and the Twins had taught him. With it, he attempted to add a new door. One that connected to the palace.

      The door appeared, but it didn’t lead anywhere.

      Surely he was missing something.

      “Have you tried spatial magic?” Kadria asked.

      “Aren’t I creating it with spatial magic to begin with?” he replied, but didn’t turn to face her.

      He hadn’t heard the door open, but suspected he’d been in here long enough to draw her attention.

      “No, you’re just reshaping your mental fortress with spatial magic. The connection is different. That one”—she pointed at the working door—“is an unconscious connection that is tied to the world’s interpretation of your existence. It requires little effort to maintain, because reality believes you should be in that location. But if you want to travel somewhere else, you’ll need to expend the energy, and the necessary magic, to change that fact. There’s no such thing as a free lunch when it comes to physics.”

      Damn. He’d thought he’d stumbled upon some genius teleportation trick. His face must have broadcasted his disappointment, given Kadria’s laugh.

      “Don’t make that face. Your idea is good. Brilliant, almost. You have a massive network of binding stones, which gives you a ready-made network that you can move along, and this mental fortress is easier to protect from intruders than gateways.” She stepped beside him and placed an arm around his waist. “You just need to put together all the tricks that those idiots have taught you, and think a little outside the box.”

      “I’m already outside the box,” he said.

      She glared at him. “I know you’re making some sort of joke about reality, but that’s really not what I meant.”

      He smirked, but it quickly faded as he focused on the problem.

      Spatial magic, huh?

      That likely meant teleportation magic, but he didn’t know how to teleport between planes. Not to mention that this was a mental plane. If the door was like a gateway, then—

      It hit him, and he felt very stupid. Kadria had literally just told him the solution. The gateways were basically just spatial links across the magical plane, and worked like the teleportation magic the Twins helped him with.

      But Nathan already had links with his binding stones. Mental links. Wasn’t it just a matter of constructing a spatial link between them, and stabilizing it?

      “Before I cast this, won’t it exhaust me?” he asked. “While I can teleport a lot more now, it still takes a lot out of me if I do it a lot. I can’t imagine maintaining a dozen gateways 24/7.”

      “If there’s a binding stone on the other end, just hook it up directly,” Kadria said. “You know, the same way you do actual gateways and the ridiculous contraptions you use to defend your fortresses.”

      He winced, once again feeling annoyed that he had missed the obvious. “I’m kind of new at this.”

      “I know. I’m not criticizing you. In fact, pull it off and I’ll reward you.” She grinned at him and her hand wandered across his crotch.

      His body reacted to her touch and her grin widened.

      “I’m so happy to know that your body still adores me,” she crooned.

      He grunted and shoved her away, with the excuse that he needed to focus.

      Which he did, but the spellcraft turned out to be simple. He had just spent the entire day casting the same spell over and over, after all.

      Staring at the black void that occupied the open doorway, he then opened the door he had entered. It had a black void as well. To prevent mix-ups, he placed signs above the doors about their destinations.

      Then he did the only smart thing and tested his new creation by stepping through it. Hopefully it didn’t blow him apart. Kadria laughed as he vanished into the void.

      Despite the fact he could hear his heart pounding in his ears, Nathan appeared safely inside his suite. It was suitably empty. The bed was made, an empty tray that had presumably contained Alice’s lunch sat to the side, and everything was clean and tidy as he’d left it.

      Other than a small, handbound book on Alice’s bedside table. Curious, he picked it up and opened it to the bookmarked page.

      Immediately, he realized what Alice had meant by “very explicit.” The page he was reading was an endless wall of sex involving him and what appeared to the entire garrison of Royal Knights—the women, anyway. Given he recognized many of the names of the lieutenants cuddling each other and begging for sex on the pages, he replaced the book without a word.

      This was a book he was not intended to read. Ever.

      Hopeful that nobody had spotted him, he retreated back into his mental fortress. There, he found a cackling Kadria.

      “Your puppies are quite imaginative,” she said, wiping tears from her eyes.

      Then, with a wave of her hand, she grew a pair of black wolf’s ears and a bushy tail almost as large as she was. It wagged behind her, as if requesting to be stroked. Her bronzed skin worked well with the dark color of her new attachments, although she still had the goat horns as well.

      “I promised a reward,” she whispered as she dropped to her knees.

      His cock popped free as her hands undid his pants, already half-erect and ready for attention. With a noisy slurp, she ran her tongue along his length. He pressed his hands against her head and felt her new, fluffy ears rub against his fingers. Her tail beat against the floor eagerly.

      “Oh? Do you prefer me like this? So submissive?” She giggled around his shaft while giving it sloppy kisses.

      He groaned as her lips closed over his engorged tip. His cock grew in her mouth. Her petite fingers wrapped around its girth, pleasuring him with slow, hard pumps while her tongue played around every square inch of his tip.

      She fondled his balls at the same time her tongue pressed against his glans. Reflexively, he pulled the succubus in, hard. His cock glided down her throat as easily as ever. A fat bulge along her neck reminded him of the sheer size difference of the two of them, and he felt her muscles struggle to contain him. The warmth and tightness only increased the pleasure.

      Her tail only beat harder, and her ears were twitching, so Nathan took that as a sign to treat himself. He pumped her along his cock as hard and fast as he could. Spittle foamed along his length, dripping down his balls. She moaned around his flesh, tickling him in the process. Her fingers vanished in her crotch and he heard her pleasuring herself, and smelled the thick lust she gave off.

      “You don’t need to act submissive,” he growled, speeding up as he approached orgasm. “You are submissive.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but she didn’t react. If anything, her fingers sped up to match his pace.

      As he reached his peak, he crushed her against his crotch. Her lips pressed against his base while his cock pumped a thick load directly into her stomach. He heard splattering as she sprayed her own juices all over the floor, drenching her fingers.

      His cock slipped free of her lips with a wet pop, and thick, gooey strands of his seed followed it. Kadria stared up at his messy, cum-ridden length with lidded violet eyes. Her face drifted toward him, then she happily lapped up every drop she’d allowed to escape her.

      “That’s a good girl,” he said while scratching her ears.

      As if he had spoken the magic words to wake her up, Kadria snapped backward and growled at him.

      “This was a reward and a bit of fun for doing so well, and for coming so far,” she snapped. “Don’t forget yourself.”

      Part of him snapped at her condescension. They were partners, weren’t they? But whenever Kadria wanted to have some fun, she always needed to remind him that she was on top, doling out a reward or a cherry. She sated her lust as if he was a food vendor.

      He pushed her down. That brought a smirk to her face, and she raised her arms and legs as if she were a puppy.

      “Woof, woof,” she said drily. “Shall I wag my tail some more and ask for my daily feeding?”

      “You could try asking for sex like a normal person, but given you won’t, this will do,” he said.

      She blinked, then lowered her arms. “You’re… actually angry, aren’t you?”

      When he tried to take a step forward, he felt a familiar power hold him in place.

      How long had it been since Kadria had physically stopped him from doing anything?

      Long enough that it didn’t matter. Without even trying, he dismissed whatever magic she used to restrain his movement. Her next attempt to use spatial magic simply fizzled out as he leaned over her and removed those black strips of cloth she called clothing.

      “Oh, so we’ve moved past this part of the fun, have we?” she said with a laugh. “You’ve grown up, haven’t you? Are you really so upset that you’re going to take what you feel you deserve? Well, go ahead. I won’t stop you.”

      Despite her haughty words and smirk, Kadria’s eyes seemed almost glazed over with lust, and her pussy matched her expression. It drooled all over the floor like an untrained puppy.

      Nathan leaned over her and pressed the tip of his cock against her pussy lips. They seemed to welcome him, but he stopped short of penetrating her. Kadria’s breath caught and she stared at him in wonder. Her tail wrapped around his leg and her ears flattened completely. The ground was covered in her long, silken black hair.

      He looked her up and down, burning her lithe, toned figure into his mind. If she accepted him, this would be when he finally claimed the woman who had taunted him for years now.

      “Well?” he asked. “You’re apparently my puppyslut right now. Why don’t you beg for it?”

      Her eyes practically burst from her skull. “You… Nathan, you—”

      He pulled away and stood up. A whine escaped Kadria, and she squirmed on the ground.

      “Don’t you fucking dare walk away, you teasing asshole,” she snapped. “I will rip your dick off and use it as a dildo for the next millennium if you don’t get back down here and fuck me. You don’t get to rub yourself all over me and play such an exciting game, only to walk away in a tantrum.”

      Game?

      A little bit of sense crept back into his mind, washing away some of the fury in it. To Kadria, this teasing was simply part of their back and forth. Evidently, she hadn’t realized she’d gone too far.

      At the same time, she apparently thought he was responding in kind. That let him salvage this, at least.

      “I’ll take that as a win,” he said, grinning as he bent over her again.

      “Whatever. Just fuck me and—”

      Nathan didn’t bother listening to whatever came out of her mouth. Instead, he rammed his cock deep into her sodden slit.

      Something between a moan and a scream escaped Kadria as he pried her open and pressed his tip against her deepest part. His body pressed hers against the cold floor, forcing her legs flat against her arms as he bent her double. Her eyes stared vacantly at him while her mouth hung open.

      A rapid, rhythmic thumping sound drew his attention. Still balls deep inside Kadria, Nathan looked at the ground behind him.

      Her luscious black tail beat against the ground, making her pleasure and enthusiasm clear. He pulled back so that his very tip barely stayed inside her dripping wet pussy. The tail sped up, slamming against the ground so fast he barely followed it.

      “Don’t just sit there, move!” Kadria gasped out, her entire body squirming against his.

      She moaned as he pressed himself against her again, but he intentionally went as slowly as possible. Her flesh molded itself to him as he practically squashed her. He felt her contract around his length.

      “Fuck me, fuck me, fuck me,” she repeated.

      “Here I thought you’d remain stoic and refuse to admit what your body is screaming to me,” he said with a grin. “If you’re like this now, how will you handle it when I actually start pumping into you?”

      She glared at him, but her expression melted when he quickly thrust into her a few times. Wet squelching covered up her moans every time he slammed into her.

      Her tail struck him in the back as Kadria began to lose control. It bounced up and down wildly, hitting the floor and him several times a second.

      When he abruptly stopped moving, she attempted to wrap her legs around his back. Her crotch pushed itself up and down along his cock. He looked into her eyes and saw nothing but lust.

      He ran a hand through her hair. “You want this bad, don’t you?”

      “Don’t be so cocky—” Kadria tried to grind out, gritting her teeth while glaring at him.

      He hilted himself inside her and only moans and gasps escaped her.

      “Just tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you,” he whispered in her ear.

      “All those subservient women have turned you into a real asshole,” she said. “I’m a succubus. You’re my prey. You’re going to feed me.”

      After a few more pumps, she seemed more amenable. Her moans acted like fuel for his erection.

      “My womb. Fill my womb,” she whispered into his ear, barely able to speak. “You’ve made me wait for so long.”

      “That’s a good girl,” he said while stroking her hair.

      His pace quickened, until his cock slid in and out of her pussy at the same rapid rhythm that her tail beat against his back. Kadria quivered in pleasure. More than once, he felt her entire body stiffen below him and juices sprayed against his crotch.

      But he didn’t slow. She was a succubus, after all. Her screaming moans and begging kept him going.

      That, and the magic pumping through his length. The Twins sometimes wanted him to feed them several times in a row and he’d long since gotten used to long, exhaustive sessions.

      He finally hit his limit. His crotch slapped against hers with a wet splat as he pressed his cock against her womb. Then he pumped his seed inside her and enjoyed the feeling of her body quivering against his.

      “Oh! Oh…” Kadria moaned.

      Her body was in as bad a state as her voice. He felt her try to milk him, and her muscles stiffened again. His climax triggered hers, and he groaned as the succubus attempted to suck him dry.

      When he popped out of her, a veritable flood of white poured out of her slit and all along the floor.

      “You’re spilling your meal,” he said, scooping some up with his length and wiping it along her.

      “Fuck you,” she mumbled.

      Despite her words, her fingers scooped it up and brought it to her mouth. She greedily lapped up the thick gobs of cum. Her eyes seemed glued to the sticky residue it left all over her hands.

      “There’s too much,” she said. “Such a sloppy feeding.”

      “Well, I can give it to you direct again.”

      She blinked, then gasped as he repositioned himself over her. His arms held her in place, leaving her figure just as compressed as it had been during sex. Her tail sped up, wagging violently against the floor even as his seed dirtied it.

      “Open wide,” he said, pressing his tip against her mouth.

      Without a hint of hesitance, she obeyed. Soon, his cock bulged from her throat as he pressed his crotch against her face.

      “I’ll make sure you get all the milkshakes you want,” he crooned, as he began to rapidly pump into her mouth.

      Not that he really understood what a milkshake was. But Kadria loved to use the word, and he’d turned the tables on her.

      Sure, he was supposed to be doing something in Doumahr, but it could wait. For now, he had a few loads to ease off.
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      Nathan straightened his clothes and used magic to clean off the various liquids that had made a mess of them. Glancing over at the unmoving form of Kadria on the ground, he confirmed she was still aware. Her tail remained in place, brushing against his leg as it swished back and forth.

      “You might want to clean up before the Twins come back,” he said.

      She mumbled something incoherent. With a shrug, he decided to leave. He could finish setting up his teleportation network once he was back in Gharrick Pass.

      His Champions were no doubt suspicious of the length of his disappearance by now. Even though time passed at a different rate in here, it had definitely been too long.

      Nathan stepped through the door he had labeled as “Last Location.”

      Immediately, he was greeted with an almost comical scene.

      The Twins stood on either side of the doorway, their faces nearly split in two by grins. The moment he stepped outside, they tried to rush past him. Only raw instinct allowed him to hold them at bay and they squirmed against his grip, trying to get through the doorway.

      “Come on, Nathan, let us through,” Laura said.

      “Yeah, we want to see your slutpuppy,” Maura added.

      That answered the question of whether they could spy on him while he was in the mental world. With a surge of strength, he sent both of them sprawling on the stonework of the binding stone chamber.

      Then he stepped forward, let the door closed, and made it disappear.

      “Aww,” Laura whined. “But I wanted to see her in person. It’s not the same with magic. I have to imagine so many things, like the fact she must smell like a bitch in heat.”

      “Enough,” he said, running a hand down his face.

      Little else had changed down here. The same four Champions were here. Nurevia and Sen leaned against a wall, seemingly confused by the antics of the Twins.

      By contrast, Fyre and Ciana had turned so red that Nathan worried the sun had burst through the walls in his absence and scorched their skin. Their downturned ears and tails, refusal to look him in the eyes, and nervous movements only increased his suspicion.

      “What’s wrong with the two of you?” he asked.

      They both jumped, and Fyre’s wings flapped wildly behind her. She eyed the exit, as if preparing to flee.

      “It’s nothing, we’re just, um…” Ciana tried to say, her voice almost cracking.

      Maura cackled. “Do the horsies need to take a little break to take care of their personal needs?”

      Nathan expected some sort of witty rejoinder or insult, but Ciana and Fyre seemed too focused on the floor. Suspicions grew.

      “How long have they been like that?” he asked Sen.

      “Not long after you vanished.” She shrugged, arms folded behind her head. “They’ve been zoned out the entire time, and getting more skittish the entire time.”

      He rounded on both of them and they yelped at his gaze. “Are the two of you monitoring my emotions?”

      Their eyes widened. A second later, they sprinted out of the chamber, their armor and weapons clattering in the process. Sen snickered.

      “You might want to establish some ground rules, Nathan,” she said. “Like I do with Ifrit.”

      “I don’t recall inviting them to possess me,” he muttered.

      “Yeah, but I also didn’t ask Ifrit to potentially sit in my head while I have sex. Isn’t this like a package deal?”

      “You talk to the Twins too much,” he said.

      “More like you don’t talk to us enough,” Laura protested. “There’s more to life than sex and magic.”

      He stared at her, then looked at Maura.

      “Don’t pay attention to her. She was adopted,” Maura said. “Sometimes she forgets what she’s been doing for the last few centuries.”

      “Oh, fuck off. I don’t fuck everything. If I did, I’d already have Nathan wrapped around my finger, unlike you.” Laura flicked her hair over her shoulder with one hand while smirking.

      Maura’s eyes turned into black slits. “Right, because your attempt to claim him went so well last time. Oh, wait. You got cut in half and the kitty fucked him in front of your burning corpse. Great job, Sis.” She slow clapped for effect.

      “And it was closer than you’ve gotten in the years since. You—”

      “Enough,” Nathan said, sending both of them to the floor with mental blasts. “I don’t have the time to mediate your catfight. You can scream at each other to your heart’s content once we’re back at Gharrick Pass.”

      Privately, he filed away their little argument. This one felt slightly more personal.

      His session with Kadria might have opened a wound. On the other hand, he knew better than to assume the Twins were being anything other than performative.

      They went topside. By the time they reached the entrance hall, Fei, Seraph, and his knights had already filtered in. Nathan felt he could distinguish the soldiers who had served with him before the civil war from those who had joined during it or after by their reactions.

      Most of the beastkin knights in Imperial Army uniforms seemed unphased by the conjuration of an entire fortress within minutes, and were chatting or assessing the layout. He recognized lieutenants from battles within portals, such as the one against Thanatos, and they possessed a wealth of experience. To them, this was a Tuesday, if a particularly exciting one.

      The rest gawked at everything. Even the Royal Knights seemed amazed as they checked the statues and paintings for signs that they would crumble at a touch. The local recruits hardly knew what to do, which manifested in standing in a crush inside the hall and mumbling to each other.

      While Fei and some of the officers were trying to corral the terrified soldiers, there wasn’t much progress. Nathan suspected it was due to a lack of direction—his fault, given he hadn’t explained the purpose of the fortress—and disinterest from most of the knights. Most of his escort were uninterested in command duties or babysitting newbies.

      Naturally, those inclinations would be noted and potentially held against them. While not every Champion needed to be a commander, they were natural leaders in a battle and an unwillingness to take charge in an uncertain situation could mean countless lives lost. Even Sunstorm bossed people around, despite her position as an assassin.

      Refusing to babysit some young beastkin who barely knew what to make of Nathan’s magic wouldn’t rule out a knight from being promoted to Champion, but it hurt their chances.

      With the stakes higher than ever, he needed to be judicious in his choices. With the addition of the Royal Knights to his ranks of elite soldiers, Nathan had more Champion candidates to choose from than ever.

      And now he didn’t need to worry about affinities or spending months priming soldiers to become Champions. All that mattered was the sort of person they were, and who he thought they would become.

      “Fei, Seraph, I need both of you in the meeting hall with me,” Nathan called out.

      The attention of over a hundred men and women focused on him, and far too many pairs of beastkin ears flicked upward. He ignored them. Ciana and Fyre were lurking in a corner together, ignoring everyone while murmuring to each other.

      Probably repeating a blow-by-blow or some other nonsense. They were becoming strangely close lately.

      “I’ll explain what the fortress will be for,” he continued. “Have the local garrison take some time to establish themselves, while the knights set up the basics and note if anything important is missing. I’ll need a report by the time we’re done, so I can fix it up before we teleport out.”

      A chorus of salutes and chirped “Yessirs!” greeted him, before he marched toward the rear of the entrance hall.

      Like at Gharrick Pass, there was a tall, sturdy double door gate standing at the far end. He paused next to it, as it led to the demonic portal.

      “Fei,” he said.

      “Uh, yes?” she said, coming to a sharp stop next to him. Her ears twitched in expectation.

      “Pick a few officers you trust to sweep the portal with the knights. There’s likely to be a small infestation of demons here. If there’s a greater demon like a manticore, they need to pull back and have a Champion handle it, but anything less should be a good test for them,” he ordered.

      She nodded, her eyes narrowing as she understood the unspoken message.

      This wasn’t merely a demon-slaying mission. This was an opportunity to pick more Champions. Unlike the previous portals, this one was likely to be more active.

      Of course, she didn’t know that Nathan wanted her to take a more personal touch here for another reason.

      He waited by the rear doors that led to a separate meeting hall. Ciana and Fyre joined him, while the Twins, Nurevia, and Sen entered and sat down at the long, oaken table.

      After a short conversation with Seraph, Fei summoned a few officers from both her regiment and the Royal Knights, and barked out some orders. While the knights scurried to obey, she joined him along with Seraph.

      “Um, do they need our help to open the door?” she asked with a tilt of her head.

      “Not yet. I haven’t keyed the portal gate to magic yet. I’ll do it before we leave.”

      With that done, they took their seats and started the meeting. Although they had some supplies in the carriages, Nathan chose to instead attempt life magic to supply the meeting.

      His Champions eyed the glass jugs of hard cider and fried scones warily. By contrast, the dozen or so knights standing guard did their best not to openly drool. Nathan cracked open a scone, smeared some of the thick butter he’d conjured on top of it, and enjoyed the hot, fluffy, crunchy goodness.

      There was the slightest hint of joy in each bite. Hardly a surprise, as this recipe had been one that Ciana had used on the very rare occasions she baked in his world. Usually on his birthday, which was several months apart from his birthday in this world.

      “They’re safe,” he protested at the suspicious looks thrown his way.

      “I’ll trust anything you make after the catgirl eats it,” Maura said with crossed arms.

      Ciana rolled her eyes and dug in. Her eyes lit up. “Oh! These are great. They serve ones just like this in the barracks back in the palace, when the chefs feel like treating us.”

      No wonder the knights were drooling. Although it was a little sad that fried dough was a treat for the soldiers, given the extravagances served to him daily given his position. Once he confirmed nobody spontaneously burst into song and dance, or tried to have sex with him in public, he created a few more bowls.

      “Share these around,” he told the knights. “It’s been a long day.”

      Their tails practically vibrated with excitement, and Nathan worried his knights might take flight as they took the bowls.

      Even though it was winter, he might need to talk to the chefs about the food he fed his elites if they reacted like this to some treats.

      Once everyone settled in and grabbed some food and drink, Nathan decided to get started.

      “This fortress is more than just another defensive site for a portal,” he said.

      “We figured,” Seraph said. “It’s almost as big as the inner fort of Gharrick Pass. If it were better located, I imagine it would become almost identical, as you’d erect the same outer layer.”

      He frowned. “It shouldn’t need it. The likelihood of external attack is nearly zero. For that matter, I do expect people to flock here, but for another reason.”

      “You’re moving here?” Fyre asked excitedly between mouthfuls of scone. “The Enclave needs you more than—”

      He cut her off with an open palm. Rumor would spread rapidly if the prophet started ranting about his relocation. The entire Enclave would “know” that he was moving here with Alice and the entire Diet by the time the meeting ended.

      “No,” he said flatly. “Although I will be establishing a strong presence here. Now that Anna is archduchess, she’ll need to strengthen her private army. Although I don’t think I can back out of being her favored Bastion, she’ll need to work with others, like Vera.”

      “She’d eviscerate you if you tried to ignore her,” Sen said with a grin. “Or maybe join the Royal Knights in their plan to tie you up in a corner of the barracks.”

      The few Royal Knights in the room refused to make eye contact with anybody, even though their Imperial counterparts grinned at them. The palace barracks must be rowdy, he assumed.

      “Presence or not, the beastkin won’t move here,” Seraph said. “There isn’t an economy and a Bastion can’t build it. I didn’t spend time here during the war, but I got a lot of reports. To say nothing of what Reine’s been telling me over the past few weeks.”

      He gestured for her to elaborate.

      “The Enclave is poor as dirt, and the dirt is poor, Nathan. There’s no trade, no manufacturing, no commercial farming, and an enormous reliance on external funds,” she said. “The records are scant, but what little exist suggest the population is falling. For every ten beastkin that leaves to fight, half never return.”

      “Dead?” Nurevia suggested.

      “Amazed at how much money they have,” Fei said darkly, to Fyre’s nodded agreement. “A lot of the villages near Gharrick County are better off than down here. There was a system where the older warriors shared what they made with the villages. But down here, it’s worse. The neighboring barons pay a pittance, but if you got a posting with the Imperial Army…”

      “They paid a lot more, and you could build your own future,” Seraph finished. “Aleich is basically full of beastkin chasing that dream. As is this castle right now.”

      The stares of the knights seemed almost suffocating to Nathan. He certainly hadn’t intended to find himself in this position.

      But even without Fyre, it was the one he needed to pursue.

      “That summary you just gave is exactly why this fortress needs to become a hub,” he said. “The entire reason Fyre has been chosen is proof that there’s a problem. It’s my role as Alice’s right hand to safeguard the Empire and ensure its stability.”

      He chose his words carefully. Given the audience, being too honest would hurt. The knights didn’t know the truth about Fyre. He needed to trust his Champions could understand what he meant.

      Kadria had said that one of the requirements for a prophet was instability. A desire to create a new world order that Omria rode to protect Doumahr from the Messengers and their boss. The shape of that order didn’t seem to matter much to Omria, judging from her past choices.

      What Nathan needed to do while working with Fyre was to prevent that new order from destroying the world he knew. Or from distracting from the battle against the Messengers long enough to allow Messengers to tear away chunks of Doumahr.

      When the Federation had fallen, several of the regents had seen the writing on the wall. Terrius, Ilmarn, and even George had swiftly abandoned beastkin slavery in favor of the Empire’s practices. Their peers lay dead or irrelevant now, whatever crimes those surviving rulers had committed in the past.

      If the Empire continued to cling on, even Fyre’s attachment to him wouldn’t be enough to weather the firestorm. He even questioned whether her attachment might survive. Her desire to become something and change the world had felt utterly genuine when they had spoken the other week.

      Even now, her eyes shined as she stared at him. Not with lust, but with excitement.

      “I thought you said you weren’t taking control of the county,” Seraph said.

      “I’m not. In fact, Alice has only one person in mind to offer the first beastkin county to,” he said.

      His eyes turned to Fei. Everyone followed his gaze.

      Then they looked back at him, then back at Fei.

      The Twins burst into laughter.

      “Hey!” Fei shouted at Maura, as she fell out of her chair.

      “You’re gonna put the sleepy kitty in the courtroom? Holy shit, Nathan, this is hilarious,” Maura coughed out between peals of laughter.

      “Uh, I’m gonna have to agree with them,” Sen said with a wince. “Fei’s great, but I don’t see her in a frilly dress, a fancy fan, and her hair done up in glossy curls going ‘Ohohoho, look at those peasants down there.’”

      Several snorts and giggles greeted her impression of a haughty noble Fei. Even the catgirl herself cracked a smile.

      “I don’t think I can do bitchy, noble me,” Fei said. “Or pull off a dress.”

      “Trust me, you can pull off a dress,” he said. “Although not the puffy gowns with all the stuff inside them. You’re more of a form-fitting girl.”

      “Thanks, Nathan,” she said with a flat glare.

      Evidently conjuring up her alternate self hadn’t been what she had wanted as a pick-me-up.

      “Why Fei?” Seraph asked, her expression unchanged from before he had announced Alice’s pick.

      “Because she’s the most well-known beastkin in the Empire right now, save for Fyre herself,” he explained. “That makes her a symbol. A cat beastkin who rose from nothing, became a trigem Champion, fights for the Empress herself, helped conquer the Federation and defeat the Nationalists, and has now become the first beastkin countess. This is her home, and now she helps rule it.”

      “I’m not a trigem,” Fei protested.

      Several people slapped their foreheads. Fei winced as she understood what Nathan had implied, then gasped.

      “I’m going to become a trigem?!” she squealed, rocketing out of her chair and sending it flying across the room.

      It shattered against the wall, and Nathan repaired it with a flicker of thought. A knight carried it over and Fei apologized, then sat back down.

      “Soon, yes,” he said. “Stay focused, please.”

      “Fine,” she whined.

      Seraph was unmoved. “That’s a fine story, but stories don’t make for nobility. There are countless merchants, knights, and even lower-ranking nobles in the Amica Duchies that could be chosen. Torneus handed minor noble titles out like candy to quell the rebellion. Why not them?”

      “The Amica Duchies don’t have the same impact as old Empire lands,” he said. “And the rest is politics. Tell me, what is the Enclave?”

      She blinked, and for the first time, seemed uncertain. Seraph looked at the nearby beastkin, who shrugged.

      Only Ciana rose to his bait. “It’s a collection of abandoned noble lands claimed by the von Milgars following the secession of Falmir and Trafaumh. However, the poor state of the territory meant they never seriously tried to lay claim to it, especially as much of their family territory is less developed than the other, more established archduchies.”

      “Wait, Archduke von Milgar is the weaker archduke?” Sen asked, surprised.

      “Of the three archducal families, his is the youngest,” Ciana said. “But the von Milgars were still ennobled as royals by Omria herself, over four centuries ago.”

      “Oh. So we’re talking about levels of insanely old and megarich, here?”

      Maura snorted. “Nice to see you guys have that shit here, too. Or maybe it’s more depressing that I come from a world with the same feudalistic bullshit despite being so much more advanced.”

      “We’ve lost the point,” Nathan said. “Ciana, your explanation is correct, but what do you think that means?”

      She frowned, but shook her head after some thought.

      “Being a noble is about status and heritage. Duke George thinks highly of himself because his lineage goes back a thousand years, and the same can be said of the archdukes. But those lineages aren’t truly attached to people—they’re attached to titles, and titles are attached to land.”

      Her eyes widened, and even Seraph caught on with a hiss.

      “Milgar never did anything with the counties he claimed, did he?” Seraph asked. “They’re abandoned, but the land still needs to be owned by someone. Now Anna owns them. But they still have votes in the Diet, even if nobody casts them.”

      Nathan nodded. “This is the crux of Alice’s plan. The archdukes control the counties, but Anna has a swathe of them that lack counts. Most are in Amica, because of the violent rebellion, but plenty are here. But if she starts appointing beastkin counts everywhere, then things will get messy.”

      “So you want a symbol,” Seraph said.

      “A non-threatening symbol,” he added. “Fei means a lot to the beastkin, but to the nobles she’s exactly what Maura said: the catgirl who fell asleep next to the throne. Alice can appoint Fei, and Fyre can give her all the support of a friend, and it won’t have the same political impact as a firebrand merchant.”

      “But it will matter,” Fyre whispered, before turning to Fei. “Please, Fei. You’ll accept, right?”

      Fei blinked, and her tail curled around her body. “Don’t ask me like that. I didn’t even know I had a choice.”

      “It’s an offer, not an order,” Nathan said. “Just like when I asked if you’d become a Bastion—” Several gasps interrupted him, but he ignored them. “This is your choice. You can remain a Champion, and nothing changes.”

      “I wish I’d known about this earlier,” she muttered, ears pressed against her head.

      “Bastion?” Fyre asked, staring at Nathan with a confused expression.

      “I’m experimenting with things,” he said.

      “That’s an understatement,” Laura said. “I’ve never once met a combined Bastion and Champion before.”

      “Um, can I think about it?” Fei asked.

      “Given you can’t become a countess until the spring session of the Diet, you have several months to think. Although Alice and Anna will want to talk with you about this themselves, and I imagine others will as well. If you’re at least somewhat willing, the plan is to leak news of it,” he said.

      “Um, I don’t have to become like Anna do I? Doing paperwork all day, drinking coffee, wearing dresses, and waiting for you to do things?”

      Fei’s view of Anna’s life was eye-opening. At least one knight rubbed the bridge of her nose upon hearing it. The things they put up with in their captain.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, Fei, but Alice wouldn’t be offering you this if she needed you to become like Anna,” he said drily.

      Fei nodded happily, before her eyes narrowed and her tail lashed the ground noisily. “Hey! That’s mean.”

      “But true,” Sen said.

      Almost every person in the room nodded.

      “Nathan, they’re bullying me,” Fei whined.

      “Truly, the countess we all needed.”

      If Sen wasn’t careful, she was going to be in a catfight with Fei, and the knights would be taking bets instead of breaking it up.

      With a clap, Nathan rose and broke up the meeting. “That’s all for the serious matter. Even if you don’t accept, Fei, this fortress is planned to be the domain of the count or countess. Because this will be a direct appointment of Alice, I plan to assign a detachment of knights here at all times. So get on top of the locals before we leave.”

      She scurried out at his words, while the rest sauntered away. The knights pillaged the remaining scones, while Nathan watched Seraph slowly approach him.

      “If you’d offered this before the Bastion situation—” she said.

      “I kept them separate for good reason,” he replied. “One’s my idea, and the other is Alice’s. Combining them felt unfair. I’d sneak through one idea with the other if she rejected one, or sink both.”

      “Sometimes you coddle her too much, Nathan. I think you’d do better to push her around a little more.”

      “Things have gone well enough by letting Fei choose her own path. She had no choice before and things went terribly.”

      Seraph inclined her head, indicating the discussion had ended, even if she didn’t necessarily agree. “What about the teleportation network? I expected you to lay more of a groundwork for the gateways while traveling.”

      “We don’t have the supplies. Besides, I’ve already come up with an alternative, although it needs some more testing. It has some security concerns I need to think about.”

      Such as how non-Champions like Alice could use his mental world. With Reine, he had confirmed others could see the place, but using the doors was a different problem.

      When it came time to leave, Nurevia sidled up to him.

      “So, Straub next?” she asked, looking as uncomfortable as she had in weeks.

      “I hadn’t really planned on it,” he admitted, recalling that he hadn’t been decisive in his earlier conversation with Seraph.

      She blinked, and the tension left her body. “Wait, really? But you’re the count now.”

      “Anna took control of the territory and one of her administrators has been running it for weeks.” At her confused gaze, he sighed. “I’m not the Nathan who ran Straub County, Nurevia. There’s no world-ending invasion waiting there. The time will come when I go back, but you don’t need to worry about the angry mob yet.”

      “I wasn’t worried about that,” she muttered.

      “Then what?”

      She remained silent for a little while. Her eyes tracked the locals, who had turned out from the nearby village to stare at the fortress that towered over them now.

      Notably, the grumpy village chief made no appearance. Fei said hello to a few people, and avoided others, but didn’t inquire about him. Nathan wondered if the man was still here.

      Even if he wasn’t, a surly bastard like that would make his displeasure toward Fei known soon after she became the countess.

      Nurevia coughed. “It’s nothing. Just… It feels incomplete, you know.”

      “What does?”

      “Everything. You left, became a hot hunk of a man that every revenge fantasy dreams up, and took back what was taken from you. But you let your moron brother run off and your asshole of an old man is still out there, riling up Nationalists, even if you did fuck with his head.”

      “I think I’ve done everything I need to with them.”

      “Really?” She crossed her arms.

      The act somehow made her seem lonely. For a moment, Nathan questioned how much he really knew about Nurevia. She was a powerful, selfish woman who pursued her own desires.

      He lusted for her and cared about her in his own way.

      But other than Nurevia’s own lust for Nathan, what had caused her to so easily forsake Tharban?

      “If you really want to go there, we can,” he said.

      “What? Why would I want…” she trailed off and bit her lip, then looked away. “Look, I do want to go there. Not for me, but to see you return and take charge.”

      “To Straub? The place where everyone hates you and you murdered a lot of people for Tharban?” he asked, questioning her motives.

      “Not for that reason,” she protested, before crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “I want to be there when you finally take it back, Nathan. It belongs to you. Little Nathan becomes the true count, after everything.”

      He gave her an odd look, but acceded to her request.

      For the first time since defeating and controlling Tharban, Nathan went “home.”
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      Something told him he’d need to have a chat with her in Straub. But that could wait. Even though the day had been a long one, he could manage one last trip. Anna would thank him for taking the county off her hands, and finally accepting his birthright—even if it wasn’t one he recognized.

      He ushered everyone back to the carriages and teleported them halfway across the Empire. Unlike the previous transitions, this one caused a throbbing sensation in his head.

      Waving off the concern of his Champions, he waited out the pain for a minute. It faded.

      “You’re doing damn well to only feel it after this long,” Laura said. “Wish we had your talent.”

      He grunted, then surveyed his surroundings. His spell had been targeted outside the town of Straub, close to where they’d arrived to capture Tharban.

      Little had changed since he had last been here. While the county ran across some of the more arable land in the Empire, the town of Straub itself was an aging manufacturing hub reliant on water-powered mills. The nearby farmland was merely to be expected given the location.

      As nothing seemed awry, Nathan turned to his companions. The knights milled about, unsure what they needed to do here. In truth, there wasn’t much, but he wanted to keep them busy.

      “Fei, Seraph, go check on the binding stone and the Champions here,” he said. “I shouldn’t be too long.”

      “Where are you going?” Fei asked.

      “The family home.” He gestured to the north. “Given what happened last time I was here, I’ll maintain a low profile while I check up on the local administrator. Worst case, I might need a few hours.”

      By that point, the sun would be firmly setting. Hopefully he could sort things out in less time.

      Ciana, Nurevia, and the Twins hovered near him. He shot the succubi an odd look.

      “What could you possibly want to see?” he asked.

      “You mean you’re not taking us home to see the folks? Given we’ve sucked your cock, surely we count as steady girlfriends.” Laura winked at him.

      Her sister grinned and pressed herself against him. “It’s always fun to see where someone came from. We missed out last time, but seeing your crib should be fun.”

      “Crib?” He blinked at what he presumed to be some form of slang. “I assume you don’t seriously think you’ll find my cot.”

      “It’s slang for home. God.” Laura huffed.

      Shaking his head, Nathan decided this wasn’t worth fighting, “I need both of you to disguise yourselves if you want to come. This place has trouble with beastkin, let alone a pair of succubi.”

      “Right, so big-tittied cock-sucking goatgirls are fine, but semen demons aren’t. So prejudiced,” Maura said.

      “I’m pretty sure the old farts here will hate you either way,” Nurevia droned. “They’ll just keep their traps shut and leer at you instead.”

      “And here I thought they were enlightened,” Laura said.

      Nathan ran a hand through his hair. “Do you mind?”

      After a few moments of concentration, the Twins transformed into a pair of tanned, blonde-haired blue-eyed beastkin with their usual goat horns. As with last time, their monochrome dresses had been swapped out for knight uniforms that their curvaceous bodies barely fit into.

      “You know, we should totally have some fun like this,” Laura said, eying her sister, then Nathan. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you suck cock with blonde hair.”

      “Thanks, Sis. Personally, I’d rather take our owner for a nice ride, but he’s still super stubborn. You’d think now that he’s king shit of everything and even a feudal lord that he’d enjoy his pets, but nooooo.” Maura flicked her hair at him.

      “As if you two don’t enjoy the game,” Nurevia said. “I would have thought succubi need sex to live or something?”

      “I mean, we do need to feed off mental energy,” Laura said. “Sex is an easy way to get that. But we latched onto Nathan’s head ages ago, and his link lets us suck on as much energy as we need, like his cock is down our throats 24/7.”

      Nathan blinked. “Wait, what?”

      Ciana glared at the succubi.

      “You didn’t know that?” Maura cackled. “That’s why you turned the goat into such a mess. Slut hadn’t felt a good cock for so long, but we’ve been happily fed for ages now. This fat pipe to your binding stone also keeps us loaded with everything a succubus needs to stay nice and curvy.”

      For effect, Laura slapped her sister’s ass. Maura glared at her in return.

      Shaking his head, Nathan decided to focus on his objective. He created a teleportation portal near the manor house and they moved through it.

      A single-level mansion sat between two hills and a small forest. If he followed the road downhill, a small village housing the servants could be seen.

      Nathan approached the entrance, ignoring the gawking guards. They wore Anna’s livery and rushed to salute him.

      The entrance hall was empty. Before he went much farther, an elderly beastkin servant stepped out from within. He stopped dead.

      “Lord Nathan?” the man asked, his cat ears twitching in surprise. “I didn’t realize you were returning today.”

      Despite the familiarity with which the servant addressed Nathan, his face wasn’t in his memories.

      “Archduchess von Clair asked me to take over administration,” he said. “Where’s the administrator?”

      “In the inner sanctum. Follow me, my lord.”

      The next hour became a blur. The administrator needed to call up most of the skeleton staff that Anna left behind to run the county, as they resided in other towns. Given Nathan didn’t plan to stay here for long, he chose to do most of it over the wireless.

      He also needed to touch base with Anna over who he could keep and who she wanted back. The answer was something he should have expected: Anna wanted all of her staff back, but would graciously lend them to Nathan in exchange for a kiss.

      He noted the underlying message that he needed to sort his own shit out, though. While Anna still relied heavily on him for military affairs, she had begun to move on from her immense reliance on Seraph for many logistical affairs. Torneus picked up a lot of the slack, allowing her to focus on politics.

      Nathan wondered who he might allocate to manage a county. Seraph was already snowed under, Narime would choke him to death with her tails—and not in the pleasant way—if he asked her, and nobody else seemed up to the task. The answer likely lay in his other Champions.

      Ironically, his mind wandered to Kara. When had he become Fei? Then again, he guiltily relied on his Champions to manage a lot of the menial bureaucracy.

      Working with the administrator and talking with Anna consumed some time, so he left Nurevia to handle the servants. Ciana remained by his side, unwilling to leave him alone in unfamiliar territory. In hindsight, he should have known leaving Nurevia to her own devices was a mistake.

      “Does everyone hate you?” he asked, after finding her lurking in the corner of the sanctum’s library. “There are like five people here, and I don’t remember any of them.”

      “They’re children of the old servants,” Nurevia muttered. “Or of nearby residents. So, yeah, they know me. And you. I’m surprised you don’t care.”

      He raised an eyebrow, then looked around. “That’s because I don’t.”

      She stared at him.

      “Nurevia, you should know this.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said, pulling on her lavender hair. “I figured you’d go back to normal once we came back here. Show some strength and emotions. This is what drove you to become a Bastion, right? Tharban fucked with you, caused you to become the monster you are now, and now you’ve won and dicked me into the bed more times than I remember.”

      Realizing something was very wrong, Nathan shot Ciana a concerned look. His unicorn knight shrugged in return, but her horn throbbed with that eerie darkness he was growing familiar with.

      His concern grew, because Nurevia’s words made no sense to him.

      “Nurevia, I think you’ve missed something,” he said slowly. “I’m not the Nathan Straub that you terrorized and chased away. Not truly. That man… well, he got absorbed into me years ago.”

      “That’s what Astra said, but I don’t get it. You look like him. Fuck, you even act like the man I always wished one of Tharban’s kids would become.” Nurevia looked at Nathan. “You even know me, inside and out. And don’t hate me.”

      “That’s because I love you, Nurevia. In my own weird way.”

      Her breath caught and she looked to the side.

      The Twins hovered outside the library, and Nathan gestured for them to stay away. Maura rolled her eyes and leaned against the doorway, as if annoyed that she couldn’t be part of the fun.

      He stepped up to Nurevia and held her in his arms. “Why did you help me when Tharban attacked me last year?”

      “I just said it, didn’t I? You’re everything I wished Tharban would be. Strong, with a big dick, brave, smart, and with a heart.” She gulped and looked up at him. “I love the fact that it hurts you to call me awful things while ramming my head into the bed, but you still do it. But you’re telling me that I didn’t have anything to do with that.”

      “You did,” he said.

      “Bullshit. You just told me that the Nathan I knew died.” She hiccupped while pulling away, hugging herself. “I fucked him up, just like I fucked up everything else in my life. The Spires, my relationship with Astra, and everything here.”

      “Nurevia, stop.”

      His forceful tone caused her to look at him.

      “You can’t remember, but I do. We met years ago, and you helped support me. Often forcefully, and against my will,” he said.

      Realizing that Nurevia didn’t fully understand his past, Nathan sat down and pulled her onto his lap and explained it. Although it took longer than he thought it would, telling the story almost felt freeing.

      He spoke of his estranged relationship with his Bastion father in Falmir. How he met Sen, Fei, Sunstorm, and Ciana in the fallen Empire, then defeated Siv alongside Deverese. Afterward, Nurevia came into the picture, fleeing Trafaumh after Tharban’s death.

      His own regrets permeated most of the story. Of how he failed to see Falmir’s fingerprints over the aggression toward the Federation, and how that brought down all of Eastern Doumahr. Ultimately, Trafaumh fell, and he was exiled.

      But she remained by his side, a forceful, seductive, and alluring Champion who pushed him beyond his comfort zone.

      At the end of the story, the dark elf stared into space with a grimace. “I wish I could remember that.”

      “I don’t think you do,” he said. “There’s nothing good to remember.”

      “Isn’t there? Because most of my memories suck as well. I hated the Spires, hated Tharban, hated Straub, and thought I was going to die for helping you.” Nurevia laughed bitterly. “I was a complete bitch to you, and you’ve been nothing but nice to me. And for what? The memory of a me who doesn’t even exist. I…”

      The Twins made themselves known, and Nathan recognized the wicked grins on their faces. While Ciana kept the succubi at arm’s length, they didn’t need to touch anyone to wreak havoc.

      “You know, it’s not impossible to help you,” Laura crooned.

      “Yeah, because if you do want to remember, it’s entirely possible. That world still exists someplace and somewhen after all,” Maura added.

      He glared at them. “Don’t.”

      “But what if she wants it?” Laura grinned.

      Nurevia looked confused and simply stared at Nathan.

      “They’re offering you the chance to become the Nurevia I used to know,” he said.

      Her eyes widened. “Then you could—”

      “No.”

      “Nathan, she’s the one you love. Not me.”

      “And she’s dead. You’re alive.” He blasted the Twins mentally, before they said anything annoying, and kept up the pressure on Nurevia. “You’re the one who chose to help me. If you think you made mistakes in the past, own up to them. We’re back in Straub. Astra is your friend again. And the Spires are still standing. If you want to remain who you are, that’s fine. You’ve always been my selfish little dark elf, who bitches whenever you don’t get what you want. But if you want something more, you need to earn it.”

      “Have I earned anything in my life,” Nurevia muttered.

      He kissed her, and when he pulled away she bit into his lip, as if punishing him for doing so.

      “You’ve earned me, whether you think you deserve me or not,” he said.

      She nodded, then grinned. “Well, I’m glad you’re at least willing to put up with my selfishness.”

      “Somebody has to,” he said.

      By the time they wrapped up in Straub for the day and organized who would assist the administrator with the handover, Nurevia had returned to normal. Or at least, the appearance of normality.

      Nathan knew better. He’d been overlooking her, taking her actions for those of the same woman he’d known in his world, rather than one with desires to be someone else.

      Sometime in the future, he knew Nurevia would likely ask for something more. Nathan knew he needed to be there for her, so that she didn’t feel that she should take up the Twins’ offer.

      He stepped out of the manor into the twilight of the setting sun. By the time he teleported back to the carriages, everyone was ready to leave. Almost everyone seemed exhausted.

      “This is the last jump of the day,” Nathan said. “We’re going back to Gharrick Pass.”
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      “Home, sweet home,” Nathan said once they appeared outside the tall, limestone walls of Gharrick Pass.

      Nearly two months had passed since he had last seen the fortress that acted as his home base. The past few years had proven that home was where the heart was, and his had settled into these warm halls.

      Although they looked pretty cold and bitter right now.

      Snow and ice drifted off the neighboring mountains, and the usual lush flora of the region had been reduced to a bleak landscape of leafless trees, rocks, and plowed paths.

      The fortress was named after the mountain pass that allowed passage through the Gharrick Mountains. At this time of year, it was iced over and merchants needed to travel north and around the mountains, through Forselle Valley. Despite that fact, Gharrick Pass remained a popular destination for merchants due to the many soldiers and the roads needed regular maintenance.

      “Were there always so many houses outside the walls?” Sen asked while staring out the windows of the carriage.

      “The war displaced a lot of people. Narime mentioned that shanty towns have sprung up near most Bastion fortresses close to Amica,” Nathan said. “Now that it’s safer, a lot of people will return home after winter. But I’ll need to talk with Anna about handling the remainder.”

      Despite stereotypes, the refugees consisted of far more than beastkin. The rough huts and buildings that surrounded the outer wall of Gharrick Pass crowded with humans as dusk arrived. Soldiers patrolled dirt roads, and kept an eye from watchtowers, although Nathan hadn’t heard of much trouble.

      Not that there wasn’t any. Just that what crime occurred was handled by his soldiers.

      The Amica rebellions had been brutal and far-reaching. Unlike the heartlands of the Empire, where the civil war had been between nobles vying for control over the throne, it had been the people of Amica who had risen up in fury. Albeit, fury stirred by those same nobles.

      Rehoming and rebuilding would take years, and Nathan knew that many of the people warming their hands over braziers would remember this winter for decades to come.

      But at least they had homes to return to. The last time he’d seen masses of Amican refugees fleeing across the Gharrick Mountains, all that was left in their wake was wasteland and fields of corpses.

      “Are you alright, Nathan?” Sen asked, waving a hand in front of his face.

      He grunted and pushed her away. Ciana had joined them for this stretch, rather than Harrum, and she grimaced at him. No doubt concerned at the negative emotions he must be feeling.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Just thinking about how this is a far better outcome than it could have been. But I also wonder at how easily it could have turned out the same, and still can.”

      Something struck him atop the head, and he rubbed his scalp. Sen smirked while making a chopping motion in the seat across from him.

      “I said I’d hit you if you thought too hard,” she said. “Isn’t everything we’re doing to stop that? If you think ‘well, the world could have ended’ after every victory, then it’ll never be enough.”

      “That’s because it’s not enough.”

      Her smirk vanished, and she looked at Ciana. The unicorn shrugged.

      “Damn, no support,” Sen mumbled. She sighed again. “This is one of those things I don’t remember, but can kind of feel, right? But your feelings are too… abstract.”

      She leaned against the window and stared at the shops as they passed.

      Gharrick Pass was split into two sections: a lower and upper fortress. The lower fortress was where the general populace lived, and contained residences, shops, markets, blacksmiths, and countless general amenities.

      Patrons stood outside taverns beside braziers with tankards of lager, cheering on the carriages. The knights waved back without breaking pace. Most of the area was winding down, as light began to rapidly fade.

      “I don’t know what you mean by abstract,” he said.

      “Doumahr is different,” she said. “And so am I. From time to time, I still get surges of emotion relating to something from the past. But everything is muted, and sometimes they’re confusing. I don’t think I can ever settle the two Sens inside me.”

      “Sunstorm did. I… think I have, as well.” His expression darkened at the reminder of Straub.

      “I think that’s because both of you didn’t change as much.” Her gaze seemed distant. “My old self—from the past—was always so scared. I never experienced the things she did, never saw friends die, or nations be destroyed. Never experienced betrayal.”

      Nathan’s fists clenched despite himself.

      “To me, that’s a good thing,” Sen continued. “I know how much worse things can be, but I can see the world fresh.” Her hands closed over his. “Maybe you can try that? Stop seeing everything through the lens of the past and just… enjoy it with us?”

      If it was as easy as accepting Sen’s offer, Nathan wouldn’t hesitate.

      But he thought back to how he’d navigated the civil war. Despite the mistakes he’d made, there had also been steps he had only taken due to his vigilance. With Trafaumh looming, he was unwilling to relinquish what little advantage he still had.

      “Nathan?” she asked.

      He sighed. “I can try, but trying to avoid the mistakes of my past is what drives me. The reason the refugees hit so hard is that the fall of eastern Doumahr was my first true failure. When my arrogance and willingness to rest on my laurels finally bit me in the ass.”

      “Shouldn’t you be happy, then?” Ciana interrupted. “Because you succeeded where you failed.”

      He wisely kept his “For now” to himself. There was a limit to how much of a sourpuss he could be.

      The carriages stopped briefly outside the gates that led into the inner fortress. Nathan raised an eyebrow and changed the topic.

      “I don’t remember ever being stopped outside the gates before,” he said.

      “Do you ever come here by carriage?” Sen asked.

      “No, but that’s not my point.”

      “It should be. But no, this isn’t normal. I’m guessing the garrison is panicking because a royal convoy turned up out of nowhere and nobody important is here to attend to your needs.” Sen’s grin made it clear what needs she was referring to.

      “You really need to spend less time around the Twins,” he said.

      “I’m pretty sure I was like this even before I spent time around those idiots. We came up with the foursome plan without them, after all.”

      Ciana blushed and pressed her fingers together. Somehow, Nathan knew where this conversation would go if the gates didn’t open.

      Fortunately, they did, and he was saved from another awkward discussion between Ciana and Sen about sex. Even with Ciana’s growing confidence in the bedroom, she still sometimes struggled to talk about it with the others. Except Fyre, it seemed.

      Curious.

      The carriages pulled up outside the keep and they stepped out into the streaming magic lamplight.

      Platoons of sharply dressed soldiers and knights lined up along the courtyard, all in Imperial Army uniforms and wearing his crest. The clatter of boots rang out along the stonework as dozens more men and women rushed into position out of sight. Officers rushed along the formations, barking orders as they tried to look sharp for Nathan themselves.

      Several Champions—a mix of monogems and enhanced—stood outside the keep, led by Kara. The amethyst monogem looked anxious, as her dog ears and tail wagged nervously. Fei waved to her lieutenant, and Kara barely hid a scowl at the lackadaisical approach of her superior.

      Meanwhile, Nathan tried not to look too confused or out-of-place. A sense of déjà vu struck him.

      Years ago, the same thing had taken place. A veteran Bastion, regarded as the greatest in the Empire, wearing a badge of the royal family, had made a surprise visit to Gharrick Pass. Back then, it had been Leopold.

      Today, it was Nathan.

      Taking a deep breath, he raised his hand to his chest in a salute. The courtyard thundered in response as hundreds of soldiers responded in kind.

      “At ease,” Nathan ordered while lowering his hand.

      How many of these soldiers—or even the officers—had even met him? Nathan had deployed most of his veterans to Aleich or Amica, but recruitment had never slowed. Slews of volunteers had emerged from the Enclave and surrounding regions to fight for their country and prophet.

      Even though this was his home, Nathan realized that, to many of these soldiers, this was the equivalent to a visit by a hero. They’d done something similar when he’d arrived at Castle Forselburg a month ago, but that had been far smaller. A little display by Kara.

      This felt bigger.

      “My lord, welcome back to Gharrick Pass,” Kara said as he approached with his Champions. “I’ve notified Narime of your return, and she should be here shortly. Did you need something in particular, or…”

      “No. I’m not here to visit, Kara.” He reached out and ruffled her hair, scratching her ears in the process.

      Her entire body twitched in response, and her tail beat noisily against the ground. She’d kick up dust if the courtyard wasn’t spotless.

      “Then…”

      “I’ll be establishing a gateway connection between the palace and Gharrick Pass, then I’ll be moving between both places regularly. You can expect to see a lot of me.”

      Her smile nearly blinded him. “Welcome back, my lord,” she repeated, but with a lot more heart.

      “Ehh, you’re still acting like that?” Fei teased.

      The catgirl slunk toward the front of the group and leaned against Nathan. Her tail wrapped around his leg. Kara’s fierce glare was met with a smug look from Fei, who had happily eaten the canary and much more beyond that.

      “Remind me again who’s been running your knight regiment while you’ve been frolicking around the palace?” Kara said, her voice saccharine sweet. “On top of assisting Narime with the defense and logistics of the entire region? I can stop, if you’d like.”

      Nathan had never seen a face turn from smug glee to utter horror so fast.

      “No, wait, that’s not—”

      “What do you think, my lord? Captain Fei is so amazing that she doesn’t need me anymore. In fact, I think if you ask Narime, she’ll be more than happy to let me help her exclusively from now on.” Kara’s expression hadn’t budged an inch while Fei twitched and grasped at the air as if it were the situation she had lost control over.

      A low whistle escaped the Twins.

      “Savage,” Laura said.

      “Got that right. You should stop now. She’s already dead,” Maura added.

      “I dunno, that seemed pretty light to me,” Nurevia said while rubbing her chin. “The real kicker would be to reveal that you stopped doing her work for the past few weeks in anticipation of this.”

      Kara’s face turned to horror. “But that would hurt Lord Nathan.”

      “And there’s her weakness.” The Twins sighed. “You can’t twist the knife if your target knows you’ll never risk collateral damage. Nathan’s a big boy, with a big dick. He can swing it in some other girl’s face and get her to pick up the kitty’s slack if she can’t get her shit together.”

      “What kind of man do you take me for?” he drawled.

      The sidelong looks of his Champions, including several surreptitious glances at Seraph, suggested they thought very little of him.

      He didn’t choose his Champions based on their ability to do his paperwork for him. Although the idea had some appeal. If he had several more Seraphs…

      “I think we can safely put that idea to rest,” Seraph said while sweeping the gathering with a cold gaze. “Why don’t we head inside?”

      Her calm, measured tone belied the implied threat. Nathan internally revised his plans.

      “Um, actually, Kara, I do need to talk to you about something,” Fei mumbled to her old friend as everyone stepped inside.

      The bark of laughter that escaped Kara suggested she had a very strong opinion of Fei’s potential appointment to countess. Or possibly of the fact Fei had been dumb enough to tease her seconds before asking for more support. Forward thinking, Fei was not.

      To Nathan’s surprise, two of his Champions awaited him at the far end of the entrance hall.

      Six silver fox tails, each nearly as large as a person, encased the figure of a kimono-clad woman. Her name was Narime, and two sapphires gleamed in her open collarbone. The blue and gold of her kimono contrasted well against her long silver hair, which was done up in hairpins that glittered with non-magical sapphires.

      She was dressed to impress, and Nathan wondered if that signaled she wanted some attention. He had been absent lately.

      Next to her stood a dark elf in a figure-hugging set of dark armor and a trio of iridescent opals. Her leotard, armored greaves, and a ceremonial breastplate allowed plenty of dark, luscious skin to peek out along her thighs, chest, and arms. Astra never felt the need to flaunt, but her body put most of her kin to shame. Her short white hair was tied in a short ponytail.

      “Astra, I thought you were still in the Spires,” Nathan said, stopping short of them.

      “Was. Safe.”

      Everyone collectively blinked. Nathan tilted his head and took a few seconds to process her words.

      “That was a pause between the words, right?” he asked Nurevia. “So she meant she was in the Spires, and they’re safe now?”

      “Why are you asking me?” the younger dark elf said, shaking her head in exasperation. “You’re the modern Astra decoder, aren’t you? Shouldn’t I ask you?”

      “Weren’t you her subordinate?” Narime chimed in. “Surely you can understand her well enough.”

      “We usually talk in our tongue in the Spires, idiot.” Nurevia switched to the dark elf tongue and said something that Nathan didn’t fully comprehend, but that he knew was unkind.

      The fox’s eyes narrowed, and she spat back a pithy response in crystal-clear dark elf. Nurevia froze, while Astra howled with laughter.

      “Idiot,” Astra said with a grin.

      “Ooh, can you do that, Nathan?” Fei asked, holding her hands below her chin in anticipation.

      Several pairs of eyes seemed to expect him to reel off a sentence in perfect dark elf. Even Fyre watched with excitement. No doubt they remembered his performance with Tarkan in the Enclave, when he spoke excellent Faerie.

      He raised his arms in surrender. “I only know a few languages. As a noble, I was taught enough to negotiate with territories that might not speak the Common Imperial used in all former Imperial territories.”

      One of the benefits of the Empire’s once glorious reign was that it had unified almost all of humanity, and not enough time had passed to allow languages to change too much again. Some rules might have changed enough in 500 years to annoy Astra, but only the most distant regions tended to differ.

      “Wait, if I insult you in dark elf, you can’t understand me?” Maura asked with a grin, then proceeded to do exactly that.

      Astra and Nurevia grinned, while Narime crossed her arms with a huff.

      He merely rolled his eyes. “I picked up enough of the language during my time in the Spires to know the curse words and insults. Those are always the first words you learn.”

      “Shit,” she said in dark elf.

      “Your time in the Spires?” Kara asked, tilting her head in confusion. “You must be a quick study, my lord!”

      Everyone stared at her, then at Nathan. Somehow, he felt that excluding Kara from his secret would be a mistake given her growing importance to everything.

      But at what point did he start including or excluding Champions and assistants from his many secrets? Even now, not everyone knew everything. Fei had twigged to more than the others, and Fyre knew the entire plan inside and out. Who knew what Astra had inside her reclusive mind.

      “I think we’ll have a talk about that later, Kara,” he said, putting the thought off.

      She nodded happily, and Fei simply punched her friend in the arm. The two beastkin glared at each other, before grinning. A strange camaraderie, although one that Nathan was used to from his old world among other beastkin.

      But not Fei. She’d always been more reclusive with her kin.

      “Ahem,” Narime said, pretending to cough into her hand.

      Trying not to laugh, Nathan stepped forward and swept his Champion into a hug. She sighed happily and wrapped her arms and tails around him. Her heat bled into him through the thin layers of clothing that separated their bodies.

      Then her lips pressed against his, and her heat did more than just bleed into him. Fingers ran across his belly and she moaned when he touched her. He—

      “Ahem,” Seraph said, not even pretending to cough.

      Narime pulled her head back barely an inch and stared point blank at Nathan’s face. “Kindly go fuck yourself, Seraph. You’ve had him to yourself for weeks.” Then she mashed her face against his again.

      After his favorite fox had her fill of showing off, Nathan turned to face everyone. Normalcy returned as knights and assistants wandered throughout the hall. If he gave the order, everyone would split off.

      Well, nearly everyone, he thought while eying Fyre.

      “I plan to stay here for the time being, but I’ll need to arrange for a connection back to Aleich ASAP,” he said. “People will notice if Fyre is gone for too long. Kara, can you arrange for accommodations for Fyre, Harrum, and the Royal Knights? I expect we’ll need to organize permanent barracks space inside the keep for a rotating garrison of Royal Knights, but work with Ciana on that.”

      The two beastkin looked at each other, then nodded.

      “Um, don’t I have a bedroom here?” Fyre asked, her wings wrapped closely around her body.

      “You do,” Sen said. “I don’t think anyone’s touched it other than the servants, but it might be a good idea to check it anyway. For, uh, surprises.”

      Most of his Champions began to wander off, taking this as a dismissal. Today had been a long day, after all, and they hadn’t been in their own bedrooms for far too long. He expected not to see them until the morning.

      Astra looked at him, and he was firmly ensconced in Narime’s arms.

      “Did anything happen in the Spires?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Politics. Falmir. Unimportant.”

      That sounded important to him, but Astra was notably non-communicative right now. He’d pry it out of her later.

      “Do you plan to stay long? I still want to establish some sort of gateway to the Spires, but…” He bit his lip.

      As he lacked a binding stone in the Aurelian Spires, his new method wouldn’t work for teleportation there. Then again, he could just teleport manually there for Astra.

      “I think it’s easy enough to collect you myself if need be,” he said. “And drop you off.”

      “Thank you,” she said with a small smile. “Return soon. Wanted to see you.”

      She gave him a meaningful look, before turning on her heel and striding out of the hall. Her violet cape fluttered behind her.

      “Now then,” Narime purred, with an undercurrent of menace as she pulled Nathan’s chin to face her. “Why don’t we go for a walk?”
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      Even though he’d only just returned to Gharrick Pass, Narime led him to one of his other fortresses. The gateway system still connected his old network of binding stones, and he knew that she based herself out of Castle Forselburg, to the north.

      One quick trip through the heavily fortified basement later, Narime turned and gripped his hands.

      “I’d like to take you somewhere, so we can talk and walk,” she said.

      He shrugged, and let her teleport them away. Her tails weaved a pattern while one of the sapphires in her chest glowed. Several seconds later, they blinked away and reappeared along a forested pathway.

      The path looked surprisingly well tended to and led in a circle around a large pond that was partially iced over. The late hour meant that little light made it through the dense thicket of dead trees that surrounded them. Narime raised a hand and a dozen balls of light lit up the clearing.

      Nathan saw no signs of civilization nearby, other than the path and what he guessed to be a small rock garden. The dull sensation of magical sensory suppression wards lingered over him, but they were too weak to affect him.

      “Is this where you bury the bodies?” he joked.

      “Why bury them when we can just burn them,” she said, linking her arm with his again. “But no. This is a… meditation track, of sorts. One of my kin’s villages is nearby. We like to maintain places like this, where we can go to think without interruption. Sometimes it’s useful to escape the confines of a box.”

      She led him around the pathway. Despite how cold it should have been, it failed to seep into his body. A warming spell lingered around them.

      “A box isn’t so bad,” he said.

      “I’ve noticed you don’t go outside much,” she said.

      Nothing was said for many steps.

      “Seraph sent me a message earlier today. It was cryptic, but she wanted to know if you had approached me about anything important regarding my position recently.” The way Narime’s eyes stared at Nathan without her face moving disconcerted him. “Naturally, I didn’t answer, but I can understand what happened.”

      “You haven’t been left out,” he said quickly. “The conversation I want to have with you is different.”

      Her fox ears flattened, but she waited patiently for him to continue.

      Tread lightly, his senses warned him.

      “I offered Seraph, Fei, and Ciana the opportunity to become Bastions,” he said.

      Unlike the others, she didn’t attempt to interrupt him. Only the slight widening of her eyes belied her surprise at his words.

      “My experiments aren’t finished, but I’m certain I can overwhelm whatever issues restrict the capability of Champions who become Bastions. Especially as I can teach mental magic properly, instead of the improvised version taught to most of us.”

      She nodded, but her lips had thinned. “And?”

      “That’s it.”

      “I’m asking what about me, Nathan?”

      “Do you want to become a Bastion, Narime?”

      She gave him a cutting look and stopped walking. When she turned, he saw the glittering reflection of a ball of flame in the pond behind her. Snow piled up in the surrounding hills.

      “The fact you didn’t bother to ask me, or wait until we were all together, suggests you already know the answer,” she said. “So why don’t you tell me.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. Somehow, this felt similar to the Fei response, but less dramatic.

      “I didn’t wait to ask you, because I already knew you’d refuse,” Nathan said. “You’ve always valued yourself as a strategist, a subordinate, an advisor, or somebody who supports me or others. In a way, I think you’d make a better Bastion than Seraph. For all of her skills, she’s molded herself into a subordinate role. You could be more.”

      Narime inclined her head, lowering her tails while raising her ears. “But I don’t want to be. You’re right. Oddly enough, your explanation irritates me less than I thought it would. You can read me, but I feel you don’t understand my reasoning. Do you?”

      He chuckled and stepped up to her. Before he could place his hands on her hips, she slipped her own arm around his back and began to walk forward again. He stumbled as he tried to maintain pace. Her tails tickled his back and neck as they walked.

      “In my world? I could have guesses,” he said. “But I’ve seen enough of you now to know that I was a little naïve about you. You’re different to Fei and Ciana. They’re young, and were utterly transformed by the fall of the Empire. But you already had a few centuries under your belt and saw Kurai fall.”

      “So I’m predictable?”

      “Not in the way you think.” He tickled a tail, and she giggled. “I know your mannerisms, behaviors, and what you like and dislike. But there’s a lot you never told me. I suspect you never trusted me with it, felt it was unimportant, or perhaps there were many secrets that died with so much of your race and Kurai.”

      Narime’s breath caught and she turned away from him. Adjusting his gait, he spun and remained next to her.

      “That’s a little unfair,” she muttered, running a hand over her face. “You’ve been so open with me.”

      “Not entirely.”

      “Yes, but more than I have been. But my secrets pale in comparison to yours. Most of what the Guardians of Kurai protected seems quaint, or even incorrect, the more I learn from you.” She stared out over the darkening water. “The truth of why I don’t want to be a Bastion is that it is not my race’s place. We came to Kurai from a land long lost to time. Do you know that?”

      “Yes. Doumahr was once a much larger place.”

      She nodded. “I wondered if you knew. My people have an ancient word for this continent that we are forbidden from using in public. For we believe in the goddess’s power, and she renamed it. According to legend, anyway. We’re old, but not that old. Perhaps Tarako might know, but she’s so taciturn.”

      Wait, who?

      “When we came to Kurai, my race became protectors. While there have been mystic fox Bastions, they are few, and it is often believed to be a mistake to make such a leap. I know that some are questioning the practice now that Archduke von Milgar is in talks with the elders, but I’ve stepped aside. But while I am with you, I appreciate the peace of not needing to think about it.”

      “I can appreciate that simplicity,” he said.

      “Can you?” A bitter laugh escaped her. “That simplicity seems like an illusion that those with power hide behind to avoid hard work, sometimes. If we had used our power and knowledge, could Kurai have been saved, much like you are saving Doumahr now? No, it’s not simplicity. It’s selfishness. I’m not a good person for admitting this, Nathan.”

      His face hardened and he gripped her hands. She looked up at him with equally hard eyes.

      While he wanted to cheer her up, her expression gave him pause.

      “You’ve rejected the idea that a Bastion should stand by and let ‘smarter men and women’ handle politics. The world burned for that ideal, just as Kurai did,” she said. “It’s not a good thing to look the world’s ills in the eye and refuse to use your power to better them. But if I become a Bastion and attempt to shoulder that burden, I worry I’ll lose more of myself than I want to.”

      “Then you don’t have to. Just as you have so far, you can stay with me, as a Champion.”

      She smiled at him. “I know. That’s why I chose you as my mate, and let you claim me. So that you can help me carry my burden. But I feel that I should do something to help you. More than just boss around your Champions while you are away.”

      Many words floated to the forefront of Nathan’s mind to assuage her. All of them felt trite.

      So he went with physical action. The kiss he planted on her lips lacked the heat of their earlier greeting, but he felt her warmth. Her arms wrapped around him and her leg rubbed against the back of his calf.

      After a minute of hugging, they separated and continued walking. Nothing was said as they looped around the pond twice. Night fell.

      Rustling disturbed them. Narime waved a glowing hand toward the source, and a pair of feminine squeals made it clear they were being spied on.

      “Don’t worry about them,” she said. “The clearing is warded.”

      “I noticed.” He coughed. “You, uh, might want to improve them. They don’t affect me.”

      She gave him a sharp look, then grimaced. “I suppose that links into my next topic.”

      “The sapphire with your name on it,” he said, reading her mind.

      She grinned. “While I have misgivings over your knowledge of me, I do not mind this part. It’s sometimes nice to have a partner who almost seems like a long-lost husband.”

      They paused while he enhanced the wards on the clearing. With only a little bit of binding stone power—they must have been close to Castle Forselburg given the ease with which he used it—he placed a powerful, permanent ward on the walking track.

      “I’ve always valued my knowledge, flexibility, and magical prowess,” Narime explained while staring at several pairs of fox ears poking up over the snow in the distance. “Meeting you has diminished my confidence in that.”

      “You realize that you taught me a lot of what I know about magic, right?”

      “Before you met the Messengers, I imagine.” Her sharp tone brooked no compromise. “I feel like an apprentice struggling to understand a particularly prodigious master, but I’ve already studied for centuries and I’m staring up at an insurmountable wall. More than power, what I want is an edge. Something that allows me to bridge the gap between us, so I can be a sorceress who genuinely stands by your side.”

      “Any trigem Champion can stand by my side,” Nathan said.

      “Really? Would you say that all of us could match Astra in your past?”

      He paused.

      Was that the case?

      For all the power of the three women who had been his most trusted and powerful Champions, he doubted any of them could have helped him as much as Astra might have against any Messenger. Even the battle against Thanatos would have been drastically different.

      “Thought so,” she muttered. “What could I do in your past?”

      “Do you truly want to know?”

      “I want to know what I must overcome.”

      He nodded. “Your trigem ability allowed you to instantly cast any sixth rank or lower spell. You still needed to know it, and have the magical reserves for it, but it allowed you to destroy armies by yourself. Even large invasions were stopped dead by you.”

      “Hmm. That is impressive. Rubies allow Champions to store spells, but I essentially invalidated them.” The smug look on her face suited her. “But it won’t bridge the gap. My issue isn’t casting spells, or unleashing immense power, but knowing the spells necessary to win a battle. Would my arsenal defeat Thanatos? Or even the Twins? Or you?”

      “Then?”

      “Knowledge. Or something close to it.” She pressed a finger against his nose and leaned forward. “Truthfully, I can’t think of something myself, but you’re my Bastion. Perhaps you can think of something to make up for the past few cold and lonely weeks. What I want is to bridge the gap of knowledge and ability between us, so that I can carve apart space and counter ascended magic like you do.”

      Her demand left him with plenty to think about, although he didn’t need to do much thinking once she teleported him back to the castle and rode him all night long.

      Finding the time to spend on her demand was far harder. But as Nathan once again settled back into Gharrick Pass and began to put his plans into motion, he turned his eye to his Champions.

      And to creating his first trigems in this world, rather than merely claiming one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 18

        

      

    

    
      Vala danced across the ancient marble stonework of the palace’s rear courtyards, while a Royal Knight matched her every movement. Both of them held a single long dagger in one hand, and an open hand with the other.

      All around them, dozens more knights participated in similar spars, with the same equipment. They wore little armor beside their standard uniform. Many bore cuts and wounds, which would be tended to by the healers tutting from the sidelines.

      Nathan sat on a bench nearby, in a separate area that overlooked the courtyard. A lush garden filled the rear concourse of the palace, and much of the space had been converted into areas to relax or dine in for the nobility.

      Right now, the only people who used the space were the servants, knights, and a handful of nobles and royals residing here. Gorthal came here from time to time with a small army of bodyguards.

      Sunstorm clicked her tongue as she watched Vala charge her opponent. “She’s so reckless.”

      “Given her physical and size advantage, taking the offense is the smartest move,” Nathan said.

      “Yeah, but it’s also predictable and this is dexterity training. Vala might be able to bench press my entire family line back to the dawn of humanity, but it won’t mean shit if she can’t leverage that strength.”

      Ciana let out a hum while tending to the large pot of mulled wine bubbling away on the table beside them. Seemingly satisfied, she ladled out a portion and took a sip.

      “I think it’s ready,” she said. “Are you sure you don’t want some, Choe?”

      Sunstorm made a face. “You Imperials always make it so sweet.”

      “I think that’s because she’s a unicorn,” Fei said, leaning over the wine and taking a big sniff. “It smells great. You should try it, Reine.”

      Rather than respond, Reine merely frowned at the steaming red liquid that Ciana ladled into wooden goblets. Her tag wagged openly today, as Narime had forced the wolfgirl into a more revealing robe than her usual set.

      Said fox ignored them, buried in her book and sipping from a comically large bowl of sake.

      “If anything, it’s probably not sweet enough,” Nathan said. “I’ve seen the vats the knights make at Gharrick Pass each night from all the excess wine they’ve snatched up with their pay. It’s closer to honey, in both consistency and sweetness.”

      “I don’t think they bought that much,” Fei said.

      Nathan stared at her until she looked away guiltily. One of the first problems he had dealt with upon returning were the storage sheds loaded with barrel after barrel of wine. He’d expanded the underground storage in most of his castles as a result.

      Not that he wanted to be too angry about it. The war had interrupted the usual harvest and bottling seasons for vineyards. With the nobles focused on spending on war rather than pleasure, and transportation interrupted, merchants had found themselves loaded down with huge quantities of the luxury good. Especially in Amica.

      At some point, the knights had banded together and bought huge amounts of it. Now every night involved a ridiculous quantity of mulled wine, and his Champions made sure to monitor the guard schedules closely as a result.

      “I don’t mind if it’s not that sweet,” Reine said while licking her lips. Her eyes followed every movement of Ciana’s ladle.

      With a sigh, Nathan took one of the goblets. He then poured a splash from another bottle on the table. A stare of confusion greeted him as he offered the drink to Reine.

      “Try it. You’ll probably like it more now,” he said. “I added a sweet liqueur to offset some of the tartness.”

      “I feel you are teaching me another faux pas,” Reine muttered. “My agents don’t tell me as such, but I know they are judging me for my newfound taste in sweet coffee.”

      “Have you poisoned them yet?” Narime asked while turning a page.

      “No.” Reine tilted her head, and her ears flopped to one side. “You said that I shouldn’t. But if I am to do so, I have many non-lethal formulations available.”

      Narime raised her head and stared blankly into the distance. “How often have you actually made use of those formulations, Reine? Given your living situation.”

      “It’s a hobby of mine. If there is ever a need to ensure the death or incapacitation of an individual, I sometimes prefer to provide the poison myself.”

      “Um, does that mean we shouldn’t accept food from you?” Fei asked.

      Sunstorm snorted, and the frown she’d sported almost all morning threatened to turn into a grin. The others merely looked at Fei with their usual expressions.

      “Do you think I will poison you?” Reine asked in an entirely innocent tone with wide eyes.

      “Yes,” Fei said. “If you think it will help Nathan.”

      While her expression didn’t change, there was a notable change in Reine’s eyes. They flickered over to Nathan.

      “I believe I understand your reasoning in offering Jafeila the title of countess now.”

      “Call me Fei.” The catgirl’s smile was far too bright given the subject matter.

      “Understood, Fei.”

      A muttered curse from Sunstorm indicated that the sparring session had likely ended. Nathan looked over to see Vala on the ground with the Royal Knight over her, and a dagger pointed at her neck.

      “How’d that happen?” he asked.

      “Poor footwork. She pressed an advantage she didn’t have, let her opponent get inside her guard, then got tripped when she tried to pull back.” Sunstorm scowled and crossed her arms. “I feel like she’s not learning a damn thing.”

      “Fei, what’s the win ratio between your knights and the Royal Knights?” he asked.

      The pouty glare that met his question was almost an answer. But she gulped down half her goblet before openly stating it.

      “We win about one in three matches,” she mumbled. “I don’t get it. We do so well in our own sparring, so why—”

      “Experience,” Narime interrupted without raising her head. “You’re an academy graduate and a natural, but most of your knights have only a couple of years of training. That’s barely enough to even qualify for the Royal Knights.”

      “Indeed. In fact, until the threat of civil war, Maylis required every member of the Royal Knights to be a spellblade. Even after relaxing the standard, she only chose experienced soldiers and retainers,” Reine said. “I believe being a spellblade is still required for bodyguard duty, and for all of my agents, naturally.”

      In the distance, Vala pitted herself against another Royal Knight. This duel went better, at least at first.

      “So they’re good,” Sunstorm said. “She’s a Champion. We should be better. Fei’s never lost a spar here.”

      “Fei can also move faster than they can blink,” Ciana said. “And I’m basically impervious to them. When they duel us, it’s like when we fight Astra. Have you beaten her yet?”

      “Fuck no. She’s as bad as Nathan. Predicts where I’m going to teleport, and just flattens me. If I hit her, it’s because she lets me.”

      “Exactly.”

      They watched as Vala took a desperate lunge against what she thought was an opening. Her opponent dodged and neatly snapped his dagger toward Vala’s arm, which would end the fight immediately.

      Instead, she dropped to the ground clumsily. Her leg swept his and both fell to the ground. Before either could rise, her legs had him pinned.

      But one of the officers came over and broke it up.

      “I believe that was against the rules?” Reine asked, eyes wide as she devoured the goblet of mulled wine and asked for seconds. Ciana grinned as she spiced it up just like Nathan did and served another.

      “This isn’t open sparring. They’re not equipped to let Vala crush their bones,” Sunstorm said.

      “That seems like an unfair disadvantage.”

      “She’s meant to learn more skills than just smashing everything in her way.”

      “Perhaps that is where her talents lie?”

      Nathan frowned at Reine’s observation. While Vala had been pushing herself in training lately, the reality was that these skills only went so far when she could physically shatter the skulls of her opponents with a punch—helmet or no helmet.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Fyre called out as she dashed up to them.

      Her expression turned thunderous as she saw half the wine gone and both seats next to Nathan taken. Ordinarily, she wore some form of religious garb or uniform, but she had switched it out for a modified Royal Knight uniform that nearly matched Ciana’s, with some added iconography of Omria.

      “We’re still waiting for Vala to finish sparring,” Nathan said. “Take a seat. It’ll be another… thirty minutes?”

      His Champions nodded.

      “Thirty minutes before I start the gemming ceremonies,” he finished.

      Fyre smiled. Then she strode up to Nathan and tried to sit in his lap.

      The problem wasn’t that he tried to stop her. Rather, her wings made it very difficult for her to sit in his lap, with her back to his chest, without hitting him in the face or disturbing others.

      After being sworn at by the others, she adjusted her seating so she instead faced Nathan. The others glared at her, but she refused to move. He chose to look over the top of her head while she pouted at him.

      His estimate proved to be on the mark and after several more sweaty rounds of sparring, Vala walked over to them. While a few knights kept an eye on her, little other security proved necessary.

      Even if she tried to run, Sunstorm wouldn’t let her get far. Not that there had been any escape attempts so far.

      “Am I interrupting something?” Vala asked, her face a mask as she stared at Fyre.

      “No,” Nathan said. “She gets like this sometimes.”

      “Isn’t that a problem? She’s the prophet of Omria.”

      “That’s the rumor,” Sunstorm said.

      Fyre glared at the assassin, then rose from her perch with a rustling of feathers.

      “Word has been spreading of her interest in Lord Nathan,” Reine said. “I understand it is largely approved of, if seen with much confusion.”

      “Approved of by who?” Narime asked. “I imagine the demographics are more important than the overall picture.”

      “There is little clarity or certainty at any demographic level. A noble in the Crusader faction may disapprove for the same reason another approves: that the prophet is involved with a man at all, whether he is a powerful representative of the Empire or not, is contentious.”

      “Omria feels that the only barriers between us are those we construct ourselves,” Fyre said.

      Vala snorted. “Is that a fancy way of saying ‘I’m the prophet and I’ll fuck who I want?’”

      “You’d get along with a certain pair of somebodies,” Ciana observed.

      “I doubt that,” Nathan said. “The Twins are crude, but they’re mean. Vala’s just blunt.”

      “I can be pretty mean, too.”

      “Yeah, that’s why the knights say you’re on perfect behavior,” Sunstorm drawled. “Come on, it’s time for the fun, right? I’ve been dying to see this.”

      Many pairs of eyes flitted between each other, although they spent most of their time on Narime and Fei.

      Notably, there was one person missing who everyone expected. But Nathan had already spoken to Seraph about an idea he had, and she had agreed to wait a little longer.

      She was on the verge of becoming a trigem. Risking everything because of his experiments was too dangerous.

      For now, they finished off their goblets and wandered into the gardens. There, they found the missing person standing by a pair of large ritual circles and an ostentatious chest. Her jades glittered in the dappled sunlight that filtered through the leaves above them.

      “I thought you weren’t coming today,” Sunstorm said.

      “Somebody needed to help with preparations,” Seraph said. “Sen’s busy.”

      “Again? She’s even been passing on some of her command duties lately.”

      Since Nathan had established his mental gateways between all of his binding stones, travel to Aleich was almost too easy. Sen had almost been abusing it.

      “It’s good experience for some of the other Champions. Kara officially became a duogem last week, so it’s good for her to spread her wings a little if Sen wants to blow stuff up,” he said.

      “Yeah, but she used to blow stuff up and boss people around.”

      “I expect her to still do that, but if we all spread ourselves thin, we’ll get nowhere.” Seraph raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that what you’ve been trying to teach our… guest?”

      Sunstorm winced and refused to look at Vala, who grinned at her self-appointed handler.

      The mood stayed pleasant despite the tension between Vala and the rest of Nathan’s Champions. Only Sunstorm had any real connection to her, and even that was in the form of phantom memories. Everyone else played along for Nathan’s benefit, whatever their apprehensions toward Vala.

      Whereas Vala just went with the flow. Nathan knew that she remained the same woman he’d fallen in love with in his world for that reason. A large part of how he’d managed to cope with the rapidly changing circumstances of his life back then was Vala’s ability to handle any situation.

      Stress and anxiety were like water off a duck’s back to her.

      Then again, given the way she beat herself up when he first captured her, that was too optimistic. He should know better. Just because somebody didn’t show their inner turmoil didn’t mean they weren’t a wreck inside.

      “You brought all the gems?” he asked Seraph.

      “Unless you took some out of the chest, yes,” she said.

      “But you did check?”

      She rolled her eyes. “They’re all there, Nathan. Do you want me to go through the dozen you put in here?” Her fingers ran along the gold trim of the torso-sized container beside her.

      Rather than respond, he confirmed the chest’s contents himself. At this very moment, nations fought over Champion-grade gems on the open and black markets. A single sapphire or diamond from this chest could allow someone to retire comfortably, probably with a newly awarded title, if a minor one.

      Gems were the currency of war. More so than castles, soldiers, and food, a handful of gems might turn the tide of battles and entire war fronts.

      Nathan needed them to defend his portals, patrol territory, and ensure he could continue promoting his existing Champions. As he expanded his power exponentially, his need for this currency rose even faster than he had anticipated. He had once struggled to get the sapphires for Fei, years ago.

      Now he needed enough diamonds, sapphires, rubies, and amethysts to provide for dozens upon dozens of his elite warriors.

      “They’re all here,” he said, before removing a pair of sapphires.

      Seraph frowned. “If you’re so concerned, why keep them all together? The chest is easier to steal than individual gems. And even if they break in, they can—”

      “When it’s kept in the vault, there’s nobody who can grab it save a trigem Champion.” He clicked the chest shut, and it glowed as its wards reactivated. “And even inside the vault, it’s not safe for most people to even touch. Making a dozen of these is much harder than one impregnable vault.”

      “Nathan’s just being paranoid,” Fei said while walking around one of the ritual circles. “This looks different to the one you used for Astra.”

      “That was a transference ritual. Any trigem ritual is complicated, due to the immense amount of magic involved in empowering the gem, but I can’t use the same one.”

      The rest of the Champions lined up along a hedge wall, chatting to each other. Except Vala, who watched his every move intently.

      After shooing Narime and Fei into different ritual circles, he double-checked them. Everything seemed fine.

      Realistically, he probably didn’t need the circles. The primary purpose of a ritual circle during the gemming ceremony was to focus power from the binding stones.

      However, a trigem was different. He’d created two—Narime and Vala—and transferred both Jafeila and Astra into his control. In all cases, the ritual had helped him substantially.

      Such was the gap between a duogem and a trigem. Even with his newfound expertise in mental magic, he doubted he could get away without the ritual circle. If anything, using one might help him make the gems even more powerful.

      He hadn’t missed the fact that the gem abilities he’d been granting were substantially stronger than those he had given most of his Champions in his world. Perhaps he had been too blasé in assuming he was an expert in the gemming ceremony when he first came here.

      “We’ve been through this, but I know you still haven’t made up your mind, Fei,” he said, drawing everyone’s attention to him. “I’ve been experimenting lately, and that means you have a choice. Do you want to accept a third sapphire now, or wait a little longer and maybe take a different gem as your third?”

      Vala hissed in surprise, drawing a few smirks from the others. Her surprise turned to annoyance when she realized only she was in the dark.

      “That’s impossible,” she said. “I know you’re some sort of Super Bastion, but there’s no record ever of a Champion having mismatched gems. Gareth mentioned that it causes some sort of…” Her face screwed up.

      “Disconstancy,” Fei said with far too much confidence.

      “Discordance,” Ciana corrected.

      “Yeah, that.” Vala gave the unicorn knight a thumbs up. “The gems don’t play nice together unless they’re the same type.”

      Nathan nodded. “That’s correct. Until recently, I didn’t really understand it. The gems themselves are almost true magic, unlike the magical science that Harrum and other sorcerers talk about. But that’s not the case.”

      “Uh, okay.”

      Apparently even that was going too deep, too fast. Fei and Sunstorm looked a little lost, even.

      “Every gem is good at something unique, right? Amethysts are physical; diamonds, opals, and garnets are all-rounders; sapphires are magic; etcetera. Bastions don’t understand why.” He waited until everyone nodded, then continued. “But that’s because the magic itself is different. The gems rely on the binding stone, using the Bastion as a conduit.”

      “So you’re our secret to ultimate power,” Sunstorm said.

      “I think it’s that he grants us power in exchange for protecting him,” Ciana said with a sharp look.

      “Both of you are wrong,” Narime said, rolling her eyes at the pair of predictable glares. “Nathan grants power to whoever he chooses. He is the master of the binding stones, and he empowers the gems as he chooses. That’s why we are Champions. Without a cause or a master, we are nothing.”

      Silence.

      Then Fei tilted her head. “So does that mean Astra’s true master is… whoever powers that third gem of hers?”

      “What?” Vala asked.

      Even Reine seemed alarmed, as she hadn’t heard this before.

      “A topic for another day,” Nathan said quickly.

      But Fei had made the right conclusion.

      Just as the Hound had been able to turn on Maylis for the sake of what he saw as his true duty, Astra obeyed no master other than herself.

      Until, perhaps, the being who gifted her immortality showed itself. The Twins had once joked that there might be a Messenger-version of Astra out there. Was there anything stopping her from attacking? Might she form part of the elites that Kadria had spoken of?

      “My point is that if the Bastion controls the power, then he can adjust it for each gem,” he said. “The discordance Gareth told you about is real. It’s the same problem sorcerers face when we try to cast spells of multiple elements at the same time. The solution is to separate the spells and combine the result.”

      “Um, I don’t get it,” Vala said.

      Almost everyone nodded. Even Narime shrugged when he looked at her.

      “I suspect you see a world that we don’t, Nathan. To us, we only feel our connection from you. An immense source of power that sometimes graces us with its presence,” she said. “From what I’ve heard, Bastions see a vastly more complicated world. A web of interconnected minds and entities that I can scarcely envisage.”

      Scratching his head, Nathan decided to give up on the detailed explanation and go with something simple.

      “Alright then. I know how to circumvent the discordance issue by modifying the gemming ceremony. It means I can give out different gems, among other things. But I need to test it out.” His gaze fell on Seraph.

      “I want a sapphire,” Fei said the moment he stopped speaking. “When you offered me the choice years ago, I chose this.” Her fingers ran across her first sapphire, embedded in her collarbone. “I want to stick with it.”

      “Alright. I already know Narime’s answer. Now you need to think about your final gem ability,” he continued. “Again, Narime already told me what she wants and I have a good idea of how to craft it.”

      “Well, that’s nice to hear,” the fox said, her ears twitching happily.

      “Um, I don’t really have anything in mind.” Fei pressed her fingers together guiltily. “Last time you explained lots of stuff and it helped.”

      He sighed. Somehow, he should have expected this.

      Then again, given Vala’s expectant gaze, going through all the details might help her make up her mind. She seemed more open to the idea of fighting for him now.

      “It’s a little different now you’re a trigem, so let’s cover that,” he said. “As a trigem, you need to specialize. Trying to broaden your skill set too far will only cripple you now. So your choices are narrowed. You either pick an ability that covers a major weakness or drastically improves your current specialization.”

      “Um, that’s it?” Fei blinked rapidly.

      “You have a lot of weaknesses.”

      “I do?”

      “Don’t sound so surprised,” Sunstorm said. “If I wanted to, I could teleport behind you and turn you into kitty sashimi. Or Sen could bomb you from across a battlefield.”

      “Oh. I guess I was focused more on Messengers.” The catgirl rubbed one of her arms with her free hand. “I don’t feel like I did much when we fought them. It’s not that I feel weak, but that they seem so strong.”

      “I was told you cut one in half,” Fyre said. “Isn’t that great?”

      “She was, um, distracted.” Fei’s cheeks reddened.

      “Focus,” Nathan said.

      In his mind, Fei’s weaknesses weren’t power. Those flames of hers consumed magic itself and made short work of most enemies. She qualified as a duogem-and-a-half, almost.

      Her duogem ability covered her longevity issue. Fei refilled her gem by consuming magic with her flames and could even overcharge to increase the intensity of her flames to harm more powerful enemies like behemoths.

      “Sunstorm covered two of your main weaknesses,” he said. “Long range is one, but I don’t think it’s wise to broaden your skills to handle it. But the other two are common in most duogems: endurance, and mismatched opponents.”

      The fact he’d called out that most duogems had this issue drew attention. Even Fyre seemed interested.

      “Endurance is obvious. At the Battle of Aleich, Griem would have been extremely dangerous if Astra weren’t there. If you can’t take down an enemy quickly, you’ll wear down and they’ll win by default. That’s how Astra defeats a lot of enemies.” He pointed at Fei. “Your endurance relies on your flames recharging you. But if you can’t harm someone, you have no endurance.”

      Fei winced at the blunt summary.

      “Mismatched opponents is harder, and broader. But it’s common with Messengers. When we fought Laura, she shrugged off almost everything.” Honestly, Nathan still wasn’t entirely certain how to easily defeat them, despite Kadria’s dismissiveness. “That’s why the Hound relied on his curse. He could cripple an opponent stronger than him, then finish them off.”

      “Ooh, so he had a trump card that let him win every fight,” Fei said.

      “Sure did. That’s why he’s dead,” Sunstorm said.

      Giggles rippled throughout the clearing, and Fei tried not to look too embarrassed.

      “Okay, not every fight,” she mumbled.

      Nathan continued, undeterred, “So, yes, you try to improve your strength to harm Messengers. But sometimes you’ll face enemies you’re a poor match for. An Astra who outlasts you; or a Laura who shrugs off your attacks. If you can’t take a hit or turn the tables, then you won’t be the trigem for the job.”

      “So… even as a trigem I won’t be the hero?” Fei asked.

      “I don’t think anyone is ever the singular hero when fighting a Messenger. They’re simply too powerful.”

      He looked around at his Champions, intent on drilling this into them. No matter how powerful they became, their enemies would always be stronger.

      Sen had been right in that regard.

      The reason Nathan had failed in his last world was that he had forgotten that fact. Kadria had been far more powerful than him. If Messengers became even more powerful than her, he couldn’t stop with even five or six trigems.

      “Endurance…” Fei mumbled while twisting back and forth.

      “I recommend waiting and getting a diamond if you want to take harder hits,” Nathan told Fei.

      Ciana gave him an odd look, and he saw that same dimming of her horn. This time, he checked Narime’s reaction.

      Her tails fluttered and she seemed to react to something, but nothing showed on her face. Narime raised an eyebrow in response to his gaze.

      “No, I don’t want to be Astra or Ciana,” Fei said.

      Ciana’s horn brightened.

      “But… I need something to keep me in the fight.” She bit her lip. “Sunstorm’s right. She could easily beat me. When we fought Thanatos, he tossed me around so easily. I still think I’m too weak, though. Can I get both?”

      Fei pressed her hands together beneath her chin and looked at Nathan with pleading eyes. The others smirked at him, expecting him to cave.

      Not that her puppy dog eyes affected the laws of reality.

      Fortunately, he had an inkling of how to help her.

      “So you want to be tougher, so that powerful enemies can’t sucker punch you or easily outlast you, but also hit harder in turn?” His words sounded skeptical, and Fei’s happy mood disintegrated.

      “I know it sounds like a lot, but—”

      “Sure.”

      Several snorts were swiftly covered up when Fei glared at the others.

      Meanwhile, Vala stared at him. She met Nathan’s gaze when he turned to look at her.

      “Oliver never did something like this,” she said quietly. “Going through all the possibilities. The details. The options.”

      “It’s only for duogems,” Nathan said, trying to be generous to his alternate self. “Monogems are shaped much more by their mental state.”

      “Maybe.” She looked away with a thoughtful gaze. “I just struggle to imagine him talking through something like this. Gareth, sure. But Oliver?”

      Given Gareth had helped Nathan form this approach to gemming ceremonies, that wasn’t too surprising.

      The real question was why Oliver didn’t accept Gareth’s tutelage in this world? Or was Oliver that stupid that it wasn’t offered? Something had gone horribly awry here.

      Now that the decisions had been made, Nathan needed to do the truly hard part of conducting the gemming ceremonies.

      Which was to say, he stuck it in his women. The process of implanting a gem remained as questionable and lewd as ever.

      “Three,” Narime whispered, her fingers running over the teardrop gem implanted between her breasts. “I almost can’t believe it.”

      “You deserve it,” he told her.

      A mental pulse ran between the two of them, and Nathan did his best to ignore it. Narime’s tails quivered with anticipation as she raised a hand. A glowing golden square appeared in one hand.

      “This is like a mental compendium of spells,” she said, wonder in her voice. “Somehow, I can understand and reproduce spell frames and techniques that I barely understood. Even ascended magic almost seems in reach but…”

      “I’d be careful with ascended magic,” he warned. “I modeled this after your counter ability. But rather than allow you to cast any spell you understand—as that’s pointless by definition—your trigem ability replicates any spell you’ve witnessed. What I don’t know is the cost of doing that. It’s possible you might cast a spell that can instantly exhaust you.”

      Narime’s expression tightened, and she dismissed the spell frame. “I understand. That’s why your presence is so much stronger, isn’t it? This is a safety measure.”

      He nodded grimly. “I got some advice.” From Kadria, namely. “By strengthening our link, you should draw on power from me if something goes wrong. It’s an artificial sympathetic gem.”

      The idea concerned him, but the principle didn’t.

      Fyre maintained her power as the prophet through him. Ciana’s physical strength came from his, and she provided him with greater endurance.

      Why not create a similar connection to Narime, so she could cast spells otherwise impossible for her?

      “Thank you,” she said, before ducking in for a kiss.

      Fei’s ceremony went as swimmingly. Although she certainly made more noise and he tried to ignore the sweet scent she let off as he left her mind.

      “Mmm, that always feels so great,” she said.

      Then, without a second’s warning, she burst into flames.

      Everyone screamed, save for Nathan who simply bonked his catgirl on the head. The blue fire failed to harm him, and she squealed.

      “That hurts,” she said, rubbing her head.

      “I doubt that.”

      “Fei, your mouth is on fire!” Ciana said, clearly fighting back her protective urge to grab Nathan and throw him away from the incandescent catgirl next to him.

      “It is?” Fei swiveled her head back and forth, as if that would allow her to see inside her own head.

      “Fei, turn off your flames.”

      “But I’m not… Oh.” The blaze vanished. “So that’s what it does. Oops.”

      Explaining this would take a while.

      “The short version is that this is another extension of Fei’s primary ability. But rather than wreathe herself in her magic-consuming flames, Fei converts her body to them,” he explained.

      Everyone blinked.

      “She… becomes fire?” Narime asked, skeptical.

      “Yes, but no. Rather, she becomes magic. Her flames aren’t really fire. They’re a form of ascended magic that consumes other magic. This makes Fei effectively immune to physical attacks, and even spatial attacks like Sunstorm’s, while also regenerating her body. With one big cost.”

      “Um, it’s exhausting?” Fei suggested.

      “Again, not quite. The problem is that all of your abilities are tied together. The more magic you’re consuming, the stronger you get. You’ll have more magic in your body, regenerating wounds, moving faster, and eating away at physical objects faster. The downside is that you need to be absorbing magic whenever you’re using that ability.”

      “So she’s a wildfire. Unstoppable while burning, but the moment she runs out of fuel.” Sunstorm threw her hands into the air. “Poof.”

      “I’m not sure if this is the endurance I wanted,” Fei mumbled.

      Nathan frowned. “Give it a try. Honestly, the times you haven’t been able to keep your flames running are nearly nonexistent. Messengers usually come with an army of fodder.”

      Which left only one Champion for the day.

      Vala.

      She bit her lip when his gaze turned to her.

      “You’re gonna ask me again, aren’t you?” she said.

      “I think this might be the last time,” he said. “After today, I need to seriously prepare for a trip to Trafaumh. Then there’ll be the spring session of the Diet. I’ve had a plan in mind that I think is a great fit for you, but it can’t wait that much longer.”

      “What, you put something on hold for a few months just to butter me up?” She laughed mirthlessly. “So, what do you think my useless ass can do? Train a unit of fodder? Be a spy? I won’t do that, by the way.”

      “If you needed to defeat the knights you’ve been sparring with, how would you do it?” he asked.

      Not a word escaped the others. The looks of shock on most faces didn’t surprise Nathan, but the fact Seraph and Reine remained unfazed did.

      Well, not Seraph. He had talked this over with her already. Had Reine spied on him? He hardly knew what she did with her time outside of her usual spymaster duties.

      Vala grimaced at the expressions on everyone’s faces. “Uh, I don’t know if I should answer that.”

      “You’ve spent time around Gareth, been trained as a Champion, and sparred for weeks here. I expect you have some opinion,” he said.

      “That’s…” She ran a hand through her messy hair. “Well, shit, yeah. These knights are hot shit. Falmir’s royal knights had nothing on them.”

      Really? That surprised Nathan.

      “But they remind me of demonic heavies, but better. Tough enough to take a hit, strong enough to hit like a catapult, and fast enough to be dangerous. Any Champion can take out a few. But once you’re facing a pack of them, you need to fight smart,” she said. “The Royal Knights are almost like Champion killers. Which I guess is why they’re defending the Empress.”

      “Really?” Fyre asked. “I thought they were trained to fight demons.”

      “That’s how I asked Fei to train her knights, but the principle is the same,” Nathan said. “A swarm of magically armored, well-trained knights can overwhelm monogems as easily as they defeat demonic hordes. The Battle of Aleich proved that.”

      Vala grimaced. “If you wanted me to defeat them, it would be with the kitty here.”

      “Eh?” Fei pointed at herself.

      “Yeah, you. You have an anti-army gem ability. Anything less than that just… won’t work. I can hit hard, but there are too many in a real fight. A diamond buys you time, but you’ll eventually go under. Speed is pointless if you can’t kill anything. Spells work until they stab you in the face, and they have their own spellblades.”

      “What about if you didn’t have a gem ability?” Nathan asked.

      Vala stared at him. “I mean, it’s the same principle, isn’t it? Pure offense. That’s pretty bad against someone like me, because I’ll always be stronger than a non-Champion. But if a Royal Knight faces somebody trained to overwhelm them, they won’t have a chance. Just like how I can beat the shit out of them if I get my hands on them.”

      “Which you’re doing more often,” Sunstorm admitted.

      “Is this your plan?” Reine abruptly asked, facing Nathan with her glowing eyes. “A secret weapon?”

      “A what?” Vala asked.

      “You said that Falmir doesn’t have a match for the Royal Knights. Do you think other nations will ignore what happened at the Battle of Aleich?” He shook his head. “I need a regiment, or at least a unit, of dedicated knight-killers. But they’ll need someone to lead them, and protect them from Champions in battle. I can choose someone else, but you have the nous for it.”

      “Do I?” she muttered.

      “I believe you just proved as much in front of all of us, and Omria herself,” Fyre said with a smirk. “And think of what Nathan can offer you in terms of gems. What do you have to lose?”

      Vala’s stare suggested she thought she had a lot to lose, and that Fyre was the last person she wanted to hear that question from.

      Even so, she turned to face Nathan.

      She gulped.

      “Can you give me more than this crappy garnet? I’ve been told so many times that this is a cheaper, worse version of a diamond.” Her jealous look at Ciana spoke volumes.

      “I can,” he said.

      “Then I’m in.”
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      What remained of winter passed swiftly. Nathan found himself regularly traveling between the palace and Gharrick Pass during his duties, and his schedule adjusted to suit. Even though the Diet wasn’t sitting, the Imperial Army needed rebuilding and Alice delegated most military affairs to him.

      Not that he knew what his position truly was. Bastions were the lowest rank of noble, equivalent to knights. They existed to command armies and defend the realm, but acted on the orders of the nobility, who governed the Empire.

      Except Nathan was nobility. More than that, he was Alice’s fiancé, and that proved a growing complication.

      “Even if there is no formal coronation, you are effectively an emperor,” Torneus told him one night in Tartus. “My sources tell me it is viewed like a triumvirate: the prophet, the Empress, and the general. But given your personal connections tie everything together, as well as your engagement to Anna, only the naïve underestimate your power.”

      “So I’m the dark lord trying to conquer Doumahr?” Nathan joked while swirling the cloudy liquor in his glass.

      These nights had become more frequent of late. Where Torneus had once been Nathan’s archenemy—an entity he feared and loathed in equal measure, and who still haunted his dreams due to what his death had done to his old world—now he was a wise ally.

      The old man appreciated quiet nights that they drank together. With Leopold gone, Nathan didn’t mind them either. It allowed him to escape the almost suffocating grasp of his Champions and knights.

      More than a few of them were rutting right now. For his own safety, as much as his sanity, he’d asked Seraph and Ciana to keep any horny beastkin at arm’s length.

      Nathan was old enough to think of better things to do than spend a week or three surrounded by a small army of young, mindless women rubbing themselves against him.

      Well, that might be a lie. But he told himself that for his own good. Fleeing to Tartus and watching the stars from a small balcony in Anna’s palace made for an excellent break. All Nathan had to put up with was the sometimes-cheap ouzo that Torneus served.

      For a man who had risen to control almost the entire Federation, Torneus had rather cheap tastes. He dressed simply, drank cheap swill, and preferred hearty and salty fare. The man himself was ordinary looking. Clean-shaven, with closely cropped white hair, and plain white robes that were common to the region.

      “Given you’re the prophet’s chosen, I don’t think ‘dark lord’ is what comes to mind,” the old man drawled. “Rather, wiser minds are realizing that just because the Nationalists have failed, and Gorthal has stepped aside, that doesn’t mean the nationalist war machine has been stopped. If anything, the Holy Anfang Empire is resurgent again under Omria.”

      “Nobody’s called it the Holy Empire in a thousand years. Even when she still crowned Emperors herself,” Nathan said.

      “I understand Falmir renamed itself. It is now the Holy Kingdom of Falmir. I’d say that people are responding in kind to the zealotry that our enemy is stoking.”

      “Our enemy?”

      Torneus laughed and took a long slug from his glass.

      Behind them, shapes moved through the frosted glass windows. Nathan ignored them. Ciana’s emotions had yet to react, so he assumed that they were simply aides or soldiers moving about.

      Or Anna. She had long since returned to Tartus from Aleich. Whenever he spent the night chatting with Torneus, she tended to complain that Nathan wasn’t spending the time with her.

      “Yes, ours. I’ve been appointed administrative regent of the archduchy.” Torneus smirked. “I understand that I can’t be given a noble title by virtue of how many people want to kill me.”

      “Anna mentioned,” Nathan said. “I believe her exact words were ‘There’ll be a second rebellion if I give him any title, no matter how meaningless.’ And you’re claiming that I’m a villain.”

      “We are villains-in-arms. Comrades, even.” The old man cackled. “I expected you to make something of yourself after how easily you tore down my power structures. This…” He waved a hand in the air. “Is more than I ever thought possible. The schemes that wrapped so many of us up in knots have been torn apart.”

      After rising from his seat, Nathan walked over to the edge of the balcony. The city of Tartus glowed in front of him. The night markets had kicked off again now that the chill had thawed, and a small stream of people could be seen wandering down streets full of lit stalls.

      Many of those merchants had fled to Tartus in recent months. For once, Nathan tried not to think about what might have become of them in his world.

      “You say that, but I still feel tied up,” he said without looking at Torneus. “By Trafaumh especially.”

      Torneus joined him on the railing and both men stared out into the night in silence.

      Months ago, he had realized that he had escaped the bonds of his past. The crises he fought against were like hauntings from his old world, and every time he thought he had won, he realized he hadn’t.

      What he wouldn’t give to go back to that certainty. Everyone looked to him for guidance. While Alice prepared for a spring session of the Diet and his Champions trained his armies, his role was to steer the ship through unknown waters.

      But unlike before, he knew nothing about what was to come. Falmir’s royal family was dead, its republican movement had failed, Trafaumh had yet to become a theocratic dictatorship, and Doumahr remained largely habitable and peaceful.

      “You seem far too troubled for the unassailable victor of the civil war,” Torneus said. “Your opponents are backing away, your rival prophet remains at bay, and most nations are slowly reaching out to you to resume relations. Even the Spires, who sealed my fate, seem amenable.”

      “Trafaumh are the fulcrum.” Nathan made a seesaw motion with his hand. “The war didn’t end. It merely transitioned into something grander. You said it yourself. Nationalism didn’t go away. The turmoil of Doumahr hasn’t been solved, merely channeled. If we don’t do something with it, Charlotte will.”

      “Isn’t that the purpose of your trip to visit Trafaumh and the other nations?”

      “Yes, but they’re stalling. Alice delayed the spring session of the Diet to visit them, but now she worries they’ll ask her to visit during it.”

      “Ah.” Torneus stroked his chin. “I suspect this may be where my experience is of more use. While you seem to know of Baudelaire’s power and influence in the Inquisition, you don’t know her limitations.”

      “She has those?” A twisted grimace crossed Nathan’s face.

      Torneus let out a bark of laughter. “Oh, yes. Just as I did. Influence isn’t power, but merely a currency that can be traded for it. Baudelaire maintains her control over the Order of Trafaumh from the shadows using the Inquisition’s immense influence and questionable powers, but even she has limits. If she’s stalling, it’s because you’re a threat.”

      “And what do I do? As powerful as we are, entering Trafaumh’s territory is an act of war.”

      “Whatever it is you do, I recommend not waiting. Trafaumh is a nation of old men and women who are the masters of bickering and stalling. They outplayed Gorthal and his predecessors. They outplayed Falmir in this recent civil war. If you give Baudelaire an inch, she won’t take a mile, because she’ll already have all the distance she needs.”

      Torneus’s words settled into Nathan’s mind and in the morning they set his thoughts ablaze. He returned to the palace and, despite the objections of most of Alice’s staff, convinced her to plan the trip to Trafaumh anyway.

      Such was the benefit of being her lover. Sometimes he didn’t need ironclad reasoning to convince her to go along with his plans, although he knew he should come up with some before she possibly caused an international incident.

      The mild winter allowed them to head north with ample time to spare before the spring session. Months, in fact.

      Messages had been sent over the wireless, by mail, and even through special channels that Reine maintained in her intelligence network. The elven merchant that Nathan had recruited during the civil war, Tarkan, made himself somewhat useful.

      Despite that, Trafaumh ignored them. The ambassador implored them to wait, but the imperial convoy still set off. Several dozen carriages, escorted by a small army of Royal Knights and Champions, left Aleich over the course of a half-day celebration.

      “This feels like a bit much,” Nathan said, standing on stage behind Fyre while she gave a speech to a crowd that seemed literally endless.

      The boulevards and plazas of Aleich’s business hub teemed with the city’s populace, as they poured in to say farewell to the prophet. A solid wall of knights kept the more fanatical at bay.

      “As far as they know, Fyre’s not coming back for months,” Narime said. “Their beloved prophet is leaving them to go visit Trafaumh. It’s somewhat important that she assuages fears.”

      “And Alice?”

      “I told her that it was good for her image. The nobility have been alarmed that she’s visiting a nation we were at war with only a few years ago. Popular support weakens their claim against her actions.”

      After the overwrought and tedious festival, they finally left Aleich. Not that Nathan planned to risk ambush. Even if the civil war was over, the likelihood that somebody had planned a surprise along the route was too high for his liking.

      Plus, the more time they could spend resting while they waited to see Trafaumh’s reaction, the better.

      He teleported the convoy north, to a large estate owned by a count loyal to Milgar. Plenty of room for the knights to encamp, and high quality food and drink had been provided despite the noble’s confusion about their arrival.

      One day, others would cotton on to Nathan’s teleportation ability. Today was not that day.

      “How long do you think we need to stay here?” Alice asked him as they entered the manor house. “I’m not used to traveling so far without using a gateway. My advisers said at least two weeks, but that seems so long.”

      By road, the trip would be close to 250 miles. Two weeks was generous for a standard march, so at least Alice’s advisers seemed competent.

      “It can vary a lot. Horseless carriages can cover a lot of ground by themselves, but we have a full escort. Not to mention that nobles usually get tired after a few days and want to rest.” Nathan shrugged at her look. “Even I go a bit stir-crazy after a week in a carriage, Alice. We’re fortunate that we can sit here and monitor the outside world.”

      “People will notice that we’re not on the road. Trafaumh might call our bluff.”

      “That’s why I had Seraph arrange a decoy convoy. They can also flush out any ambushes. That’s why I brought Reine, as we might want to issue some last-minute orders to deal with seditious nobles before we leave.”

      Although the insistence with which Reine had requested to travel with them suggested there would be words when he sent her back to Aleich.

      His Champions spread out throughout the manor house. Fei and Ciana corralled the knights, but everyone else settled in. The servants lurked behind corners, desperate to stay out of Alice’s sight. Nathan didn’t miss the way she actively scanned for them.

      Only Astra was missing, but Nathan planned to collect her shortly. While she didn’t have much interest in Trafaumh, he wanted her there.

      After all, the more trigems he flaunted, the harder it was for them to ignore him.

      “I still think this is insane,” Alice said once they settled into a secure room and Nathan warded it.

      Reine and Fyre followed them in, but kept silent.

      “They’re not going to turn us away,” he said. “Even if they would ignore you, the optics of turning back Fyre will burn the Regal Council badly.”

      “Nathan is correct,” Reine said with a hand over her heart. Narime had forced her into a dress for the duration of this visit, and her tail could be seen behind her. “I have captured numerous debates between the members of the Regal Council. Turning us aside does not seem to be an option.”

      “Until it is. Sometimes foolish things happen in politics,” Alice said. “We’re pushing them. If we roll up to their borders, somebody might do something stupid. There’s a fortress only a stone’s throw from the canyon. Tharban carved out his name in a Bastion who controlled it during the war years ago. The new one might have a bone to pick.”

      “The canyon’s our territory, even if we let them conduct their ceremonies and celebrations,” Nathan said. “If they won’t let us enter, Fyre can make some noise. The Regal Council won’t ignore her putting on a show there.”

      “I’m sure that will make us feel better when they’re attacking us.”

      He scowled. “I know what you’re getting at, but that only pushes me onward. Torneus is right. If we let Trafaumh choose the terms of engagement, we’ve already lost. If they’re willing to start a war over something this minor, then there’s no point playing charades.”

      Alice’s expression became stony, which was unusual for her. “You’ve been trying to actively avoid war. This seems rash for you.”

      “It is, and I’m still trying to avoid war.” He ran a hand through his hair. “But I feel that if we rest on our laurels, we’ll regret it. To us, the civil war was a great victory. But our true enemies have only just begun to move.”

      “If Trafaumh won’t let us in, we are leaving, aren’t we?”

      He took her hands in his and massaged her knuckles. “Yes. That’s why I brought everyone. It’s a show of force. Trafaumh isn’t going to pick a fight with multiple trigems, let alone Fyre. They’re zealots, not madmen.”

      “You realize those words mean the same thing to most people?”

      Reine tilted her head, her tails and ears following suit. “There is a difference, Your Majesty. A zealot is—”

      “I know the dictionary definition of both words, Reine. Thank you. My point was semantic,” Alice said, perhaps a touch primly.

      “I merely felt you should know, Your Majesty. Many confuse the two.”

      The look Alice gave Nathan held the unspoken question of, “How did he put up with Reine?”

      “What about the Twins?” Fyre asked. “They might provoke an attack.”

      “If anything, I’m less worried with them along,” Nathan said. “If the Regal Council doesn’t show, I can use them to chase away any attacks.”

      “With their… succubi abilities,” Alice said. “Could you do the same yourself? Like with Tharban?”

      He winced and looked away. “Not at that scale. I haven’t exactly practiced. Even doing it to Tharban was a stretch for my skills and needed their assistance. Whereas they manipulate others for fun. If they wanted to, they could wreak havoc.”

      “Are you certain they haven’t?” Fyre asked. “Couldn’t they be misbehaving under your nose?”

      “If they form a mental connection with anyone else, I’d notice. And while their mental magic is good, I don’t think I’d call it subtle.”

      Whenever they’d used it on him, he usually noticed quickly.

      “But they could be,” she pressed.

      “It’d be suicide for them,” he said. “If I find out that they’re meddling in the minds of any of you, or even my knights, they’re dead. No excuses. I’ll sever my connection to them, and they’ll reckon with you.”

      Fyre blinked several times, before her eyes widened. “Ohhhhh. Because they won’t have a binding stone connection.” Her cheeks reddened and she flapped her wings at him. “I’m excited you think of me as the true Omria, Nathan.”

      “It’s important that he does, given where we’re going,” Alice said. “And you can save the flirting for later.”

      Once their strategy meeting wound down, Alice and Fyre left. Nathan planned to as well, but the slow back and forth of Reine’s tail hinted that she had something to say.

      Despite Alice’s absence, the servants refused to enter. So he took a seat in one of the simple oaken chairs. Despite the size of the manor, the furnishings were far from lavish. Rustic, was the term he’d use.

      Then again, he supposed this was some count’s holiday home, or perhaps where he slipped away to see his mistress or entertain his friends during the warmer months. Just as Anna’s family had struggled to maintain their small family mansion in Trantia, other counts couldn’t lavish funds on every property they owned.

      If anything, Nathan reminded himself how fortunate he was to be a Bastion. With a binding stone, he conjured up whatever furnishings he wanted. While he was no stranger to rough sleeping on campaigns, his usual accommodations rivaled the palace. No wonder Alice had happily settled in when she had first met him.

      Reine wandered over to his side while he lost himself in thought. Her eyes seemed to be gazing into nothingness, but he could never tell with her. Who knew what she was observing with her divine eyes.

      “I wished to talk about your travel plans,” she said.

      “Do you?” he asked, his tone neutral.

      “You want me to return to Aleich. I know this.”

      He nodded.

      “I do not.”

      Sighing, he reached for Reine’s hand. She took a step backward to evade his grasp.

      “I’m not going to bite,” he said.

      “I know. But you use the senses to manipulate others. By grasping my hand, you will use soothing motions along my knuckles to trick me into thinking that your actions are what I desire. I have witnessed you do as much with the others. Physical contact is desirable.”

      “If I could hold hands with everyone and get my way, then I’d be the most powerful man in the world, Reine,” Nathan said drily.

      “But you know what I mean.”

      He shrugged. Put as bluntly as Reine put it, Nathan sounded like some manipulative gigolo who controlled his women against their own wishes. Given how rambunctious his Champions were, he doubted that was the case.

      Even getting Alice out here had required some long, in-depth arguments. Some of those had taken place in bed, but mostly over pillow talk.

      “I’m listening, Reine. If anything, you’re the one who has to convince me,” he said.

      “Why? You’ve told the others that you will observe their desires.”

      “There are limits. Nobody has told me that they want to run off and venture across the world. I didn’t offer everyone the opportunity to become a Bastion.” He pointed at Reine. “You’re in extreme danger simply being outside Aleich. I said that I will protect you without that silly mask. I’ll stand by my word, and I won’t lock you up in the basement to prove it, but I have my limits.”

      She gulped, her cheeks reddening as she looked away. The wag of her tail became erratic. “But… the more I’m around you, the more I want. When Narime proposed that I become your Champion, I thought nothing more of it than a chance to help you. You’re everything I want in a prophet. Strong, intelligent, far-sighted, ruthless—”

      “Reine.”

      “I want to help you in Trafaumh,” she said, attempting to stare him down with those eerie eyes of hers. “Let me come with you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if I’m going to face my past, like you have, then I need to go back.” Fear crossed her face, but Reine remained steadfast. “I don’t want to live in fear. You freed me. I want to help you, and ensure that I’m worthy of being your Champion in the future.”

      Who was he to deny such a heartfelt request?

      But if he allowed such an innocent and weak wolfgirl to go into Trafaumh like this, he’d never live with himself.

      “Okay,” he said. “On one condition.”

      “Anything,” she breathed out, voice husky.

      “You’ll become my Champion before we leave.”

      “But my affinities…”

      “That was a lie, as you’ve already overheard.”

      Her cheeks flushed and she looked away. A finger scratched at her cheek.

      “What I wanted to do was assess how I might create Champions before I risked you,” he said. “That’s been done. So I’ll enhance you before we leave. An endurance enhancement.”

      “No gem?” A note of hope leaked into her voice.

      He shook his head. “I already have your gem, but I don’t know how to carve it. It’s… special. But I don’t know how to carve gems, so all my power is useless. I’ve tasked Tarkan with finding a gem carver while he’s in the Spires.”

      “Ah. I had wondered what you asked him to do. I shall ensure he redoubles his efforts.” The expression on Reine’s face was terrifying, and Nathan wished the elf all the best when Reine found the time to focus her efforts on him.

      As he rose and prepared to leave, something tugged at his jacket. Looking down, he saw Reine looking down, her ears and tail downcast.

      “Um… I am ready for physical contact now,” she said, biting her lip.

      Refusing wasn’t an option. If asked, Nathan would swear that he had no choice but to ruffle Reine’s hair and ears. Her happy sighs and soft giggles he elicited with his touch had no role to play. Nope.

      Afterward, Nathan swore her to secrecy about what happened here, mostly so that the others didn’t learn her technique.

      Fei’s puppy dog eyes had lost their effectiveness long ago, but he’d never escape her if she stole Reine’s method.

      A week passed in silence. Their stay in the manor house was pleasant enough, and Alice managed to coax some of the servants out from their hidey-holes. The warmer weather allowed the knights to enjoy the nighttime as well.

      As expected, somebody couldn’t help themselves and an ambush struck the decoy convoy. The Nationalists responsible were swiftly captured, but Reine confirmed the presence of several Falmir Champions nearby. They didn’t blow their cover and retreated, but that meant little against her eyes.

      No signs of Gareth, however. That suggested this wasn’t a serious attempt. Perhaps Charlotte had some way to track Fyre.

      They began to decamp, as they needed several days to reach the Pearlescent Canyon from their current location. Then a message came over the wireless.

      “Revered Bastion Nathan, by the grace of the Regal Council of the Order of Trafaumh, you have our permission to grace the holy site of her emergence upon Doumahr,” a stiff voice said over the wireless. “An esteemed council of representatives shall greet you at the borders of our great nations. Please contact us to finalize arrangements.”

      Then the voice ended the call just as abruptly.

      Fyre stared at the wireless with an intensity that suggested she wanted to incinerate it. “What was that?”

      Nathan heard her teeth grinding from halfway across the room. Everyone else seemed almost as irritated by the pomposity of the official.

      “That’s what Trafaumh is like,” Nathan said. “You can filter out a lot of what they say, but the attitude never ceases to be grating.”

      “You can say that again,” Alice muttered. “Grandpa sometimes shouted them out of the throne room. Leopold used to tell me all sorts of stories.”

      “But… they are meeting with us?” Fei asked. “I didn’t really understand what they said.”

      “You and me both,” Maura said while rubbing her temples. “What the fuck was that? I thought my translation magic fucked up.”

      “Word salad, mostly,” Seraph said. “The rulers of Trafaumh have agreed to meet Nathan at the Pearlescent Canyon. Curious that they addressed him, not Alice or Fyre. That’s an odd move.”

      “The opposite of what Baudelaire did last year,” Alice noted. “It must be intentional. Whatever the case, we’re clear. Let’s not waste time. We can deal with the politics once we’re buried in stuffy nobles and clergy. The next month will be tiresome. Enjoy the rest of the trip.”

      Alice’s words were truer than most of Nathan’s companions realized.

      Several days later, they climbed the hills surrounding the canyon. However, they didn’t descend into it. Instead, they stopped at a very precise ledge and stared into the eerily shiny crater ahead of them.

      As one might expect, the Pearlescent Canyon was named after its appearance. Its rocky surface held an iridescent luster that reflected sunlight off the white and gray granite stone in an unnatural manner.

      Even the canyon itself held an odd shape, as if somebody had pressed a massive rod into the land and carved out the earth, save for small valleys and boulders. According to Kadria, Omria had created the canyon as a demonstration of power to the faeries. These days, it was the myth of how Omria descended to Doumahr.

      This ledge contained multiple cairns where the Empire had held religious rituals to celebrate Omria for millennia. These days, Trafaumh favored the site, but it was a symbol of national power to the nobility in the Empire as well. A large fortress under Trafaumh’s control loomed on the far side of the canyon, to the northwest, and it contained a binding stone.

      Nathan disembarked from the carriages, along with his Champions, the Twins, and Alice. His knights remained close to the convoy.

      Opposite them stood a similarly large mass of soldiers and Champions, but far more priests.

      In the center stood Baudelaire, leaning on her cane, with Deverese and his Champions beside her.

      “Welcome to Trafaumh, Revered Bastion, Your Majesty, Your Holiness,” Inquisitor Baudelaire said.
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      “We are still in the Empire, Inquisitor Baudelaire,” Alice said with a fake smile plastered across her face. “But thank you for your hospitality, nonetheless.”

      The assembled clergy bristled, although Nathan didn’t recognize any of them. This might have been because Baudelaire had replaced those in power by the time he graced the halls of Trafaumh in his world, or possibly just world-hopping issues in general.

      But he did recognize the vestments and symbols of office of the various clergy members of Trafaumh’s church. As the Order of Trafaumh had been constructed during the secession from the Anfang Empire, its structure and hierarchy greatly resembled the one Nathan was familiar with. The priests present stopped short of the Regal Council, but were generally powerful.

      While Alice undertook the long and arduous process of greeting the many officials and clergy—usually with specific gestures and precisely chosen curtsies—Nathan explained what he knew to Fyre and those Champions near him.

      “The bishops are like nobles. Within them are the cardinals, who vote on the leader of the church, like the counts do on Alice,” he explained. “Then there are more ranks, including ones I won’t go into. I think there are five different types of archbishop, but they’re just the ones who control swathes of ecclesiastical land.”

      “You made that word up,” Fei said, her ears and tail flattening.

      Fyre nodded enthusiastically, whereas Ciana merely frowned.

      “It is a highly specific term for anything relating to the Church of Omria,” Reine explained. “Given the devolved state of the church in the Empire, there hasn’t been a true ecclesiarch or anything related to it since Omria ascended.”

      As Reine spoke Omria’s name, a familiar scratching struck Nathan’s mental barriers. Fyre scowled at the wolfgirl and a wave of power washed over his mind, blasting away whatever presence tried to intrude upon him.

      “Don’t say her name,” Fyre said. “You affect him less than the others, but it’s still dangerous.”

      “I…” Reine’s tail drooped. “My apologies, Lord Nathan. I shall do my best in the future so I do not endanger you.”

      “It’s fine. Everyone else took a while to learn. It might not hurt if you keep it up to provide some cover, anyway,” he said. “I might need to take some risks myself, given where we’re about to go.”

      Leopold had warned him that others noticed when he refused to speak Omria’s name. Trafaumh was a land of faith, and also a land of gossip. Heads would turn if he never spoke the goddess’s name aloud.

      “Isn’t Alice the… um…” Fei nearly bit her tongue trying to say a word she barely understood.

      “Just say ‘head of the church,’ Fei,” he said. “And yes, at least in the Empire. The priests here are mostly hermits. They’re plentiful, but many churches are run by the equivalent of the town mayor. We believe that the goddess vested her power in the people, rather than those who spend their lives running houses of worship for her.”

      “And Trafaumh doesn’t?” Fyre crossed her arms while giving the priests a sidelong look.

      The priests didn’t hide their intrigue and sometimes longing gazes. Not that Nathan felt they were undressing Fyre. Their longing was entirely spiritual.

      “They seceded because they felt that the Empire had failed the goddess and was departing from her will. That resulted in the Order of Trafaumh, which is basically a religious nobility. They still have ordinary nobles, just like the Empire, but with bishops alongside them,” he said.

      “And they elect a Bishop Errante, who wanders Doumahr in search of the goddess, in contrast to the Empress, who resides in her palace in Aleich,” Ciana added with a frown. “When I studied Trafaumh, it felt like a nation that wished to reject everything it broke away from.”

      “That’s probably true. The Empire didn’t combine Doumahr peacefully, no matter what the records show. There’s a reason everyone sounds different up here. Now that they’re free, I doubt they want to be reminded of the country that controlled them.”

      In fact, in his world, Trafaumh had achieved exactly that. To Nathan, this discussion had once been academic.

      Because Baudelaire had forcibly combined the clergy and nobility in Trafaumh following the fall of the Empire. While the coup had apparently been brutal, it had granted her total control over the nation, and allowed it to survive until Thanatos’s attack.

      The formalities appeared to be winding down, and Alice waved for Nathan to join them. Baudelaire had patiently remained beside the Empress this entire time, although he doubted she had paid much attention.

      Then again, perhaps she enjoyed bureaucracy more than Nathan thought. Baudelaire had risen to power for a reason, after all.

      Reine clung to the back of Nathan’s jacket as they approached the small cluster of clergy standing near Alice. Whispers began to spread throughout the ranks of the Trafaumh delegation, although some had already been present. Deverese’s Champion, Ysabelle, ran a hand through her dyed hair, as if hoping that might draw attention back to her.

      Baudelaire ignored the chattering and instead bowed to Fyre. “Your Holiness, allow me to formally greet you as a representative of the Regal Council of the Order of Trafaumh.”

      “I believe we have already met, Inquisitor Baudelaire,” Fyre said coldly.

      “As an inquisitor, yes, but today I represent something far greater than myself or even the Inquisition. The Regal Council is the voice of the Order, and therefore your conduit to the people of Trafaumh, should you be formally recognized as the prophet,” Baudelaire said.

      It was a credit to her power that none of the red-faced archbishops nearby interrupted. If this had been the Empire, there’d be an open brawl taking place by now.

      “And today will confirm that?” Fyre asked.

      One of the archbishops coughed. He wore a deep crimson robe, with a gold trim. Nathan didn’t know all the intricacies of the symbols and colors, but he knew that this man held significant power. Only the golden robes of the archbishops on the Regal Council outranked him.

      Like in the Empire, gold held power here. Its association with royalty, and therefore Omria herself, carried on in her absence.

      The rest of the colors all meant various things, but were of lesser importance to Nathan. In his eyes, any priest wearing gold had influence. Those without might be nice people, but they couldn’t promise much when dealing with people such as Alice or Baudelaire. Especially in Trafaumh, where hierarchy held tremendous power.

      “It will be taken in significant consideration, Prophet-in-waiting Fyre,” the archbishop said. “May I ask if you have a surname we might use? Once we assay your particulars, it is vital that we adhere to the formalities of the Order, particularly given your status.”

      “I am Fyre.”

      “Um, but surely you have—”

      “Beastkin don’t have surnames, Alain. Or at least, they never have in the past,” Baudelaire said, as she cast her gaze over Fei.

      Word had reached her about Nathan’s plans, evidently. If Fei became a countess, she’d be granted a surname that matched the name of her county. She’d become Fei von Important, if Nathan let her choose her own name.

      Alice had broken down in giggles for a solid minute when Fei had seriously said that aloud once.

      “And what of your… companion?” the archbishop, Alain, asked while looking at Reine. Or trying to, given she seemed unwilling to leave Nathan’s shadow.

      Whatever Fyre’s faults, failing to read a crowd wasn’t one of them. The rumblings in the Trafaumh delegation continued to rise. Whatever their thoughts on Fyre, Reine’s presence disturbed them.

      Fyre held the appearance of someone benevolent. Angelic wings, a pair of unicorn horns, and no unassuming parts of anatomy.

      By contrast, Reine’s eyes screamed heresy. Even more so than the succubi staring vacantly into the distance a few dozen feet behind them.

      “Reine is my disciple. An adherent to my beliefs, bearer of the power of Omria, and witness to her greatness,” Fyre said, her voice rising like a set of bells. “She has seen what our glorious goddess promises the faithful should they walk her path and elect to return her to her throne. Her eyes see with a clarity that only the truly blessed can.”

      As if thunder had struck above the delegation, they instantly shut up about Reine. Fyre snatched her by her arm and held the wolfgirl beside herself, while her wings flexed to their full width.

      Baudelaire watched in silence. Whether the other priests knew about the divine eyes was a mystery, but they knew better than to openly question Fyre here.

      “My apologies, Your Holiness,” Alain stammered. “I mean, Prophet-in-waiting—”

      “Enough, Alain. Once Her Holiness demonstrates her power to you, you will understand why I pay her the respect she deserves.” Baudelaire turned and gestured into the canyon. “I believe this place must speak to you, as the palace does. Please, show them what you showed me in Aleich.”

      Not a hint of doubt showed on Fyre’s face, but Nathan saw the slight shift of her eyes. As she strode up to the cliff’s edge, he joined her. Reine continued to cling to him, but she stood upright now and didn’t hide in his shadow.

      Behind them, Deverese and the others muttered something. They were shut down by Alice.

      The Pearlescent Canyon sprawled out before them, gleaming in the noonday sun. Countless smaller religious sites dotted the smooth floor of the canyon. As did many other markers from the recent war, as well as burial markers from countless millennia. The faeries once buried their leaders here, and despite racial tensions, the Empire never desecrated those graves.

      During the war, even Bastions as callous and cruel as Tharban avoided battle inside the canyon itself. Violating a sacred site of Omria was tantamount to heresy and might draw condemnation from far more than an opposing nation.

      “I can feel something here,” Fyre whispered. “Almost like a shard of Omria’s power.”

      With a wary glance behind himself, Nathan cast aural and spatial wards to keep eavesdroppers away. The Trafaumh delegation nattered about his use of magic, but sharp words shut them up. They didn’t bother to hide their displeasure that they were excluded from Fyre’s counsel and Nathan wasn’t.

      “Like the palace?” Nathan asked.

      She bit her lip, as if concentrating. The golden garnets in her chest glowed, and he felt power shudder around them, rumbling his very bones.

      “Please warn me before you do that,” Reine gasped out, her hands tightening around Nathan’s arm.

      Fyre abruptly stopped and looked at Reine with alarm. “You’re not hurt? I didn’t think I reached for you when I did that.”

      “I felt something. It was… unpleasant. As though a piece buried deep inside me was trying to burst out from my body and rejoin you.” Reine closed her eyes. “I had thought the power in me was fake, but now…”

      Nathan placed an arm on her shoulder and squeezed. “I’m assuming you’re reaching out for whatever this shard is?” he asked Fyre.

      She nodded. “The Imperial Palace was easy. Like a locked box that called out to me to claim it. This feels more like buried treasure. I know it’s here, but not where.” Fyre’s face darkened. “What did she do to cause Reine to react like that?”

      Nathan didn’t need to ask to know that Fyre was referring to Baudelaire. “I told you already. The power of the divine eyes comes from the distilled power of Champions. That it’s reacting to your power suggests that there’s a connection to the goddess.”

      He had always been taught that it was Omria’s protection that allowed them to use the binding stones. As he had learned more about them from the Messengers, that belief fell apart. Binding stones were pieces of Doumahr that channeled magic, not religious objects.

      What did it mean that Omria’s power was effectively indistinguishable from the binding stones that gave life to Doumahr? Had his original faith been correct? Or was Omria relying on the same source of power that Bastions and Messengers did?

      He at least knew that Omria was special in some way. Kadria had confirmed that.

      Omria existed as a concept of Doumahr. So long as the world existed, so did she. That’s how she vanished and reappeared constantly, no matter what happened in the interim. Her immutability was the reason Kadria had conspired to steal her power using Fyre.

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” he admitted. “It’s possible that Baudelaire used a separate step while creating the divine eyes. She is aware that the canyon should react to your power, after all.”

      “She said something about her,” Fyre said, looking at Reine. “You were right to bring her along, Nathan.”

      “I came of my own choice,” Reine said with a glare.

      The horsegirl merely shrugged and smiled. Turning back to the canyon, she raised her arms and stretched her wings out to their full span.

      “I think I can find it and create the reaction, Nathan. Can you shield her from me?” Fyre asked.

      He nodded and began placing what ascended magic wards he knew around Reine. Most were mental, but he tried adding what magical ones he knew. They were far from his specialty.

      Despite his efforts, Reine winced as Fyre’s arms and garnets gave off a bright, golden glow. Raw, unyielding power washed through the landscape. The cairns beside them shook and the very rock that comprised them began to shine like the canyon before them.

      Nathan gulped as he felt Fyre’s power crash through the leylines. He wasn’t actively using his magical senses and he still felt the effects she had. When he reached for his binding stones, the closest of which was nearly 100 miles away, a similar wave of energy cascaded through them, growing fainter with distance.

      “Fyre…” he began to say.

      “She says it’s fine,” the horsegirl muttered. “That it shouldn’t cause invasions.”

      That tracked with what he felt. Normal cascades caused demonic energy to clump up when it struck binding stones, as the portals absorbed as much as possible before releasing it in a sympathetic invasion. That didn’t happen here.

      After several minutes, Fyre stopped glowing. Other than the cairns, there had been no physical reaction.

      But that intense power she had emanated continued to surge through the leylines. By now, it had reached the palace. There, Nathan felt it press against his mind through his connection to the palace.

      They turned and saw awe plastered across the faces of Trafaumh’s delegation. Even Nathan’s knights seemed impressed.

      Baudelaire wasn’t. Her fingers drummed against her cane, as if showing her deliberations over whether to speak against Fyre.

      This hadn’t been what the inquisitor wanted to see.

      “Your power is, as always, deeply impressive, Prophet-in-waiting Fyre,” Baudelaire said.

      Fyre smirked. “Oh? Is that your reaction? You seemed so certain about what should occur here based on legends, Inquisitor Baudelaire. What gave you such certainty, in place of Omria’s power itself?”

      Baudelaire’s expression didn’t budge an inch. Fyre’s jab might have worked against the average Imperial noble, but Baudelaire had spent close to a century in politics.

      “I appreciate that you have shown the other delegates the extent of your power,” Baudelaire continued. “We shall return to Soreaux to inform the Regal Council of this display, so they might assess your potential as the prophet of Omria.”

      Archbishop Alain coughed, but Baudelaire shut him down with a glare before he said a word.

      “Then we shall—” Alice began to say.

      “Alone,” Baudelaire said.

      Alice’s fists clenched, but she didn’t respond in any other way.

      “Really? You’re so embedded in your ways, and so confident that things should play out exactly as you expect, that this is how you’ll act if I deviate in the slightest?” Fyre asked, a mocking smile on her face.

      “Fyre,” Nathan warned.

      Some of the Trafaumh delegates wavered, muttering to each other about Fyre’s actions. Notably, Deverese simply stared past Fyre, as if lost in thought.

      Or, perhaps, lost in his mental world. If he had half the capability that he had in Nathan’s original world, Deverese should feel the immense power cascading through eastern Trafaumh right now.

      “Your actions do not engender you to your supposed position,” Baudelaire said, her tone dropping for the first time since this little tiff started.

      “Oh? Is it not my place as Omria’s messenger”—Baudelaire and several archbishops twitched at this turn of phrase—“to question believers and weed out the unfaithful? If I forge her Empire on a bed of falsehoods and shirkers, then it will fall to ruin when tested by our enemies.”

      “And who are the enemies?” Baudelaire asked, staring openly at the Twins.

      “Everyone who would seek to bring about the fall of Doumahr. Adherents to chaos, allies to the demons who pour forth from portals, and the vile Messengers who seek to topple nations. If we do not stand together, then we cannot weather the storm. That is why I have been chosen, and it is why I work with Empress Alice and Bastion Nathan. I had hoped to work with Trafaumh as well.”

      Alain stepped forward. This time, Baudelaire hit him across the knuckles with her cane. Given she didn’t even turn, her excellent aim suggested many decades of practice.

      “Your words may hold wisdom,” Baudelaire said, her tone softening to Nathan’s surprise, “but to be chosen means more than words.”

      “I know. Which is why I needed to test you. Omria’s benevolence runs more than skin deep, but lack of faith seeps through open pores when exposed,” Fyre said.

      Was that supposed to be deep? Nathan wasn’t sure what to make of Fyre’s words, although the entire Trafaumh delegation nodded sagely. He even saw some of them writing it down. Baudelaire’s lips twitched upward.

      “Are you finally going to reveal your trick?” Nathan asked.

      Alice shot him a glare, as if to suggest he was in the doghouse for not letting her in on some secret. Not that he had known Fyre was going to pull this in advance.

      Even he wanted to grill her. This had nearly ruined everything.

      Fyre laughed and raised an arm. Her wings flared out.

      She snapped her fingers.

      The entire canyon rippled like the surface of a polished gold bar. Audible gasps, shrieks of delight and amazement, and spontaneous prayer broke out among the priests.

      It took all of Nathan’s willpower not to react in the same way. The show of power reminded him of the great wings that Fyre had projected above the palace last year.

      If he never knew the truth behind her, and had never suspected her of anything, would he have become one of her faithful? Would Fyre have reconverted him to Omria’s flock?

      Even more to the point, had a prophet emerged in his world, what might have happened? If Charlotte had this power, how different would things have been?

      The golden glow vanished instantly. Fyre’s expression flickered, and she glanced at Nathan. He caught a shadow of darkness near his Champions at the same time.

      Before anything could be said, Baudelaire bowed deeply—if slowly, given her advanced age.

      “My deepest apologies for questioning you, Your Holiness,” Baudelaire said. “This is beyond even my expectations. You truly are the prophet we have been awaiting since Her ascent.”

      “No, Inquisitor Baudelaire, it is fine. After all, there is a pretender, is there not? If you were less guarded, and more open to false claims, then Doumahr would be in peril,” Fyre said, her bright expression returning.

      What followed was a train of priests prostrating themselves before Fyre and asking to be blessed. She seemed almost annoyed by this, but kept a straight face and went through much the same process as in Aleich. Nathan saw none of the openness or activity she showed when walking among the crowds in the Empire or the Enclave.

      He was unable to escape, as Fyre shot him a pouty glare when he tried to step away. That left Alice and the others to make arrangements for further travel into Trafaumh.

      At least an hour passed before it seemed they were to be underway again. The senior members of the delegation gathered near the ledge again, now thoroughly blessed by Fyre.

      “We’ve organized to travel together to Soreaux. Regal Bastion Deverese maintains a fortress not far to the northwest. If we move swiftly, we should be able to reach it,” Alice explained.

      Nathan knew the location of the fortress, as it had been one of Deverese’s main hubs. That meant a hard march for the knights, likely into dusk. Far from ideal, but the Trafaumh delegation had brought far fewer soldiers.

      Which was strange.

      “I’m surprised you brought so few guards, Inquisitor,” Nathan said. “As talented as Regal Bastion Deverese is as your man-at-arms, there’s a significant gap on display.”

      The man in question stiffened, but refused to look at Nathan. Baudelaire merely smiled.

      “Perhaps. But sometimes it is not worthwhile to respond to provocation with an equal display.” Her eyes ran over the three trigems behind Nathan, and then over the Messengers. “Especially when we cannot hope to match it. In any case, this is a peaceful region of Trafaumh now.”

      “I’m surprised the nearby Bastion didn’t attend,” Alice said. She gestured to the fortress on the far side of the canyon.

      Baudelaire shrugged. “While the Church chose to invite along the local bishop to greet you, it is not in the Inquisition’s interest to needlessly expend resources.”

      Nathan could feel the veiled jabs at his own willingness to bring almost all of his best Champions here.

      Then again, he was responsible for protecting a prophet and an Empress. Baudelaire could go fuck herself with her implications that he was wasting resources. Who knew what might happen on this trip?

      As if he had tempted fate, the nearby fortress burst into a geyser of flames.
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      The roar of the explosion lingered in the air for several seconds. Tremors shook the rock beneath Nathan, and he felt Alice grab his arm. If anyone screamed in panic, the sound was drowned out by the wave of hot air that washed over them.

      Nathan felt his blood run cold as he stared at the dwindling column of flames. While his magical senses told him little, close to two decades of experience said everything.

      “Messenger,” he said flatly.

      Panic rippled through the Trafaumh delegation. While the clergy and officials looked around in panic, their faces a ghostly pale, and terrified sounds escaping them, the soldiers hardly looked any better. Even many of Nathan’s knights struggled to hide their growing panic.

      Baudelaire’s knuckles appeared sheet-white against her cane. Deverese remained steadfast, but years of fighting alongside him allowed Nathan to see through the façade. His was the face of a man steeling himself for death.

      “Establish a defensive perimeter here,” Nathan snapped out, his voice cutting through the din. “Nobody rush off. A Messenger can kill a Champion in seconds.”

      His glare stopped Sunstorm short, and she winced.

      As if his orders had reawakened years of training, the knights rushed into action. Orders flew thick as Fei, Seraph, and Ciana took charge. Ester and Ysabelle aided them from Trafaumh’s side, and soon the soldiers from both nations began forming what little fortifications they could.

      The rest of Nathan’s Champions assembled beside him, a mixture of emotions on their faces. Astra was antsy and keen to fight, Sen and Sunstorm seemed calm, Narime cast scrying spells in conjunction with Reine’s eyes, and Nurevia remained close to Alice.

      “It can’t be,” Maura muttered to Laura. “The hell is she doing here now, of all times?”

      “Maybe she didn’t get the memo?” Laura replied.

      Nathan looked at them, ignoring the nervous chattering and demands from the Trafaumh delegates. Alice said little while doing her best to appear calm, but the same couldn’t be said of Fyre. Her wings furled and unfurled as she stared at what was left of the fortress.

      By now, the flames had died down. What remained was a smoking crater.

      A feeling of utter dread welled up in Nathan. Dormant memories began to rise of burned out shells of fortresses in the eastern Empire in his earlier days.

      “Nathan?” Alice asked after creeping up to him. “This is bad, isn’t it?”

      “We still have time,” he said. “I’m certain that this fortress didn’t have a gateway, and it’s been destroyed if there was one.” He raised his voice. “Is that correct, Baudelaire?”

      Several of the officials spluttered when he left off her title, but the old women ignored them. The fact they had time to worry about rules and politesse at this time baffled Nathan.

      “You are correct. A gateway this close to the border is too great of a security risk,” she said. “But you seem too confident about this Messenger. That we have lost a portal is catastrophic enough. Kurai fell almost overnight in similar circumstances.”

      Maura and Laura looked at each other and nodded. Nathan had more important things on his mind than their antics, however.

      “We’ve defeated Messengers before without losing a nation,” he said. “I have a Champion with me who can attest to that.”

      This would have been a great time for Astra to nod in agreement, but she wasn’t paying attention. Everyone still looked at her and understood his point regardless.

      “We need to contain the invasion before it spreads,” Nathan said. “That means alerting all Bastions to the invasion.”

      “All!?” Archbishop Alain asked. “If we are fighting them now—”

      “Enough!” Baudelaire snapped. “This is the jurisdiction of the Inquisition, Alain. Speak again and you’ll be fortunate if I don’t throw you down the canyon myself.”

      Nathan would pay to see that.

      She leaned forward on her cane and the weight of her many decades visibly pressed down on her body. “You are the Bastion who tamed Messengers, repelled them from the Spires and Empire, and quelled a civil war. For all the might of the Order, the fate of Doumahr turns on your actions in this hour, Lord Nathan. By the powers vested in me by the Inquisition and the Regal Council, I grant you authority over the assembled forces of the Order. For what little it might matter.”

      “Thank you, Inquisitor,” Nathan said. “Deverese, I need—”

      “Nathan, we’ve spotted her,” Narime called out, her voice shrill, before abruptly lowering. “I can’t believe it. Are you sure, Reine? This isn’t a deception.”

      Even before they described the Messenger, he already knew.

      A towering figure of ice and fire, with glowing horns, black armor, and draconic scales.

      “It is fucking Siv,” Maura blurted out. “What the fuck is she doing here?”

      Then, without another word, both Twins soared into the air and toward the ruins of the fortress.

      “Maura!” Nathan roared.

      His Champions readied spells and weapons, and he swore Nurevia was a second away from firing her repeater crossbows at the fleeing Messengers.

      Then he slammed both succubi with powerful mental blasts and they crashed down in the canyon. Screaming and cursing emanated from below them.

      “For fuck’s sake,” he said, running a hand over his head. “Astra, bring them back here. Narime, they’re right, aren’t they?”

      The fox nodded, her face as pale as a ghost’s. Her hands shook, and he didn’t need to look into her eyes to see the memories of Kurai’s destruction.

      “It seems you do keep them on a leash,” Baudelaire said, looking at the floating Twins as Astra carried them back with her gem ability. “That is excellent to confirm.”

      Deverese seemed to disagree, but held his tongue.

      “If it’s Siv, then we can plan our tactics,” Nathan said, ignoring the comment. “She favors horde tactics. An angry tide of demons will pour out of the portal into the surroundings, spreading demonic energy. She’ll use the chaos she sows to create more portals, trying to create a tidal wave of demons that overwhelms anyone fighting back.”

      “Tactics?” Seraph asked.

      “Expect lots of lesser demons. Grunts, heavies, shamans and the like. Even if we had more knights here, they’d be less useful due to the sheer number of demons. Champions who specialize in destroying large numbers of demons will need to stem their advance. The rest of us can handle the Messenger herself. We can’t underestimate her strength.”

      “We’ll win,” Astra interrupted. “Have before.”

      Everyone stared at her.

      “Common Messenger. Attacked a lot.”

      “I cannot say I desire a return to that aspect of Omria’s Empire,” Baudelaire said drily. “You seem well versed in our foe, Lord Nathan.”

      “Siv destroyed Kurai.”

      The atmosphere changed in an instant. The growing sense of confidence from many nearby vanished. Utter fear filled the eyes of many.

      “Then the wheels of fate truly do turn in inauspicious ways,” Baudelaire said, before falling silent.

      “You’ve fought her?” Seraph asked Astra, a series of emotions twisting her face. “The Messenger who destroyed the Kurai Peninsula?”

      Both Narime and Sunstorm had similarly difficult expressions on their faces. If what Astra said was true, then it reflected poorly on their homeland.

      Astra simply shrugged. “No.”

      Seraph ran a hand down her face, then looked at Nathan. “Interpret, please. I don’t have the patience right now to deal with her.”

      “You recognize the name or description, don’t you?” he asked Astra.

      She nodded. “Very few Messengers.”

      Not how Nathan would put it. But Astra had a lot more experience, even if she had only experienced the final years of Omria’s time in the Empire.

      Given how Kadria had explained things, Messenger invasions had been far more commonplace. Presumably, not every attack involved one of the elites she mentioned.

      “But did you ever fight her outside a portal?” he clarified.

      Astra shook her head. “Too dangerous. She intervened then.”

      “She?” Deverese asked, clearly confused.

      “Omria.”

      Like the tide, that pounding on his mental wards came and went with Fyre’s assistance.

      “… the goddess repelled Messengers herself?” the Trafaumh Bastion clarified after a long pause. “Is it that dangerous for them to breach?”

      “Yes,” Astra and Nathan said together.

      She waited for Nathan to continue and attention shifted to him.

      “Messengers are powerful, but they increase in power drastically once they claim a binding stone,” he explained. “That’s why we have time right now. Siv has overwhelmed the defending Bastion and breached the portal’s defenses, but she can’t do much more right now. That will change if she reaches another binding stone.”

      He knew that they had questions about how he had learned this, but nobody voiced them. Right now, Nathan was their hope of avoiding a second Kurai, even if they disapproved of his reliance on knowledge he gained from other Messengers.

      The political aftermath could wait until after he’d stopped Doumahr from being destroyed.

      “Which is why you should let us go after her,” Maura snapped, trying to rise from the heap Astra had dumped her in.

      Her sister remained motionless, and Maura growled as she threw Laura to the side.

      “I’m certain Siv can’t teleport,” Nathan said.

      “That’s not what I mean. If you fight her, she’ll level half the fucking forest and burn you to a goddamn crisp. You never—”

      He hit her with the equivalent of a mental slap. Enough to shut her up, but not so much to knock her down again.

      Maura’s cheeks puffed up and she balled up her fists. “We have a deal. Don’t you trust us?”

      “This isn’t the time or place,” he said. “And it’s not a deal. You agreed to serve.”

      Omria-dammit, arguing with the Twins and talking about Messengers was the last fucking thing Nathan needed right now.

      Before Maura could stick her foot into his mouth any further and ruin relations with Trafaumh, Fyre flexed her wings and stepped forward. Her garnets glowed as she drew her scimitar, which gleamed as if it were forged from gold.

      “Bastion Nathan, what happens if the Messenger gets past us?” Fyre asked, her voice somehow both quiet yet booming at the same time.

      Despite her penchant for blatantly lying to people that weren’t him, Nathan had to admit he appreciated her ability to control a situation. No wonder she’d been so successful with her cult.

      “Ideally, we won’t let that happen,” he said. “But if it does… Best case, everything within a hundred miles is destroyed. That’s if we successfully rally support from the Spires, Trafaumh, and the rest of the Empire. Possibly even Falmir, given their capabilities.”

      Nathan remembered Gareth’s ability to teleport using portals. As dangerous as that would be right now, he might be able to prevent a cascade using the Twins.

      Assuming that trick worked when the portal had breached into Doumahr. He could already see the black and white tear expanding within the crater in the distance as Siv brought her horde into this world.

      He didn’t even know if he could close a portal with that trick if it was the only one Siv controlled. From his experience, Messengers didn’t cause cascades until they had multiple portals under their control.

      At times, that had been all that stood between Doumahr and complete destruction in his world. A Messenger might breach, but the damage could be limited to a relatively small stretch of land.

      Small being several thousand square miles, generally.

      “Worst case, Siv claims multiple binding stones, begins triggering cascades, slips through a gateway, and then terrorizes Soreaux. At the moment, the Empire is in a better place if she heads south, but we should assume she knows that,” he continued.

      “We should?” Fei asked. “How?”

      “We don’t just drop into this world like some dumb teen who signed up to die in some stupid war,” Laura said as she finally rose to her feet. “If all we did was flail around wildly, we’d be pretty shit at our jobs.”

      This would normally be when Sen or Sunstorm responded with a pithy comment, but they were far too worked up to bother.

      The succubus clicked her tongue and placed a hand on her hip. “So stoic. Boring.”

      Rolling her eyes, Fyre faced Nathan again. “Can we stop her?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Without us?” Maura asked, eyes bulging.

      He shut her up with a look this time, and she returned to pouting.

      “Lord Nathan, she’s moving,” Reine said. “As you predicted, her horde is immense. Thousands strong already and growing by the minute. I… have never seen anything like this.”

      Fortunately, he had.

      “Baudelaire, did you bring a portable wireless?” Nathan asked.

      She shook her head. “Given we are on the leylines, the local church has one. Will it function?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. This isn’t a cascade, but Messengers can knock out the wireless anyway. Fei, Deverese, send units to the church to contact others about this. The Spires might already know, but we’ll still need to advise them that support might be necessary, or to prepare for a potential cascade,” Nathan said.

      “Will they come if they expect a cascade?” Deverese asked.

      “Given Astra is here and their portal is still primed for a Messenger invasion, they’d be insane to wait it out. If there’s anything worse than one Messenger invasion, it’s two.”

      The panic from earlier began to subside as orders began to be issued. Nathan continued forming his plan.

      “We need to cut off the demonic advance. Even if we stall Siv, new portals can form if the demons run amok,” he said. “Maura, Laura, I need both of you to focus on the demons. Seraph—”

      “I understand,” Seraph said with a wan smile. “I can likely hold one front with assistance, but my gem abilities will be less effective against powerful magic.”

      “You’re leaving us to fight mooks?” Maura spluttered.

      He ignored her and faced Deverese, who had finished issuing orders. “I want you to focus on the demons.”

      “I can fight,” the Bastion ground out.

      “That’s the point. I know what your duogems are capable of. They excel at fighting armies, and you’re relatively close to a binding stone. My best horde fighters are trigems, and they need to be fighting the Messenger.”

      “Deverese,” Baudelaire said, her tone clearly a warning.

      “As you command, Revered Bastion.” Deverese bowed, but it lacked his usual flourish.

      That left guard duty. While the knights were capable, Nathan wasn’t so suicidal as to risk leaving Alice unprotected, given what Falmir was capable of.

      What if Beatrice was lurking nearby? The thought terrified him.

      “Nurevia—”

      “Don’t you fucking dare,” she thundered.

      “Protect Alice,” he ordered, towering over her. “She trusts you. I trust you.”

      “This is the second time you’ve given me this sort of job,” she accused, her purple eyes clearly hurt.

      “Because I trust you. If anything happens, get Alice out,” he said.

      Not exactly the most uplifting words in present company, but it needed to be said.

      With those words, his final orders had been given out. Seraph rushed off, and the Twins glided away after some urging. Nathan kept an eye on the direction they moved in until he was sure they weren’t heading toward Siv.

      That left him with a half-dozen Champions, and Fyre.

      Ordinarily, he’d say he had too little to defeat Siv with. The grim expressions of the Trafaumh delegates said as much.

      Trafaumh and the Empire had thrown almost everything at Siv the first time, and that was after she had torn through Kurai. The reason Bastions like Tharban and Leopold rose to prominence afterward was precisely because of how many died fighting her.

      But Nathan wasn’t the Bastion he had been a few years ago. If he couldn’t stop Siv with what he had, what chance did he have of holding Doumahr together when things worsened?

      “I didn’t sense her,” Fyre muttered as they prepared to leave and confront Siv directly. “Moments before the explosion, I felt her arrive, but that was it. She says it’s to be expected, but…”

      “Messengers are good at deception,” he said. “I’ve always suspected that they adjusted the methods they use to invade to avoid whatever technology we have available. Even the traditional method never anticipated a Messenger attack—sometimes they didn’t accompany the horde despite transforming the portal world.”

      “It still bothers me. What use is this power if we’re still standing at the brink?” Fyre’s clenched fist shook.

      “Welcome to my life,” he said drily.

      Several of his Champions snorted, and Fyre winced.

      “I didn’t mean—”

      “For somebody as obsessed with Nathan as you are, you underestimate how intense his paranoia is,” Sen said. “This is why he’s the way he is. To him, everything can fall apart while he’s asleep.”

      “I can better appreciate the feeling now,” Narime said. “Witnessing how sudden this was… It still feels surreal. As if I am repeating the earliest days of Kurai’s fall.”

      “It won’t be that,” he said. “Before we leave, quick strategy meeting.”

      They fell silent and all focus slammed into him.

      When he’d confronted Thanatos, he’d done so with the full knowledge it could be the last time he saw many of them. Nothing had changed.

      Even so, Nathan wanted to believe things had improved.

      “Siv’s basically an immensely powerful spellblade,” he said. “She uses the primary natural elements: fire, water, earth, and wind. But her power and spellcasting speed are absurd. The equivalent of a sorcerer casting supercharged sixth and seventh rank spells by snapping their fingers.”

      “Ifrit’s warning me that any elemental spells we use need to have disruption magic woven into them,” Sen said.

      He nodded. “That’s correct. Siv can and will take control of your spell if you don’t do that. Keep that in mind, Narime. Fortunately, Sen and I are the only ones who rely on spells. I can use ascended magic, and Sen has Ifrit.”

      “What if we’re targeted by her?” Fei asked. “I don’t think even my new gem lets me stop the inferno tornado.”

      “It won’t, but your flames might work.” He frowned. “You and Narime are likely the trump cards here.”

      “My counter ability,” Narime said.

      “That’s right. I fought her without you last time, and even then…” He shook his head. The differences between this Narime and the one in his world didn’t matter. “You can counter abilities you understand. The biggest issue you’ll have is raw power. Siv might throw spells as fast as you counter them.”

      “I’ll run dry in seconds.” She frowned. “That means I need to be tactical.”

      “No, it means we need a source of defense.” He glanced at Ciana, who raised her shield with a smile. “Ciana’s barrier, Narime’s counter ability, Fei’s magic-consuming flames…”

      That left himself, Astra, Sen, and Sunstorm to focus on offense, plus whatever Fei and Narime could spare.

      It wasn’t enough. Should he recall the Twins?

      But for all their power, there was a good reason he kept them away from this fight. Multiple, even.

      This would be a demonstration of power to Trafaumh. If it became a Messenger slugfest, then it might alarm them more than assuage them. He also didn’t want to risk Siv slaying either of the Twins, as he was deeply reliant on them for far too many things.

      Kadria claimed to be his partner, but the Twins were the sole reason he had a fighting chance against Siv.

      The second underlying problem was how easily they might seize the binding stone once Siv was down. Nathan knew he’d have to anger Trafaumh by stealing one of their binding stones, but the risk of either Twin using it against his exhausted Champions right after victory was too high.

      “Fyre, what is your defensive magic like?” he asked. “I can guess the sort of combat abilities you use, and I’ve seen some.”

      “You’re not making me stay behind again,” she said, red eyes gleaming with anger.

      “That wasn’t my idea. Rather, I want you to fight with us, but focus on keeping us alive. That seems both prophet-like and extremely useful. Siv hits hard and fast, but you have a source of power right here, don’t you?”

      She blinked, then bit her lip. “I’ll try. The palace was easier because it was tied to me, but I only have indirect connections to everyone here.”

      How exactly did her magic work? He didn’t have the time to find out.

      “That’s everything,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      Rather than cross the canyon by foot, Nathan relied on teleportation. As he could visibly see where he was going, he used a visible portal. Everyone bounded through the shimmering hole that connected them across the canyon.

      Once through, the temperature increased immensely. Fei sniffed the air, then shook her head. Nobody had started any fires yet.

      “Likely an aftereffect of the earlier spell,” Nathan said.

      At least, he hoped so.

      Roars from demons filled the air, along with a constant thumping as an endless tide of furious monsters surged forth from the nearby crater.

      Where there had once been a fortress was now a blackened crater of stone and earth, above which crackled a black and white tear in reality itself. The binding stone floated in midair, but the dull white glow had changed to a pitch black.

      “I’ve read about this, but to think it’s this bad,” Ciana said, staring at the portal.

      “Don’t stare at it,” he warned. “It’s not as physically painful to look at a portal in Doumahr as in the portal world, but it’s still disorienting.”

      But while their attention resided on the portal, a figure approached them. Her horns glowed with both ice and fire, and she carried a sword as big as she was over one shoulder.

      “Well now,” Siv said. “When Beatrice told me this new cycle was full of opportunities, I didn’t think she meant a rematch.”
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      Beatrice…

      Nathan didn’t waste any time on Siv’s words, however. The Messenger was too dangerous to risk that.

      “Attack,” he said.

      The next few moments became a blur in retrospect. Nine immensely powerful warriors prepared or launched their opening spells and abilities in the space of seconds.

      This was why Nathan had sent Deverese away. Even with the latter’s war experience, a battle at this magnitude of power left no room for hesitation. Once a Bastion died, all their Champions went with them.

      And Siv could easily kill Bastions.

      Her flaming horn surged with a pillar of fire as she hefted her blade into the air from fifty feet away. The air became stiflingly hot. Ribbons of white-hot flames shimmered into existence around her.

      Within seconds, everything in front of Siv would be reduced to an ashen wasteland, them included.

      Nathan and his Champions weren’t idle, however. His sword flew into his hand as he prepared his mainstay fifth rank spatial attack spell. Fei and Astra darted to either side, the former’s figure obscured by the cloak of blue flames she wore.

      Darkness pumped into the surrounding air. A glance back at Sunstorm confirmed she was responsible, as she used one of the rarer effects of her monogem ability.

      Fei and Astra left the curtain of darkness almost immediately, and were soon joined by Fyre. The prophet flew into the air above them, before coating herself with a soft golden glow. A gentle but insistent pressure pushed against his mental barriers.

      If this were any other circumstance, he’d refuse her. But times demanded desperate measures. He let Fyre in, and her power surged through the mental link, and into the tethers he maintained with his other Champions. Kadria’s fingerprints and mental tethers loomed ominously over the affair, but Nathan focused on the battle.

      Both Sen and Narime glowed with multiple pentagons of light as they prepared to unleash their own spells.

      All of them were too slow to meet Siv’s first attack, however. Her sword descended. With it came a blazing inferno of destruction that looked and felt like a targeted blast of Sen’s inferno tornado spell.

      As if they had planned this all along, Ciana calmly raised her shield. A glimmering barrier of silver light split the battlefield in two.

      The all-consuming roar of heat slammed into Ciana’s barrier. She visibly flinched and sweat formed on her entire body instantly. Nathan felt terror lash his mind over the mental link.

      But she held strong and Siv’s spell screeched uselessly against the barrier. Fei and Astra had long since outraced the barrier and were turning back around.

      A grunt indicated that Astra’s first attack had landed. Her psychokinesis allowed her to land attacks from a distance—damn useful against someone like Siv, who could turn her surroundings into a cacophony of spells and destruction in an instant.

      But the inferno only wavered slightly. Nathan knew Siv was trying for a decapitation strike. Mere seconds had passed, despite the intensity of what had happened.

      This battle would be over before it started if Ciana’s barrier failed.

      He reached out to her mind over the mental link. As expected, her gem reserves were dwindling rapidly. Previously, refilling these mid-battle would be difficult.

      But he wasn’t the Nathan he had been even months ago. Using his mental magic, he reached out to her and pumped binding stone magic into her gem.

      A gasp escaped Ciana, but her diamonds only glowed brighter. More and more power flooded her gem.

      After only a few more seconds that felt like hours, the blaze vanished. Everything between the barrier and Siv was a barren, blackened husk of itself. Grass, shrubberies, animals, leaves, and even the very dirt had been incinerated. The air shimmered with the haze of heat.

      Ciana’s barrier dropped and that heat rushed toward them. Nathan winced as scorching hot air blasted his face.

      But he and the others had held their spells. Siv’s sword lowered, and she stared directly at him with raised eyebrows, as if showing the slightest bit of shock.

      Their counterattack began.

      Astra surged toward Siv, sending sticks and stones hurtling through the air with the raw wind force she put out while running. Her arm cocked back, ready to pummel Siv again.

      “I’ve had enough of your immortality bullshit,” Siv growled, facing the dark elf.

      With an outstretched arm and her ice horn gleaming with an unholy frost, Siv unleashed the equivalent of the inferno spell, but with ice. Nathan barely had an instant to see the landscape turn to ice and shatter, and thick clouds of fog form from ice crystals.

      Astra stopped dead, her arms windmilling rapidly as if to obliterate the spell. As they had learned fighting Thanatos, Astra was immortal but not immune to stasis. If Siv froze the air around Astra, the dark elf might be fine, but she’d need to break free.

      Two of Narime’s sapphires glowed and the advancing tunnel of ice vanished. Siv snarled and sent more flames hurtling toward Nathan’s group as a result.

      This time, Ciana was spared. Narime’s supercharged fifth rank spell snapped into existence. The world between them and Siv shimmered strangely. The advancing wall of flames suddenly crashed into that shimmering effect, before completely vanishing.

      Siv barely had a chance to take in what had happened before a column of flames consumed her from below. Ribbons of fire licked the air above her.

      Spatial redirection, Nathan realized. Narime had pushed herself using her new trigem ability. It was, in effect, the same spell the Twins had used to get rid of his flesh-eating flood when he’d fought them years ago.

      Except Narime had a brain and did what Nathan had been terrified Laura might do: redirect the spell somewhere else.

      “Don’t let up. She’s resistant to the natural elements,” he said.

      In fact, he didn’t even know if her own magic could hurt her. If it was anything like a gem ability, then it couldn’t, for the same reason gem abilities couldn’t harm their Bastions.

      Sen grimaced at his revelation, but unleashed her own spell. Four circles of magic appeared on the ground around Siv. An instant later, streams of lava surged into the air, as if forming cables as thick as a stone wall.

      The streams converged above Siv and entangled, hardening at the very top where they met.

      Then the circles on the ground began to move inward. Some of the lava escaped the magical containment, turning into slag that burned the very stone itself. The air seemed thick with heat.

      And something else. Nathan cursed.

      “Barrier,” he ordered.

      Ciana obeyed, and silver light protected them.

      Just in time, as the flames around Siv dissipated. The lava continued to converge, now only several feet away from the Messenger. Siv’s face was the picture of rage as she tried to move.

      In the distance, Astra stood in place, her arms outstretched and muscles rippling with effort as she held Siv down. Fei remained at a distance, crouched and wreathed in flames, as if waiting for her turn.

      But Nathan’s intuition proved correct. The streams of lava began to ripple strangely. Neither of Siv’s horns glowed. Instead, soft green light emanated from within the cracks of her scales.

      A foul wind began to howl. Fei’s blue flames surged, most likely without her input.

      Then, with an almighty scream, Siv plunged her sword into the ground. Dozens of foot-wide cracks shattered the rock around her. The lava circles sputtered but remained steady.

      Only to be consumed by the violent tornado of wind magic that followed. Countless tons of molten rock swirled in the air, creating a makeshift inferno tornado through the combination of Sen’s and Siv’s spells. Only, Siv had complete control.

      “She’s in the eye of the storm,” Nathan said. “Prepare your next spells.”

      Grim-faced, Narime and Sen nodded. Wordless, they looked at each other and began casting sixth rank spells.

      “You need time?” he asked them.

      Sen ignored him, her face a picture of concentration.

      “Long enough. Everyone will need to get clear when I say the word,” Narime said, and he nodded.

      Soon, Siv reappeared.

      The Messenger blurred across the distance between herself and Fei. Cursing, Nathan prepared to unleash his spatial attack.

      “Astra!” he called out.

      A plume of ashen dirt and molten rock burst into the air where Siv ran. Astra’s arms pummeled the ground, cratering Siv’s surroundings.

      Next to him, Sunstorm blinked away.

      Ciana looked at Nathan, and he nodded. Her barrier lowered. The wind still howled, but the worst it had was a biting chill, rather than the cutting force previously. Without that barrier, he wondered if he’d be lying in pieces on the ground.

      Fei’s blue flames rushed forth to consume Siv, and a ten-foot high wall of cinders erupted to stop them. Astra’s blows ceased momentarily, and Siv emerged with little more than a few cracked scales.

      Then she saw Nathan’s glowing sword rising in a cutting motion. The Messenger’s eyes widened.

      An earthen prison slammed into existence around Siv. Narime’s gems glowed, banishing the summoned rock.

      Just in time for Sunstorm to appear behind Siv, and to unleash her spatial cut at the same time as Nathan’s.

      Their attacks rent gaping cuts in the front and back of Siv’s armored hide. But rather than blood, she gushed molten lava. No scream of fury escaped her, and instead her entire body seemed to grow in size and harden.

      All battle ceased for a few seconds. The flow of lava ceased, and it hardened over Siv’s stationary body.

      “This isn’t right,” he said.

      Despite her draconic appearance, Siv had died like any other person when he had fought her in his world. No dramatic display of lava or turning into rock.

      Cracks ran through the earthen shell that resided where she had been. Then the entire frame shattered in two and Siv burst upward, leaping through the air.

      She looked entirely unhurt. Even her uniform had repaired itself.

      “That’s new,” Nathan said.

      “New!?” Sen squealed, before wincing and refocusing on her spell.

      “I doubt it can be used too many times,” he said, a touch desperately.

      Maybe this technique had been sealed by the Hound’s curse. Or maybe Siv just had been too exhausted to use it after fighting the entire Empire.

      There wasn’t the time to debate or explain, however. Fei’s flames jetted toward Siv, and the Messenger responded by freezing the very air between them. This only fed Fei’s power, and her entire body looked as if it were formed of fire. Her tail lashed back and forth like a flaming whip.

      Once again, Nathan’s Champions began to converge on Siv. The spatial cut had worked, so he prepared another. What hurt him was the time it took to cast a fifth rank ascended spell. He didn’t risk decreasing the power, however.

      The battle between ice and fire finished with Fei’s flames utterly consuming the icy spells that Siv threw at her. The Messenger found herself retreating and constantly protecting herself from Astra with earth walls and ice jets that distracted Narime.

      With a snarl, Siv gave up on defense. Her form vanished into Fei’s growing inferno. The kitty’s power had reached obscene heights, and she fought inside a vortex of flames that approached that of Sen’s spells.

      But even that wasn’t enough to melt Siv’s defenses. The blaze melted away, concentrating itself around Fei as she desperately held Siv back. The Messenger’s gargantuan greatsword rained down on Fei’s glowing scimitar.

      Yet Siv did feel the heat. Her armor crackled and flaked despite the magic protecting it. Her long red hair visibly burned away. Even her scales began to char and melt away into Fei’s all-consuming ability.

      Only Fei’s trigem ability let her keep up with Siv’s raw power. The two women traded blows in the maelstrom of fire, and Fei skittered around the point-blank spells thrown at her. Every attack only fed her strength.

      If Siv knew Fei’s secret, she didn’t act like it.

      This would be their chance, Nathan realized. He raised his sword again, spell almost ready. Sunstorm blinked into position. Once again, Astra’s opals glowed as she held Siv in place again.

      But Siv expected this. She shifted her body and flicked a wrist toward Astra. A rumbling was all the warning they had before a chasm opened up beneath the dark elf, sending her hurtling away from the battle.

      Fei grabbed Siv to stop her from retreating. In that instant, Nathan and Sunstorm prepared their attacks.

      Given Fei’s trigem ability, Nathan doubted she would even feel their spatial strikes. However, he still worried about hitting her. If he was wrong, then there’d be no saving Fei.

      As if sensing this, Siv grabbed Fei’s arms in turn. The catgirl blinked, then realized the trap.

      She leaped upward, pressing her feet against Siv’s chest. Blue fire began to eat away at Siv at a rapid pace. In response, both of her horns turned flaming red.

      Nathan felt he had a good angle. Without any further warning, he snapped off his attack. Sunstorm followed suit.

      Both of them had thought the same thing. Siv and Fei crashed to the ground as the Messenger’s legs were cleanly separated from her body.

      Somehow, this didn’t slow down Siv. Her arms remained locked onto Fei and fire snarled around her head.

      An alarm went off in Nathan’s head. He remembered what came next.

      “Fei, get out of there,” he shouted, about to teleport in and pull her out himself.

      Ciana’s hand slammed into place on his arm, as if sensing his foolish intentions. He snarled at her, but she didn’t budge. Instead, she summoned a barrier in front of them.

      Narime bit her lip, and although her gems glowed, the spell continued to manifest around Siv. Likely because she didn’t know what Siv was casting.

      Another spatial slash cut into Siv, spilling lava all over the ground near Fei, which was immediately consumed by her flames. A blast of rock surged into the air as Astra reemerged with an angry yell. Nathan saw indents form in Siv’s skin.

      It all came to too little.

      An instant later, everything within a few dozen feet of Siv transformed into white-hot death. A pillar of fire almost identical to the one that had destroyed the fortress erupted into the sky, blocking out Nathan’s vision and consuming the battlefield.
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      A wall of heat slammed into Ciana’s barrier. Nathan barely saw anything on the other side, as the shimmering air and explosive force of the spell tore apart the battlefield.

      Yet he still felt Fei’s gems. A constant surge of power poured through his mind from Fyre, and he looked up to see that she remained stationary, even if her face contorted with fear.

      A small bubble of blue flames burst free from the column of fire. Tears and rents in her uniform revealed molten azure instead of blood or skin, and Fei’s mouth and eyes held a terrifyingly inhuman quality.

      But she darted away. A golden hue hung around her body and her sapphires glowed gold instead of blue.

      So that was Fyre’s defensive protection. Instead of the incineration attack she used on enemy Champions, she instead somehow protected Fei directly through the gems and Nathan’s link.

      As if Omria’s power was tied to the binding stones and gems themselves.

      Siv’s spell faded, and the Messenger emerged from another of her earthen shells, completely whole again. She cracked her neck and grinned from ear to ear.

      “I’m not one to enjoy my work, but this is the most fun I’ve had since I got sent to this hellhole,” Siv said.

      Realizing this was a great chance to buy time for Narime and Sen, Nathan decided to play along for as long as he could. Despite his fury.

      “I thought you Messengers enjoyed what you do?” he asked. “Everyone else seems to. No dramatic backstory?”

      “Nah. To those useless bastards this is like some fancy startup, but to me, it’s another shitty job, just like every other one I’ve worked. The only difference is that I get some decent benefits, free drinks, and the rare chance for a good fight.” Siv spun her sword in one hand as she looked at the arrayed Champions, most of whom struggled to regain their breath.

      “You’ve had a lot of fights,” Nathan said.

      Siv frowned. “Funny you know that. Then again, I’ve never seen a Bastion throwing around ascended magic like you do and I don’t know what the fuck that is.” She pointed at Fyre. “Weird trick, even for a new cycle.”

      “I know a lot of things. Like what you did to the Empire.”

      “Oh?” An eyebrow raised on her face. “So that’s why I’m here. This really is a rematch, isn’t it? You’re not some stronger version of the cannon fodder Bastion I’ve killed hundreds of times before. You’re him. The one who killed me last time.”

      Siv craned her neck, as if looking for something. “Except you’re missing the monk, and all your Champions are wrong. The human girl isn’t here, and you’re keeping your oldest Champions back. Hell, one’s already down.”

      With a laugh, Siv began to surge with power again. At first, he didn’t understand what she meant.

      Then Astra reappeared near the barrier, with Sunstorm’s burned body in hand. Nathan’s heart stopped as he realized he’d forgotten she was out there. Siv’s spell was enormous. Sunstorm had gotten caught in it. Unlike Fei, she lacked a defensive ability. Only Fyre protected her.

      Her gems remained active. He forced himself to calm down.

      With a quick use of spatial magic, he moved Sunstorm onto the side of the barrier. Ciana refused to lower it as both of Siv’s horns glowed ominously.

      “A little longer,” Narime said.

      Above them, Nathan felt power bubble in the air. He looked up to see Fyre’s face transfixed in rage. Her wings rose above her like a hawk’s and her scimitar was more light than steel.

      “No…” Fyre said, her voice booming across the battlefield, and likely the entire canyon behind them. “I stood back in Aleich. Not now.”

      The air seemed to explode as Fyre blasted forward in a ripple of golden light. Wind battered at Nathan.

      Except Siv merely smirked.

      Ice blasted upward from one of the many chasms in the rocky battlefield, buffeting Fyre. She screamed and swung her scimitar wildly. Power surged from every swing.

      Part of the cliff side crumbled in response, triggering an immense landslide that rumbled north toward Deverese’s position. Huge holes were rent in the ground.

      Siv’s sword thrust forward, through the air, and her earlier inferno blast slammed directly into Fyre. It swallowed even her scream.

      “Fyre!” Ciana screamed, her barrier wavering as her diamonds flickered.

      Her iridescent horn turned pitch black, and Nathan felt utter despair slam into his mind.

      “She’s fine,” he said, grabbing Ciana. “Calm down. Narime, I’m going in. Astra, Fei, support me.”

      Ciana stared at him like a fish, her mouth opening and closing. When they moved forward, she stumbled after them, then rushed ahead of Nathan with a face forged from stone.

      Her horn remained that eerie black, however.

      Siv seemed to slow for several moments, as if casting both spells so close together tired her. But her eyes focused on Nathan and her grin returned.

      Astra’s fists removed that grin, and blood flew from Siv’s face.

      Blood meant Siv could die. She was down to her last legs.

      A column of ice roared toward Nathan. Fei and Astra scattered, and Ciana summoned a barrier.

      But he teleported away this time, bending space with a surge of power. He appeared behind Siv, ready to attack. Rather than use a spatial cut, he tried something faster. Golden triangles glowed on his fingers, much like when he cast weaker spells.

      Except these punched holes in Siv. She stumbled as several finger-sized holes appeared in her chest, oozing gore.

      But before Astra seized the advantage, the battlefield began to crumble. Siv’s body roared with power and the cracks in the ground expanded, tearing apart what little footholds remained.

      The dark elf tried to maintain her footing, but a blast of wind sent her hurtling hundreds of feet away, into the abyss.

      Fei took her place. Her flames curled around Siv, eating at her body.

      The Messenger charged Fei. Wary of what happened last time, the catgirl danced away. Blasts of fire, earth, and ice blew apart what little remained of the battlefield. Nathan stayed on his toes, but teleported behind Ciana again.

      She stumbled, tears in her eyes as she stopped herself from running toward his old position.

      “Stay between Siv and Narime,” he ordered. “You’re their only defense.”

      She glared at him, as if furious at his callousness. But this was a battle.

      Champions died. So far, they had been lucky. If he stopped fighting and started mourning, death would be inevitable.

      “Nathan!” Narime called out.

      “Fei, get away,” he said.

      Not that Siv planned to play ball. Ice coated the ground around Fei, briefly freezing her in place. Once again, the Messenger grabbed Fei, ignoring the flames curling around her.

      Nathan didn’t play ball, however. He teleported into the azure inferno with another portal.

      Siv stared at him, as if confused as to why he seemed unharmed by the flames eating away at her very essence.

      Without responding, he grabbed Fei and did what the Twins had told him he could always do.

      Teleport without creating some sort of space-bending portal between himself and his target destination. If he did that, Siv would come with them.

      He only wanted Fei.

      So just like when he had teleported the convoy recently, he prepared a direct teleportation. Except he didn’t rely on the Twins to move him between planes. Instead, he latched onto the mental link between himself and Ciana.

      With the snap of magic, he and Fei vanished. Siv’s hands closed on empty space.

      Nathan reappeared beside Ciana with Fei in front of him. The unicorn knight screamed in terror as Fei’s flame roared outward, but they swiftly came under control.

      A clap of thunder split the air. Nathan felt himself flinch despite himself and turned to face Siv.

      She stared up at the whirling torrent of flaming clouds and winds above herself. Laughter escaped her.

      “Really? One of the oldest tricks in the book? You realize they stole this spell off me, right?” Siv said.

      Despite her mocking, the world continued to burn. Sound vanished as an immense whirlwind of flaming destruction rapidly descended on Siv.

      Or tried to. Siv raised her sword. The world thickened with raw magic as her horns and scales glowed.

      “No,” Nathan said with growing horror.

      Even with Ifrit’s support, Siv was taking control of Sen’s spell.

      Then a second clap of thunder sounded. Everyone blinked, and even Siv’s expression turned to confusion.

      “Um, that one looks like my flames,” Fei said with wide eyes.

      Horror rose in Nathan’s mind. He reached for Narime over the mental link.

      Her gems were so close to dry that he worried she might be drawing on her life force. He rammed power down the link, ignoring the strain it put on him.

      Trigems consumed binding stone power like no tomorrow. Strengthening one mid-fight away from a binding stone used to exhaust Nathan.

      But he had a small country’s worth of binding stones. So long as his body held out, he’d be fine. So he kept pushing power into Narime.

      The second inferno tornado touched down beside Siv. This one began to eat away at Sen’s spell and grew in magnitude as it did. Siv roared in fury.

      But she didn’t attempt to take control of the spell. Instead, she glared at Nathan.

      “Playtime’s over,” she growled. “Time to finish this job.”

      Ciana’s barrier snapped into existence and Fei sent flames hurtling toward Siv.

      But that mattered little. The Messenger slammed her sword into the ground, ignoring the flames consuming parts of her body.

      Then the ground beneath Nathan exploded upward, sending him hurtling toward the heavens. Across from him, Siv shot upward on her own rising pillar of earth, soaring through the blue-tinted clouds of Narime’s spell.

      Higher and higher they rose, while Nathan struggled to maintain his footing. Once above the clouds, both pillars converged. They slammed into each other with a deafening crash. He stumbled.

      “I’d kill you for that mistake,” Siv said, standing above him. “But I have a few seconds to congratulate you for becoming ten times the man you used to be. If you’d won, it’d be a first. It’s always taken more than one Bastion to stop me when I breach. I’d have to give you a prize if you beat me, and I hate coming up with ideas like that.”

      He pushed himself to his feet and took in their surroundings.

      Siv had constructed an arena hundreds of feet in the air. The nearby mountaintops still towered over them, but none of his Champions were reaching him anytime soon.

      “Why are all you Messengers so damn flippant?” he asked while putting distance between them.

      “Because we’ve done this a million times,” Siv said. “Well, not this.” She gestured at the wounds and burns across her body. “But similar battles. I send worlds tumbling into my boss’s jaws as a day job. You know about my boss?”

      “Extradimensional world-consuming being with a thing for bullying women,” Nathan said. “Also likes weirdos.”

      “Ah, you met Koji? He’s not bad for a drink. Only time he turns off the… fuck, what does she call it? Chuuni?” Siv scratched a horn.

      “I’m impressed that merely calling him a weirdo narrows it down. All of you are a bit strange.”

      “Says the faithful Bastion holding a polite conversation with a demon like me. I’m beginning to wonder if you’re part of what helped this new cycle form. It’s always a little weird at the start, but this is very new. From what I hear, new cycles usually involve more false starts.”

      “What the hell does that mean? Doesn’t a new cycle mean your boss sends everything at us?” he asked.

      She raised an eyebrow. “You’re unusually well-informed. What I mean, is that I don’t see the start of new cycles. By the time I get pulled out of the bar, the bigshots have already destroyed a billion worlds. But as strong as you are, I wonder if they’re holding back on purpose.”

      “Like you were last time?”

      “Hardly. By the time we met, I’d churned through a goddamn nation. That Hound is a pain. If you had him with you, I’d be in real trouble.” Her eyes narrowed. “I can’t help but feel you might be working with Koji, actually. The cat has his flames, you’re using spatial slashes like his sword and can teleport. Even the fox’s ability worries me.”

      “Aren’t these bigshots stronger than you?”

      Siv cracked a smile. “Don’t worry. Maybe if you have a few more worlds to practice in, you can match them. But the you here is going to be very dead.”

      Those words indicated that the fight was on again.

      If it could be called a fight. Nathan knew he had an out, however. His problem was that he needed the time to cast a spell before Siv turned him into a grilled skewer.

      She blurred across the small platform. Binding stone power surged into Nathan’s body, and he desperately reshaped the world to stop here. The stress burned at his veins, as he wasn’t supposed to fight like this away from the stones.

      Even so, walls of earth slammed upward, blocking Siv’s flames and buying him time. She crashed through them physically, reducing his advantage to fractions of a second.

      That was enough, at least to survive. He blinked across the arena, then began preparing a teleport back down. It needed just a few more seconds.

      A wave of ice robbed him of that time. He responded with more raw power, desperately heating the air around him and ignoring the hot steam that burned his face. But doing so cost him time to cast the teleportation spell.

      And, more to the point, locked his feet into place as the platform itself transformed from rock to ice.

      “Enough,” Siv said. “You die, I can fuck off and have some drinks. Whatever Beatrice is planning must want you and that strange winged horsegirl dead.”

      Almost there, Nathan thought.

      But not close enough. Siv tensed, ready to erase him. Even if he bought time again, he wasn’t sure he had the endurance to keep going. This might be endless.

      Did he leap and try to finish the spell in midair?

      No. Siv would turn him into ribbons with a wind spell.

      This was the problem when a Bastion tried to fight as a Champion. As powerful as he was, Siv held the power to defeat multiple trigems at once. Nathan was approaching the power of a singular trigem but he didn’t yet have it.

      One last, desperate idea came to mind. One that wouldn’t require him to use a spell frame or spend seconds he didn’t have casting a spell that wouldn’t save him.

      Binding stone power roared into his mind, but didn’t enter his body. Time itself slowed down. Siv slowed as well, as she lacked the spatial manipulation that the succubi used to move around in this space.

      With precious seconds bought, Nathan finished summoning the power in his head. This wasn’t a physical attack, so it didn’t need time in the real world.

      What it needed was all the thought and focus he could summon.

      Then, using the memories he had of the past times he’d felt this attack, he unleashed all that power against Siv’s presence in the mental world.

      Immediately, the Messenger froze. Her muscles seized, her eyes bulged, and her magic evaporated.

      She collapsed to her knees and seemed to be gasping for air.

      Then, after a few seconds, Siv blinked, regained her composure, and stared at him in shock.

      “You’re with her,” she said. “This is all one of her schemes, isn’t it?”

      Fear rushed through Nathan’s veins. His mental attack hadn’t been enough. Why, he didn’t know, but it had been his last ditch. He began preparing his teleportation spell again.

      “No. I’ve had it with this shit,” Siv growled, surging to her feet.

      Flames curled around her sword.

      Then a scream split the air. Golden light filled Nathan’s peripheral vision.

      The platform exploded into shards of rock and ice as something struck it from below. Both of them struggled to maintain their footing as huge chunks of earth began to slide away.

      Before Siv could muster another spell, Fyre burst up from the shattering rock like a furious golden warrior of light.

      With a swing of her scimitar, Fyre obliterated Siv’s foothold. Only a blast of magic kept Siv alive. Shockwaves of power and screams of fury reached Nathan’s ears as he began to fall through the air, plummeting to Doumahr.

      He finished his teleportation spell and reappeared near Ciana. Then he hit the ground with a solid thud. Bones shattered on impact.

      Conversation of momentum. Right.

      “Nathan!” Ciana said, trying to pull him up.

      “It’s not over,” he said.

      Narime and Sen stood nearby, and they rapidly began preparing spells. Fei bit her lip and once again crackled with flames. Above them, several figures fell toward them.

      One was Astra, who unleashed punches across the air against Siv. She must have tried scaling the platform.

      Siv and Astra crashed into the ground, while Fyre stopped short. Her small frame shook with fury, and Nathan felt immense power roiling off her.

      But as Siv rose from her crater, it was with a pair of glowing red horns and an equally fierce surge of magic. As before, Nathan knew this technique.

      Last time, he’d barely escaped when Siv had blown herself sky high at the end of the fight. Given her vastly greater power this time, he didn’t know how much of the region would be left.

      “Get away, you moron,” Maura screamed from nearby.

      He didn’t turn to look, instead preparing an offensive spell. The others followed suit.

      Flames crashed into Siv, as did forceful blows, and spells from Narime and Sen. Nathan stepped forward and severed one of Siv’s arms with a slash. Fyre hurtled downward and pinned the Messenger to the ground with her glowing scimitar.

      With each passing second, the air grew hotter. They had only moments.

      Then he felt it. An immense mental strike that rippled across his active link with Fyre. A very familiar attack.

      Siv slumped over, still held upright by the sword in her chest. Her spell dissipated.

      Then her body spasmed. The Twins appeared above them, their arms covered in darkness as they held them toward Siv.

      “Wait,” Fyre called out in a harsh tone. “Don’t kill her.”

      “Who the fuck do you think you—” Laura began to say.

      Siv raised her head and glared at Fyre. “So this is just one of your stupid schemes, Kadria.”
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      The Messengers glared at one another. Kadria through Fyre’s eyes, and Siv through her broken wreck of a body.

      Nathan stumbled over to them, or tried to. Ciana slipped beneath one of his arms after a few shaky steps and practically dragged him over.

      “I didn’t expect to see you at the start of a new cycle, Siv,” Kadria said, speaking through Fyre’s body. “And working with Beatrice of all things. Do you even know what’s going on?”

      “No. I don’t really care either.” Siv sneered. “This is the same shit that got us in this mess in the first place. Overcomplicated scheming to get you out of a mess of your own making. It drives me up the wall.”

      “It’s not a scheme. This is the only way to get away from him.”

      “Sounds like the same shady MLM crap that Sofia tried. You going to make your own branded version of her Bastion and Champion nonsense? Is this schmuck here the highest level of the pyramid, so he can recruit all of her followers to your better brand of garbage?”

      Nathan stared at Siv, trying to comprehend her words.

      Forget what an MLM was, who the hell was Sofia and what did she have to do with Bastions and Champions?

      “I don’t think you know what an MLM is,” Kadria drawled.

      “Sure I do. It’s when you create some bullshit structure where your survival is dependent on everyone below you convincing others to pile in,” Siv said.

      Kadria rolled her eyes. “Exactly. And that’s what makes this cycle different. You lost. Not to an army of Bastions and Champions fighting for some fervent crusade because the goddess has chosen them to lead the new world order, but to a single Bastion with the power to change the future.”

      Siv fell silent. Her eyes wandered across the assemblage. The Twins didn’t react when looked at, and she eventually settled on Nathan.

      “Do you have the slightest idea what she’s up to?” Siv asked. “This isn’t new. That’s why the boss doesn’t send a hit squad to strike her down. You’re being used—”

      “Shut up,” Kadria said.

      “Uh, I’m on your side with this whole thing, but that sounded super guilty,” Laura said. “But honestly, Siv, can’t you live a little? Things are boring as fuck. This is gonna be great.”

      “More than great,” Maura said. “Right after we pin you down and have Nathan turn you into the perfect follower. I’ve always wanted to see you get railed. Even fucked up as you are right now, you’re still damn hot.”

      Nathan’s Champions collectively glared at Maura, but she ignored them and instead grinned at him.

      “Come on, you know you want this hot scaly ass burning down your enemies,” she said.

      “And you called me fucked up,” Siv drawled. “I’ll admit, this is new. The three of you working together makes me wonder if hell froze over.”

      “Aren’t you from Hell?” Fei asked.

      “Yeah, but it’s not so much freezing over as just becoming more of a shithole,” Siv said.

      “It’s not by choice,” Kadria said. “These parasites tagged along. Unlike me, they’re Nathan’s pets. Like you’ll be, if you don’t wise up.”

      “Oh?” Siv grinned again, and blood oozed out of her mouth in the process. She looked Nathan dead in the eye. “Is that what you’ll do, oh heretic? Turn me into your pet and sic me on your enemies? If you understand even a fraction of what we are, then you should know damn well what that makes you.”

      Maura scowled. “Oh fuck off with your fucking treatise. You’re always like this when we drink. Chill, but super fucking lame about the moral crap. You murder worlds. Get over yourself.”

      No response. Siv continued to stare at Nathan, daring him to respond.

      His Champions watched him in turn, unsure what to make of this conversation, but aware that it meant a lot about him. Whatever he said might change the future immensely.

      Fortunately, his goals had never changed.

      “I don’t care about Kadria’s scheme, or Maura’s desire to turn me into the next dark lord, or whatever she wants,” he said.

      The Messengers blinked, turning to face him. Even Siv seemed shocked.

      “I’m working with Kadria to protect Doumahr. To protect a version of my home that hasn’t been turned into a goddess-forsaken wasteland by you and other Messengers, and also to prevent the asinine rulers of the world from tearing it apart,” he continued. “If that means cementing a new cycle, then that’s fine. If it means creating a prophet, that’s fine. I’ll fight until I win.”

      “Or die,” Siv said.

      “You only live once,” he said.

      “Not for us.” Her grin faded into a thin smile. “When you defeated me last time, I imagined it was an oddity. I rarely run into you, and you’ve never been noteworthy. What’s your name in this world?”

      “Nathan.” Funny that his name apparently changed. Frustrating, too. “Even if I’m not noteworthy, it doesn’t matter.”

      “All the more reason for you to fight.” Siv’s eyes seemed to glow, but her horns didn’t regain their fury. “I’m nobody important either. None of us are. Simple goals are always best. Fight, win, build a place to be happy. You seem to know what you want. So, again, are you going to make me your pet, heretic?”

      His answer was to raise his sword. The other Messengers screeched at him, but he ignored them.

      “Heh. I said I’d need to come up with a prize if you beat me. You’re almost there.” Siv’s eyes narrowed. “Part of me doesn’t want this to count, because you had so much help, but if you’re alive when I come back… Well, I’m sure it will be a much more exciting rematch.”

      “I plan to make it a boring one,” he said.

      “If you change as much from now to then, as you did from the last time we met, I look forward to it. Just don’t let her schemes twist you.”

      His sword fell, and Siv’s head fell with it. Her body collapsed to the ground.

      Then, as if she had never been here, Siv disintegrated into prismatic light that shimmered before vanishing.

      “Why?” Kadria snapped. “We could have convinced her. She clearly likes you. With only a touch of persuasion—”

      “Because this wasn’t the time,” he said. “She’s not like the Twins, is she? She’s not going to turn up in my mental world?”

      “Uh, no?” Maura said. “’course not.”

      He nodded. “Then she’ll be back here. Eventually. Until then, I don’t exactly need the stigma of taming the Messenger who destroyed Kurai.”

      Kadria’s fury melted away as reason finally reached her. “That’s…” She sighed. “Politics. I suppose you have questions.”

      “Yes, but not now. It’s not secure. I guarantee we’re being watched, and there’s a delegation to return to,” he said.

      Then he nearly fell over when he turned, only to be caught by Sen and Ciana. Fei gasped and rushed over to him.

      “And I don’t know how much longer I’ll hold up.” His mind returned to the present, and he registered the portal still pouring demons into Doumahr.

      Unlike when defending a portal world, defeating the Messenger didn’t close the portals. A breach could only be stopped with the efforts of a Bastion shutting down each and every portal and either reclaiming or sealing the binding stones. That was why the territory frequently became unrecoverable after a Messenger invasion.

      He felt it fortunate that the Twins hadn’t attempted to capitalize on the opportunity to seize their own binding stone. Or perhaps they were genuine.

      “Narime, teleport me to the binding stone,” he said. “I’ll claim it, then we’re done here. I also need you to help Sunstorm and relay with Seraph and Deverese.”

      “Nathan—”

      “The day isn’t over. Let’s go,” he said.

      They’d won a battle, but not a war.

      For the first time in Nathan’s life, and in his known history, a Messenger breach into Doumahr had been quelled without the death of a Champion or a Bastion.

      Now he just needed to ensure he could do it again, and again, and again. The speed that this happened at was a reminder of how easily Messengers could slip through defenses.

      But, for now, he had a victory to celebrate and wounds to recover from.
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      “Nathan!”

      Alice rushed toward the party the moment they teleported back to the meeting point. Her pace only sped up once she saw him visibly leaning on Ciana.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said, all too aware of the Trafaumh delegates.

      “The hell you are,” Nurevia said while scanning the group. “We felt the earthquakes from the fight. The fuck were you thinking leaving any of us behind?”

      This wasn’t the time to rehash the argument behind his tactical decisions. Although even he would admit they seemed questionable in hindsight.

      His knowledge of Siv had fallen short. The fact she had been the first Messenger he fought, and that he had won with as little as he had back then, colored his opinion of her.

      In truth, only Thanatos bested her when it came to danger. His spatial attacks and magic manipulation allowed him to cut through the defenses of most Champions. But Siv felt as dangerous in a different way.

      He felt foolish for assuming her use of the natural elements limited her. Her endurance had been obscene, and she had wasted no effort on small talk or flourishes, at least until the very end.

      Siv had wanted to kill him. No games, no monologues, no dramatic backstory, no flirting.

      A dark part of Nathan found her refreshing.

      “Reine, how are Seraph and Deverese?” he asked his spymaster, ignoring the others.

      Alice wrapped an arm around him. Part of his jacket flaked away and black soot and dirt ruined her dress.

      “Their efforts have proven successful. No casualties,” Reine said.

      For the first time since the fortress had exploded, Baudelaire’s knuckles regained their color. Nathan heard her mutter a prayer under her breath. Most of the other delegates joined her.

      Except for one. Alain stepped forward and bowed with a flourish.

      “We are all extremely proud of your accomplishment, Lord Nathan,” he said. “Given your grim predictions earlier, it seems there won’t be any need to call for aid. Once Regal Bastion Deverese reclaims our binding stone, all shall be well.”

      “What?” Alice hissed.

      Baudelaire cracked her cane on the ground. “This isn’t something to cover up, Alain. And do not pretend you weren’t cowering in fear while Hell itself spilled forth from that foul monster’s magic. The stories hardly did the Messengers justice, if this is what they are capable of.”

      “She did destroy Kurai, Inquisitor,” Narime said coldly.

      “Yet we’ve spent the last 20 years denying her existence.” The inquisitor’s lips thinned. “I question the wisdom of that decision, even if I once supported it.”

      “It is not your place to question the Regal Council, Inquisitor,” Alain said.

      “I am a member of the council, and it serves no purpose to pretend that we scarcely avoided a catastrophic disaster due to our own failings.”

      “Your failings. It is the Inquisition’s duty to protect the binding stones. That you—”

      “Enough,” Nathan said.

      The silence was deafening. All eyes turned to him, and more than a few of those held traces of fear.

      He swore that he didn’t even raise his voice.

      “Stopping a Messenger isn’t trivial. Even if they’re weaker before they breach the portal, anything less than a trigem struggles against them,” he said.

      “Yet you tamed that pair with mere duogems,” Baudelaire said.

      “And Leopold’s help. I don’t think his aide can be overstated,” Nathan said.

      She inclined her head in acknowledgement. But the rumblings among the other delegates continued.

      “It’s a waste of time to worry about the past, given we can’t change it,” he said, all too aware of the irony of his words. “There’s a smoking ruin of a Bastion fortress, and we narrowly avoided a demonic horde devastating the region. If anything, I’d say this will be a topic once Her Majesty reaches Soreaux.”

      His words rocked the crowd, and even Alice shot him a concerned look. Alain puffed up, as if expecting a verbal battle to chase Nathan away.

      “Given your injuries, a visit may not be—” Baudelaire began to say.

      “I’ll be fine after a good night’s rest.” Nathan allowed himself a small smile. “One of the benefits of being a Bastion is that I can bounce back quite fast. This is a historic visit. It would be a mistake to allow demons to interfere.”

      “Agreed,” Alice said after smoothing her expression. “Assuming our prophet is still in good spirits and willing?”

      Fyre blinked, as if surprised she was being pulled into the discussion. Her mood had seemed hazy since Kadria returned control, and Nathan wondered what affected her so much.

      Or perhaps using that much power exhausted her as badly as him.

      “I am. Rest would be nice,” Fyre said softly.

      Not a peep of protest escaped the Trafaumh delegates. They had surely seen her power and understood that she was the prophet.

      One of the lower-ranking bishops stepped forward and bowed so deeply that he almost fell over. “Your Holiness, given the late hour I would be honored to provide accommodation for you and your companions in my humble holdings. A church honored by Omria herself cannot shirk its duty.”

      Alain shot the priest a frustrated look, but knew he was beaten.

      Fyre glanced at Nathan, who held back a sigh and stared pointedly at Alice.

      Too tired to care, Fyre simply shrugged and said, “If Her Majesty wishes to continue to Soreaux then I will join her. I would be overjoyed to bless your flock, as I do in Aleich.”

      Her voice suggested the opposite, but the excitement emanating from the priest suggested he didn’t care.

      Both delegations separated. Some time would be needed to prepare for even the short trip to the nearby parish. The knights disassembled the fortifications, and most of Nathan’s lieutenants found an excuse to check up on him in person. At least one of Reine’s agents did the same for her, and he saw Nurevia speaking with them.

      Nathan sat on the ledge past the cairns, unwilling to return to the carriages yet. He knew that the moment he retreated to one with Alice, he’d be bombarded with questions.

      And he had few answers to those. The confrontation between Siv and Kadria confused him as much as his Champions, but it also caused many secrets to spill out. While he knew the intent of the Messengers supporting him, the same wasn’t true of the others.

      Only Fei had met Kadria, and that had been in relatively positive circumstances. The encounter with Siv showed Kadria at her most ruthless.

      The willingness that all the Messengers showed to betray each other, sometimes in the most horrific of ways, continued to startle him. Siv and Kadria seemed to know each other. That mapped to the Twins’ comment that both were among the oldest Messengers, but even that meant nothing.

      Kadria had been as willing to use mental magic to control Siv as Maura. The only difference was that she tried persuasion first and seemed less interested in seeing Nathan physically dominate Siv.

      “Narime said you were brooding here,” Seraph said from behind him.

      He didn’t bother turning. Ciana’s presence remained behind him, and the distance the Trafaumh delegates kept from him was too obvious.

      “Is it brooding if I’m sitting in the open, in the most obvious spot ever?” he said.

      “Yes, because everyone can tell you want to be alone.” Seraph sat down next to him. “It seems something big happened, and not just in the victory sense.”

      “How’s Choe?” he asked.

      She shot him an annoyed look. “You could check on her yourself.”

      He winced.

      “But she’s fine, and will be fighting fit after a few weeks. Narime’s healing has always been rather poor, but her new ability allows her to replicate healing spells she’s never been capable of before. I’ve never seen her so chuffed about something so minor. She’s been glowing since you gave her the third gem.”

      “I didn’t mean to leave you out,” he said.

      “But if I had accepted a third jade, I would have been in that fight, wouldn’t I? Who would you have left out in my place?” Her eyes bored into him, even as he refused to turn and look at her.

      “Sen, probably. She’s good with the knights, can handle herself in melee, and her spells excel at stopping demons.” He rubbed the back of her neck. “Although, in truth, that would have depended on your third gem.”

      “Truly?”

      “Not every Champion can be good at everything, Lia.”

      “And I think of myself as a duelist, but you pitted me against a horde. I can handle them, but it’s not my specialty.”

      He sighed and finally looked at her. “The problem is that of power. Your disintegrating blasts are ineffective against powerful magic, and Siv nearly overwhelmed Ifrit of all things.”

      Seraph’s fists clenched and she looked away. “I heard. Sen’s almost too quiet.”

      That worried Nathan. With all the talk recently about some special technique from Ifrit, he worried that Sen might do something rash.

      “But what if my trigem ability turned the tide?” Seraph asked.

      “Tell me, what would you choose if given the choice? You were present when I explained to Fei. Jades are focused on nature. Given you’ll become a Bastion soon, that puts you in a more defensive position than usual.”

      “I… What would you choose?”

      He should have expected that. “Your greatest weakness is that you’re an endurance fighter. What you need is a powerful offensive ability to work against opponents that you can’t outlast.”

      “Then—”

      “But is that the right choice as a commander?”

      She stared at him. Then, slowly, she closed her eyes and leaned against his shoulder. A soft noise escaped Ciana behind him, but he didn’t feel any emotions from her. Presumably just minor jealousy.

      “I see. Is that the path I’ve chosen?” she asked, staring into the gleaming canyon beneath them.

      “You’re not committed, and nothing says a Bastion can’t favor their own combat ability. But you’ll need to stay alive during a fight. I can…” He froze, then forced himself to finish the sentence. “I can risk Champions like Fei and Narime. I love them, but their role is to fight.”

      “And to die?” Seraph’s voice seemed smaller than usual.

      “No. But any Champion can die. Siv reminded me of the true power of our enemies, and the reason why I’ve been so hyperfocused on improving my skills. Victory isn’t enough, it needs to be absolute. This was a start, but I still nearly lost too much.”

      “We’re still with you, Nathan. That won’t change. But please, talk to everyone else like this.” Seraph’s hand ran over his. “Sometimes your decisions seem impossible to understand, but I know you always have a reason. Even if it is born from caution and trauma.”

      Trauma, huh? Nathan supposed that was accurate enough.

      “Are there any other problems I should know of?” he asked. “Before I head back and get ambushed?”

      “Astra argued with the Twins about something. Nobody could follow it, as they spoke in ancient dark elf. Even Nurevia struggled.” Seraph shrugged at his look. “Otherwise, you mostly have a lot of confused and concerned Champions, and one fiancée who doesn’t know what’s wrong.”

      Leave it to Alice to make him feel the worst. This wasn’t her fault, and brooding like this might only make matters worse.

      “What about Fyre? She looked out of it earlier.”

      “Still out of it. Tired, I think. I take it something happened?”

      “Lots. I need to grill the Messengers before I brief everyone, as some of it surprised me.”

      “That bodes well,” Seraph muttered sarcastically.

      Realizing that sitting here solved nothing, he rose. Seraph joined him and Ciana shot to his side before he could trip and fall off the edge.

      Shadows shrouded the carriages, in more ways than one. The sun lazily made its way past the mountain range to the west, reminding everyone that there was precious little time before dusk. While the battle had been relatively short, the same couldn’t be said of the aftermath.

      Nathan checked in on everyone, including Deverese. The younger Bastion seemed surly, if exhausted.

      “I heard you nearly died,” Deverese said, his jaw locked.

      “And you look a little ruffled yourself,” Nathan replied easily, aware of Deverese’s general grumpy attitude—although he seemed worse than Nathan’s memories. “We won, despite the odds.”

      “I’m not afraid to fail. If we’d all hit her at once—”

      Nathan shut this bullshit down immediately. “Then Siv would have overwhelmed your defenses, probably killed you, and left several fortresses defenseless. You’re not some grunt, Monet. You’re a Bastion trusted by the Inquisition’s secret dictator. Think about what it means to lose you.”

      Using his last name was a low blow. Nathan knew that Deverese had family issues. His head had been shaven even before he became a Bastion, as part of his religious journey to escape his noble origins.

      “… and what would the Empire do without you?” Deverese ground out through clenched teeth.

      That slowed Nathan. He’d taken risks in that battle he perhaps shouldn’t have.

      In fact, one could argue he shouldn’t have even been there. But the time had long passed when he could stand back and let his Champions do the fighting.

      “If I couldn’t handle her, then we had worse things to worry about,” Nathan said.

      “All the more reason we should have gone together. The Inquisition can afford to replace me. Trafaumh can’t afford to lose a frontier march like this one, and the many innocents that till the lands and tend to Omria’s bounty.”

      Deverese spun on his heel and stormed off. Most of his Champions followed, but Ester and Ysabelle remained behind. Both had torn up uniforms, but the scratches had already been healed.

      Once certain that Deverese was out of sight, they both bowed to Nathan.

      “Thank you,” Ester said. “I’m sorry for his temper, but we barely handled the horde. Trafaumh thanks you.”

      “You’re thanking me, you mean,” Nathan said drily, causing the young woman to wince.

      “I am certain there will be a hero’s welcome in Soreaux,” Ysabelle said with a beatific smile and a flip of her hair. “My dreams have proven correct, once again.”

      Nathan eyed her and said nothing. Instead, he gave them both a half-bow and left.

      Behind him, he heard Ester muttering something unkind to Ysabelle, and an argument broke out.

      “Dreams?” Seraph asked him as they approached their carriages.

      “She’s a little…” He coughed.

      “Crazy?” Seraph said.

      “Self-absorbed?” Ciana offered.

      “Attention hungry and ambitious,” he said. “Reine will need to keep an eye on her. She might try to pretend that she’s been blessed by Fyre, or even acquire some magical contacts to make her eyes look ‘divine.’”

      “Ah. So the hair isn’t natural?” Seraph smirked.

      “No. She thinks it makes her more saint-like. Ester’s a treat, if more of a loyal puppy given she’s a child soldier, but Ysabelle cares only about herself and escaping poverty.” He laughed bitterly. “I can only imagine she would have betrayed me had they survived Thanatos in my world.”

      Both of his Champions made grim faces at the revelation that both women died.

      “Um, what was that about a frontier march?” Ciana asked.

      “You’ve studied your history of the Empire, right?” he asked, happy for the change of topic. “Following the secessions, the archdukes seized control of almost the entire Empire, dissolving all duchies and absorbing the counties. The Emperor used this as an excuse to streamline the ranks of nobility. Trafaumh still maintains many of the original ranks. A marquis rules a march, which is a border county. Viscounts are non-hereditary counts appointed by senior nobles without approval of the Regal Council. The list goes on.”

      “Is everything more complicated here?” Seraph asked. “The Federation at least had the excuse that it was a dozen nations in one, but noble ranks meant little as a result. This seems… suffocating.”

      “Wasn’t Kurai a web of nobility and bureaucracy?”

      “Yes, but the military held the true power and largely ignored that.”

      Ah, yes. Seraph had explained that.

      Nathan wryly felt that Kurai had the right idea. Let the nobles play in their own space, while the adults kept everything safe and functional.

      “Then, yes, it’s worse here. Trafaumh is a nation that values its past but has struggled to change as a result, unlike the Empire which is reinventing itself and Falmir which built a new national identity after succession,” he said.

      “And now it’s building another one based on a prophet,” Seraph noted.

      They reached the carriages and Seraph separated to ensure they were ready to depart. This should have been Fei’s duty, but Nathan’s favorite kitty was currently napping inside a carriage. He’d spotted the knights carrying her in, and more than a few of them poked their head in every few minutes to check on their captain.

      The rest of his Champions milled about in small groups. Nurevia and Astra with the Twins, who somehow seemed both bored and restless at the same time. Narime with Reine. Fyre was missing, but presumably in a carriage.

      Nathan waved to Alice, but pointed at his destination. Sunstorm and Sen leaned against the wall of one of their transports. Neither looked happy. Sunstorm had clearly changed into a spare uniform, and looked none the worse for wear.

      “Choe, how are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Fine. Physically, anyway.” Sunstorm’s glower refused to fade. “Narime’s healing improved a lot. I won’t be cutting off any heads anytime soon, but I’ll be good to travel again.”

      “I told you that you did fine,” Sen said. “Better than I did.”

      “I doubled up on Nathan. Some good that was.”

      “Choe,” he said, before sighing and joining them.

      Ciana appeared similarly concerned and hovered by Sunstorm’s side.

      “I said I’m fine, but this sucks. Maybe you should have left me behind, like you did when fighting Thanatos,” the assassin said.

      “We may not have won without you.” He cupped her cheek when she tried to scowl at him. “I mean it. Siv powered through far more than I expected. Even Fei’s flames barely wore her down. If I’d needed to hit her twice to make her shed that armor of hers, we’d be dead.”

      “But I still ended up the only casualty. Fei walked off without a scratch.”

      “She also has a third gem.” He eyed her. “Is that what this is about?”

      Sunstorm winced and rubbed her arms. Ciana’s arms wrapped around her friend, and Sunstorm let herself relax a little despite herself.

      “A little. But it’s…” She tapped the side of her head. “I thought I had this personality merging thing handled. It should just be me in here. Vala proved me wrong. She’s everything I wanted to be. Or that I used to want to be. Now I understand what Fei feels when she sees Kara receiving those amethysts or watches you smile at an overactive wolfgirl.”

      “I’m not that bad,” Nathan protested.

      “You totally are,” Sen said. “We have a running pool about who and how you’ll break down.”

      “I… what?”

      “Half the knights spent winter trying to get in your pants, Nathan,” Sunstorm drawled. “At some point you’ll break and let them in. So we’re betting on how that happens, and who succeeds.”

      “What’s your bet?” he asked.

      “If we tell you, then you’ll intentionally make it not happen.”

      Damn, caught.

      It was time to return to the topic, however.

      “You never became a trigem. Even now, you’re stronger than ever. The issue isn’t your strength, Choe, but how you use it.” He brushed her cheek again.

      “Maybe.”

      “You’re so obstinate,” Ciana said.

      “You’d know the type.”

      The girls giggled while staring at Nathan, who scratched the back of his neck.

      “I mean it,” he said. “This fight favored endurance. But against somebody like Thanatos, I don’t know if that would be enough. I want you to think about what you’d do with a third gem, and whether you want it to even be an onyx.”

      Sunstorm gulped. “I… can become a trigem that fast?”

      “Fei’s taken to her gem well. I’ll double-check her tonight, now that she’s used it a lot, but I think I can safely accelerate the trigem process. If you want a different gem—”

      “Gotta wait. I know. Seraph and I commiserated earlier.”

      Nathan nodded, then turned to Sen. Before she could scamper away, he pulled her into a hug.

      “Hey!” she shouted, drawing attention from the nearby knights, who began to giggle at her.

      “I saw your escape coming before you even thought of it, Sen,” he whispered in her ear, causing her to shiver in his arms.

      “Don’t do that right now,” she said, before falling limp. “I’m fine.”

      “But you’re more convinced than ever that you need to use Ifrit’s power.”

      After several seconds of silence, she nodded.

      Sighing, Nathan placed her on the ground. Ciana took over the role of holding Sen in place, prompting a grumpy shove that did absolutely nothing to the duogem unicorn knight.

      “I won’t stop you. We spoke about this. But I want you to think about accepting gems as well,” he said. “Talk with Ifrit about it, including what gems you might want. Everyone else can help as well. They’ve seen you fight and might have some interesting ideas.”

      Not to mention that they might know more about her plans than he did. While Sunstorm and Sen rarely did anything special together without him, their friendship ran thicker than most due to their sexual dalliances and interest in each other.

      “Thanks,” Sen said, smiling up at him. “I mean that. I, uh, figured you might push back given how you’re doing.”

      He blinked. “What?”

      “You’re practically collapsing, Nathan. I’ve never seen you so exhausted after a battle where you never took a hit,” she said.

      “I broke two ribs falling off an artificial mountain.”

      “And I bet you regenerated them before that whole soap opera played out.”

      He looked at Ciana askance, who shrugged and looked at Sunstorm. The assassin rolled her eyes.

      “It’s what the Twins call dramatic events. It’s such a weird term. What does soap have to do with an opera?” she said.

      “I kind of get the opera part,” Ciana said. “Opera is always so dramatic.”

      “You’ve been? I thought it was only for stuffy nobles and merchants in the Federation.”

      “Leopold brought me years ago.” Ciana’s face tightened. “Former Emperor Gorthal used to attend regularly, before his health worsened.”

      Nathan stroked her hair and she leaned into his touch, her ears flapping up and down. Sunstorm and Sen laughed at their friend, and compared her ears to a donkey’s, before scampering away in fear of retaliation.

      “Anyway, I’m fine,” he said. “Just…”

      He looked away. They stared at him, unwilling to let him escape.

      “I’m realizing the price of ascended magic,” he admitted in a low voice. “The more of it I use, the easier it becomes, but it’s like I’m using a muscle I never knew about. And like any muscle, it will grow and change my body.”

      What he hadn’t told them was how easily the regeneration had been. Regeneration magic had barely been needed.

      Kadria had told him that he no longer aged. At the time, he had waved it off. Now, he began to realize what that meant.

      His body repaired itself as fast as it decayed. More than that, it undid physical wounds. Was this what made Messengers so tough? Was that what made Siv nigh invulnerable?

      Seraph began calling out departure preparations, and he realized it was time to go. Leaving Sen and Sunstorm behind, he joined Alice. She leaned up and stole a kiss, before leaning against him for several long moments.

      “You’re safe,” she mumbled into his chest. “So don’t talk about how dangerous it was for a little bit, okay?”

      His fingers ran through her hair while she breathed against him. Eventually, they boarded the carriage.

      Inside were Fei and Fyre, both of whom had blankets over them and leaned against either side of the carriage. Ciana smiled and sat between them. Her horn had long since lost its darkness, but the luster had yet to return. Nathan missed it.

      He and Alice sat opposite the beastkin. Soon, they were off. The trip to the nearby parish wouldn’t take long. An hour or two at most.

      But that was enough time to debrief. Although Alice didn’t want to talk about his health, politics remained on her mind.

      “Despite their little display, Trafaumh was cowed by your battle,” she said. “But so was I. You’ve talked about this, and I’ve seen powerful battles. Fyre tore apart the palace walls fighting Maylis. The mage towers bombarded Castle Aleich. And Sen’s inferno tornado was visible even from the palace during the battle.”

      “But this was different,” Nathan said.

      “I’m glad you know that.” She smiled wanly. “Yes. When you told me why you refused to let Maura and Laura fight against the Nationalists, I thought you were being arrogant.”

      He winced and she coughed into her hand.

      “It’s true,” she said. “Even Leopold didn’t think they were that strong. You talked about needing to win the battle with your own power. Now, I know what you meant. If strength like that had been unleashed on the Nationalists…”

      “We’d look like monsters,” he said.

      She nodded. “You saw how the bishops treated you when you returned?”

      “Hard to miss.” His expression darkened. “It reminds me a little of the old days.”

      “They’re terrified of you, Nathan. Only Baudelaire seemed unfazed by the raw power we saw. The Messenger tore apart the landscape, summoned geysers of flame in seconds, and even shrugged off two powerful sixth rank spells—to say nothing of that pillar she built at the end. And you went, fought, won, and came back as if this was an everyday affair.”

      To him, it almost was. This had been what he’d been preparing for these past few years.

      His thoughts must have shown on his face, as Alice brushed her fingers over it.

      “It’s not as easy as I made it look,” he said.

      “Don’t talk about that part.”

      “I’ll avoid the worst of it, but the reality is I learned new things today.”

      Ciana’s ears perked up. This might be a valuable lesson for her, if she was to become a Bastion. Alice gestured for him to continue.

      “Siv was strong, but more than that, she challenged the traditions of gemming Champions,” Nathan explained. “We usually build teams of Champions that can handle hordes, including greater demons. The trinity for most Bastions is a diamond, an amethyst, and either a ruby or sapphire for good reason.”

      “Defense, offense, support,” Ciana said. “The diamond protects the Bastion and his troops. The amethyst deals with the strongest enemies. The spellcaster often handles hordes and magic attacks.”

      “That seems overly simplistic,” Alice said.

      “That’s because it is. Especially when you need to fight other Bastions. But a Messenger is different.” His expression steeled. “Siv shrugged off almost everything we hit her with. Astra’s punches, Fei’s flames, and even Sen’s and Narime’s spells. We struggled to wear her down, but only the heaviest hits mattered.”

      “Doesn’t that fit? I feel your Champions are less specialized than many.” Alice drifted into thought. “I’ve never heard of anyone like Fei. Astra is famous for being really old, and she’s immortal. Only Narime, Sunstorm, and Ciana seem to have a particular focus.”

      “That’s intentional,” he said. “As I explained to Fei, it’s often a good idea to cover weaknesses. Especially against rival Bastions.”

      Alice gulped.

      “In this case, it limited their power against Siv. But it had another effect: they stayed alive,” he continued. “If Fei had chosen raw offense, she’d be dead, or have gone down like Sunstorm. Then Siv would have turned on Ciana with all her attention. Even Fyre took a big hit.”

      He looked at the sleeping prophet and wondered if her exhaustion was due to recovering from that attack. In the heat of the battle, he could have sworn it practically disintegrated her, but at no point had her gems wavered in his mind.

      “This fight,” he said, “proved that my strategy has been correct, but also that we still have a long way to go.”

      Alice blinked. “Wait, what?”

      “I’m trying to keep everyone alive, Alice,” Nathan said drily. “It’s easy to say that Champions fight until their last breath for Doumahr, but that means little to me. While I might risk their lives, I’m here because I love them and want them by my side. I’ve neglected that aspect recently. Defeating Siv may have been easier if Fei were more offensively minded, but I’d prefer her alive and napping away here after a harder fight, than to be burying her.”

      “You talk about that too easily.” Alice’s voice seemed too small.

      He pulled her against him. A few seconds later, Ciana switched sides of the cabin and wrapped herself against his back. Her horn rubbed against his shoulder in the process and he felt love filter through her mental link.

      Several long minutes later, they returned to normal and changed the topic.

      “Um, do you want to talk about what… she said?” Ciana asked, looking at Fyre with concern.

      “Not now.”

      Alice shot him a look.

      “I will later,” he added. “But some of that was new, even to me. I need to talk to Fyre and her benefactor.”

      “And the Twins? They said some questionable things, I hear.”

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Nothing new. It’s easy to dismiss their behavior as antics or depravity, but I’m not stupid enough to miss their intentions. They had an opening to steal a binding stone and ignored it in favor of trying to take control of Siv.”

      “I feel they’re not the servants you think they are,” Alice said.

      “They’ve never been servants. My bond to them is like a Champion’s, but I can keep them under control with mental magic. They agreed to the deal because there’s something they want, and that involves me.”

      “And Fyre?”

      He shrugged. “The most surprising part was how furious she became. I’ve underestimated her genuine fury about the situation, especially as she blames herself for Leopold’s death.”

      “Fyre’s genuineness isn’t something I question, especially if beastkin are involved.” Alice propped her head on a hand. “But her concern over Leopold surprises me. The only reason she cares about me is because of your ties to me. Her thinly veiled jealousy that I’m marrying you gets old. Although she’s said some amusing things during wedding discussions.”

      “Why is Fyre involved in our wedding?” he asked, bemused.

      “Because she’s the prophet of Omria, and if she doesn’t officiate then questions will be raised about our relationship.” Alice sighed. “That, and she’ll explode if I keep her away from even the private ceremony.”

      “Amusing ideas?” Ciana asked, but her mischievous smile suggested she already knew.

      Alice called her on it. “Don’t pretend you don’t know. The first time Anna and I discussed a joint wedding, Fyre suggested we finish the ceremony with a…” Her cheeks flushed and she struggled to finish.

      “Something sexual?” Nathan suggested.

      “A double blowjob,” Ciana said, erupting in giggles immediately. “I wish I was there to see Anna’s face.”

      “Did Fyre forget to mention the part where Anna slapped her?”

      Apparently Nathan missed the best antics in the palace. On the other hand, he wanted nothing to do with a wedding that involved Anna, Alice, and Fyre arguing for hours on end.

      “Joint wedding?” he asked. “I thought that was a joke.”

      “We can’t hold one publicly, but it’s an easy way to handle the private ceremony,” Alice said with a grin. “You’ll umm and ahh over who goes first, and then make some sort of copout decision based on politics. So this circumvents that.”

      Damn. They knew him too well.

      “In any case, you should expect Fyre to be a handful in Trafaumh,” Alice warned. “Her display worked well here, but her contempt for humans and the churches is barely hidden.”

      “I don’t think she hates humans,” Nathan said.

      Alice gave him a sidelong look, and he frowned.

      “I’ll forgive that naivete given she’s your Champion, but Fyre has deep-seated issues with humanity,” she said. “In Aleich, it doesn’t matter much because of how deeply the beastkin have integrated. But if you weren’t pushing back against her, those fiery speeches about an Empire for beastkin would be her focus.”

      “I’m aware of that part,” he grumbled. “But she’s earnest about fighting for the downtrodden.”

      “She is. But her sympathy for humans in that situation is only beginning to form. The truth is that if she wants to be Omria, then she needs to represent all of us. Poverty, desperation, anger, and a longing for a better future are universal desires. Even the nobles fight for it, as they hear about the achievements of their forefathers and see what they’ve been reduced to. As much of an ass as Otto is, I’ve heard some of his deeper fears about failing to live up to his family’s storied history.”

      Nathan nodded, and let the conversation move on.

      But inwardly, he knew that this wouldn’t be easy. Trafaumh held secrets that turned even his stomach, and their actions might not be easily forgivable. The Inquisition did what it felt necessary to maintain control.

      Baudelaire’s horrendous actions seemed hard to condemn in totality, given Nathan’s willingness to indulge in heresy. Yet he couldn’t accept what she’d done to the beastkin she experimented on, even if he understood what drove her.

      Unlike the rest of the Trafaumh delegation, she saw Siv’s attack as a reminder of how short the Inquisition had fallen of their goal to defend Doumahr.

      What he wondered was the political fallout of that. Time would tell.

      For now, he had a night to recover in the humble parish they approached and Messengers to interrogate.
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      The town they traveled to possessed all the hallmarks of Trafaumh. Old but sturdy multi-story houses, cramped streets, plenty of stonework, and a church district that towered over all of it.

      Based on what Deverese said, this region was ruled by a marquis. But towns like this dotted Trafaumh, and the complicated noble structure of the region made it difficult for Nathan to determine who managed day-to-day affairs.

      In the Empire, there’d likely be a baron who owed fealty to a duke or archduke and reported to the local count. Or perhaps a baronet appointed by the count to manage the town and nearby land.

      By contrast, Trafaumh had all manner of specialized nobility that often had little wealth. Trafaumh lacked the concept of unlanded nobility—even a knight needed land here. Nathan had been told stories of counts and marquises converting a plot of farmland into strips barely a man wide, then assigning each to a platoon of drafted knights.

      “Wait, knights own land here?” Fei squawked as he explained the matter while riding into the town. “So if all of my knights came here—”

      “They’d be considered soldiers,” Alice said drily. “The knights in the Imperial Army are different to noble knights. A knighthood is granted by royalty—an archduke or me—and confers a number of noble privileges. They’re senior to unlanded nobles, so the children of many noble families seek them out.”

      “It’s a smart way to force the nobles to fight for the Empire,” Nathan said. “Only the heir inherits the family title. The rest need to start from the bottom of the ladder, and that often means proving their value to the Empire.”

      Given the need for intelligent and well-trained Bastions, it also drastically improved the quality of Bastions. Or at least, it reduced the already expensive process of educating them.

      “Aw,” Fei said, her ears drooping.

      “Not that it matters. Giving out tiny plots of land is unpopular. The knights I knew used to joke they were being given their burial plot in advance,” Nathan said.

      Not that they used it as such. From what he knew, most knights allowed their liege to continue using the land as before, and they were paid a share of the taxes it earned. Better than nothing.

      The true problem was that the functioning of Trafaumh was intrinsically tied to nobility and land. The Empire still had a feudal system, but huge swathes of it had devolved to unlanded nobles and merchants. Anna allowed Torneus to run much of her territory without granting him a noble title.

      That would be impossible here. Almost every major function or delegation came with a noble title. Castellans ran castles and major institutions; adjudicators fulfilled a similar administrator role as Torneus; viscounts ran portions of land for other nobles, but that land reverted to the senior noble upon the viscount’s death. There was even a special position for counts appointed to rule church land.

      “Does it really matter?” Alice asked, interrupting his frustrated explanation. “I’ve been thoroughly educated on this, for obvious reasons, but nobody will expect you to separate castellans, viscounts, and marquises.”

      “It’s frustrating, mostly. I know all of this, but it never mattered,” Nathan said. “Baudelaire merged a lot of the roles when she combined the clergy and nobility. All counts ruled church land, so they all became church advocates. The church’s structure overruled the nobles.”

      “I’d argue it already does.”

      “Does it?” He stroked his chin. “I thought the nobles and bishops ruled jointly. That’s why it’s a Regal Council. The nobles administer the land, the church watches over them and the people, and the Inquisition protects.”

      The Champions in the carriage tried not to look too bored. Fyre paid more attention after a sharp look from Nathan.

      “Yes, but there’s hierarchy outside the council,” Alice explained. “The clergy can condemn a noble for greed or corruption, effectively ruining him. So they arguably hold more power, although it mostly takes the form of nobles bribing their bishops.”

      “Hence all the oversized churches,” Fyre said.

      Alice laughed. “Yes, exactly. But the Inquisition stands above the clergy. They control the Bastions and the standing army, can prosecute nobles and priests for corruption and heresy, and strike down laws they dislike.”

      “Is that why Baudelaire is so powerful?” Fyre asked, her eyes narrowing.

      “Yes. She controls the Inquisition, and through them, the entire Order of Trafaumh. Her only real limit is that she can’t directly control the nobles. As such, the nobles have been pushing for more power for decades.”

      “That sounds familiar,” Ciana said.

      “Not quite.” Nathan drummed his fingers on the wall of the carriage. “Pretty much every country has some sort of movement to change the power structure. In Falmir, it was a republican movement to unseat the monarchy. The Empire had the Nationalists who wanted to return power to the archdukes. Here, it’s more about the unchecked secret power of the Inquisition.”

      “In theory,” Alice warned. “We’re not here to rock the boat, Nathan.”

      “Getting Fyre recognized as prophet is, by definition, rocking the boat.”

      Wings flapped in the cabin, startling everyone. Fei hissed at Fyre for hitting her in the face with her feathers.

      “I don’t think I’m that bad,” Fyre said, pouting.

      “If Trafaumh wasn’t going to fight against you, then they would have let us in earlier,” Nathan said. “The meeting seemed tense at first, given the gap between Baudelaire and the archbishops. I’m wary that the clergy represented the Regal Council.”

      “Or at least, part of it,” Alice said. “But it could just be their usual nonsense. You find the Diet tiring, but I understand that the debates within the church would put the stuffiest noble to sleep.”

      “I’ll keep Fei clear, then.”

      “Hey!”

      Once they arrived, even more greetings took place. Half the town seemed to turn up to see them.

      Or to see Fyre in any case. Despite only sneaking in a short nap, she managed to give a short spiel—if a less fiery one than usual—and show off her usual tricks.

      The argument over where they’d all sleep took much longer. Despite the church’s impressive size, it lacked the accommodations for a delegation of this importance, let alone two. Even staying in guest rooms of wealthier merchants and lesser nobles seemed to fall short.

      When Alice suggested that she stay with Nathan and the others in an encampment just outside the town, Nathan swore that several bishops came to the edge of imploding. The idea of forcing a visiting monarch to sleep in a tent appalled them.

      Then again, so did the idea of letting Nathan sleep under the same roof. He didn’t miss Baudelaire’s sly glance during this part of the conversation. Crafty old woman knew exactly how things worked in the Empire.

      Eventually, they settled in. The soldiers and knights converted the hall of the church into a barracks, while everyone else split up. A local noble vacated his house overnight for Alice and Fyre, and Nathan neatly slid into that slot. But not before ensuring the noble received something for his trouble.

      Tonight, it would be him, Alice, Ciana, Fyre, and the Twins. The latter had earned him some sidelong looks, but he made it clear that leaving Messengers to their own devices wasn’t happening. Any protests vanished instantly.

      Once inside, Nathan slapped up as many wards as possible. The Twins even helped. Scanning the building for anything that might enable physical spying, or possible hidden scrying devices, fell to Ciana and Fyre. Alice did her best not to appear too frustrated by her inability to do anything.

      “I think we’re fine,” he said after helping his Champions conduct a second scan. “I’m surprised there’s nothing planted here.”

      “I don’t think they had the time,” Ciana said.

      “You’re so trusting,” Maura said. “That old dude’s eyes lit up during that conversation about Alice’s precious purity. I was certain he wanted to watch.”

      “Thank you for that awful mental image,” Alice said. “I assume you don’t plan for all of us to stay here?”

      “No.” Nathan looked at the Twins. “My priority tonight is to get answers. Talking about that here is too dangerous, even with the wards.”

      “So… your mental fortress?” Fyre asked, suddenly eager to move. Her wings had been drooping ever since her sermon.

      “Yes, but we’ll need to return to one of my binding stones. That means long-range teleportation.” He pointed at Ciana. “Stay here with Alice. If I sense anything is amiss, I’ll return immediately.”

      “Shouldn’t you take Reine to be sure?” Alice asked.

      “I have a pretty good alarm clock,” he said.

      Ciana blinked, then frowned. “Wait, it goes both ways?”

      “You only just realized that?” He smirked at her. “Although I didn’t know you and Fyre have been spying on my emotions until you panicked months ago.”

      “Emotions, yeah,” Fyre muttered.

      He stared at her, but she refused to look him in the eye.

      Perhaps he should consider strengthening the mental walls he had between his Champions. But that might have deleterious side effects, given how the gems relied on the mental links.

      “We’ll be back,” he said.

      “Tonight?”

      “I thought you wanted me to give you some space,” he teased.

      Alice walked over and poked him in the chest. “They can sleep on the floor, but I’m not going to say no to you.”

      “Uh, are we the ‘they’ or does that include them?” Laura asked while pointing at the two horsegirls in the room. “Because I’ll sleep on the floor if they do.”

      Ciana rolled her eyes and merely waved Nathan goodbye.

      With the Twins’ help, he teleported to one of Leopold’s former castles. The knights panicked when he turned up and seemed openly suspicious of them. Only when the Champions rushed out and confirmed he was real did they let up.

      “It’s fine,” he told the embarrassed knights. “I’d be unhappy if you didn’t suspect me of being a spy. Showing up at a random fortress with half my Champions missing is a little weird.”

      They nodded, and their eyes ran over the Twins. The fact they were here and Ciana wasn’t must concern them greatly.

      “Oh god, they’re onto us. Nathan, run!” Maura called out, while striking an exaggerated running pose.

      Then both Twins collapsed to the ground, twitching, after he crippled them with mental blasts. The tails of the nearby knights whirled rapidly. Confusion reigned on their faces.

      “Ignore them,” he said. “I need a private room.”

      Despite that, the suspicion remained even as they cleared out some old furnishings from a random chamber. Fyre helped alleviate the problem, while he focused on casting wards here.

      His decision to come here had been driven by paranoia. At this point, he needed to assume that other nations actively followed his movements. Falmir definitely knew about his teleportation, and others might have noticed.

      That meant his larger fortresses almost certainly had spies. Nathan lacked the ability—and the will—to scan through every servant and soldier in his castles and refused to give the Twins free rein. That meant he had to live with some number of traitors reporting back, just as Reine had her own spies across the world.

      However, smaller sites like this one were less likely to be compromised. That meant anyone spying might not know he had left Alice.

      Hopefully, his paranoia meant nothing, but he knew better than to make that assumption. Gareth had exploited the overconfidence of many Bastions when Falmir needed someone dealt with.

      Now that they were secure in this room, he summoned the door to his mental world. Ordinarily, he’d use the main door, but he wanted to try something different.

      “Wait here,” he told the others, before stepping through the glowing blue door that led into his mind.

      What greeted him on the other side was a void. His mind panicked for an instant, and his body began to seize up, but he clamped down on the instinctual fear pumping through his veins.

      This place didn’t harm him. Couldn’t, he suspected. Just like when he dove into his own mind, or that of his Champions, what he saw here wasn’t truly real. Especially as he hadn’t created anything yet.

      He was, in fact, present in a formless space of his mental world. What he wanted was a second mental fortress. One that wouldn’t be trekked through by his Champions as they moved between binding stones.

      Unfortunately, creating that almost seemed like he was getting ahead of himself. He had at least been right to assume he could create a door to any part of his mind.

      Recalling the lessons taught to him about reshaping this space, he reached out with his power.

      Except he couldn’t find anything. In his other mental fortress, there was still a sense of something here.

      This must be because he hadn’t made anything. So he pumped power into the void.

      As he should have expected, the void simply consumed it.

      Frustrated, he spent a minute thinking about this. What had been the secret last time? The control room had sprung from his mind fully formed, but he had been reshaping something that existed.

      Was this like building a castle from scratch? One of the fundamental problems many young Bastions encountered was that adding to an existing structure was far easier than building a new one. Nathan’s ability to construct castles in minutes was the work of a decade of practice, and far too much experience.

      This time, he drew on a more pleasant experience than the control room. With a strong memory in mind, he tried once again to build this new mental space.

      His efforts succeeded. An immense amount of power flowed from his body into his surroundings.

      In the blink of an eye, the void became the true throne room of the Imperial Palace. Or a simulacrum. The glittering throne occupied the far wall, banners hung from the ceiling and walls, a pair of discreet entrances on either side allowed entry and exit, and expensive statues and archaic suits of armor watched him from either side.

      Certain parts seemed unusual to him. His eye recognized them as slightly off, but he swore he’d recreated everything as he remembered it. He walked toward the corners of the room, which seemed too smooth.

      And learned that he didn’t know what these parts of the room looked like. The stone had an oddly clean look, as if his mind had substituted a rough sketch of a wall instead of the real one.

      While he tried to fix these issues, and at least make them look like real stone, he thought of other changes.

      The banners, entrances, and ornaments were unnecessary. In their place he added more interesting features. Bookcases, an office table, a large map table, and even a large buffet table and a pair of kegs.

      “So you already worked out how to do this,” Kadria’s voice said from behind him while he stared at the map table, trying to recreate Doumahr from memory.

      He spun, teeth gritted. “How did you get in here?”

      That was a damn good question. No ominous black door was in sight.

      “I live in your mind, Nathan. You’ve seen the tethers tying us together. The doors are a permanent spatial connection between mental spaces, but they’re not the only way to move between them. If they were, how could mental attacks even be possible?” She crossed her arms.

      He nodded. That made sense.

      “You’re missing your tail and ears,” he said. “They looked good on you.”

      “I don’t think now is the time to play at being your puppy.”

      “You didn’t say it right.”

      Kadria’s glare suggested she would eviscerate him before admitting she was his puppyslut. A shame.

      She strode into the center of the throne room. “Why a place like this? Is this how you secretly view the world?”

      A laugh escaped him. “No. But this place carries far better memories than many, and it’s deeply related to how I think. In Falmir, I hated the throne room. An awful place for awful people. The grand hall of the palace gives me a similar vibe, but at least an effort is made to invite ordinary citizens for major events.”

      “So you prefer an exclusive, shadowy throne room over the public eye?”

      “That’s how I work. In Falmir, Gareth and I ended up as the Bastions who supported the monarchy but were never invited into their circle. Up until very recently, a lot of my efforts have been unnoticed by most.”

      Kadria jumped on top of his office table. Then she tilted her head and stared at an empty corner.

      A presence made itself known in his mind, but before he could do anything about it, it vanished. Instead, power flowed into the room.

      A large water feature began to appear. At first as mere lines, then it gained a proper shape and presence, then finally it looked real and colorful.

      “You should beautify your mind. Everything here is too functional,” she said. “Consider this a gift, to celebrate your progress.”

      “I don’t even know what this is,” he admitted, scratching the back of his neck. “I wanted somewhere private, but…”

      He looked at her, and she laughed.

      “Well, you can make it more private, but you’re far too inexperienced to keep out succubi.” She ran a finger along one of her luscious thighs to prove her point. “But layered fortresses is a good idea. Where do you think I go when I’m not in my bedroom?”

      Wincing, he realized he’d never really thought about it. “Alright. So this is normal. I assume that’s how Messengers keep their agents separate? Create a new mental world for them?”

      “You are catching on fast. Yes, if we want to keep any agents, we need somewhere to keep them between worlds. It’s been some time since I’ve bothered myself, and the Twins are terrible at spatial magic so they’ve never bothered.”

      “Wait, the real reason they don’t keep agents is because—”

      “They can’t create mental fortresses for shit. I can only imagine how long Maura worked on that diorama for you.” Kadria scowled at the reminder of that place.

      Nathan told himself to thank Maura, as her work had pushed him to create this place. She hadn’t even complained when he replaced it whole cloth.

      “We need to talk, but first, I need to get the others,” he said.

      Kadria didn’t say anything. Instead, she watched him step through the door, back into reality.

      Everyone milled about in the small chamber, but perked up when he reappeared.

      “You’re up to something,” Maura said, glaring at him. “I felt you doing something in the mental world. Something big.”

      “Is it impossible to keep secrets from you two?” he asked.

      “Well, duh.” Laura flicked her long, white hair. “We can’t breach your mind, but we have a gigantic mental pipe into your head. You think we can’t spot when you’re up to something?”

      Somehow, Nathan suspected the rest of his life would be bereft of secrets. Literally everyone involved in this conversation spent far too much time spying on his mental state.

      He ushered them through the door, then followed. Three sets of wide eyes tried to take in his new creation.

      “Holy fucking shit,” Maura said, staring around herself dumbfounded. “How the fuck did you make this place?”

      “Yeah, this is bullshit. You barely made that high tech place, and now you just wander off and build your own awesome playpen? And what’s the puppyslut doing here?” Laura smirked at Kadria.

      “The two of you won’t be leaving here in one piece if you call me that again,” Kadria said.

      “Brave words for a puppy—”

      Nathan placed a hand on Laura’s head and pushed it down, causing her to squeal in surprise. “I didn’t bring you here to fight. Not yet, anyway.”

      The mood dipped instantly. Fyre swiftly moved behind Nathan, flanking his left side. After a few seconds, the Twins wandered over to the throne and sat on either arm of it.

      Kadria’s eyes scanned the room, before settling on Fyre. “That’s a curious position for you.”

      “I’m Nathan’s Champion,” Fyre said haughtily, puffing her chest out and flaring her wings.

      “And you’re also the prophet, and soon to be the new goddess if we play our cards right.”

      “It’s those cards we need to talk about,” Nathan interrupted, trying to prevent this from turning into a fight.

      He broke away from Fyre and shooed her back when she tried to remain behind him. The Twins patted the seat of the throne, but he rolled his eyes at them.

      Instead, he walked up to the map table. With a wave of his hand, he dismissed the map. In its place, a visual projection shimmered into existence above the table. It depicted Siv in her final moments.

      “Tell me again who Siv is,” Nathan said, looking each of his Messengers in the eye, one after the other.
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      “Pretty sure Sis told you already,” Laura said, leaning against the throne. “She’s an old bitch who does a lot of the grunt work in every world. Most collapses start with her. She started a big chain with Kurai ages ago, but I think she was also behind the first one we had to deal with when we first got sent here.”

      “I’m going to need a clear timeframe,” Nathan said, trying to make sense of her words. “I know that…” He paused and looked at Fyre. “Do you think you can protect me while I say her name? This will get confusing otherwise.”

      The prophet bit her lip. “I don’t know. My power isn’t the same in here. All I can feel is what you’re feeding me.”

      “I strongly recommend not testing her power,” Kadria said. “While our erstwhile goddess is weaker outside Doumahr, she’s still an interdimensional entity and we’re not.”

      “Wait, you’re not?” Fyre asked.

      “Messengers walk between worlds, but we’re still only one person. Outer beings, and the goddess, consider their alternate selves to almost be like additional limbs. A clear demonstration is that of dimension hopping to achieve a desired outcome. I can do that, but even finding a world suitable for Nathan was difficult and caused multiple changes. My former employer could have found a nearly identical world to his previous one, save for the one difference I wanted.”

      Nathan grimaced at the reminder that this world was only one of many.

      Did that mean that, even now, there was an infinite number of variations of his actions and results? Was there a Nathan who had fallen prey to the Twins’ influence? Or one that became the Emperor?

      “Don’t think too hard about it,” Kadria said with a smile, noticing his expression. “Despite the claim of infinity, that doesn’t mean everything is possible.”

      “That makes no sense,” he said.

      Sighing, Kadria rose and strode over to the table. “Imagine a world where everything is destined to be destroyed in seven days. That fact is an inevitability. No magic, no technology, and no individual can stop it, without creating an entirely new archetype that violates that rule.”

      Nathan tried to follow this example, but it felt too abstract. “What do you mean by creating a new archetype?”

      “An archetype is a collection of worlds that all follow the same set of rules. This one consists of a world commonly called Doumahr, with binding stones, a goddess embedded into the world, and plentiful magic. If any of those facts change, the world has changed enough that it’s not the same archetype. Much like adding carbon to iron creates steel.”

      “So the example you gave… if somebody discovers how to save the world, it’s no longer the same world?” he asked.

      “More or less. In our case, if we successfully prevent the destruction of Doumahr, then that will spawn a new archetype. But that means we are on a subset of worlds. In the case of the doomed world I mentioned, there are still infinite variations, but in none of them does anybody save it.” Kadria pointed at Fyre. “The same is true here. Without the right sequence of events to grant Fyre the powers of a prophet, the cycle won’t start. So there are variations that literally cannot exist, because they violate the preconditions of the cycle.”

      “Uh, any reason that’s relevant, goat?” Maura asked.

      “Yes, because it limits the potential of what anyone can do. Our rival prophet cannot simply snap her fingers and shift into a world where the world is aligned against us. If she’s thwarted by a particular Champion, she can’t move to a world where that Champion is dead, because of the repercussions.”

      “Ooh, this is that butterfly effect shit, isn’t it? I remember that movie.” Laura tapped her lips. “So if we trick this Charlotte slut into changing something she shouldn’t, she’ll lose her limbs and we can gift her to Nathan, right?”

      What.

      “… I have no clue what the hell you’re talking about,” Kadria said. “I suspect you have terrible taste in movies. No, that’s not what will happen, unless she’s dumb enough to jump into a world where she lacks limbs.”

      “Can we move away from the lack of limbs?” he asked. “And back to Siv.”

      Although the fact that nobody could easily take his success away from him did cheer him up some.

      “As I was saying, I know that the goddess came here and split Doumahr into two archetypes. That triggered your boss—”

      “Former boss,” Maura said.

      “—to invade. This has led to an endless game between the two, as the goddess reincarnates in new races to defend Doumahr, but every time she does so, a large chunk of the world is consumed and lost,” he said.

      The Messengers nodded, while Fyre focused intently, her wings wrapped around her body.

      “When, exactly, did each of you come here?” he asked.

      “This cycle. I think when we first arrived, we were invading because this dumb Empire was splitting in three,” Maura said.

      “There wasn’t a Messenger invasion back then,” he said.

      “Not in this world, sure. Because we destroyed all the ones we invaded.”

      “She’s correct,” Kadria said. “It’s survivorship bias. This is a world on the ‘happy path,’ where the world is largely intact. Kurai remains the exception, but without our intervention it’s likely worlds where Siv never invaded would take priority. The multiverse self-corrects, as unstable worlds collapse in greater numbers than stable ones.”

      “When did you appear?” he asked Kadria.

      “Fairly late, but early by your standards.” She shrugged at his look. “I arrived when the goddess still supported the foxes, on a continent to the south. After she left them, they fled to their satellite colony in Kurai, which was still fairly undeveloped, and began to uplift humanity. The goddess then helped the elves to the east, who fled here when she jumped to the faeries. You know the rest.”

      Uplift? Nathan decided to focus on what he could make sense of.

      “And Siv?” he asked.

      “Before me.” Kadria’s gaze became distant. “I was busy when the first Messengers were sent here to… deal with the goddess.”

      “And Sofia?”

      Kadria refused to look at him.

      “Oh, come on, explain the fun part,” Laura teased. “You know you want to.”

      “You know?” Nathan rounded on the Twins.

      Maura scowled and looked away. “We’re not really supposed to talk about it.”

      “Under what threat?”

      “Complete and utter erasure?” She glared at him. “We’re not even supposed to know who she is, but despite our old boss’s best efforts, we tend to remember stuff. That’s the joy of being a succubus, we can piece together our minds after he sticks his dick in them.”

      “Metaphorically,” Laura added. “Although I bet Sis wouldn’t mind if you did it literally.”

      “Ew. Don’t include me in your fetish, Sis.”

      Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Who is Sofia?”

      “An old friend,” Kadria said, her voice barely even a whisper. “She and Atlas taught me how to be a Messenger. Now she’s dead—gone permanently, in the entire multiverse, every world, every existence. Sofia came here, and my former employer erased every other copy of her from existence.”

      Somehow, he already knew who and what Sofia was. But his mind refused to admit it. To face reality.

      Fyre, meanwhile, stared at Kadria with growing horror. Her tail and ears stood on end, and her wings began to rise.

      “Fuck, just admit it,” Maura said. “She’s the slut goddess—”

      “No, she’s not,” Kadria snarled. “Whatever Sofia did to create the goddess of Doumahr, it consumed her.”

      “You’re turning me into that,” Fyre uttered, stepping back in horror. “What are you doing to me!?”

      Before she could flee, Nathan grabbed her arms. Her garnets glowed bright red, and she hammered against his chest. To no avail.

      “Fyre. Fyre!” he snapped, holding her against him despite her panic attack. “Calm down.”

      “You don’t get it, Nathan,” she screamed, pointing at Kadria with tear-filled eyes. “Omria isn’t some immutable system—she was a person. If I become her, won’t the same thing happen to me? Isn’t that why Kadria wouldn’t take the power herself, because she needed a pawn to manipulate?”

      Kadria rose, but Nathan raised a hand to stop her. The Twins immediately shot over, grins plastered on their faces.

      “Stop, all of you,” he said.

      For some reason, they all froze. For a moment, he thought that he’d frozen time. Then the succubi began to move sluggishly.

      “Fuck, that was intense,” Laura said. “Do that again!”

      “Do what?” he asked.

      “Aw, was that unintentional? Damn. I haven’t been gripped by a mental force like that in ages. You should totally rail us after paralyzing us like that. It would be fucking great, just lying there, unable to move, unable to do a thing, while you use us like toys.” The succubus shivered, and every curve on her body shifted at once.

      Confused, he looked at Fyre, who remained motionless. Then he noticed the mental grip he held on all the tethers in his mind—including Kadria’s. After he let them go, everyone returned to normal.

      Fyre gulped. “I… I felt you. Like I haven’t before.”

      He ruffled her hair, and her ears flapped up and down. “Let’s hear what Kadria has to say, before we panic.”

      She nodded then turned to face Kadria, betrayal writ all over her face.

      “That isn’t my plan for you,” Kadria said. “The whole point is that we leave the goddess in place, and you steal her power. She becomes a tool that we use. If you became another system, then everything would be meaningless. It’s already been proven that won’t stop our enemies.”

      “Our enemies?” Fyre asked.

      Kadria sighed and ran a hand down her face. “Sofia was a succubus like me, but she was far older, and already wanted out. Something happened here and she created the goddess you know of, and was destroyed in the process. Atlas and Siv were sent here to dispatch her, as rogue Messengers aren’t new. But both of them failed, creating the cycles, and I was sent here. Eventually, this place became a meat grinder. My former employer even asked a good friend of his for assistance.”

      “So the goddess is just an ascended Messenger,” Nathan said, his voice oddly emotionless. “That’s why Bastion and Messenger magic is so similar. She merely taught us weaker versions of what she already knew. Is that what Siv meant by the MLM comparison?”

      “More or less. I won’t bother explaining why she’s wrong, as you don’t know what an MLM is, but I’d say that the goddess created a cult, one in which she doled out power to enshrine her own existence for as long as possible. Now we’re replacing her in the eyes of her believers, while using her power as our own.”

      “Why are you so confident that Sofia isn’t the goddess?” he asked.

      “Because I can say her name.”

      Kadria’s grim expression held a sorrow that he hadn’t seen on her face. He almost thought of her as human, rather than the demon she appeared to be. Her expression was that of somebody remembering a good friend who had passed long ago.

      Her eyes reminded him of his own, when he looked in the mirror.

      “You’re not buying her shit, are you?” Maura asked, jaw dropping.

      “I’ve suspected this for a while,” he said.

      He walked over to his desk and slumped in the chair. Looking lost, Fyre followed him and he let her slip into his lap. His hands automatically stroked her hair.

      “Astra told me that my magic felt like a Messenger, but also the goddess. Given how taciturn she is about the source of her immortality, I’ve suspected that she brushed against the truth. The more you taught me, and the more I learned about how binding stones and Champions worked, the more obvious it became that there was some connection between Messengers and the goddess. If anything, I only became confused by the reincarnation aspect.”

      “It is fucking confusing,” Maura said. “Sofia definitely reemerges when she possesses a prophet. We never got to meet her, but every Messenger we’ve spoken to admits it. Except this dumb bitch.”

      “Atlas agrees with me,” Kadria said.

      Maura threw her hands up in the air and walked in a large circle, as if working out some unseen frustration.

      “Who is Atlas?” Nathan asked.

      “One of the elite Messengers. With Sofia gone, he’s the eldest I’ve met. By the time I arrived, he was already the rough equivalent of what I am now. He’s kept busy as a result, and doesn’t have time to deal with worlds outside of cycles,” Kadria explained.

      He sounded exactly like the sort of Messenger that Nathan didn’t want to meet.

      “Last question: why did Siv call your plan a scheme?”

      Kadria scowled, her expression turning thunderous. “Because she’s a boring, irritating woman.”

      “She seemed like a bundle of fireworks to me,” he said.

      “Terrible joke,” Maura said. “We’ve never met her on a mission before, but she’s a bit of a wet rag when it comes to fun stuff. I still can’t believe you didn’t claim her.”

      Ignoring her, Nathan faced Kadria. “Answer the question.”

      “You’ve been rather direct lately,” the elder succubus said, glaring at him.

      “Given the weight on my shoulders, I’m a little fed up with the secrets and dancing around the truth. I’d be lying if I hadn’t entertained some of their ideas sometimes.” He inclined his head toward the Twins.

      They grinned at him in response.

      “Ooh, so if she fucks up again, can we serve her up to you on a platter?” Laura asked, eyes practically glowing with glee.

      Nathan continued to ignore them.

      After sighing, Kadria said, “She thinks that I’m wasting my time, and that even if I succeed, the result will just be what happened to Sofia. I’ll be trapped inside a doomed archetype and all of my alternate selves will be erased. But as far as I can tell, that’s already happened. If there’s a version of me that isn’t stuck here, I’m no longer that person and can’t recall anything of the sort.”

      Despite their earlier anger, the Twins nodded grimly.

      “Gotta agree there,” Laura said.

      “Yeah, things are fucked right now,” Maura said. “To you, this is a big deal. Repeating the past and changing it? And, like, it is. But you’re the most fun we’ve had since this recent chain of collapses started. We make our own fun, but this is still an endless, monotonous fucking job. Like being sentenced to Hell and being forced to eat your favorite meal endlessly. So, yeah, fuck Siv.”

      “Literally, preferably,” her sister added.

      “It might still happen. She seemed pretty happy to have her head cut off.”

      The Messengers drifted off into an argument about what might happen with Siv in the future. Oddly enough, they all agreed she was likely to reappear.

      Whereas Nathan turned his thoughts inward.

      He finally had the confirmation he needed, and so many secrets had finally been unraveled. But the truth felt hollow.

      Was this what they meant by “ignorance is bliss?” He didn’t feel better knowing this.

      Telling his Champions all the details felt like a mistake, but then again, that approach might be backfiring on him right now. They still trusted him, but how many times could he withhold precious information without turning at least one of them against him?

      “What will happen to Charlotte?” he asked once his mind caught up to the present. “If Sofia”—he ignored Kadria’s glare—“is possessing her, doesn’t that mean she’s becoming the true prophet of the goddess?”

      “No, because that’s not how the system works. The goddess is a system, not a person. That she inserts a set personality into her prophets means nothing, because that’s separate to the power. I’ve intercepted the power of the prophet, but Fyre is gaining legitimacy on her own. Once we confirm how to strengthen Fyre, Charlotte will merely be another enemy. You can even keep her afterward, if you like.” Kadria grinned.

      That didn’t cheer him up, even if he knew that was her intention. Charlotte wasn’t a toy to him. He dearly missed what he thought he had with her, but the more time he spent with Alice, Gorthal, Leopold, Anna, and so many others, the more obvious it became that his life in Falmir had been an illusion.

      Did he even want to retrace his steps? His heart yearned for Charlotte, and his body definitely did as well, given her gorgeous, curvy figure, but his mind increasingly shut her out of his thoughts.

      “So nothing has changed,” he said, leaning his head on one hand. “We’re still aiming to unify Doumahr under Fyre, confirm her as the legitimate prophet, defeat invading Messengers who seek to destroy the new cycle, and bring down Falmir.”

      “I’m glad you’re still onboard after this,” Kadria said, relief evident in her voice.

      “That doesn’t mean I forgive you,” he added, causing her to wince. “You’ve said that we’re partners. Even if you were right that I didn’t need to know in order to make the right decisions, I’ve had enough of being left in the dark.”

      He rose, causing Fyre to leap to her feet with a frightened squawk. She clung to him as they walked to the door.

      Turning, he stared at Kadria. She met his gaze, her expression unreadable.

      “I said things are different now. I meant that,” he said.

      Then he left.
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      Before Nathan left the fortress, he spoke with the Champions and officers here. Allaying concerns was his priority, given he wanted them to keep his visit private. The fact they could still tell other Champions satisfied them.

      But their suspicion of his visit reminded him to be more careful in the future. Sometimes he felt immune to the influence the Twins had, but his subordinates felt differently. They remained succubi.

      Not to mention the events that had led to the siege of Castle Aleich. Nobody wanted to let Beatrice slip through again.

      Once back in the village with Alice, he found himself unsure of how much to tell her and the others. Fyre clammed up, and even Ciana’s prodding did little to open her up.

      The reality was that the truth seemed too harsh, and possibly unbelievable.

      Omria had been a Messenger. Everything taking place today was due to a Messenger going rogue and attempting to escape her employer’s control.

      The wound struck deep. Nathan had spent most of his life believing in Omria. Finding out that she was just some demon who turned Doumahr into her personal weapon to fight other Messengers… hurt. He struggled to think of other words to describe that.

      On the other hand, could he blame her? Was he any different? While he hadn’t known Kadria’s scheme, he actively worked with Fyre to bring it about.

      As far as Nathan was concerned, protecting Doumahr took priority. But was Siv right? If Kadria’s scheme matched Sofia’s, what stopped the outer beings from becoming just as aggressive?

      The answer seemed unclear to him. What even drove the outer beings to care so much about one traitor? Kadria had implied in the past that it was pride—a hatred for being denied worlds her employer would consume. Presumably, losing a subordinate angered him.

      Why did Kadria still live, then? Siv had outright said the elder succubus was being overlooked.

      Nathan knew he lacked enough information. His life had become schemes within schemes, and he’d already stumbled into the many traps laid by his enemies. Somehow, he knew there was something more at work here.

      Knowing that his thoughts would never end, he committed to explaining himself to the others in Soreaux. By then, he hoped to have made up his mind about how much to tell them.

      The rest of the trip was of little interest. Deverese led them to one of his fortresses with an active gateway, and they reached Soreaux on the second day after the battle. They’d return to collect the carriages.

      Soreaux retained the same majestic stature it always held in Nathan’s mind. Built atop a river junction, the capital of Trafaumh was a city of canals, extravagant riverfront mansions and shopfronts, and countless bluestone monuments to Omria’s greatness. The Order’s grand citadel towered over the city and was built atop an underground Bastion fortress that predated the current city.

      Unlike Aleich, which was an ancient and sprawling city that constantly overran the plans of its rulers, Soreaux felt more constrained.

      “I haven’t been here for years,” Alice said, staring out the carriage window with a bright smile. “It’s amazing to think a city like this is only a few centuries old.”

      Fei peeled herself off the window where she had been gawking at the city. Fyre and Ciana refused to do the same, although their ears pricked up in interest.

      “Eh? I thought Trafaumh was an ancient territory of the Empire?” Fei asked.

      “It is, but Soreaux was destroyed by a Messenger shortly before the goddess’s ascent,” Nathan explained. “Part of the reason it’s a holy city is that she supposedly rebuilt the city atop the ruins of the old one in mere days. That’s why the binding stone is beneath the cliffs on the south side of the city.”

      “That’s the citadel, isn’t it?” Ciana asked. “I can’t believe how big it is.”

      Nathan tried to hide his amusement at the awe shown by his Champions. He had once been like them.

      But staring up at the grand cathedral and the citadel walls that defended it, he remembered a much darker time he’d been here.

      One where the cathedral had been replaced with a terrifyingly huge portal, the city burning as an army of demons tore it apart. He, Deverese, and Gareth had fought Thanatos here.

      Only Nathan had returned. Deverese died to Thanatos. Gareth turned the portal into an escape route for Trafaumh’s countless refugees, but gave his life against the Messenger who rode on Thanatos’s coattails.

      “You’ve been making that face more often lately,” Alice said, interrupting his thoughts.

      The beastkin nodded in agreement, and he realized that they’d lost interest in the city compared to his mental state.

      “There are a lot of memories to dredge up here,” he said. “I buried a lot of friends here and I still failed to achieve anything.”

      “That’s a future that won’t happen,” Alice told him.

      When he refused to look at her, she placed her hands on his cheeks. He allowed her to turn his face toward hers.

      “I mean it, Nathan. Wasn’t that the point of the civil war? Of everything? That we’d change the course of Doumahr so that what you witnessed can’t happen? Even you have to admit we’ve done that.”

      He sighed. “We have. That doesn’t mean I don’t worry about it happening again.”

      If anything, recent events convinced him that they were as likely as ever. Siv still invaded, trying to bring down a nation on the brink of chaos.

      Torneus had suggested Baudelaire was stalling because her grip on power had weakened in Fyre’s advent. If true, that meant Arcadia and Trafaumh were less stable than other nations.

      A troubling thought occurred to him. “Have you heard anything from Arcadia, Alice?”

      She blinked. “They’ve agreed to send an ambassador to Aleich, if that’s what you mean. Still no word on whether they’ll recognize me as Empress, but I suspect they’re merely being difficult.”

      “What about army movements? Any hints of unrest?” he asked.

      “Shouldn’t you ask Reine that? She keeps an eye on these matters, and she insists that she’s your spymaster, not mine.” Huffing, Alice let go of Nathan and glared out the window. “For all that I can wrangle the nobles, I feel awfully powerless when dealing with some people. No wonder Grandpa relied so heavily on Leopold.”

      “Is this where you reveal their secret relationship?” Fei asked.

      Everyone stared at her, although Ciana’s cheeks colored slightly.

      “Pardon?” Alice asked, her face a fixture of bewilderment.

      “You compared Nathan to Leopold. And we all know what you do some nights.” Fei grinned. “So does that mean—”

      “No,” Alice said flatly. “And I’m not imagining Uncle Leopold’s nightly activities, no matter how many women he kept as Champions.”

      “He did have a reputation,” Nathan mused.

      She hit him and he laughed. Ciana giggled nervously, then pressed her face against the carriage window.

      Alice’s eyes narrowed at the unicorn knight. “Ciana. You seem to be on top of things. Where did this question come from?”

      “Me?” Ciana asked, but she shot an accusing glance at Fei.

      “I suspect I don’t want to read whatever stories the knights dream up about Leopold,” Alice muttered, running a hand down her face.

      While Fei and Ciana giggled, Fyre merely stared at Nathan.

      “It’s a joke, Fyre,” he said.

      “I know. That’s not my problem,” she said. “But I’ve heard precious little about Trafaumh. Duke Terrius had few dealings with them, and other than those proselytizing, I saw little of them in the Federation. Not to mention, that she hasn’t told me anything.” She tapped the side of her head. “You’re not keeping secrets, right?”

      Fyre had landed a solid hit on Nathan, at least emotionally. Because he had been, and his own fury at Kadria’s actions seared his thoughts as he stared at Fyre.

      “I know a fair bit more about Baudelaire’s activities here,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “We’ve spoken about how she creates relics and the divine eyes. That’s intricately tied to the Bastion here. When Thanatos destroyed the citadel, as well as the underground fortress guarding the binding stone, it revealed Baudelaire’s lair.”

      “I want to see it,” Fyre said. “You won’t tell me about it because you don’t trust me.”

      “No. I don’t want to tell you about it because you’ll do something rash.” Nathan leaned forward. “This isn’t the Empire, and you need legitimacy more than anything else. If you stir up a rebellion against the Order in one of the religious heartlands of Doumahr, Charlotte will use it against us. I guarantee Falmir already has its fingers in this mess.”

      Fyre glared at him. “I want to know.”

      “Only if you promise that you won’t act on what I tell you, without my permission.”

      Her wings drew around her body, hitting the other beastkin in the process. The temperature of the cabin seemed to fall significantly while Fyre’s eyes bored into his. Nobody else intervened. Fei’s hand rested on her scimitar, however.

      “Can I think on that?” she asked, almost too quietly.

      Ciana’s eyes widened, but Nathan shushed her.

      “You don’t need to rush into anything. You’re not stupid, even if you are rash. But I need to think about more than just what’s immediately right. If I didn’t, then we wouldn’t even be here,” he said.

      Fyre nodded. “I understand that. But… this is about beastkin, isn’t it? That’s why you won’t tell me.”

      “It is.”

      Somehow, even admitting that seemed dangerous.

      Fyre turned and stared out the window. They traveled through the city square, which consisted of a grand plaza bordered by towering shopfronts, countless stalls, far too many shrines and chapels, and a fountain the size of a small mansion.

      But her eyes glossed over the beauty on display. Instead, she focused on the many beastkin.

      They manned stalls, waved advertising placards, and trotted behind wealthy gentlemen and ladies. A veritable sea of horns stuck out from the crowd, as well as many fluffy sets of ears. This far north, various species of horned beastkin were dominant, and wolf beastkin came a distant second. The rest were largely imported from the warmer, drier south.

      Compared to Aleich, this sight seemed normal. Beastkin merchants, laborers, and shop owners packed out the sprawling capital of the Empire.

      With one key difference: the slave tattoos branded onto every single beastkin in sight.

      “I hate this place,” Fyre muttered. “It reminds me of home.”

      Their convoy entered the citadel, and trumpets sounded as they rolled through the outer gates. Behind them lay almost all of Soreaux, including the river junction. Beneath them was power, and Fyre seemed almost antsy as they rode through the open gates.

      Nobody else reacted, however. Unlike the Imperial Palace, the Order’s citadel wasn’t touched by Omria herself.

      The outer walls rose to almost obscene heights, but he knew they were intended to repel demons capable of bounding over lesser defenses. Three layers of successively higher walls separated the city from the citadel proper. Barracks, armories, pantries, and most of the buildings for the city garrison resided inside the walls or buildings leaning against their rears.

      To his knowledge, the defenses had never been tested. Not even in his world. Thanatos had breached and decapitated the Order from within. Much like how the Spires would fall if they lost control of the binding stone in the mountains.

      Once inside, an entire regiment of ceremonial guards lined the paved roads into the center of the citadel. The duties of these soldiers was to march, look pretty, and sometimes assist with relief efforts on behalf of the Order. All in all, a colossal waste of money for the sake of excess.

      The citadel was practically a miniature city, full of houses, noble residences, military infrastructure, and one of the most extravagant shopping plazas Nathan had ever seen. Three buildings formed its heart, however.

      A monolithic keep occupied one corner, and its black spires and gleaming angelic decorations were an aspiration for many Bastions to copy. The grand cathedral towered far too high, and eclipsed even the Imperial Palace in raw size, even if it lacked the same facilities.

      But they rode past both of those buildings and toward the Hall of Order. Nathan felt that was a rather pompous name for the palace of the Order of Trafaumh, but kept his opinion to himself.

      The building formed the shape of a large dome, and dark stone flying buttresses stretched across its entire surface, as if they were the ribs of some ancient, gargantuan monster. A sandstone statue of Omria, decorated with gold plates, formed the entrance.

      “Um, isn’t that a little weird?” Sen said, tilting her head as she looked at the entrance. “Aren’t we technically looking up her robe when we walk under the statue to enter the hall?”

      The Twins snorted. “That’s the least of the weird stuff you’ll see here. They have an entire wing full of naked statues of her.”

      Nathan shot his group a glare as they formed up outside the carriages. Rather than ceremonial guards, they now stood near the Inquisitorial Corps. These soldiers were Trafaumh’s equivalent to the Empire’s Royal Knights. The Inquisition drafted promising magic-users as children and trained them to be ruthless killers, loyal only to the Order—and Baudelaire.

      Ester had been one. A lot of Trafaumh’s Champions came from the Inquisitorial Corps.

      Alice stood at the forefront of their small group, while Nathan corralled his Champions and kept an eye on the Twins. Nearby, the Royal Knights formed up neatly, as if seeing all the overly perfect ceremonial guards pricked their pride.

      The gap between the Empire’s and Trafaumh’s guards showed itself in ways Nathan both had and hadn’t expected. Whereas the Royal Knights favored ostentatious enchanted armor, the Inquisitorial Corps limited itself to functional plate covered by the black and red tabards of the Inquisition. The Empire’s knights covered their faces with helmets, while the Inquisition didn’t.

      But more importantly, not a single beastkin stood guard inside the citadel. Trafaumh banned beastkin from military service, and that included nobles who sought to use their beastkin as squires. Champions formed a rare exception, but unlike Falmir and the Federation, Trafaumh rarely accepted beastkin Champions.

      “Finished?” Alice asked him when he stepped beside her. Fyre stared vacantly into the distance from the Empress’s right-hand side.

      “As best as I can. I haven’t exactly trained most of them on ceremonial duties,” he said. “Where should I stand?”

      “Officially, behind and slightly to my left. But honestly, I’d prefer you next to me. We’re engaged, you’re favored by the prophet, and I think snubbing some of Trafaumh’s stuffy rules is a sign of strength,” Alice said. “Baudelaire will be absent for a while, I understand.”

      “Officially, she’s dead. Difficult to maintain that fiction when every toy soldier in Soreaux sees her in the flesh.”

      Alice snorted. “It’s also difficult when she travels around the Empire doing whatever she likes.”

      As they spoke, an official greeting delegation walked out from the Hall of Order. A ripple ran through the guards as they rapped their polearms against the ground in a synchronized wave that ran from one end to the other.

      “Reminds me of the Spires,” Nathan said. “I always wondered if Trafaumh took some inspiration.”

      Alice shushed him, as the delegation slowly approached.

      A brisk wind blew across the courtyard. Its whistle broke the silence they stood in. For several minutes, nobody said a word.

      An archbishop clothed in gold vestments stepped forward. His companions varied from lesser bishops, to nobles and Champions. Deverese had vanished, while the rest of the original delegation from the canyon blended in. But Nathan found his eyes drawn to an unfamiliar figure.

      “Prophet-in-waiting Fyre, Empress Alice, Lord Bastion Nathan, allow us to welcome you to Soreaux, the shining jewel that holds Omria within its heart at all times,” the golden archbishop said, raising his hands in the air as if they were wings. “The Order of Trafaumh welcomes you for this historic visit. On behalf of the Regal Council, I greet you, and apologize that we failed to accompany you on your journey.”

      He acted as if Baudelaire hadn’t met them, but that was likely the point. Deverese hadn’t shown back up either.

      Alice and the archbishop exchanged some overly polite words. The gold robes of the priest indicated he sat on the Regal Council.

      Nathan introduced himself when Alice indicated he should, but otherwise remained silent. He couldn’t help but notice that their term for address for him had changed.

      All of Trafaumh’s terms of address had intense thought put into them—too much, in his mind. Bastions had three that he knew of, at least until today. Regal Bastions were those in direct service to the Regal Council. Revered Bastion was a term of respect for those considered to be in Omria’s good graces, which included all of Trafaumh’s Bastions by default. For all others, they used the term Honored Bastion.

      Being called Lord Bastion appeared to be some sort of middle ground between Baudelaire’s preferred term of address of “Lord Nathan” and the accepted “Revered Bastion.” Ordinarily, Bastions couldn’t hold a noble title in the Empire or Trafaumh, so Nathan’s position must have confused many.

      After far too long, they were led inside the hall. While its exterior matched the splendor of the Imperial Palace, the same couldn’t be said of the interior. For all the expensive statues, tapestries, and overwrought stonework, the Hall of Order failed to match the timeless beauty of Omria’s former palace.

      Once inside, much of the delegation peeled away. They were led through an almost maze-like building, although Nathan knew the pathways.

      Eventually, they reached a heavily guarded entrance. The inner halls of the Order lay beyond them, and inside were the council rooms—quarters, meeting rooms, war rooms, and opulent chapels.

      Their guide excused himself, then walked through the heavily warded marble doors in front of them. The glare of the inquisition guards made it clear nobody was to follow.

      The doors slammed shut with a deafening boom. After a few seconds, most of the guards relaxed. Not that they dared approach, even if they stared at Fyre with undisguised wonder. She merely flared her wings in response and struck up a conversation with Alice about the architecture.

      Bemused, Alice waved Nathan away. He did the same with his Champions, indicating that they could relax for a while.

      Ciana shot to his side. But he had someone he needed to talk to.

      “Regal Bastion Dominic,” Nathan said after approaching the man he’d spotted earlier. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

      Nathan bowed, and Dominic returned the gesture, albeit with less of a flourish than Deverese might.

      Unlike most famous Bastions from his time, Dominic remained a mystery to Nathan. The man had an unusually grizzled appearance and was thickset. Scars ran down his face, and his hair had gone gray. His overdecorated uniform barely stood out in Trafaumh, but made it clear he was a Bastion.

      The Bastion of Soreaux, in fact. The binding stone beneath them belonged to Dominic. By the time Nathan had gotten wrapped up in Trafaumh’s politics, Dominic had been replaced. Or retired. Nathan never learned what Baudelaire did with him.

      Because although the Bastions officially served the Inquisition, that fact differed in practice. Bastions swore oaths to Omria and to defend Doumahr and their country. Just as Bastions in the Empire had rebelled against the Emperor, despite ostensibly owing him fealty, the same happened when Baudelaire seized power.

      Which meant Dominic held loyalty to another political power. Who, exactly, Nathan didn’t know.

      “Those should be my words. I’ve heard a lot about you,” Dominic said, his expression giving nothing away. “And don’t worry about the formalities. I’m too old to play along with those games, and I doubt you’re doing more than paying lip service.”

      Nathan grunted. “Given where we are, that lip service matters. Still, I’m curious whether you hear good or bad things.”

      “Depends on the perspective.” The Order Bastion’s eyes wandered over the Twins and his expression tightened by the slightest amount. “Whatever people think of you, there’s a lot to respect. Leo trusted you. That tells me you’re the real thing, despite plenty of rumormongering. The fact you drag that pair around won’t go down well here.”

      Deciding to ignore the more negative aspect, Nathan focused on learning more about Dominic. “You knew Leopold?”

      “Fought alongside him at Kurai. My group got stopped dead keeping the demons from overrunning the evacuation point, but the Empire pushed on, after the bulk of our Bastions.” The man’s eyes hardened. “Last time I saw a lot of friends and mentors. Now I hear you fought the same monster.”

      Nathan knew he needed to tread carefully. Unlike Baudelaire, who respected the power of Messengers, Dominic had been at Kurai. Many of the Nationalist Bastions refused to believe Nathan’s prowess purely because of how heavily tied into fighting Messengers it was.

      The idea that he could accomplish what they struggled to do remained unbelievable.

      “I did,” he said. “The difference is that I knew what she was capable of.”

      Dominic’s lips quirked upward. “Oh, is that it?”

      “That and I brought a lot of firepower. Having a prophet lend me her power helped a little.”

      “It’s like the old legends. Omria defending her chosen nation. Can’t imagine that princess doing the same.” The old man crossed his arms. “But these trigems of yours… You’re making one hell of a statement.”

      “Oh?”

      “Don’t play dumb. Nobody rises to your position, let alone receives respect from Leo, without knowing how the game truly works.” His eyes bore into Fei, who chatted with Fyre and Alice about some nonsense. “You brought three trigems here, but none of them are human.”

      “Being non-human isn’t unique to my Champions,” Nathan said drily.

      By now, plenty of people had noticed that two senior Bastions were in deep conversation. Dominic commanded one of Trafaumh’s two trigems and Nathan was Alice’s right hand.

      The fact he had brought more trigems than Trafaumh even had weighed heavily on the minds of the guards watching. The Empire rose ascendant again.

      “What’s it like? Fighting a Messenger, I mean,” Dominic asked.

      All other conversations ceased, proving Nathan’s suspicions correct. Everyone waited for his answer with bated breath. This was a situation that he’d grown increasingly accustomed to lately.

      Nathan met the other Bastion’s gaze steadily. Dominic’s expression remained unreadable.

      “Terrifying,” Nathan said. “A single mistake means death, their power is far greater than even trigem Champions, and you never know what they’re capable of. Despite that, you know that failure isn’t acceptable. Whatever they’re doing to you is nothing compared to what they’ll do to everyone you’re trying to protect.”

      Dominic nodded. “I appreciate your honesty. Few would be willing to admit as much.”

      Little more was said between them. After a short wait, the marble doors reopened.

      A handful of men and women dressed in white habits with gold inlays stepped forward. One took the lead and bowed to Alice.

      “Empress Alice II, the Regal Council welcomes you,” he said. “Please, bring Her Holiness and Lord Bastion Nathan and follow us.”
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      The council chamber the servants led Nathan, Alice, and Fyre to matched his memories. All that had changed was the security.

      His Champions remained outside the inner sanctum. Nathan checked up on Reine, whose expression remained resolute, but he could feel the slight shake of her body when he placed a hand on her shoulder. Fei’s job was to keep her fellow beastkin company while he accompanied Alice and Fyre into what he expected to be an intensely dry exchange of formalities.

      The chamber itself appeared to be a large cylinder. The various flags of Trafaumh and the constituent members of the Order covered the walls. While white-clad guards in similar uniforms as the servants protected the entrances, none were allowed inside.

      A single round table dominated the room. Its black slate surface seemed to absorb the light emanating from an unknown source in the ceiling. A golden image of Omria was engraved into the stone, with her head on the far end and the bottom of her robe closest to the entrance.

      Sixteen chairs ringed the table, and thirteen were presently occupied. The chair immediately above Omria’s head held a more opulent look than the others, but remained unoccupied.

      To Nathan’s knowledge, nobody ever sat in that throne. He’d heard many stories of its purpose. That the Bishop Errante used it on the rare occasion he visited Soreaux. Or that it was kept vacant to remind the Regal Council of Omria’s absence.

      Baudelaire and two other inquisitors sat next to the empty throne, wearing the typical black and red uniforms of their station. Five archbishops clothed in gold sat to Nathan’s right, and five men and women—nobles, presumably—sat in those to his left while wearing a wide variety of ostentatious clothing. One man had peacock feathers in his cap, even.

      Despite the simple appearance of the room, Nathan knew it held secrets. The chamber appeared round, but its exterior was a solid square. The corners of the room supposedly included secret entrances and exits for the council members in case of crisis. Soldiers could spill forth from them at a moment’s notice.

      Nathan had always suspected that Baudelaire’s coup took place in here. Dispatching the council with her own soldiers would be trivial.

      The old woman in question rose and bowed to them as they entered. Nobody else followed suit.

      “Your Majesty, Your Holiness, and Lord Nathan, I bid you welcome to today’s session of the Regal Council of Trafaumh,” Baudelaire intoned, before smiling wryly and loosening her tongue. “While today was intended primarily for greetings, I have taken the liberty of inviting you to a full session, given the importance of your historic visit.”

      One of the archbishops cleared his throat. Baudelaire pointedly ignored him.

      Realizing the two remaining empty seats were for their party, Nathan gestured to Alice and Fyre to be seated.

      This time, the archbishop didn’t wait for Baudelaire’s approval to speak. “Prophet-in-waiting Fyre it is the Council’s will that you stand before us, so that we may judge you in Omria’s light and determine with our own eyes if you represent Her will and grace.” The man glared at Baudelaire as he spoke, as if daring her to correct him.

      Fyre’s expression became stony. Alice paused as she took her seat, but Nathan didn’t.

      He pulled out the other chair. “Your Holiness, please be seated,” he said.

      Fyre shot him an amused look, presumably because of what he had called her. The Council practically vibrated with rage as she sat down, then pushed herself against the table.

      “This is—” the archbishop began to say.

      “I didn’t bring our prophet here to be judged,” Alice interrupted. “She is here as my guest, and for your benefit, to see the Order of Trafaumh with her own eyes and spread Omria’s blessing. The Empire will not brook disrespect for her position.”

      Whatever their thoughts, the Council swallowed them.

      This put them in a difficult position, however. They hadn’t intended to leave Nathan standing. Somehow, he knew that the crusty archbishops were internally panicking.

      Baudelaire’s smile merely widened. “If you’d like a seat, Lord Nathan, I can arrange one for you.”

      “I’m rather used to standing, as you’d well know given your recent time in the palace,” he said.

      She inclined her head toward him, before resuming her own seat.

      Introductions took place. Ordinarily, Nathan would zone out and ignore them. But the mood soured almost immediately.

      While the archbishops showed respect to Alice, the lack of it from the nobility was plain. Only one of them—a woman who introduced herself as Marquise de Rosewald—bothered to ingratiate herself politely.

      Reine’s eyes had remained fixed on the Regal Council lately, but she had told Nathan nothing of this surprising hostility. Something was awry.

      The Council itself matched what he had been taught, however. While Baudelaire had streamlined it after her coup, that had yet to happen. He only recognized one archbishop, and one inquisitor other than Baudelaire herself.

      Five nobles represented the nobility and were elected by a parliament of nobles every few years. That likely meant they held political allegiances similar to those in the Imperial Diet.

      The five archbishops were elected to the Council by cardinals across the Order. Nathan knew little about the process, but knew it was linked to the election of the Bishop Errante.

      Finally, the three inquisitors mediated between the two sides. They ran the Council, but rarely voted themselves. Their role was that of tie-breakers and a physical reminder to the other members not to violate Omria’s will.

      Not that Nathan expected the other two inquisitors to do anything. Baudelaire held power in Trafaumh.

      Eventually, the topic of conversation turned to Fyre.

      “Prophet-in-waiting—” an archbishop said.

      “I’d prefer if the Council referred to me by name, with or without a title,” Fyre said, eyes flashing. “I am not waiting for anything. Omria’s light flows through me, and it is my duty to share that with the faithful and rebuild that which has crumbled in her absence.”

      “Crumbled!?” a noble spluttered. A duke, if Nathan recalled his introduction correctly. “Trafaumh stands as the greatest nation on Doumahr, and we have done nothing but venerate the Watcher Omria and what she left for us. How can you claim to speak for her when you spout such nonsense?”

      Nathan saw Alice’s fists clench beneath the table, but her polite mask never wavered.

      By contrast, Fyre’s face became a mask adorned by an eerie smile. “No matter the glory the Order of Trafaumh aspires to, it remains that Omria left behind an Empire of her faithful that spanned Doumahr, and returns to find it shattered. Would you hand your mother a shard of a mirror she gifted you as a child and claim you kept it safe?”

      In two short sentences, Fyre had reduced the nobles to red-faced balloons. Save for the marquise, who patiently sipped from a glass of water in front of herself.

      Baudelaire rapped the table with the rings adorning her fingers. “Enough. We aren’t here to debate Her Holiness’s status.”

      “That is not my belief,” an archbishop said while stroking his beard.

      Her eyes flashed. “The Inquisition interprets Omria’s will. I speak with authority when I say that we have assessed Her Holiness and confirmed that she truly holds the power of our goddess.”

      “Through a demonstration we didn’t witness.”

      “I can do it again, if you’d like,” Fyre said with false cheeriness.

      “The Council has more important affairs to conduct than to waste our time escorting you for a magic show,” the duke from earlier said.

      Given every archbishop glared at the duke, Nathan doubted his opinion carried much weight. But the fact remained that they had stayed here, rather than see Fyre themselves.

      “Oh no, we won’t need to go to the Pearlescent Canyon. I can repeat it here,” Fyre said.

      Silence.

      “I beg your pardon?” Baudelaire asked with beady eyes.

      “Soreaux is a jewel of Omria, reconstructed with her power to provide a home to her faithful after a great tragedy tore it apart. Her power flows here, as it did in the canyon. If you wish, I can reveal it.”

      “That’s unnecessary,” the archbishop said. “We have our own processes to assess you.”

      “Unnecessary processes,” the duke growled. “We have already witnessed a true prophet during our visit to Fertheim. Entertaining this foal is a waste of our time and an insult to Omria!”

      Nathan felt Fyre’s power rising before she even began to do anything. Her mask cracked, and he knew the seconds mattered.

      “I don’t remember being taught that the nobles of Trafaumh were the experts on our goddess,” he said drily, drawing all attention to himself. “Has the Inquisition been retired, Inquisitor Baudelaire?”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, it has not. Your point is made, however. Duke Reynald, speak such sacrilege in Her Holiness’s presence again and I shall not overlook it.”

      “I am an elected member of the Regal Council—”

      “And that does not permit heresy.” Baudelaire’s voice lashed out like a whip. “The Inquisition has spoken. It is one thing to consider Princess Charlotte to be a potential prophet, but do not speak ill of Her Holiness.”

      Nathan half-expected soldiers to stream into the room at any moment. But the duke merely glowered at Baudelaire.

      It was Alice who lost her patience next. “As I said earlier, I did not come here for you to judge Fyre—”

      “Her Holiness,” an archbishop corrected, without a hint of irony given he had refused to call Fyre by that title minutes earlier.

      “I stand as Omria’s representative in her palace. If her prophet allows me to speak her name, then I will,” Alice said coldly. “I’m here to confirm peace between our nations, as well as all of Doumahr. Fyre accompanies me to grant Omria’s light on the way.”

      The awkward silence that followed spoke volumes. The nobles had admitted to visiting Falmir—somehow avoiding Reine’s gaze—and shifted uncomfortably.

      Whatever Charlotte had done to prove herself, she had made her intentions clear. Peace between the Empire and Falmir appeared impossible.

      “There cannot be two prophets,” another noble said, taking over for the duke. “The clash between the two—”

      “Is a matter for religion, not state,” Alice said with a faux smile. “I see no reason to plunge Doumahr into war over this. If anything, it might be a chance to heal old wounds. Given the spate of recent Messenger invasions, peace is the only option.”

      “That was a topic I had wished to discuss before this distraction,” Baudelaire said, ignoring the attempted interruptions by the other members of the Council. “Lord Nathan quashed an invasion in our south. While the Inquisition shall redouble its efforts to prevent a repeat display, it remains a fact that we came close to a repeat of Kurai.”

      “And whose fault is that?” the duke thundered.

      “The Messenger’s, I imagine,” Nathan drawled. “Underestimating their power is foolish.”

      “Yet you quashed her single-handedly and even stole one of our binding stones.”

      He blinked. Oh, right. He still hadn’t returned it. Nobody had raised the topic on their trip here, so he had simply treated it as he had in his old world. Given the shortage of Bastions, it was rare that arguments were brought to bear when they captured a binding stone.

      “Given the probability of the same portal being invaded again, the Empire is merely assuring the safety of the Pearlescent Canyon,” Alice said, producing a reason whole cloth. “Unless you wish to sacrifice such an important site?”

      “That’s not—”

      “Enough.” Baudelaire sighed. “The fact remains that Trafaumh is underprepared for Messenger attacks. All of Doumahr is, perhaps, given word of the attack at Waier has reached us. The Inquisition will not refuse aid that safeguards Doumahr.”

      “You don’t have the authority—”

      “I do. Now be quiet.”

      The Council seemed to be in open war. Baudelaire’s grip had faded, if random nobles openly opposed her.

      Torneus had been right.

      “I feel we are wasting time,” Marquise de Rosewald said, finally breaking her silence. “It is not the duty of the nobility to interpret Omria’s will. As such, the Council has no place to debate over whether Her Holiness is the true prophet or not. The Inquisition has spoken.”

      The looks of disbelief on the faces of almost every member of the Council made it clear that Rosewald’s opinion came as a surprise.

      Nathan tried to recall if he knew of her, but nothing came to mind. Rosewald was in her 40s, if he had to guess. A stern-faced woman who dressed in Trafaumh’s latest fashion, but favored conservative clothing. Her brown hair was wrapped in a bun behind her head.

      Based on her name and title, Nathan guessed she owned a march near the canyon. Rosewald sounded like a name from the Empire, and the border region remained closer to the culture of Doumahr’s south than the fancier north that dominated most of Trafaumh.

      “That seems acceptable to me,” an archbishop said.

      The rest of the clergy nodded, leaving the nobles to seethe in silence. Rosewald leaned back, self-satisfied.

      “In that case, the Order must begin the rites laid down centuries ago to prepare for the Watcher Omria’s return,” the archbishop continued. “Only once complete shall the church be satisfied with Her Holiness, and permit a formal vote of descension.”

      “And what of Princess Charlotte?” the duke asked.

      “Given you still call her a princess, there is nothing to consider,” Baudelaire said. “Should she submit herself to the will of the Inquisition, then and only then, shall she stand before the Council and be considered.”

      “You would deny a prophet?”

      “I will deny a blasphemer, should they be unwilling to accept the inquiring light of the Inquisition.”

      Once again, the chamber fell silent.

      This time, neither Alice nor Nathan felt the need to interrupt. Fyre grimaced and opened her mouth.

      Nathan buzzed her over their mental link, and she looked up at him. He shook his head. Now wasn’t the time to intervene.

      Their exchange wasn’t missed, but a female archbishop had other plans for the meeting.

      “If we are agreed that a true prophet has returned, regardless of who and where, I believe there is another matter to discuss.” The archbishop ignored the series of glares that her statement provoked. “We must consider the calendar.”

      Several nobles blinked in surprise, while the rest of the clergy nodded in agreement.

      “Of course,” another priest said. “If Omria has returned, then we are no longer in the era of Omria’s Ascent. And if all nations agree that a prophet of some form walks among us, then we must act immediately.”

      A surprisingly involved conversation about the calendar erupted between the clergy, while everyone else looked on in utter confusion. Debates over the possible name of the new era, whether another era might be required once the prophet brought Omria herself back, as well as how to cut over to the new calendar filled the air.

      After far too many minutes, Baudelaire cut the archbishops short and rose.

      “I feel this is a debate that can be settled within the Order itself,” she said, before looking Alice in the eye. “Your Majesty, thank you for the attendance today. I know there are many matters you wish to discuss, other than those of faith, and the Council shall make the time for you. For now, allow us to extend our hospitality toward you.”

      Said hospitality involved being freed from this interminable meeting, Nathan felt but didn’t say.

      After another series of overly formal goodbyes, Alice swept out of the council chamber with Nathan and Fyre behind her.

      Before Fyre could say anything, Nathan placed a hand on her shoulder and again shook his head. She scowled, but played along.

      The servants led them outside, where they found only Fei, Reine, and Ciana waiting. All three of their tails and ears reacted to his return.

      None of the earlier delegates from Trafaumh remained, and only the usual inquisitorial guards stood watch. They saluted to Nathan when he looked at them.

      “Where’s everyone else?” Nathan asked as Fei bounded up to him.

      Reine sought his side almost as swiftly. Surprisingly, neither Fyre nor Ciana reacted to the fact she claimed one of his arms. Alice appeared amused.

      “We have a manor outside,” Fei said. “Everyone else went there, but you told me to look after Reine.”

      Reine’s tail and ears drooped and she refused to look at him. “I… do not wish to separate from you for long, Lord Bastion.”

      “You can call me Nathan, you know,” he said.

      “I know.”

      Fei led them to their housing. The knights stood guard outside and appeared to have a small barracks nearby. Other than a low wall, nothing separated the mansion from the neighboring residences. Presumably, visiting nobility stayed here, as it looked roughly the same size as the manor house they’d stayed in last week.

      Once inside, Nathan saw a scene of utter chaos.

      His Champions tore through the furnishings, and even the walls, with intent. Alice stood in the doorway, utterly lost.

      “I assume you found some monitoring spells,” Nathan said, when Narime walked up to him.

      “They’re everywhere. Spells, crystals, enchanted objects. Some are even in the walls. Sen and I have been checking everything,” the fox said. “You may need to rebuild the mansion if we wish to speak in private.”

      “That would be unwise, given we’re atop the domain of another Bastion,” Nathan said. “But if they don’t react when I put up wards, I’ll try it.”

      Fortunately, they didn’t. He layered every ward he could think of, and once again drafted the Twins to help, before burning an immense amount of power to cleanse the walls of prying eyes and ears.

      “You look tired,” Fei said, rubbing his side. “That hasn’t changed since we fought Siv.”

      “I’ve burned a lot of binding stone power,” he admitted. “Too much. I’ll need months to rebuild it. If I hadn’t claimed the one by the canyon, doing this would be too much.”

      Without the canyon’s binding stone, his next closest was in Straub. Maintaining it nearly halved the distance between his closest source of power and Soreaux.

      Even so, he took some time to rest. Alice and the Champions claimed bedrooms, unloaded supplies, and settled into the main room of the mansion.

      “Are we safe to talk?” Alice asked him.

      “As safe as we can be,” he said, stroking Fei’s ears while she lay in his lap. “It’s possible Charlotte can breach my wards, but I don’t think anyone else can.”

      “No shit. I barely understand why you ask us to help,” Maura said.

      Ignoring her, Alice finally relaxed. “That meeting was not what I expected. What did you make of it, Nathan?”

      “The Council is divided, and Baudelaire’s power is fading,” he said. “The Inquisition declared Fyre is the prophet, but the nobles kept arguing and the priests dithered. Correct me if I’m wrong, but that meeting decided nothing, right?”

      Alice nodded grimly. “The church agreed begin the rites necessary to return Omria as the head of the Order of Trafaumh. From what I was told before coming here, that’s not a strict precondition. Fyre is the prophet, not Omria herself. So they’re stalling, and buying time before a formal vote. That’s what matters. The Council governs Trafaumh, but Baudelaire can’t individually force it to do anything she likes.”

      Well, not yet. Nathan wondered how long this state of affairs might last.

      “More importantly, Charlotte beat us to the punch,” he continued. “She somehow won over the nobles—or Beatrice has melted their minds.”

      Almost everyone squawked in surprise at the news, while Alice and Fyre merely grimaced.

      “I did not see such an event.” Reine’s eyes seemed too wide. “I am sorry, Lord Bastion, and I shall—”

      “It’s fine, Reine. We’re dealing with someone using Omria’s power. If Charlotte couldn’t accomplish anything, she wouldn’t be a threat.”

      Alice crossed her legs and swirled the wine they’d poured. “The fact she’s won over the nobles makes me wonder if our timing is wrong. If we’d rushed here sooner, perhaps we may have had an advantage, but now I wonder if we should have allowed Baudelaire to deal with her insurrection.”

      “Assuming she can,” he said.

      “Uh, she basically always takes complete control,” Maura said. “Crusty old bitch has this theocratic shithole on lockdown.”

      “We’ve changed things though.” Nathan crossed his arms, which elicited a whine from Fei as he stopped petting her. “If she had her usual power, the nobles wouldn’t take this risk.”

      “I’ve seen far worse things said openly in the Diet,” Alice said with a smile.

      “Yes, but it’s a lot harder for you to have a noble executed for heresy.”

      Her smile vanished.

      “Baudelaire openly threatened a duke, and he still kept pushing. Even if the Inquisition’s influence has weakened, that’s troubling.” He drummed his fingers on the side of Fei’s head.

      This time, his kitty shot up with a hiss. “Don’t do that,” she whined.

      Within seconds, Ciana had laid in his lap. When everyone stared at her, she simply looked up at Nathan.

      “I’m a beastkin as well,” she said.

      Aware that this would swiftly become a fight between the two women, he used both of his hands to keep them satisfied.

      “The Inquisition openly backed Fyre, but the nobles disagree,” he continued. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Alice, but that’s the heart of the problem, isn’t it?”

      Alice’s lips thinned. “I believe so. The nobles still run most of the country, but they need to keep the clergy onside. The fact that the archbishops refused to pick a side concerned me. They’re stalling.”

      “Which suggests the nobles have an advantage. We need to dig into that.”

      “I had hoped to avoid Trafaumh’s politics,” she said with a sigh. “But I suppose that was naïve given the conflict we are in. Fyre has the natural advantage, so Falmir needs to go on the offensive.”

      They debated into the night about their plans, but found themselves unable to make any concrete ones.

      An invitation to a banquet arrived later that night, which would tie up Nathan, Fyre, and Alice. But that left them with plenty to do during the day.

      “Why don’t we get some rest and see what we can find in Soreaux tomorrow?” he proposed. “If Falmir is active here, we might find evidence of it.”
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      It had been a while since Nathan woke up in a pile of women. At least a week.

      The problem, of course, was that he didn’t go to sleep in a pile of women.

      “Fei, you realize I need to breathe, don’t you?” he said, staring at the barely dressed catgirl laying on top of him.

      “If you can talk, you can breathe,” she said, grinning as she rubbed her ears against the bottom of his chin.

      Pushing her off wasn’t an option. Sen and Sunstorm tied up his arms, but at least he had expected them to be here. Between all the travel and Sen’s training, the three of them hadn’t spent a night together for months.

      As Alice wanted a quieter night to settle in and get some work done over the wireless, he’d caught up on missed experiences. And to give Sunstorm something to be happy about given her current injuries.

      But the numbness in his legs suggested another Champion had snuck in with Fei. She remained quiet, but he felt her gems.

      “I assume you’re still dressed, Fyre,” he said while trying to crane his neck over Fei.

      “I came in here to think,” Fyre said, her voice oddly listless. “Then Fei jumped you and you woke up.”

      Good to know that he wasn’t such a deep sleeper that he somehow slept through Fei rubbing herself all over him. His kitten was adorable, but she weighed more than she cared for him to say.

      Must be all the food. The chefs in the adjoining dining hall had undergone the usual hazing ritual that Fei put all food service staff through. In fact, they’d run out of food and left a hissing catgirl behind. The knights had ended up feeding their captain from their own supplies.

      The barest hint of sunlight beamed in through the gap in the curtains, and Nathan decided it was time to wake up.

      This was a long, arduous process, and by the time he pushed his Champions out of the shower, he knew that a lesser man would be ready to go back to bed. Hell, he wanted to. Nathan had made no plans for a foursome this early.

      Fyre sat on the end of his bed, wearing the royal Champion uniform that she’d taken to wearing recently. It was a nearly exact match for Ciana’s, but with the officer insignias swapped out for religious iconography.

      “Are you sure you want to wear that in the streets?” Nathan asked her while combing out Fei’s still-wet hair and tail. “Identifying with the Empire might stir up trouble.”

      “Yes,” Fyre said flatly. “I’ve been thinking about yesterday.”

      “What part?” He reflexively grabbed Fei’s shoulders when she tried to stretch and yawn. “Stay still, Fei.”

      “All of it. But mostly what you won’t tell me.” She bit her lip. “Baudelaire is our ally, isn’t she?”

      “I’d say she’s looking out for herself. Right now, that means she’s supporting your claim, and therefore our plan. But that firms up her position if we succeed and the nobles are quelled.” He paused, causing Fei to glare at him as he stopped combing. “If you want to know what she’s doing—”

      “I’m not sure I do,” Fyre whispered, staring at the window.

      “Uh, I think I missed something,” Sen said, scratching her head. “What’s this about?”

      “Do you remember what we found beneath Soreaux during the battle with Thanatos?” Nathan asked.

      Sen’s and Sunstorm’s expressions darkened, and he had his answer.

      “It’s that bad, huh,” Fyre said. “Nathan… can I trust you to tell me if you think I really need to know?”

      “No,” he said flatly, causing her to stare at him in shock. “Fyre, I’m keeping this from you because I think the knowledge will hurt you, and you’ve shown little restraint against people you revile. That alone should tell you what’s down there, without me being more explicit. But given what you wanted to achieve by becoming the prophet—”

      “I don’t know if that matters anymore,” she mumbled.

      The other women in the room shot Nathan concerned looks. None of them had seen Fyre’s terrified face when she learned the truth of Sofia and Omria. The utter betrayal she felt toward Kadria stuck in Nathan’s mind.

      “I became this because it allowed me to be somebody. To help beastkin, defeat monsters like Tharban, and do for others what you did for me.” Her gaze when she met his eyes remained resolute, but she lacked the energy she had held when they last spoke about this topic. “But more than that, I wanted to help you. I don’t even know if I’m doing the former, but I know I can help you save Doumahr. Right?”

      He ruffled Fei’s hair before standing up and walking over to Fyre. She gulped as he stood over her. Then he kneeled, so he wasn’t towering over her.

      “Right,” he said. “But I don’t think you should give up on what you want to do. I haven’t, despite everything. What you’re going through… I went through the same thing as I learned more about how I had been brought here. I had to face the terrible things I had done and reconsider whether they mattered.”

      His eyes fell on Sen and Sunstorm, and they did their best to look confident. This conversation confused them greatly.

      Because he had felt lost after Kadria revealed that he hadn’t gone back in time. He wasn’t bringing his lost lovers to the past, but rather erasing the existences of people who resided in another world.

      More than that, he had felt like a leaf in the wind due to the power on show and the relentless crises Doumahr went through.

      “That’s why I want to trust you,” Fyre said, her voice almost cracking. “I’ve never stood on my own two feet.”

      “And that’s why I’m saying you can’t trust me. Not blindly. I will help you, because I think our aims are the same, but there will be a time when you can’t lean on me for support.” He brushed her cheek, and she cupped his hand, holding it firm against her face. “You’ve proven that you’re strong. Remember what you’ve already done. And once you want to know what’s beneath us, ask.”

      “You’ll tell me?” she asked.

      “Yes.” Even if he might regret it, something else drove Nathan’s decision to be honest with Fyre.

      The deep distrust and resentment he felt toward Kadria for all the deception she’d undertaken toward him had burned a hole in him. Inflicting that on Fyre without reflecting on his own feelings would make him as bad as the succubus responsible for all of this.

      Even if Kadria remained his partner—or claimed to be—his negativity toward her didn’t go away so easily. So he channeled it in as useful a way as possible.

      “Thank you.” Fyre’s eyes fluttered shut and her wings shifted forward to brush against him.

      They got dressed, and Fyre remained in her Champion uniform. Outside his bedroom, they found Ciana waiting patiently.

      Everyone else had already risen and milled about the main room. Reine talked with Seraph and Narime, her eyes glowing in the process. Spycraft, no doubt. The Twins played with their colorful devices. Alice enjoyed a traditional breakfast, but nobody else was eating.

      “If we’re heading into Soreaux proper, I wish to organize meetings with various guilds, trading houses, and other important organizations,” Alice explained. “The rest of you should spend more time on the streets. There’s a fantastic culture of street food and open food stalls here.”

      “I’m aware,” Nathan said. “The hard part is feeding Fei without destroying the local economy.”

      “I can be good,” she muttered. “But if we’re going to hold back, I might eat with the knights this morning.”

      “You can just go to the dining hall.”

      “Assuming they don’t barricade the doors when she comes close,” Sen joked.

      “Oh man, French street food. I’ve been dying for some proper crepes,” Maura said.

      “You’re staying behind,” Nathan said.

      The Twins stared at him for several seconds, before clicking their tongues and returning to their strange devices. Given how easily they’d given up, he suspected they might try something.

      Did he risk leaving Astra behind to keep them under control? But that might leave Alice with less protection.

      “Alice, I received some advice that taking beastkin Champions with you might cause a stir,” he said, stretching the meaning of Dominic’s words a little. “But you know politics better than I do. Who do you want to protect you? And you need at least one trigem.”

      Before Alice could answer, Sen waved an arm. Sunstorm nudged her friend in the side, but was ignored.

      “Uh, is it fine if Choe and I are excluded?” Sen asked. “I have a letter of recommendation from Harrum for the local Sorcerer’s Lodge, and I plan to keep Choe out of trouble.”

      “Out of trouble?” Sunstorm bared her teeth at her friend.

      “A letter of recommendation? Are you defecting, Sen?” Narime asked, amused.

      Sen winced. “Uh, I think that’s what it is? Harrum said it should give me access to their facilities, including the library and workshop. After Siv, I don’t want to waste a second I can spend training.”

      Nathan kept his expression neutral. Even though he planned to gem Sen, this meant she had no intentions of slowing down with her plans.

      “Nathan?”

      “Fine,” he said. “Choe, keep Sen out of trouble.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t be doing much until my lungs stop burning every time I take a deep breath,” Sunstorm said, grimacing.

      Alice polished off her plate and pushed it away from herself. “In that case, I believe taking Astra and Ciana might be best.”

      The unicorn knight shot Alice a look that suggested she had no intentions of leaving Nathan.

      “Ciana,” he warned.

      “I’m your bodyguard,” she protested. “What if somebody attacks you?”

      “I’ll have—” he began to say.

      “It’s fine, Nathan. Perhaps Seraph or Nurevia then?” Alice interrupted.

      Seraph blinked, then shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind the change of pace. Seeing the inner workings of Trafaumh will be interesting, and helpful in the larger scheme of things.”

      “Fyre, I expect you plan to preach,” he said.

      She nodded, her earlier hesitation nowhere to be seen. “But I can spend time with you. Unless you have plans?”

      On any other day, he’d ditch Fyre and her proselytizing, but this morning stuck in his thoughts.

      “I do, but we have a long day ahead of us before the banquet. Plus, I suspect Falmir will show themselves around you if they plan to sabotage you,” he said. “Does anybody else have plans?”

      Everyone shook their heads.

      Their plans made, they arranged for carriages to take them into the city, and to escort Alice around. They traveled to an extravagant riverfront market, where Alice waved goodbye, and the knights hopped in the carriages while Nathan and his companions left.

      The street buzzed with activity despite the early hour. The carriages vanished across the grand bridge that spanned the river, and Nathan found himself surrounded by a crowd.

      But not quite. Nobody missed their uniforms or Fyre’s wings. No matter how claustrophobic he felt, the passersby never got too close.

      “At least we’ll be able to spot any pickpockets,” Nurevia said. “Do they hate us or are they just scared?”

      “We’re foreign soldiers with a bunch of beastkin. I imagine both, with a healthy serving of suspicion,” he said.

      Fortunately, the street vendors and restaurants held no such biases. If anything, the metaphorical jingle of coin seemed to cause the merchants to salivate as they approached.

      The vendors happily took Nathan’s money despite the wary eyes they shot at the beastkin with him. He forced Fei to take turns with the others after she gobbled down the food at a terrifying speed, and the vendors did their best to keep up with her.

      After the first few stalls, she tried to wander off on her own, but quickly came back. “Nathan, they’re ignoring me.”

      He frowned. The issue wasn’t money, as Fei carried her own stash of cash. Rather, it was Fei.

      Fyre’s wings flared out once she understood the situation. His hand clamped down on her shoulder and she glared at him.

      “Take Nurevia,” he told her.

      Despite the grumbling of both women, they wandered off to the vendors with Ciana and Fei. This time, the vendors accepted the money. Whatever their opinion of dark elves, they weren’t willing to pick a fight with one.

      While the others wandered along the riverfront, purchasing a variety of sweets and savory tweets, Nathan found a table at a small café. Narime and Reine sat down with him, and the staff swiftly brought out a platter of steaming baked goods and fresh butter.

      “You can join them, Reine,” Nathan told the wolfgirl while buttering a croissant.

      She shook her head. “I am happier here with you. But I do wish I had brought my mask. Too many stare at me.”

      “You’re not hiding yourself away,” Narime chided. “This is your home. You should feel free to walk around it however you wish.”

      “This isn’t my home.” Reine’s tail brushed against Nathan and he knew she was staring at him, even though her head didn’t turn. “But this is something I need to face.”

      “All the more reason not to wear a mask. Force them to witness what they did to you.”

      “They seem awfully good at staring past that which they do not wish to see.” Reine stared at the vendors serving the others. “Somehow, that feels ironic.”

      Their conversation paused while the café staff brought out coffee for each of them, and Reine added plenty of sugar to her own cup. Her tail wagged as she sipped it.

      “I did need to talk to you about something, Narime,” Nathan said. “Ciana, namely.”

      Narime’s tails fanned out behind her, and she hid her expression behind her cup. “Oh?”

      “I know you’ve sensed the same thing I have. I’m worried something is wrong with her, as she’s showing physical reactions to events around us,” he said.

      “Physical,” she mused. “Why ask me?”

      “Because if it’s physiological, then you’re the most likely person to know about it. You’ve been around the longest, and you’re the most knowledgeable.”

      Her tails lowered and she smiled at him. “Well, I’m glad someone thinks so. These days, I can’t say I feel the same.”

      “I believe you are overly harsh on yourself,” Reine said.

      Before beginning the serious element of the conversation, Nathan protected them with wards. His experience in casting them allowed him to avoid using spell frames, which was useful to avoid raising suspicion.

      Sure, he might get away with casting spells in public, but he attracted enough attention as is. Openly casting spells in public was a bridge too far. Nobody cared if his hands glowed for a few seconds, however.

      In the distance, both Fyre and Ciana turned to look at him. He waved to them, and they waved back. A small crowd had begun building around them as they traveled farther along the street.

      “I’m not sure if they’re being followed because Fyre is the prophet, or they’re interested in Fei’s bottomless stomach,” Nathan said.

      “I’ve heard that some restaurants here challenge guests to eating challenges during the warmer months,” Narime said.

      “Really? I know they have absurdly large banquets and fine dining here, but that’s a new one.”

      He chalked that up to external influence, as Trafaumh typically favored style over quantity. If Fei managed to find such a place, the vendor would be eaten out of house and home.

      Confident that nothing had gone wrong yet, he turned back to Narime. “I’ve spotted Ciana’s horn producing a dark glow over the past few months. Nobody else seems to react to it, except you. That tells me it’s likely magical, and I’m observing something due to my connection to her.”

      “A glow…” Narime bit her lip. “You’re always so savvy about these matters. Yes, that matches what I had feared.”

      “Which is?”

      “Are you aware of what a bicorn is?”

      “I know the vague idea of the myth. Ciana’s talked about them… recently… Fuck.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose, while Narime shot him an amused look.

      “I assume that is not a coincidence,” Reine said.

      Narime rolled her eyes. “Never change, Reine.”

      “I believe change is inevitable.”

      “You’d think so, but I still haven’t gotten my seventh tail despite being due for years now. And Nathan remains his chiseled self.” Narime reached across the small table and brushed his cheek, then frowned at the stubble on it. “Were you truly so busy this morning that you couldn’t shave?”

      “Yes. You try shaving when there are three women pushing and shoving at you in the shower.”

      “I’ll pass,” she said. “We can skip the myth. Bicorns do exist, but they’re not the twin-horned beasts that unicorn beastkin believe they are. That’s why no evidence can be found.”

      “Then what are they?” he asked, aware that he’d run out of coffee.

      He raised his cup to flag a waitress, and one waved to him before ducking inside.

      “You’re aware that beastkin contain magic within their bodies? It grants them strength, endurance, and exceptional physiques,” Narime explained.

      Reine blinked and physically turned to face Narime. “I am unaware of the full details of this. I thought the magic within my body was produced as part of the experiment conducted on me. But it is natural?”

      “Some of it is.” Narime’s tails rubbed against the front of Reine’s dress, causing the wolfgirl to gasp. “I suspect you would have competed with Fei given the same upbringing.”

      “I fail to see how that is relevant.”

      “Fei can only move the way she does because she’s beastkin,” Nathan said. “If we transplanted her chest onto Sunstorm, things would go much more poorly.”

      “Don’t tell her that,” Narime said. “I’m certain that Sunstorm would take a larger chest in exchange for a third gem.”

      That was news to him. He knew some of his Champions barely hid their jealousy over Fei’s curves, but that seemed extreme.

      “Let’s move back to Ciana,” he said. “She has magic in her body like any beastkin. What does that have to do with this?”

      “Everything. Each species of beastkin is different. Unicorns are horse beastkin, but with stronger magic potential. But that is driven by an underlying desire for purity. They’re skittish around men, but mate for life when they find their chosen partner. In fact, unicorns become more powerful the deeper their love.”

      Nathan blinked and felt a dagger in his heart.

      His old Ciana had given her life to protect him when Kadria had attacked. He’d always taken her devotion for granted and now wondered if that had hindered her.

      “I see,” he said, masking his true emotions.

      More coffee was delivered, and he used it to buy time to straighten out his emotions.

      “So this darkness is… corruption of that purity?” He frowned. “I’ve noticed it occurs when I do… less than positive things, but it also appears when Ciana is interacting with other Champions.”

      “Purity for unicorns isn’t just about men or sex,” Narime said. “So that would explain her behavior. I haven’t been able to understand what is happening to her myself, but you are around her more often. Something in those interactions is forcing Ciana against her nature as a unicorn.”

      “How do I stop it?” he asked forcefully.

      Narime gave him a harsh look. “You don’t. I know corruption sounds bad, but this is a natural process. Nobody else can see the darkness you see. If she were a magic-user, this would affect her affinities, but that doesn’t matter here. She loves you, Nathan. I don’t see that ever changing, whatever she’s going through.”

      But something was wrong. At least he knew it shouldn’t harm Ciana.

      “If you say it’s not harmful…”

      “I am saying that.”

      He nodded. “Then I’ll talk with her about it later. If it affects her magical aptitude, her gems may need retuning, and I’m certain it’s affecting her mental state.”

      Narime agreed to that, and their topic of conversation shifted to something more pleasant. Namely, the progress her clan had made with Milgar recently.

      Reine’s attention faded. Nathan suspected she was scrying on something with her eyes, and was proven correct soon enough.

      “We are being watched,” she said abruptly, interrupting Narime mid-word.

      “By?” The fox’s tails moved around and she looked up at the sky.

      “A number of suspicious individuals. They arrived in a group a block away, in unmarked carriages, and split up. Several are watching us, but most have joined the crowd around Fyre.”

      They looked over in the distance at the other Champions.

      By now, Fyre had shifted from sight-seeing to proselytizing. She stood atop a decorative wall that ran along the riverside, her wings glowing as they stretched out behind her. Nathan couldn’t hear her, but knew the rough content.

      There weren’t many beastkin slaves here, given the wealth. But those present scarcely hid their rapt attention, and more than a few stalls had been abandoned as the slave sought to hear Fyre more clearly. However, even the human crowd listened intently to Fyre’s every word.

      “Have they heckled her yet?” Nathan asked, noticing a number of guards lingering nearby.

      “No.” Reine hesitated. “I am unaware of how to point them out to you.”

      “If somebody starts causing trouble, tell me if they’re part of that group. I’ll deal with them.”

      Narime shot him a look. “We’re not the authorities here, Nathan.”

      “Exactly. The guards are acting suspiciously. This is a set up. I guarantee that they’ll cause a ruckus, Fyre will respond with her usual fire and wit, and the moment somebody throws a punch out of religious fervor, the guards will claim she’s instigating a riot.” His expression darkened. “It’s a fairly simple tactic to remove rabble-rousers.”

      In this case, it would trigger an international incident that would mar the entire visit. Whether the guards were acting on the orders of the noble running Soreaux or not didn’t matter. Baudelaire would need to intervene.

      Not to mention the high possibility of a riot breaking out if the guards tried to seize a prophet. Even the Nationalists had stopped short of attacking Fyre in the lead-up to the civil war for that reason. Slaying a Champion preaching about Omria in the middle of a beastkin district would have turned Aleich into a war zone and allowed Gorthal to take drastic action.

      “I don’t follow,” Narime said, her tails lowering.

      He tapped the side of his head. “If Reine confirms that anyone troubling Fyre is part of a plot, I’ll shut them down with mental magic. The Twins aren’t here and we’re warded. If the guards intervene without good reason, then the inquisitorial spies lurking nearby will shut them down fast.”

      Reine blinked, and her ears and tail shot bolt upright. “What? Where?”

      “They’re the rowdy group in front of the mead hall.” He physically grabbed Reine’s head to stop her from reactively turning her head to face them. “Use your true eyes, Reine.”

      Her face reddened. After several long seconds, she frowned.

      “I do not feel your confidence,” she said.

      “Trust me. I’ve been around them long enough. Once you spend enough time around the Inquisition, you get good at recognizing them. They have certain mannerisms, and spend a lot of time watching the same things we are. Also, all of them are packing weapons,” he explained.

      “Weapons are relatively commonplace here,” she said. “Even in Aleich.”

      “Trust me, Reine. I guarantee any of your agents would agree with me.”

      She nodded. “Very well. I shall ask one of them later. They are more adept at reading social cues than I am.”

      That meant she had a few agents in Soreaux. Hardly surprising.

      Nathan expressed a similar lack of surprise when the troublemakers Reine identified began heckling Fyre. Before the crowd did much more than stir, he shut down each enemy agent with carefully applied mental magic.

      While he hadn’t trained himself in how to manipulate minds like this, the experience he’d gained controlling Tharban granted him more than enough knowledge. Compared to the mind of a Bastion, these men and women were child’s play.

      As such, Nathan kept his magic limited. He didn’t want to control them or destroy them. Rather, he simply redirected their thoughts and sent the troublemakers wandering in response to Fyre’s retorts. After the first few retreated, the rest panicked and fled.

      The guards seemed confused, and a few moved on Fyre. For a few moments, Nathan feared the worst as the crowd surged in anger and the winged prophet glared down at the armored soldiers advancing on her.

      “There they go,” Narime muttered, watching as a dozen inquisitorial soldiers leaped over decorative fences, swords bared and insignias flashing.

      Nathan poked Fyre using mental magic so she didn’t do anything foolish, and she successfully corralled the crowd. Those guards that kept their wits about them fled, while the remaining troublemakers and guards went down under a flurry of magic blasts and heavy-handed strikes.

      “Was there ever a chance that could have ended in violence?” Reine asked.

      “That is violence,” he said drily. “And yes, I’d say so. The Inquisition only moved on the guards. We can only guess why, but if an all-out brawl broke out, they couldn’t have stopped the nobles from making hay from the incident. This just looks like regular corruption that they stamped out.”

      If anything, Fyre stood to gain from it. She could weave this into her speech—and likely already was—about attempts to silence her, heretics, non-believers and such.

      Given the Inquisition were picking fights with the nobility, Nathan doubted they minded Fyre doing the same. But he needed to confirm that this wouldn’t backfire. Somebody was stirring the pot against them and actively attempting to shut Fyre down.

      “One of my agents has seized one of the strange men,” Reine said, interrupting his thoughts. “When we have a moment, I would like to take him into our custody. I imagine you or the Twins can ascertain more information.”

      Narime leveled a look at Nathan, but he ignored her.

      “Do it,” he said. “If they’re agents from Falmir, I want to know.”

      The rest of the day passed relatively uneventfully. Reine ordered her agent to pass on his new captive to Alice’s carriages, so they could be returned to their manor. The inquisitorial guard keeping watch increased in size, but did nothing to hinder Fyre as she continued to give more speeches.

      While they spotted more strange groups lingering nearby as Fyre traveled from place to place, none of them intervened.

      Nathan got his answer in advance, however. A familiar woman listened in to Fyre’s speech in the main plaza, as the prophet stood atop the fountain and preached to a crowd that practically thrummed.

      Ordinarily, the plain clothes of the woman would act as a good disguise. But there weren’t many dark-haired women under five feet with a build as sturdy as Beth’s and hiding her diamonds meant nothing given Nathan knew her face well. She’d worn a helmet when attacking in the portal, so Gareth likely thought her identity more secretive than Erica’s.

      After Fyre finished her speech, Beth vanished. Nathan let Fyre know over their link to rejoin them.

      “You’re getting rather used to contacting me using mental magic,” Fyre said as she approached. “Do you think we could talk using it?”

      “Not unless you learn it yourself,” he said. “Have you?”

      She shook her head, but her eyes widened. “Oh. If something goes wrong, can’t you just use time dilation?”

      “I’ll remember that,” he said. “It doesn’t seem to be as expensive to use as most binding stone magic, even this far from home.”

      “Oh, are we finished for the day?” Fei asked, holding a crusty baguette sandwich so stuffed with food that it looked like it could double her in size if she ate it. “It’s only early afternoon.”

      “We need to prepare for the banquet,” he lied, earning him odd looks from Nurevia and Ciana. “I’ve already organized for some carriages to collect us.”

      That part wasn’t a lie. Some knights dropped by with a trio of carriages, and they swiftly returned to the manor. He kept his counsel until they were safely within the wards there.

      Alice remained absent, and nobody greeted them as they returned. A swift scan with magic confirmed the Twins were in his bedroom.

      Somehow, he knew that he should avoid going in there.

      “So, what happened?” Ciana asked. “You’re acting strangely.”

      He explained what he saw, as well as the full events of the day. The Twins wouldn’t get a chance to interrogate the captive until later, but Nathan considered him a bonus.

      “Falmir is interfering. We already knew that to some extent, but if one of Gareth’s Champions is here, then that means he’s actively working with the nobles,” Nathan said. “We need to be more careful. That means nobody goes out alone, and Alice has multiple Champions protecting her at all times. Same with you Fyre.”

      “I can deal with a single Bastion,” Fyre said with a scowl.

      “It would still be a disaster if you had to resort to violence.”

      Despite pouting, she still agreed.

      Alice returned an hour later, by which point Nathan had cleared the Twins out of his bedroom through judicious deployment of his Champions. To cheer up the whiny pair of succubi, he let them deal with the captive agent they’d grabbed earlier.

      Which left him to focus on his fiancée.

      “Word reached me of Fyre’s preaching,” Alice said as they got changed in her room. “As well as some sort of intervention by the Inquisition. What was that about?”

      “Falmir has a Champion here,” he said, causing her to freeze while inspecting her dress. “Reine captured someone to make sure, but I’m pretty sure they’re trying to instigate some sort of major incident involving Fyre. The Inquisition shut it down and kept an open watch on Fyre afterward.”

      “Ah. That explains a lot,” she said. “It’s odd to hear about inquisitors in a positive light, given they’re excoriated on a regular basis in the Empire.” She shot him a look. “I take it this means more protection for us?”

      “Yes. I don’t want you going anywhere without at least two Champions, including at least one trigem. Preferably Astra.”

      “Ordinarily, I’d say you’re worrying too much, but Falmir did make an attempt on Anna’s life.”

      “More than that, Charlotte came close to attacking both you and Anna when the Twins first invaded,” he said.

      Alice grimaced and focused on her clothes.

      As could be expected of an Empress born into a life of royalty, Alice had an impressive array of clothing and kept up with fashion. Trafaumh’s preferences ran counter to those in the Empire, and especially Falmir.

      His original homeland favored daring dresses that left little to the imagination. Charlotte attracted as much interest as she had in large part because the fashion of Falmir meant she showed off an almost obscene amount of bust and leg. The Empire leaned closer to Falmir’s preferences, but preferred elegance, frills, and a general style that complemented a woman’s curves rather than simply revealed them to the world.

      But Trafaumh leaned deeply conservative by nature, while also being as ostentatious as everything else in the nation. Massive dresses overflowing with layers of petticoats were the norm, and the dress did more work than the woman wearing it. Except wear it, which was a task in and of itself.

      Which left Nathan confused as he stared at Alice’s dress.

      “I expected you to be five times your usual size tonight,” he said.

      She gave him a cutting look and he raised his hands in surrender.

      “I’ll forgive you for that,” Alice said drily. “But you are right that those awful balloon gowns are popular here. I have a handful, as they were popular before the war, and even brought one.”

      He blinked. “Which war?”

      “The one with Trafaumh. I hate that I need to be so specific.” She ran her fingers through the delicate fabric of her much more form-fitting dress. “But fashions change, and my choice of dress is important. I noticed a trend as I visited the merchants today. There’s change in the air, Nathan.”

      “I figured, given the behavior of the nobles.”

      Alice shook her head. “It’s more than just them. Or at least, the ones opposing us. They don’t really want to change anything, other than who holds the reins of Trafaumh. The same can’t be said of the merchants, guild masters, and newly moneyed that I dealt with. Their belief in Omria is unshakeable, but they resent how it’s used here.”

      Staring at the tiny dress Alice began to put on, Nathan struggled to put two and two together.

      “I don’t like appearing stupid, but I don’t follow,” he said. “What does a dress have to do with that?”

      “When the Empire fought Trafaumh, the nobles rejected the fashions of Trafaumh. The same is happening here, as the new wealthy fight against what they feel is a corruption of their country.” Alice straightened out her dress. “You don’t mind, do you? I know this is a little more revealing than usual.”

      The black and gold strapless dress she wore matched Falmir’s style, but with a certain flair that felt local to the region. It hugged her delicate, curvy figure, but only fell to mid-thigh, leaving her arms and legs almost completely uncovered. Tall, black stockings and a pair of black satin gloves completed the look.

      “I can live with it,” he said, pulling her into a hug and sliding a hand beneath her dress.

      She pushed him away with a giggle. “Not now. In any case, I’m playing to the sensibilities of this new movement. Fyre can handle the clergy, you’ve already handled the Inquisition, but I need to wrangle the nobles and merchants. Something is awry with the former, but the latter welcomed me with open arms.”

      The two of them attended the banquet in the Hall of Order shortly afterward. Despite Fei’s interest in attending, Nathan decided not to demonstrate to the spiritual leaders of Trafaumh just how much she could eat. He brought Narime and Seraph instead, and both wore gorgeous dresses from Kurai.

      Nathan did his best to pretend he wasn’t bored to tears by the affair. The food was the overly extravagant affair he had expected. Despite how recent winter had been, the Order spared no expense.

      Towers of baked desserts and bread. Meat and fruits shaped like animals. Not to mention the entire roast beasts served, or the mountain of local wines poured with reckless disregard for how drunk some of the guests became.

      Alice kept herself well under control, despite open attempts to slip her more alcohol or heated remarks from a certain brand of noble. At times open arguments broke out between guests as they mingled. The wealthy heads of trading houses and companies traded verbal blows with various nobles, and even some of the priests joined in.

      If Fyre had attended, Nathan knew the night would have ended in an outright brawl.

      As the night wound down, a servant bumped into him. Instinctively, Nathan reached for his magic, expecting an attempt on his or Alice’s life.

      Instead, he found a note tucked into his pocket. He left it there for now.

      “Goddess, that was exhausting,” Alice said as they rode back to the mansion in a carriage.

      Confident they were away from prying eyes, he pulled out the note. Alice raised an eyebrow at it as he read it. It contained an address and a brief memo for him.

      Lord Bastion Nathan, I believe we have a mutual objective. Meet me tomorrow night, alone.

      Marquise de Rosewald
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      “This sounds like a trap,” Seraph said, once Nathan revealed the letter to the others.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Alice replied. “Rosewald is a political figure that even I know about.”

      “You do?” he asked.

      They sat around in the main room, although most of Nathan’s Champions had already retired. By the time he and Alice had returned, it was well past midnight. Only Ciana remained awake, and she quietly dozed against his side. Narime and Seraph had returned with Nathan and Alice.

      “Given she rules a march that borders the Empire, I’d be a terrible Empress if I didn’t know her,” Alice said. “In fact, we passed through it. Although the territory closest to the canyon is ecclesiastical territory administered by a church advocate, Rosewald rules the march along the mountains and the border. She staunchly opposed the war.”

      “No wonder she didn’t survive in my world,” Nathan said.

      She shot him an annoyed look, and he shrugged.

      That was the truth. A noble who opposed Trafaumh’s expansionist plans possessed a short lifespan. Only their actions had changed that fact.

      “Other than opposing the war, what makes her stand out?” Narime asked. “She remained very restrained tonight. If you asked me, I’d say she was being shunned.”

      “She might be.” Alice gulped down some water and made a face. “Sorry. Too much wine.”

      “Better to drink now, than wake up with a blinding headache,” Seraph said.

      The Empress nodded and finished off her glass, then smiled at Nathan as he topped it up.

      “Rosewald—her first name is Mary, by the way—is a figure in the Populist movement. Although I don’t know if it’s still called that, as it seems to be splitting in two,” Alice said.

      “Then I definitely know why she didn’t survive in my world,” Nathan said flatly. “She’s opposed to the Inquisition. The Populists are Trafaumh’s equivalent to Falmir’s Republicans.”

      “And our Nationalists?” Seraph suggested darkly.

      Alice laughed, and even Nathan hid a smile.

      Waving in apology, Alice continued, “Sorry, Seraph. I’m not trying to be rude. But the Inquisition are the Nationalists here. The Populists are more aligned with Fyre and the Amican rebels, but it’s… complicated. I’ve always known politics was acrimonious here, but tonight was something else.”

      “I’ve never seen so many rich assholes at each other’s throats, even in the Diet,” Nathan said.

      “Exactly. The Populists have a lot of support among commoners, and that’s extended to a lot of nobles. The nature of Trafaumh means only nobles and the clergy have any say in how the country is run.”

      He nodded. This wasn’t merely because of the Inquisition.

      The Regal Council took on the role of a monarch, but gave the clergy an almost obscene level of control over Trafaumh. Below the Council sat a parliament of nobles, but as every position related to land ownership, the vast majority of the merchant class lacked representation.

      Many of the wealthiest people at tonight’s dinner had as much say in Trafaumh’s direction as a random farmer out in the sticks. Nobles needed money from those merchants, which meant doing them favors. But over time, the lack of true power chafed at the merchants.

      Any political movement that brought together the heads of trading companies and the common people had genuine power. Which is probably why Baudelaire had crushed it so utterly in his world.

      “So what happened tonight? Have the nobles abandoned the Populists?” Narime asked.

      “I don’t know,” Alice admitted. “Perhaps it is a division caused by Falmir. What I do know is that Rosewald supported the Inquisition in the Regal Council, and given that means implicit support for us, that matches what I felt from the merchants I met today. This meeting may be genuine.”

      Seraph leveled a look at Nathan. “What do you make of it?”

      “We’d be idiots to ignore it. Trafaumh feels like a tinderbox, but it’s one that we need. If Falmir’s goal is to set the country ablaze, that works against us. Fyre has the advantage, and peacefully being recognized as the prophet has been our plan so far,” he said.

      What bothered him the most went unsaid.

      Why was Falmir stoking instability in Doumahr? If Trafaumh erupted in riots, Messenger invasions would rapidly follow. The same had happened during the onset of the Empire’s civil war, when Thanatos seized the opportunity to attack the Spires.

      Surely Charlotte knew better than to risk a huge slice of Doumahr? Or was Omria truly that petty?

      They had an entire day to plan their approach, however. Nathan used it to investigate the meeting location with Reine, while his Champions escorted Alice and Fyre around Soreaux for a second day.

      Not that he needed to visit the building in person. Reine’s eyes allowed him to investigate without lifting a finger, so he remained in the mansion and ignored the busty Twins pressing themselves against him out of boredom.

      “The building in question is a riverfront residence,” Reine told him, her eyes staring into space as she scryed the meeting place. “Earlier this morning, I requested my agents to find what records they could on it.”

      “That will give away what we’re interested in,” Nathan said.

      “They will investigate other buildings at the same time, in order to obscure our true interest,” she said, pouting at him as if upset at his suggestion that she didn’t know how to do her job. “I have also infiltrated the city’s recordkeeping facilities. Although it is difficult to get agents into the Order itself, the nobility and servants are another matter. Especially given the reliance on slaves for manual work.”

      Nathan wondered how many slaves were secretly on his payroll. No doubt some of them were extricated from Trafaumh in exchange for their work and now led ordinary lives in Aleich or elsewhere.

      “However, my scrying suggests most of the residences here are let to visiting nobles and merchants,” Reine continued. “There is no indication that Rosewald is in residence, and the building does not appear to be under watch.”

      “What about the Inquisitorial Corps?”

      She shook her head. “My agents agreed with your assessment that they are easy to spot with experience. While I lack it, I cannot see any regular watchers here. Even so, it is safest to assume the building is under watch.”

      That was a safe assumption for the entire city. No matter what Nathan did, he’d be monitored.

      Which meant he needed to get into the building without being spotted.

      “Thanks, Reine,” he said. “Let me know if you learn anything more.”

      Her look suggested she wanted more than words as thanks, so he ruffled her hair and ears. The happy wag of her tail nearly allowed him to leave.

      But she tugged on his arm before he escaped.

      “I believe you are more thorough with Fei,” she said, staring up at him with wide eyes. “While she may be a wolf at heart, I am one in body.”

      “Don’t tell her that. She bit me the last time I called her a wolfgirl,” Nathan said.

      “I believe my point has been proven.”

      He allowed himself to relax while combing out Reine’s tail. Unlike Fei’s, it was in almost perfect condition. The combing was superfluous, but Reine’s happy noises meant he kept his opinion to himself.

      But he did hope this didn’t become a regular thing. Fei already consumed a lot of his morning time with her grooming demands. If Nathan started doing the same with Reine, he knew this would snowball into regularly grooming Fyre and Ciana as well. Fyre might even give herself wolf ears and a tail to join in.

      Night fell, and as everyone else returned, he prepared for his meeting.

      “Are you sure you’ll go alone?” Alice asked him.

      Ciana’s sullen glare made her opinion clear, but he placed a hand on her head while he answered.

      “Yes. I’ve asked the Twins and Reine to keep watch, in case something goes wrong. Fei, Astra, and Narime will only be a stone’s throw away, in a set of carriages. That’s assuming I can’t simply teleport away,” he said. “And given I plan to teleport there, I don’t think we’ll have any issues.”

      Reine’s scrying suggested the only people inside the residence were Rosewald, her maid, and a pair of bodyguards. They’d arrived not long after lunch, presumably pretending to stay the night. No small number of spies and guards kept an eye on the building from outside, including Reine’s agents.

      But if Nathan appeared inside the building, they’d never know he even visited.

      “I’ll be back within a few hours,” he said.

      Then, without any further ado, he teleported into an unknown building.

      The brightly lit interior of the mansion vanished, replaced by a nearly pitch-black hallway. A warm light illuminated a doorway at the end, and soft light washed over his back. His vision wavered, and he heard a loud thud as he fell a half-foot to the floor. Clearly, he had teleported himself just a little too high into the room.

      After a few seconds, Nathan’s eyes adjusted. He stood inside a simple, if old-fashioned, hallway. A clattering from the neighboring room caused him to place a hand on the hilt of his sword as he advanced.

      As he walked through the doorway, he nearly ran into another man. In the room beyond was a simple pair of sofas and a roaring fireplace. Various decorations sat above the mantelpiece, including a figurine of Omria.

      “How the hell did you get in here?” one of Rosewald’s bodyguards snarled, leaping backward while drawing his blade in a single motion.

      A triangle of green light already gathered around the hand of the other bodyguard, indicating a spellblade. Both seemed fairly capable by the standards of private soldiers.

      Which meant nothing, given neither of them could so much as scratch Nathan if they attacked.

      “Stand down,” Rosewald said from her seat.

      “Lady de Rosewald—” a bodyguard tried to say.

      “Your courage is respectable, but you’re facing a Bastion. Stand down.” Her voice grew more forceful.

      The bodyguards grumbled but slinked away to the far side of the room. A maid peeked around the corner, and Nathan saw their horns before they vanished.

      “Lady de Rosewald,” he said, bowing slightly to her.

      “Lord Bastion. Feel free to have a seat, if you wish.” She gestured to the other sofa before turning to her bodyguards. “Leave us.”

      The pair of men stared at her, then faced Nathan.

      “I’m here to talk,” he told them.

      Whatever they thought of his statement, they still left. He heard the stairs creaking as they ascended.

      After he sat down, the maid—dressed in the typical black-and-white uniform worn here—placed a large pitcher of ale in front of him. She lingered beside him for a few moments, as if waiting for something.

      “Julie, you may leave,” Rosewald said.

      Nathan spotted the small figurine clutched in the beastkin maid’s hands, and her tight expression. Keeping his expression steady, he reached out for it. She gulped as he plucked it from her hands, and Rosewald watched without comment.

      It was a small wooden figure of Omria. But unlike almost any he’d seen, instead of a hood covering a face hidden in shadow, the unmistakable head of a wolf beastkin sat atop the figurine. Evidently, not everyone realized that Fyre was a horse, but the meaning was clear.

      “Um…” the maid, Julie, mumbled. “I just…”

      “I’ll return it later,” Nathan said. “After she’s seen it.”

      Julie’s eyes widened, and she rushed upstairs with a loud clattering.

      Rosewald stared at him. “You’re not what I expected. The son of the Crimson Warhound, who conquered a nation, brutally suppressed a civil war, became Omria’s favored, and the betrothed of an Empress. You spend less time walking over people than I expected.”

      “Did you expect another Tharban?” he asked, assuming she knew the old monster.

      “No, but I did expect a younger Baudelaire. Her ascension to power was writ in blood, much as yours has been. My forefathers wrote bitter words about her that still ring true about her today. It’s impressive how little she’s changed on the inside, even as her body decays.” Rosewald sighed and swirled the glass of red wine she had in front of her.

      The crackle of the fireplace kept them company while Nathan evaluated the woman sitting across from him.

      His fingers ran over the figurine. No magic inside it, so he pocketed it. Fyre could bless it when he returned, and he’d teleport it back for the maid. Assuming this meeting went well.

      “I didn’t expect you to come tonight,” Rosewald continued. “Despite my best efforts, it seems word of our planned meeting leaked. I’m told there’s a small army watching the building. Inquisition soldiers, Falmir’s spies, and rogues belonging to former allies. I imagine your agents are within their numbers as well, but they’re less familiar to my men.”

      “I have my ways to keep an eye on things without being as obvious,” Nathan said.

      “Just as you can appear inside here without using the door?” She laughed. “Well, it benefits both of us that you are so mysterious. I invited you out of the hope that you might help. Despite Baudelaire’s support of you, I can’t help but feel you brought the winds of change with you.”

      “I think they’ve been blowing for some time now.”

      “You’re being quite vague and obstinate, aren’t you?” She smiled into her glass. “Allow me to make my intentions clear, so you might do the same.”

      Rosewald replaced her wine glass and spent a few seconds in thoughtful silence. Nathan tested the ale for poison, before trying it. Despite how obvious his use of magic must be, she said nothing about it.

      “Can I assume you know the basics of Trafaumh’s politics?” she asked, and he nodded. “Excellent. Then I’ll be swift. You need the majority support of the Regal Council to recognize your prophet. Ordinarily, that would be easy. The Inquisition believes she is the real thing, and the Populists should support somebody with her ideals.”

      “Should,” Nathan said flatly.

      She nodded. “As the name suggests, it’s a movement built from popular support. The people desire change. More say in how the country is run, less plucking of children from homes to fight for the Inquisition, and an end to the endless largesse the church bestows on itself.”

      “That’s a tall order when the church runs the country.”

      “But even the priests lose power if the people turn on them. Recent events have empowered us to push harder.” Rosewald grimaced. “But it’s been a long, hard road, and those same events have made me question the purpose of my ideals. Any movement that wishes to change a country needs the support of those with power. Nobles such as I align with the Populist movement, but not always for the same reasons.”

      Nathan could guess where this was going. After all, Falmir had a trump card up its sleeve when it came to winning over a certain type of noble.

      “When Princess Charlotte rose to power and destroyed many noble families in Falmir, she created many openings. Long-term allies and friends who have fought against the Inquisition flocked to Falmir to join her cause. And for what?” She scowled. “They’re not changing anything there. Falmir remains a monarchy. New nobles replace the old ones. Even if they convince Charlotte to make the changes we desire, does it matter?”

      “I’m not sure I follow,” Nathan said. “Falmir hasn’t exactly been on my mind lately.”

      “Fair. To cut to the chase, Charlotte is rebuilding Falmir from the ground up. Removing corrupt nobles, offering new titles to those loyal to her, and making sweeping changes to almost everything. That’s attracted many former Populists from Trafaumh, and also wooed many nobles to her side. She claims that if they support her claim as prophet, then Trafaumh will be transformed in the same way.”

      It clicked in Nathan’s mind when explained this way, and his expression darkened. “So, it’s just trading in the Inquisition for her?”

      “You do understand.” Rosewald smiled bitterly. “That’s what repels me, and causes me to reach out to you, even if I despise the Inquisition and their support for you. Are my goals truly achieved if I replace the Inquisition with another power just as awful? Does it matter if they lower taxes, or give the merchants their own parliament, when all it will result in is a new, unaccountable god-queen? At least Baudelaire will die one day, and I can spit on her grave.”

      “I’m surprised you’re willing to even consider me, then, given what I support,” he said.

      “That’s exactly why you’re an option.” She stood and wandered over to the fireplace, and her fingers ran over the religious figurine above it. “The Empire, for all its faults, was built to be more than just the plaything for one being. An emperor to run it, Bastions to protect it, mages to build it. There was no need for a monolithic institution that venerated Omria, because she simply was. If we want to return to the golden age, it will be through those same values. The values of the people who believe in the Watcher Omria.”

      Her words struck a chord with Nathan, but for a reason that took him a long time to realize. Familiarity.

      Months ago, another man had talked of changing his nation. He’d spoken with fervor, desperation, and a passion that allowed him to do insane things. Nathan had learned little about the man’s true drive or reasons and had regretted the necessity of intervening while knowing so little. It had affirmed his dislike of politics.

      But Rosewald wasn’t Sureev. At least, not yet. He wondered what it might take to turn her into one, as her former allies abandoned her for the easy power Charlotte offered, and the Inquisition became increasingly belligerent to maintain its grip on power.

      “So you’ll support the Empire because Fyre won’t have ultimate power,” Nathan said.

      “Because nobody does,” Rosewald said. “Trafaumh is rotting away from the head down. But, in truth, I don’t expect drastic change. Not anymore. What I want is to avoid replacing one evil with another.”

      “Harsh words for a supposed prophet.”

      “That’s the one thing I agree with Baudelaire about. Regardless of whatever power Charlotte may hold, she needs to prove herself. Bribing corrupt nobles, filling Soreaux with spies, and attempting to replace the Inquisition don’t replace social proof. Your prophet understands that. The city is abuzz with her speeches.”

      Rosewald’s gaze fell on Nathan’s jacket, where he’d pocketed the figurine. He took it out.

      “Yes, that. Previously heretical figurines like that have been trading in beastkin black markets for weeks now. Today, they hawked them openly in the streets and the central plaza. Your prophet can burn the city down with her words, without asking you to unleash your army of Champions.”

      “Her name’s Fyre,” Nathan said, a touch coldly.

      Rosewald winced. “I apologize. It seems… impolite to refer to her by name. She isn’t Omria, but referring to her as ‘Her Holiness’ seems too much. It makes her sound unreachable, when she’s anything but.”

      Her words seemed genuine, but Nathan had been fooled before. The very target of Rosewald’s ire might have done the same to him.

      So he filed away what he had heard and moved on.

      “I think I understand,” he said. “Our common cause is preventing Charlotte from taking control of Trafaumh. If Fyre is recognized as the prophet, that doesn’t stop your political movement and it might even empower it, while limiting the Inquisition’s ability to act against you. Correct?”

      “Yes. I believe Trafaumh can change, but if either the Inquisition or Falmir seizes power, then I will have failed. As a marquise, I understand the concept of taking the best option available to me and limiting the damage inflicted. Perhaps I could end the Inquisition sooner if I didn’t support you, but there is a far worse alternative. I couldn’t live with myself if I stood by and did nothing while Trafaumh burned.”

      Nathan frowned. He vaguely recalled being told of a similar problem that often crippled decision makers, and often Bastions.

      Somehow, he suspected Gareth had been the one who told him about it. There had been a quote he had often said.

      “I take it you have allies who only believe in a perfect solution,” he said. “I knew somebody who once told me that we shouldn’t ‘let perfect be the enemy of good’ unless we wanted to taste failure regularly.”

      Rosewald gave him an odd look. “It’s funny you say that, because another Bastion told me the same phrase recently.”

      Nathan felt his blood run cold. “Gareth Pike, I assume?”

      “You are good at this. I’d ask how you know, but the fact you recognized him from the phrase tells me you’re acquainted.”

      “We met during a… spat between Falmir and the Empire.”

      “I didn’t think one occurred.”

      “Officially, it didn’t.”

      Rosewald nodded, her expression tightening. “In any case, my offer is simple. I will support you in the Regal Council and expect to convince at least one archbishop. You will need to win over two more to have a majority, as the Inquisition will vote as a block.”

      “And your terms?” he asked.

      She gestured to the figurine. “So long as Fyre doesn’t forget that Trafaumh is full of her faithful as well, I don’t have any further terms. Given the content of her speeches, the Doumahr she desires isn’t that different from mine.”

      After some pleasantries, Nathan stepped into the foyer and teleported away. He appeared inside a carriage containing Fyre, who seemed lost in thought. Her wings flapped wildly in panic when he reappeared.

      “I have something I’d like you to do,” he said, handing over the figurine.

      Fyre ran her fingers over it with a complicated expression. “I’ve seen these all day. Isn’t it strange that they’re everywhere here, but not in the Empire?”

      “There’s only one Omria in the Empire, and nobody claims ownership over her,” Nathan said.

      “And yet, the country with the greatest monuments to her is so divided.” Fyre’s hand glowed, and the figurine followed suit. “I still hate this place, and for the same reason. Can we talk when we return to the mansion?”

      He nodded as he took the figurine back. After a quick jaunt back to Rosewald’s residence, he returned to the mansion.
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      Explaining the events to Alice took priority, but afterward Nathan retreated to his bedroom. His mind felt like a mess. He didn’t want to think too hard about everything he’d heard, but needed to sort out his emotions before Fyre dumped hers onto him.

      Ciana lounged on his bed, dressed in her uniform. She bounded over to him and wrapped herself around him the moment he entered the room.

      “You’re safe,” she mumbled, completely unaware of the pain her horn was putting him through right now as it attempted to puncture his heart.

      After wrestling her into a less dangerous position, he returned the hug.

      “I was never in any danger,” he told her.

      He sat on the edge of the bed and allowed her to slip into his lap. Her head rubbed against his chest. Sometimes, her horn brushed his jaw, but he was careful to keep it from sticking into his flesh.

      They’d already had one awkward night when she’d been a little too vigorous down below, leading to some emergency cleanup. Nathan kept his wits about himself while cuddling or doing anything sexual with Ciana these days.

      Eventually, he peeled her off his chest and forced her to face him. She blinked up at him.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something serious,” Nathan said. “I’ve been putting it off, but—”

      The door opened and Fyre entered. Both horsegirls stared at each other.

      Then Fyre simply closed the door and walked up to him. For some reason, Ciana shifted in his lap so she sat on one of his thighs, and Fyre claimed the other. Their legs and arms pressed against each other, and they giggled as Nathan jiggled them with every movement.

      “Uh, I do need to talk to both of you,” he said, leaning back so he could look at both women clinging to him. “But separately.”

      They stared at him, as if pretending not to understand his words.

      “Don’t pretend you can’t hear me,” he said.

      “It’s fine, Nathan. Fyre’s been practicing some of what she wants to tell you with me, and I suspect she might already know anything you want to ask me about.” Ciana’s smile seemed brittle.

      Reflexively, Nathan rubbed a thumb across her lips, concerned about her. She giggled, then shifted forward so his digit vanished inside her mouth. He felt her tongue suck on the top of his thumb.

      “Fyre?” he asked, allowing Ciana to play around for a little longer.

      “Ciana’s fine.”

      He looked at both of them again, then frowned. “Uh, this isn’t a thing, right? Like Sen and Sunstorm?”

      A pair of teeth pressed into his thumb and he took that as a no.

      “I was just making sure,” he mumbled while retrieving his thumb.

      No bite marks. Good.

      Both of them remained firmly on his legs, and the position grew more ridiculous with each passing second.

      “Look, if we’re having a serious discussion, both of you need to sit next to me, not on me. Shoo.” He gently pushed them both off him.

      After they rearranged themselves on the end of the bed, Nathan looked between the two of them.

      “I think it might be easier to start with you, Fyre. Especially as I do need your help with Rosewald.”

      Biting her lip, Fyre stood up and began pacing back and forth in the room. Nathan watched her with growing concern.

      “Fyre?” he asked.

      “I don’t know how you do this,” she whispered, stopping and facing him. “What she told me about your past. It’s true, right? She didn’t lie? You fought for Doumahr, and they threw it back in your face. The world burned, and they claimed you were responsible for it.”

      Ciana stared at him in shock, but he didn’t have time to handle her response to his past.

      “It’s true, yes,” he said. “I became a hero for defeating Siv, but once the demons began to win, my reputation turned into that of a pariah. When everything is going to hell, people need someone to blame, and screaming at demons didn’t help them.”

      “Then why don’t you do anything to them?” Fyre practically screamed at him, her fists balled at her sides and her wings stretched across the room. “When I gained this power, I adored you. I still do. I want everything for you, even if that means you hate me. But after we won in Aleich, you just…” She hiccupped. “You didn’t do anything.”

      Her wings curled around her body, and Fyre looked almost pitiful. Every fiber of Nathan’s body told him to hug her, but he resisted.

      Right now, he needed to treat her like an adult. She’d taken this power. If anything, he saw someone frighteningly similar to how he’d been when he’d realized that his power as a Bastion wasn’t enough.

      “After we won, I thought we’d crush them,” Fyre continued. “That’s what I wanted to do to all those monsters in the Empire and the Federation. Line the palace with pikes decorated with the heads of all the Nationalist nobles, burn their mansions to the ground, and vaporize their awful families. It’s the same here. Terrible people. If we have power, shouldn’t we use it against them? Why do you work with them, Nathan?”

      He took a deep breath. “I’m going to be a little cruel at first, Fyre, then I’ll explain in detail why.”

      She nodded, if barely.

      “Trying to save the world by killing everyone who disagrees with you is the definition of idiocy,” he said.

      Ciana snorted and covered her mouth guiltily when Fyre glared at her.

      “I said he’d call you an idiot,” Ciana mumbled through her hands.

      “Not this badly,” Fyre whined.

      “Don’t worry, I was this stupid once, as well,” Nathan said. “That’s why I’m being so harsh. You can’t solve political problems by murdering everyone. Not unless you don’t want to stop.”

      “Everyone else seems to kill a lot of people.”

      “Yes, and look where that’s gotten us. Almost every nation in Doumahr is deeply unstable. Torneus built a house of cards that collapsed when his co-conspirators betrayed him. The Empire fell into civil war. A coup slew Falmir’s royal family. The Spires nearly self-destructed. And now Trafaumh is on the brink of being ruled by one religious dictatorship or the other.”

      Grimacing, Fyre nodded and looked expectantly at him. “So what’s the detailed explanation? Why is it so foolish? I just… I can’t believe we’re doomed to work with the very monsters I accepted this power to destroy.”

      “The problem is that not everyone is a monster. Tell me, when you preach on the streets of Trafaumh, do you think the ordinary people are evil? That they’re awful people who deserve to have their heads put up on pikes, just because they accept the current system?”

      “What? No.” Fyre seemed horrified at the idea. “I… wish they did more, though. When I first escaped to the Empire, I found churches full of beastkin preaching about what the Empire did for them. How they escaped the Enclave and became a blacksmith or a carpenter or a chef. Here, the Order hates beastkin so much they worship their own image of Omria.”

      He nodded, aware of the problem. A selfish part of him wanted to say that it was lesser than that of defeating the Messengers.

      But, given how Messengers preyed on the instability of Doumahr, was it truly?

      “I learned the hard way that the people below the monsters depend on them. In my world, Torneus and Arcadia were genuinely evil. Unredeemable. Destroying them caused the deaths of millions at the hands of a demonic invasion, and even more due to famine and disease. As awful as they were, the collapse of those countries didn’t make things magically better,” he said. “The same would have happened if Baudelaire’s dictatorship had been dismantled.”

      “But we could just replace the Nationalists—”

      “And what about all the soldiers we kill in the process? Their families?” He stood and walked over to Fyre, forcing her to stare up at him. “If we crushed the retreating nobles and Bastions brutally, Falmir and Trafaumh may have invaded. Then even more would die. What if starvation sets in? To say nothing of Messenger invasions. Even if we repel them, who knows how many will die?”

      “Nathan,” Ciana said softly.

      He placed his hands on Fyre’s shoulders and felt her small body shaking. “I remembered an old phrase Gareth used to say. ‘Don’t let perfect be the enemy of good.’ But the phrase is nearly meaningless. The idea is to avoid inaction just because it might not result in the perfect result, but sometimes rash action is worse than nothing.”

      “How do you know for sure?” she asked him, biting her lip.

      “Experience, mostly. And relying on people with it, instead of rushing in like a moron.” He gave her a bitter smile. “The idea is to choose the lesser evil, while staying true to what you want to achieve. Sometimes, that means giving up on what you really want, because waiting for it will make things worse. Other times, that means doing nothing, because acting now will harm everything you care about.”

      “I wish it was easier,” Fyre mumbled. “This is why you didn’t tell me about the beastkin being held below the citadel by Baudelaire, right?”

      He froze.

      Her broken smile struck fear in his heart. “Don’t worry. I didn’t do anything. She finally told me. And Reine admitted it after I asked her about it, although neither of them told me the full details. I can imagine the awful truth, though.”

      His hands began to rub circles on her back and she sighed. When she looked up at him, it was with a longing and innocence that seemed almost wrong in Fyre.

      “I still love you utterly, Nathan,” she said. “This is my only chance. Even after everything, you’ve forgiven me, haven’t you?”

      His answer was to press his lips against hers. Her ears shot upward in shock and she squeaked into his mouth.

      When he pulled away, she stared at him in shock.

      Then she tackled him, crushing her face against him while planting a searing kiss on his face. Her hands wandered, and soon she tried to unbuckle his belt.

      Then the other occupant of the room pushed Fyre away, and a brief slap fight broke out.

      “Ciana,” Fyre whined.

      “I still need to talk with Nathan,” the unicorn said, pushing the prophet away.

      “He just wants to talk about your moodiness. This is my chance to become his woman. Get out of the way.”

      “Don’t write me off like that!”

      Nathan retreated to the end of the bed and watched the two of them wrestle for close to a minute. Eventually, they realized he didn’t plan to intervene. Their joint stare unnerved him.

      “Oh, don’t mind me,” he said. “Keep going.”

      “I have a horn, you know,” Ciana said, glaring at him.

      “I haven’t noticed.”

      She tried to tackle him, but he tossed her on the bed, reducing her to giggles. Fyre took a seat next to him, having calmed down by now.

      “Um,” Fyre began to say.

      “Wait a bit,” he said, before turning to face Ciana. “Moodiness?”

      The way she shifted guiltily suggested something was definitely awry, but Nathan didn’t know if this had anything to do with his conversation topic.

      “Does this have anything to do with why the two of you are so close suddenly?” he asked, looking between the two women.

      The two ears of the horsegirls flapped up and down, as if upset at the accusation.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Fyre asked.

      “Before the war, the two of you barely hid your jealousy and general dislike for each other. Now you’re almost in sync.” He crossed his arms. “So, what’s going on?”

      She winced. “It’s not like that. I’m just…”

      “It’s fine,” Ciana said. “It is related to my moodiness. I’m just a little… off, lately. But it’s nothing serious.”

      “I’m different, though,” Fyre admitted while stroking her horns. “I was always jealous of you, Ciana. Of what you had with Nathan. I felt that the more like you I looked, the easier it would be to make him like me. But…”

      “You’re not me,” Ciana said.

      Fyre shook her head. “The horns are nice, though. I like to imagine Nathan just gripping them and ramming his cock down my throat using them.”

      He cleared his throat, as if to remind both women he was still here, and listening intently to their conversation. They grinned at him.

      “This is a great heart-to-heart. I love it,” he said drily. “But it’s not quite what I want to talk to Ciana about.”

      “You started it,” Fyre said.

      He rolled his eyes. “Sure. Ciana, I’ll cut to the chase. I’ve talked to Narime, and we’re worried you’re showing signs of transforming into a bicorn.”

      Both of them stared at him. Fyre raised an eyebrow at the other Champion, who simply stared at him with a flat expression.

      “Nathan, bicorns don’t exist,” Ciana said. “Is this some sort of kink thing?”

      “What? No!”

      “I know you’ve been busy lately. If you want, we can chase Fyre out and I can call you an asshole all night long.”

      “Hey!” Fyre said, although the broad grin on her face suggested she had no plans of leaving the room even if Ciana started playing to Nathan’s minor kink.

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose while both of them giggled. Somehow, he knew that the pair of them would be a true handful to deal with.

      “Ciana, that’s not what this is about,” he said. “Narime and I have both noticed that you’re going through some sort of magical distortion, usually related to the other Champions or me. The worst case was when you thought Fyre died during the battle against Siv.”

      Instantly, Ciana’s face paled. Nathan knew he’d struck gold.

      “I’m onto something, aren’t I?” he asked quietly.

      She nodded, staring at the bed. “It’s been on my mind for a while, but I’ve been trying to keep it under control. I don’t know what to do about it.”

      “Ciana?”

      Looking at Fyre, Ciana’s face reddened. “It’s been getting worse for months now. I love Nathan with everything in me. Every mote of magic in me. Every thought I dream up. I can’t imagine not being with him. As a unicorn, I know he’s my mate for life. That’s why this has been so hard.”

      “Um, Ciana…” Fyre said with a frazzled look, her wings puffing up.

      “Fyre, I want to see Nathan fuck you into the bed, and hear you moan like a wanton slut,” Ciana said.

      Those dirty words hit Nathan hard, and he didn’t need to use his imagination to get his body going. He gulped.

      Fyre merely blinked in surprise.

      “I’m supposed to be a pure, happy unicorn who only wants one man in my bed, and who supports him in love and happiness.” Ciana smiled bitterly while looking at Nathan. “But I’ve begun to realize that you have so much more, and I get these dark thoughts as I hear about and see what you do with the others. It’s not just a fivesome with Fei, Sen, and Sunstorm I want. When I saw you fuck the shit out them in Fei’s cabin that night, I knew what I truly wanted.”

      “Um, Ciana,” Fyre tried to say.

      “I’m sorry, Fyre. I know this is a bit much, but—”

      “Ciana, I’m totally down for letting you watch me be used like a cheap beastkin slave.” Fyre’s lewd grin stretched from ear to ear. “Fuck, I’d love for you to hold me down while Nathan stretches me out and tell me how naughty I am.”

      The unicorn stared at her friend and the supposed prophet, then at Nathan. He coughed.

      “Fyre’s always been like this, Ciana. I figured you knew given her general perverseness around me,” he said. “And, honestly, if that’s the worst feeling you have, you’re fine. I guess for a unicorn they’re bad, but Sunstorm talks dirty about Fei all the time. You even overheard it.”

      “It’s different, though. No matter what you do, I find myself enjoying it, and I want to see you take it further and to be a part of it. Everything you do is great, Nathan,” Ciana said. “Not just sexually. And when I think you’re losing something, it hurts me and I wonder what I need to do so you can regain it. There’s nothing I won’t do for you.”

      Slowly, Nathan began to realize what Ciana’s bicorn transformation truly meant.

      Her corruption wasn’t that she was turning evil or lewd. It was that her love for him had been corrupted into obsession. Just as a sympathetic gem was undesirable as it meant a Champion had an overt dependency on their Bastion, a bicorn had an undesirable obsession with their mate.

      But Nathan had done this to Ciana. So he’d love her all the same, and indulge her.

      “I still love you, Ciana.” He reached out and stroked her hair, eliciting a gasp. “So, tell me what you want.”

      Her eyes shot to Fyre, who smirked.

      “I already told you what I want,” Fyre said. “If Nathan’s happy, then I’m happy. And I guess that makes you happy, so have some fun.”

      The anxious fluttering of her wings and twisting of her body suggested she didn’t want to wait, however. Ciana bit her lip, then looked between the two of them.

      “Nathan, can you strip us both down?” she asked.

      He was more than happy to oblige. Taking turns seemed the best decision, so he peeled their uniforms off a little at a time. Whenever he focused on one, the other pressed against his back, fluttering kisses against his neck and sliding her hands into his pants and around his erection.

      By the time he had both naked, his cock rubbed against their skin as they squirmed against him.

      “It’s so much hotter than I thought it would be,” Fyre gasped out as his length rubbed against her bare belly. “I’m going to feel this heat inside me soon.”

      The dopey grin on her face vanished when Ciana pulled her into a kiss. Fyre gasped as a tongue slipped past her lips, and Nathan watched as Ciana practically poured her saliva into the other Champion’s mouth. Her eyes remained glued to him, as Ciana put on this display for his benefit.

      Both of them sank to their knees as Ciana pulled Fyre down. Their lips parted, but the Ciana first pressed her mouth against Nathan’s tip, before using her hands to guide Fyre to the other side.

      The prophet practically hyperventilated as her mouth grew closer and closer to his cock, before Ciana pressed her against it. His tip swiftly vanished as they kissed and lapped at his glans. The pair’s lips touched around the engorged member they pleasured, and Ciana’s eyes curved as she looked up at Nathan.

      Her hand pressed against the back of Fyre’s head, but she waited. After a few moments, Fyre obediently shifted herself so she lined her head up with Nathan.

      And then Ciana rammed the other girl along his cock until Fyre’s lips pressed against his crotch and he felt her throat struggling to contain his girth. His fingers tickled the insides of their ears.

      A moan rumbled along his length due to Fyre, while Ciana giggled. The smell of sex and arousal filled the room as both women fingered themselves and juices ran down their thighs.

      “You’re such an asshole, Nathan,” Ciana said, her horn pitch black and eyes practically glowing. “Using your prophet like this. She can’t even talk around your thick, meaty cock. I can even feel you trying to burst out from her little throat.”

      A light pressure ran along his cock, even as Ciana held Fyre tightly against him. He watched as Ciana’s fingers played along the other girl’s throat and felt her grip. Fyre merely stared up at him, basking in the moment.

      “But you’re not even going to give her the reward she wants so desperately,” Ciana whispered in Fyre’s ear.

      The prophet’s eyes widened, right before Ciana pulled her off Nathan’s length.

      “Ciana, I want it,” Fyre whined.

      “You’ll get it when Nathan and I let you.” Ciana gulped, and she looked up at him with wide eyes.

      For as long as she was acting, there was uncertainty and fear in her eyes. Ciana loved playing along with Nathan’s little game in bed, calling him names and playing up how mean he was. This lewd side of her made him harder than he had been in his memory.

      “That’s right,” he said, mostly for her benefit. “Now why don’t you set Fyre up for the real fun?”

      A gasp escaped both girls. They exchanged giggles and hushed whispers for a few moments, which he pretended not to hear.

      Given they were blatantly planning what to do next, it kind of ruined the immersion of Ciana being the naughty one and Fyre acting innocent.

      The pair of them crawled onto the bed and Nathan pretended not to notice the mess they made as the slickness of their legs ruined the sheets. Ciana wrapped her arms around Fyre and turned her over, so that Fyre’s back lay on the bed and Nathan could stare right at the pretty pink slit between her legs.

      Ciana then settled herself above Fyre, so that her slit dripped onto the other girl’s face. With a lewd smirk, she reached down and pulled Fyre’s legs back so that they restrained her arms.

      “She’s all ready for you, Nathan,” Ciana said.

      He eased himself onto the bed. His cock slid across Fyre’s slit several times as he teased her.

      “Please,” she begged. “I want to be yours.”

      “Now you’ll never get it, because Nathan doesn’t give greedy girls what they want. Isn’t he a real asshole, Fyre?” Ciana asked.

      “Yeah, he is an asshole,” Fyre repeated, barely able to keep the smirk off her face.

      Annoyed at the poor rendition of the line, Ciana smothered Fyre’s face with her crotch. Then she leaned forward and took Nathan’s length in her hands.

      “Just for that, you’re going to have to wait,” Ciana said.

      Fyre pulled her mouth free of the pussy pressed against her face. “No fair! This wasn’t part of the plan.”

      “We’re improvising.”

      Then Ciana swallowed his cock, only inches above the waiting slit of the other girl. She rubbed her breasts against Fyre as she moved her entire body to pleasure him.

      One of his hands ran through Ciana’s hair while he groaned in response to the wet warmth sliding along his length. The other slid beneath her and inside a warm pussy begging for attention.

      Fyre’s moans and squeals pushed him over the edge. He didn’t even need to pull Ciana close, as she sensed his approaching climax and took him as deep as possible. Thick jets of his seed poured down her throat. When he pulled out, she chased him, sucking up the last few beads that bubbled up.

      “Now it’s time,” she said, leaning back and kneeling over Fyre again.

      “I’ll get you for that,” Fyre mumbled, before staring down at the thick rod pressed against her crotch. “Nathan, make me yours, please. So that nobody else can, and so I’ll be imprinted with your shape forever.”

      When she asked him like that, who was he to refuse?

      His cock slammed into her and her moan was like music to his ears. Her body seemed like the perfect fit for him, so he rapidly picked up speed. Her entire body bucked with every thrust, her small breasts bouncing and her golden hair spreading across the entire bed.

      Ciana watched with a blackened horn. Her fingers pumped in and out of her lower lips, splattering juices all over Fyre in the process. She stared at the messy spot where his body met Fyre’s, as if imagining it might be her down there.

      Well, it would be soon. Nathan hilted himself in Fyre and his seed bubbled into her womb before she even realized.

      “Oh! You’re filling me. I’m coming while being filled,” Fyre gasped out, her body bucking wildly against his as they both climaxed together.

      As he expected, the moment he slid out of her with a wet pop, Ciana gobbled him up. Once she sucked out what was left in his length, she began lapping up the white gobs drooling out of Fyre.

      “That’s mine,” Fyre whined, attempting to scoop it up and drink it.

      Maybe Alice and Anna were right and beastkin had a thing for this stuff. Nobody else in his group was ever as willing as them.

      “All done?” he asked after watching them fight over his seed for close to a minute.

      “There’s more in you, right?” Fyre asked. “Um, I heard guys can only go once before they need a break.”

      “That’s what magic is for.”

      Plus, even if he didn’t have it, with two naked, glistening women squirming in front of him, Nathan doubted he’d stay soft for very long. He was a healthy adult, after all.

      “My turn then,” Ciana said, as she climbed over Fyre and turned around.

      “Do we really have to take it in turns?” Fyre asked with a pout.

      “It’s easier that way,” Nathan said. “Trust me. After a few hours, you lose track, and it can start fights.”

      “A few hours…” Fyre grinned at him. “I could do with that.”

      “Fyre, you’re ruining the atmosphere. You’re supposed to act innocent and cute,” Ciana whined as she lined herself up above her.

      “Oh, come on. We did your part. If you want to be really lewd, get Nathan to fuck me like Nurevia.”

      Ciana looked at him, then smirked. “Well, will you be willing to be such an asshole, Nathan, and use this silly woman like the cocksleeve she is?”

      The answer was going to be yes, naturally. But first he had to see to Ciana.

      Trafaumh and its endless politics could wait for a night.
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      Somehow, the next two weeks of their visit kept Nathan both busy and extraordinarily bored. His meeting with Rosewald gave him some level of focus, but he felt as though he was running in place.

      For all the sound and fury of the first day in the Regal Council, and the determination made by the Inquisition, the Regal Council needed to vote on Fyre’s status as prophet. A simple majority of the thirteen councillors sufficed.

      Arguably, the Order could decide that Fyre was the prophet without a vote. The nobility didn’t control the church, after all. But the nobles ran the day-to-day affairs, and couldn’t be compelled to recognize Fyre save through the Council. So, a vote.

      Naturally, if the Order did believe Fyre was the prophet, they could force the nobles to recognize her. Five archbishops plus three inquisitors formed a majority, no matter how much the nobles bleated. By contrast, the inquisitors were unlikely to side with the nobles over the church. That was what made a Trafaumh theocracy.

      However, Alice’s investigation proved things would not be so simple. The archbishops held deep ties to the nobility. Namely, financial ones.

      Previously, Baudelaire’s influence kept everyone in line. That was no longer true. Which brought everything down to politics.

      The nobles funded the opulent churches and lifestyles of the clergy, the many servants they had, and ensured that the archbishops could pick and choose what they wanted. Opposing them put the clergy’s future at risk. Particularly as Fyre stood in support of a rival nation and religious organization—one which didn’t support the beastkin slavery that ran rife in the church.

      To further complicate matters, Rosewald’s Populist movement opposed much of the clergy’s excess. Given a choice between supporting the Populists and extinction, a smart priest would choose survival, but the rebellious nobles gave them a third option.

      Oppose Fyre, support Charlotte, and maintain their corrupt status quo. Baudelaire’s influence was fading not because she lacked the power of the Inquisition, but because if she pushed too hard at the moment, Falmir would instigate a coup against her.

      Rosewald had promised them the support of one archbishop. Baudelaire brought the Inquisition. That gave them five of the necessary seven votes.

      Two more were needed. For the past two weeks, Fyre had gone along with the Order’s various rites to prove that she was the prophet. She’d said that they were mostly pointless things. Bless statues, fly, recite religious passages.

      Apparently, there’d been a few nastier tricks. The equivalent of somebody asking a question with no correct answer, or a question with multiple correct answers where they chose whatever answer Fyre didn’t give. Kadria’s experience in the Order helped here, combined with Fyre’s ability to deliver a scathing sermon.

      At the same time, Alice buttered up various merchants and priests across Soreaux. As detestable as it was, there was an easy solution to their problem: fight fire with fire.

      If the clergy supported Falmir out of fear of losing funding or being put to the torch, Alice had the power to extend the support of the Empire in lieu of that. That wouldn’t always work, but the closer the archbishop’s territory lay to the east, and therefore the Empire, the more amenable they appeared.

      But if Nathan knew anything, it was that men and women of religion excelled at lying through their teeth while speaking of their virtues. Fyre proved that, given how easily she lied while preaching.

      His role of late proved simpler. Alice excelled at the political element, such as negotiating with the corrupt archbishops and extracting information and support from the merchant class. While Nathan accompanied her sometimes, he kept most of his focus on supporting her from behind the scenes.

      What Alice needed was information to use against the archbishops and Champions to protect herself. Astra and Nurevia pulled guard duty for her most days, while Sunstorm kept an eye on Fyre when she wasn’t tagging along with Sen. Despite her injuries, Sunstorm insisted she could still help.

      Gathering information primarily fell to Reine and her agents. They knew Trafaumh like the backs of their hands, but what restricted them was their cover. Reine played safely, given how hard she found it to breach the Order’s ranks and how rife the country was with zealots.

      Fortunately, Nathan had the resources to help. Reine provided intelligence on who they needed information from, and then Narime or Seraph intruded on them. While the Inquisition would normally frown on foreign Champions leaning on local nobles and merchants, they proved mysteriously absent of late.

      Or, in at least one case, the inquisitorial soldiers who responded to a baronet’s alarm stood around outside his residence eating crepes with Fei.

      Baudelaire left nothing to the imagination of her opponents. She wanted them to know how little support they had.

      In a few cases, Nathan intervened with his own mental magic, or relied on disguised Twins to help. But he remained distant from the direct actions of his Champions for the most part.

      Today was different. Today, Nathan needed to pay a visit to the ruler of Soreaux.

      While Alice left to confirm the votes for tomorrow, as Baudelaire had informed them that the Council would meet tomorrow to vote on Fyre, Nathan gathered his remaining Champions in the courtyard. His destination was the fortress standing inside the citadel, named the Chateau d’Soreaux, after the city—in Common Imperial, it was called Castle Soreaux.

      “He’s a duke, right? Isn’t there one on the Regal Council?” Fei asked, her ears twitching in confusion as they stood outside the castle.

      Nathan brought those Champions he had with him, including the disguised Twins. Nobody batted an eye at a pair of busty blonde goat beastkin in royal uniforms, although he kept some other Royal Knights nearby to make them appear less suspicious. Fei, Seraph, Narime, Reine, and Ciana stood nearby as well.

      “There are a few dukes in Trafaumh,” Seraph explained. “They generally rule major cities and the surrounding region. We’re here because Soreaux is one of the largest ecclesiastical districts in Trafaumh.”

      Fei’s ears flattened. “Stop using that word.”

      “It’s also called a bishopric,” Ciana said helpfully. “Specifically, Soreaux is an archbishopric.”

      “That doesn’t help at all.”

      Narime hit Fei in the head with her tails and ignored the strange looks some of the nearby guards gave her. Most of them were ceremonial, as the Inquisitorial Corps only stood guard immediately outside the castle gates and inside them.

      “The Duchy of Soreaux has been granted to the House of Falet,” Narime said. “The Inquisition granted it to them due to their role in the original secession, as most of the House was slain in the process.”

      “Wow. That sounds impressive,” Fei said.

      “I believe historical record embellishes their fates,” Reine said. “The head of the household was assassinated by the juvenile Inquisition out of fear that he might betray them. The youngest scion was executed in the Empire for announcing the secession before the Diet. But of the other three sons and two brothers who supposedly perished in the fighting, only one of them went to the front lines.”

      “They’re like rats fleeing a sinking ship,” Nathan said. “They even survived Baudelaire’s purge, although I question whether she pulled new family members out of a hat.”

      “So, why are we here?” Fei asked.

      “The Archbishop of Soreaux is wholly reliant on the duke to fund the citadel, his churches, and extravagant events. Her Majesty believes that the western archbishops are a lost cause, as they have too much to gain from Falmir, but Soreaux should support us.” Reine frowned. “I must admit, that they are not is concerning. A duke housed within the protective cocoon of the Inquisition has much to lose from corruption.”

      That was one way to put it. Chateau d’Soreaux was filled to the brim with Inquisition soldiers, and Bastion Dominic dwelled beneath it. While Nathan suspected the duke usually spent most of his time in a mansion elsewhere in the city, eliminating him would be trivial for Baudelaire.

      “Whatever the case, Alice is certain that she’s being stonewalled because the archbishop won’t go against the duke. That suggests something is awry,” he said.

      They entered the castle, and the Inquisition soldiers saluted. Once inside, they followed the white and red tabards of the duke’s private soldiers, as they didn’t want to dally in the Inquisition’s section of the castle.

      The castle itself possessed powerful wards, and ancient ones at that. Reine struggled to penetrate them, and the only place that gave her pause were the depths of Dominic’s underground fortress. Even Baudelaire’s laboratory lacked the spatial wards necessary to keep Reine at bay.

      Which raised questions about Dominic. Then again, as a Bastion, he might have stumbled upon powerful wards or a defensive relic. Nathan still didn’t know where Trafaumh kept their anti-succubus relics—or whatever they’d used to defeat Beatrice in his world.

      But as they moved closer to the duke’s quarters and brushed past the servants and guards who politely inquired as to their purpose, Nathan grew more concerned. He’d become increasingly familiar with wards lately.

      And the ones he sensed around the duke’s personal wing of the castle were unlike anything he’d dealt with in his world. In fact, they reminded him of the spatial and mental wards he’d constructed when he first arrived here and dug through tome after tome on ascended magic.

      “No entry,” a pair of brutes in the duke’s uniform grunted when they tried to enter the wing.

      “I’m not asking,” Nathan said. “I have Inquisitor Baudelaire’s permission to meet with all nobles and bishops associated with the Regal Council, on behalf of Her Holiness, the prophet.”

      “Prove it.”

      The Twins giggled behind him, and after a few seconds, the brutes stepped aside. Each of them made a separate gesture and the door unlocked.

      A neat unlocking spell, Nathan decided. Despite the appearance of the guards, they must be spellblades or at least reasonably well-trained mages.

      Once inside, they found the wing eerily empty. There should have been servants, more guards, and potentially family members of the duke. Not a soul lingered here.

      The Twins frowned and Reine’s tail stood up on end, suggesting his ill thoughts were well-founded.

      “Uh, I can’t find anyone,” Maura said. “There’s a heavily warded suite of rooms on the far end, past this entrance hall and some sort of big room.”

      “The duke’s personal suite, if the plans are still correct,” Seraph said, unsheathing her tonfas from her back. “Nathan, I feel we may have stumbled upon an assassination. Or something more sinister.”

      Everyone else drew their weapons and Ciana hovered in front of Nathan. They moved forward. Fei and Seraph darted across the rooms as blurs, confirming that each room was as empty as suspected.

      On the far end of a dining hall, they found a heavy door forged from steel. Its decorations hid how well reinforced it was, but he doubted the spatial wards inlaid into it had been here as long as the door.

      “Anything?” he asked the Twins and Reine.

      All three of them shook their heads.

      He began to cast a fifth rank spell to penetrate the wards, throwing caution to the winds when it came to remaining hidden. Narime stared at his spell, then began to copy it. No matter how strong the wards might be, they wouldn’t stand against two spells of this strength.

      There was a good chance they’d already been detected by whoever was here. Nathan suspected Beatrice, but had no way to confirm his suspicion.

      Then again, why would Beatrice need to clear out the space like this? She could hide perfectly as anyone. If she wanted to be the Duke of Soreaux, surely she didn’t need to go to this extent?

      “I’m not so sure,” Narime said, when he voiced his suspicions aloud. “If she didn’t do something about the regular servants, they might notice when the duke is missing or is spending too much time in his quarters. But nobody can say anything if he still shows up to his public appointments.”

      “Yeah, this is basic spybitch stuff,” Laura said. “Replace all the family members and servants, or turn them into puppets, and lounge around in the mansion. You can also fuck off and do other stuff if you don’t need to commit to playing pretend 24/7.”

      More and more, Nathan felt convinced that Beatrice had breached Soreaux’s inner circle. What did that mean for the Inquisition?

      Then again, would she dare to get close to them? Baudelaire likely had her tricks. Nathan genuinely didn’t know, but he doubted the elderly inquisitor would be so supportive of Fyre if Beatrice had addled her mind.

      His spell was ready, so he waited for Narime. After a few more seconds, she nodded at him.

      Together, they shattered the wards. Seraph barely waited a second before vaporizing the door and most of the wall with her disintegrating energy waves.

      Fei and Ciana charged into the room.

      A familiar roar greeted them, and Nathan instinctively shouted, “Stop.”

      Everyone froze. Even Reine and the Twins remained perfectly stationary. His mental links pulsed, and he realized he’d accidentally used mental magic.

      But before he deactivated the spell, he looked into the room.

      A trio of familiar Champions stood inside. Beth, Erica, and a horse beastkin with duogem sapphires stood around an ornate desk the size of smaller offices. Sitting behind it was Gareth Pike, a lanky Bastion who smugly put his feet up on the desk.

      Only Gareth seemed capable of movement. His face paled and a pre-prepared sixth rank spell glowed on the tip of his staff.

      “I don’t think you should use that indoors,” Nathan said, staring at the blue hexagon only a few feet away.

      “One could say that about a lot of things,” Gareth replied, voice strained. “What the hell is this?”

      “Tell them to stand down, and I’ll tell you.”

      Gareth’s eyes moved to his Champions. A few seconds passed in silence. Then he nodded.

      Nathan severed the magical threads in his mind, and several army-destroying women surged forward. Then they immediately held short, despite the tension struggling to burst forth from their bodies.

      “What the fuck, Pike?” Beth snapped.

      “I’m always open to a chat, especially when there are two trigems and a pair of Messengers ready to vaporize us,” Gareth said. His casual smile returned to his face.

      Notably, he didn’t release his spell.

      “So, what can I do for you lovely gent and ladies?” Gareth asked.

      “Where’s the duke?” Seraph asked, looking around while keeping her body tensed.

      “He’s not here,” Reine said. “Nor does there appear to be any trace of his body. Given the lack of an active gateway, my assumption is that Bastion Gareth Pike’s base of operation is elsewhere. This place is only used for cover. Perhaps he expected us to come here.”

      “Damn. That’s her, isn’t it?” Gareth stared Reine in the eyes, and she glared back. “I’ve heard about the awful shit the Inquisition does to beastkin beneath the citadel. Those eyes are something else. This is what you’re siding with?”

      His question was directed at Nathan, and everyone knew it.

      “You’re trying to win me over to the nation that actively tried to cause nearly every war for the past several years?” Nathan asked. “You know as well as I do that Falmir’s hands are as stained with blood and guilt as any other nation’s.”

      “Huh. I had wondered if you might have something against the place. The princess will be unhappy, though. She’s convinced you’ll join her once the two of you sit down and have a tea party. Can’t believe that hasn’t happened yet.”

      Nathan blinked. What?

      “The tea party or Nathan joining a madwoman who tried to cause a cascade in the middle of the Empire?” Narime asked. “I can only imagine the chaos that would have resulted if you’d used that portal spell later.”

      Gareth grimaced. “Well, I can at least say that I tried.”

      “Why, though?” Maura asked. “Like, shit, aren’t you the son of some old fuck from the Empire and a Falmir slut who then threw you out like moldy garbage? I can’t believe you’ve never tried burning the place down.”

      Nathan tried to process what he’d heard. And while he did, a lot of puzzle pieces came together.

      “I give you a few points for effort, but that’s kind of a shit recruiting attempt,” he said, face turning stony.

      “I wasn’t trying to recruit you. Like, fuck, Nathan can turn you and your Champions into swiss cheese while Sis and I blow him. Sappy shit aside, I just don’t know why you give a fuck about a kingdom that’s shit on you for your entire life.”

      “Correction, the royal family has shit on me. Most of them are dead, dear mother included. May she rest in piss,” Gareth said.

      “Peace,” Laura corrected.

      “I know what I said.”

      “Um, I don’t know what’s happening anymore. Nathan, are we fighting or not?” Fei asked. “I thought we came here to convince the archbishop to help us. Haven’t we done that if Falmir is behind everything?”

      Leave it to Fei to point out the obvious. Simply by showing up here, Nathan had won.

      The Inquisition would tear the castle apart, stone by stone, once they realized Falmir had penetrated the citadel and potentially slain the Duke of Soreaux. To say nothing of a hostile Messenger getting this close to the Regal Council.

      “Quite the smart kitty you have there,” Gareth said. “If you’re happy to talk, I’m happy to play along.”

      “We can end this now,” Seraph said.

      “No,” Nathan said. “You’re here for a reason, Gareth. Dying isn’t your thing.”

      “You sound so certain of that,” the lanky Bastion said, narrowing his eyes.

      “If it was, you would have joined Oliver on the floor of the portal in Aleich.”

      Gareth inclined his head, as if admitting this was a great point.

      “What can he possibly pull off in close quarters?” Seraph said. “No matter how powerful that spell is, Fei’s flames can absorb it, or Narime can counter it. Ciana might even be able to wall against it.”

      “No, that won’t work,” Nathan said. “Especially because that’s not its purpose. It’s a broad-based destruction spell. Sixth rank spells can’t be easily shrugged off. This one effectively turns the surrounding area into an explosion of magic energy.”

      In truth, Nathan suspected he or the Twins might be able to counter it. But that required time to cast a spell. Time they didn’t have.

      “But all it will do is harm Reine and slow the rest of us down,” Nathan continued. “Not to mention that it will kill countless innocents and allow Beatrice to pin the blame on us while hiding all evidence. I imagine she’s hiding in Soreaux. Correct?”

      Gareth laughed. “You have a very active imagination. But say that was correct, why are you so certain you can shrug off this spell?”

      “I’ve seen how much damage it can do against a trigem. There’s simply not enough power in it to kill me.”

      Especially with Ciana’s gem ability providing Nathan with extra durability. But bravado worked better here, particularly as he doubted anyone recognized her gem ability.

      “It’s frustrating fighting you, you know.” Gareth glared at Nathan. “I always wanted to deal with an equal. A Bastion who truly understood magic—not a sorcerer who scribbled in tomes and aspired to research, but someone who understood what it was like to have reality itself in our grip. Now I understand why so many find me incorrigible. When literally every effort you make comes to nothing, you’re left infuriated.”

      Nathan didn’t react, but the words struck a wound in his heart. The knowledge that Gareth would never approve of him hurt.

      At the same time, being recognized as his superior caused a swelling that he struggled to ignore. If only Nathan could have both worlds.

      “I’ve won,” he said. “Leave.”

      Gareth blinked. “That’s it? No grand fight?”

      “With this, Fyre’s position as prophet is confirmed. We’ll have enough votes in the Regal Council, especially with the Inquisition’s renewed support after this incident. That means Falmir has failed. Fighting you risks casualties I don’t need, and I’m certain you don’t want to die futilely.”

      Seconds passed in uncomfortable silence. Both men stared each other in the eyes.

      Then Gareth stood and the spell vanished. The man grunted as the magic from the spell struck his body.

      “You’re right, of course.” He gave Nathan a sidelong look. “But I’d be careful. The princess doesn’t take losing easily, and she wants you bad. Don’t crow too early.”

      “If you know what she’s planning—” Narime began to say.

      “I don’t. She doesn’t trust me with that sort of information.” Gareth twirled his staff while walking toward one of the nearby doors. “I’m merely an observant fellow. The sort who can spot trends. She’s lost three times now. Aleich, the canyon, and now here. I’d expect a truly massive tantrum to come.”

      Then he vanished through one of the doors. Erica and the beastkin Champion followed without a word.

      But Beth lingered, her eyes on Reine. “I’m sorry for what they’ve done to you.”

      “You do not need to be,” Reine said.

      “Maybe, but it’s still shit.” She scowled and pointed an armored finger at Nathan, appearing every bit as aggressive and tiny as he remembered her. “Take damn good care of that adorable prophet of yours, Straub.”

      Then she slipped away as well. The pulse of magic from a nearby room signaled the likely use of spatial magic.

      Nathan looked at Reine, who shook her head.

      “I am unsure where they vanished to, or the location of Beatrice, or the duke,” she said.

      They didn’t have long to ponder the mystery before a small army of Inquisition soldiers poured in, spells and weapons at the ready. Even without using their gems actively, they’d caused enough fuss to panic the Bastions present here.

      Deverese stalked in, Dominic behind him, along with a half-dozen Champions. Nathan waved his Champions back.

      “This is unheard of,” Deverese snarled. “You’ll hang for this. You—”

      Dominic stopped the younger Bastion with a hand on his shoulder.

      “Regal Bastion Dominic—”

      “Enough, boy. Look around you. Does this look like the scene of a battle between Champions?” Dominic’s hard face turned to Nathan. “I assume this was what you walked in on?”

      “Not quite,” Nathan said. “A Bastion from Falmir was here, but he escaped using a teleportation spell.”

      “Who?”

      “Gareth Pike. I met him during an… incident in Aleich.”

      Dominic grunted. “I know him. Conniving bastard, even if he’s affable. But I’m not your judge. Baudelaire will see you. I suggest you leave your Champions behind.”

      Nathan stared at him like he was crazy. His Champions shifted closer to him.

      After a short standoff, in which the sweat on the faces of the Inquisition soldiers was obvious, Dominic raised his hands in surrender.

      “Take one,” he said.

      Deverese glared at the man.

      Part of Nathan wanted to push back further, but he doubted Baudelaire would cause trouble. He allowed Ciana to follow him without a word and left the others with Deverese.

      Rather than escorting him to the Hall of Order, where Nathan knew Baudelaire’s office lay, Dominic took him to an unfamiliar corner of the castle. Heavy wards and protections separated this wing from the rest.

      “This leads to your underground fortress, doesn’t it,” Nathan said.

      “The Inquisition’s wing, at any rate,” Dominic said.

      A huge elevator stood in front of them, but it lacked the amenities of some of the fancier ones that Nathan found in mage towers. This one consisted of a wooden platform the size of a small house, held up by a system of chains and pulleys. If someone stuck their hand in the mechanisms, they’d be chewed up in an instant and the elevator wouldn’t even slow.

      Dominic’s four duogems surrounded Nathan, along with a few dozen soldiers. No sign of his trigem, but she might be protecting a portal elsewhere.

      “I’m surprised you immediately realized what had happened in the room,” Nathan said, fishing for information.

      “The duke has been behaving suspiciously recently, but the investigators sent found nothing out of the ordinary and he appeared ordinary when interrogated a few days ago.” Dominic scowled. “How’d you figure him out?”

      “I didn’t, but he was connected to the current situation in the Council. I didn’t take no for an answer when they didn’t let me in.”

      “Huh. Guess I should have taken matters into my own hands sooner. Any thoughts about what’s happened?”

      Nathan paused. While this conversation seemed normal, it could easily be a fishing attempt by Dominic as well. “What do you know about what happened in Aleich during Inquisitor Baudelaire’s visit?”

      “A visit that never happened? Officially, nothing. In truth, I’m Deverese’s superior, so everything. Former Emperor Gorthal was abducted in strange circumstances, our delegation was suspected, you laid siege to Castle Aleich, and then everything was fine.” Dominic’s eyes bored into Nathan. “Nothing adds up. Bastion Maylis was buried with full honors, and you covered up the abduction.”

      Damn. Dominic proved that he was the Bastion of Soreaux for damn good reason. If anything, he seemed almost too aware of everything going on.

      Especially given he hadn’t investigated the duke’s situation until it was too late. Nathan recalled the strange wards around the underground fortress, which didn’t exist anywhere else.

      But without any serious leads on Dominic, Nathan decided to reveal at least a little of what he knew.

      “Falmir has someone who can act as a doppelganger,” he said. “You should assume the Duke of Soreaux has been replaced for some time now.”

      Every single person on the elevator turned to stare at Nathan, and color left the faces of a lot of the soldiers.

      “Well, that’s fucking fantastic.” Dominic ran a hand down his face. “No wonder Baudelaire’s been holing up more often. Thanks for the heads up, at least. If the investigation adds up, I imagine she’ll send you back up soon.”

      Once at the bottom, they didn’t go far. Solid stone covered the walls, but Nathan was only allowed through one of the entrances.

      If his magic senses were correct, the other one led to a familiar, and tragic, place. One that he hoped to do something about one day.

      Baudelaire sat inside a small chapel. Pews lined it, but there was little else here. Dominic and the other soldiers remained outside, but they refused to allow Ciana inside.

      Nathan waved his unicorn knight off, then stepped inside. Presumably, this was a secure meeting room outside the Inquisition’s secret headquarters.

      “Sit with me, will you?” Baudelaire asked.

      He did so. They said nothing for nearly an hour.

      Then, eventually, a soldier entered with a small piece of paper. It looked blank, but showed writing once Baudelaire took hold of it. Relay paper, Nathan realized.

      She sighed and balled up the paper. “I see. What a travesty. Thank you waiting with me, Lord Nathan. You may leave at your leisure.”

      He stared at her in disbelief.

      But when she didn’t rise, he realized there was something more going on. What had been on that paper?

      “You don’t have any questions for me? Nothing you want to know? No suspicions?” he asked.

      “What is there to ask? This is the second time you’ve confronted such a sight, is it not? Even if I’m the one locking you up, rather than the opposite, I am no fool. The parallels to that night in the palace are obvious. I am merely happy that today will not end with Trafaumh’s armies marching on the citadel to purge a traitor.”

      Nathan shifted uncomfortably. He wasn’t used to Baudelaire acting like this.

      “What do you plan to do?” he asked.

      “What I have always done. Exactly what is necessary.” Baudelaire raised her head and stared up at the statue of Omria that dominated the chapel. “Today merely confirms that we have already entered a new era, no matter how much the priests bicker about calendars and rites. I shall see you tomorrow, Lord Nathan. Perhaps we can put an end to this act of the play.”

      Standing, Nathan prepared to leave.

      When he looked back at Baudelaire, she looked so small. More like the frail, elderly woman she was, rather than the brutal dictator he remembered her as.

      “Do you truly view this as a play?” he asked quietly.

      “We are all actors in Omria’s world, are we not? But without us, there is nothing. A play with no performers holds no meaning. So I don’t think too hard about what my role means, merely how I can achieve it.” She tapped her cane on the floor.

      Nathan took that as a dismissal, and he left Baudelaire in the chapel, alone.

      While explanations tore up the rest of his day, and his Champions combed the city for Gareth and Beatrice, it all amounted to nothing. Even so, they still needed to get some sleep.

      Tomorrow, the Regal Council sat for the final day of their visit and the vote on Fyre’s status as prophet.
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      Nathan, Alice, and Fyre filed into the Council chamber. While he hadn’t been here since the first day of their visit, Nathan found it unchanged, save for an extra chair. The members of the Regal Council awaited in their usual positions.

      What had changed were their expressions. The nobles, save Rosewald, barely hid their distaste for today’s agenda, while the priests rose to welcome Fyre one-by-one. Nathan doubted any of them knew about the disappearance of the Duke of Soreaux, except perhaps the archbishop affected. Said priest’s face seemed notably pale.

      The other thing that had changed was that Nathan was all too aware of the soldiers lurking in the corners of the room. He had scanned the room with mental magic before entering and discovered them, but was unaware if they’d been here during the first meeting. Something might be awry.

      Despite the obsequiousness the clergy showed the prophet, Nathan knew that they couldn’t be counted on in the vote. Anyone they’d dealt with might change their minds at a moment’s notice. That was politics in a nutshell.

      That meant they sat down today with no knowledge of how successful their efforts had been. Only when the vote came to a head, would they know for sure.

      “Your Majesty and Your Holiness, I apologize for how long it has taken to call both of you before the Council again,” Baudelaire said as she opened the session. “There have been vigorous debates lately about the next steps we should take.”

      “Debates that have not been decided,” a rather familiar duke said haughtily.

      Baudelaire didn’t bother to hide her exasperated expression. Yesterday had clearly worn her down, even if she had bounced back.

      “If only we could all stick our fingers in our ears and pretend that the time does not march on,” she said. “That you don’t wish to face reality does not change the fact that it exists. If the Council won’t do its duty and lead the Order of Trafaumh, I will put its positions back to election until it does.”

      The chamber burst into outrage, as the nobles and archbishops bickered and argued over whether Baudelaire could do that. Minutes passed in a cacophony of pointless fury before she snapped her rings against the table.

      That did nothing, and for the first time in this world, Nathan saw her finally use her magic. Her cane glowed and all sound ceased. The nobles and archbishops clutched at their throats, their eyes practically popping from their skulls in fury and surprise.

      Alice touched her own throat and looked at Nathan, but he shook his head at her.

      If Baudelaire’s relic had affected them, they’d know. With his newfound knowledge, he strongly suspected it used some form of mental magic. It fell well short of anything the Twins had thrown at him, but could send a sorcerer to his knees with ease.

      “I won’t repeat myself,” Baudelaire ground out with barely restrained fury. “This is a pathetic display in front of the ruler of another nation and the prophet of the Watcher Omria herself. The Council exists to lead the people of Trafaumh. Centuries ago, we split from the crumbling ruins of the Anfang Empire to venerate our ascended goddess. Now, with her return imminent, you come so close to desecrating everything she left us with. Ruin stares us in the face, and you wish to do nothing.”

      For several long seconds, Nathan expected the worst. He stared Baudelaire in the eyes, and she stared back.

      Was this the moment when she commanded her soldiers to storm the room and took complete control over the Order of Trafaumh? Given Falmir’s meddling, Nathan knew that would result in immediate riots and the possibility of an invasion. Baudelaire lacked the power she’d held in his world.

      Then that moment passed and she sighed. Her cane stopped glowing and the council members spluttered loudly. Nathan was reminded of the small figure he saw yesterday in the chapel.

      Rosewald grimaced and was the first to speak. “That was unsightly, Inquisitor Baudelaire.”

      “But necessary. The ultimate power of the Inquisition is to dismiss the Regal Council, should we deem it incapable of maintaining the confidence of the people of Trafaumh and the grace of Omria.” Baudelaire’s glare seared the rest of the Council, before settling on the duke who had started it all. “I’d prefer not to be disappointed today.”

      Before the nobles could arc up again, Alice cleared her throat. All eyes turned to her.

      “I believe there was an agenda set for today? Or shall I leave while you debate it?” she said.

      Baudelaire’s lips quirked, while the nobles simmered angrily.

      One of the archbishops coughed. “There is an agenda. The first discussion item is to confirm the progress of our descension rites. Then the Council shall consider Her Holiness in all her glory, so that we may—”

      “In short,” Baudelaire interrupted, “the Order shall report on whether they are ready to accept Her Holiness as the prophet, and then we shall vote on her status.”

      “Or whether to delay the vote,” the archbishop added.

      Alice blinked. “Delay?”

      “Yes.”

      In response to Baudelaire’s glare, the archbishop looked at the man next to him.

      “The Regal Council cannot be rushed—”

      “Do not make me repeat myself,” Baudelaire said.

      Finally, one of the other archbishops stood. “These theatrics have become too much. Allow me to summarize the matter.”

      “Michiel!” the duke snapped.

      “The initial phase of the descension rites have been completed. Despite many issues and delays, Her Holiness is as assessed by the Inquisition. The power of Omria flows through her. However, the next phase requires the presence of the Bishop Errante, and he remains abroad, as is his duty. It will be a year before Her Holiness can formally descend and take her place at the head of the Order.”

      Baudelaire scowled. “Is that the formal opinion of the church?”

      None of the archbishops spoke.

      “Even you don’t have power over the Bishop Errante,” the duke declared.

      “Then we shall take a vote in his absence,” Baudelaire said. “Assuming that Her Holiness, the prophet-in-waiting Fyre, is approved of by the Bishop Errante when he returns to Soreaux next year, we can vote on her descension.”

      Fyre raised her hand. Nobody looked at her other than the inquisitors. She unfurled her wings, brushing them against Nathan in the process, and this did draw their attention to her.

      “Why, exactly, is this about my descension?” she asked. “I’m quite certain that I’m already here, and Omria’s power is always present on Doumahr.”

      “It’s a formal term,” Baudelaire said with a wry smile. “Omria ascended when she left us. By returning through you, she has once again descended. Even if the technicalities differ from our teachings, that is how the Order recognizes it.”

      Nearly an hour passed in argument, as the Council nutted out the particulars of what a vote on a future action needed to look like. The nobles opposed nearly everything, and Nathan rapidly determined which archbishops supported them.

      That left them with a very narrow band of success. Only three archbishops worked with Baudelaire to allow the vote, and Nathan didn’t even know if this was a stalling tactic to prevent her from dissolving the Regal Council.

      Finally, the vote came to a head.

      “The vote is as follows: the prophet-in-waiting Fyre shall be recognized as the head of the Order upon completion of the final descension rites by the Bishop Errante and his confirmation of those rites to the Regal Council,” Baudelaire intoned. “Should that fail to occur by the end of next year, the Council shall reconvene and a final vote shall confirm or deny her. Failure to attend that vote shall be considered heresy.”

      Years ago, Nathan wouldn’t have followed Baudelaire’s words.

      These days, they paled in comparison to the nonsense spat in the Diet.

      The meaning was simple. Trafaumh could only stall until the end of next year on whether Fyre was the true prophet. Who knew why the Bishop Errante hadn’t returned for Fyre’s visit or why he was needed for the rites—he probably wasn’t—but Baudelaire lacked the power or will to force the issue now.

      But once he returned, Fyre was in. If he didn’t return, then the Council would either vote on Fyre or Baudelaire would dissolve the Council and crush those who opposed her. Probably both, even.

      It was the best result they could hope for, assuming Fyre won the vote. But it still left a major risk that Charlotte gained enough ground in Trafaumh over the next 20 months or so.

      Baudelaire rapped her rings on the table and the vote was called.

      As expected, the inquisitors and Rosewald raised their hands and a series of ayes rippled forth. The other nobles didn’t budge an inch. They glared across the table at the clergy.

      Nathan looked at the archbishops, holding his breath despite himself.

      Four hands rose into the air, but none of the archbishops made a noise. At least one of them had gone against a deal made with a noble. Maybe he thought there was enough time to sabotage Fyre.

      Whatever the case, the vote was done.

      Baudelaire dismissed the council. But she motioned to Nathan as she left.

      “I’ll catch up later,” he told Alice as they left the Council’s sanctum and met up with his Champions. “I need to speak with Baudelaire.”

      As he left, Reine gripped onto his arm. He looked at her.

      “I want to face her,” the spymaster said, her face grim with conviction. “Please.”

      Nathan doubted Baudelaire had laid a trap. As such, he allowed Reine to tag along. Everyone else returned to the mansion and prepared to depart.

      Several inquisitorial soldiers led both of them to a small office tucked away in the Hall of Order.

      Inside, he found Baudelaire in a familiar, if tiny office, flanked by Deverese, Ysabelle, and Ester.

      Reine froze when she saw the two duogems. Nathan placed an arm on her shoulder and coaxed her inside. It was unlikely that she knew them personally, given their ages, but Reine likely disliked being in a cramped room with duogems that worked directly for the Inquisition.

      This office held strong memories for Nathan. He’d met with Baudelaire many times here. The desk contained little more than paperwork, religious iconography, and functional stationery. Bookshelves filled the walls from floor to ceiling with a variety of tomes—and none of them were religious.

      “It’s certainly odd that an inquisitor fills her office with tomes on magical science,” Nathan said, his tone forcefully bland.

      Baudelaire chuckled. “And it’s even stranger that a Bastion of your importance would meet me without any of your Champions. Or have you been recruiting?”

      “She’s a Champion,” Deverese said flatly, staring at Reine. “Enhanced only.”

      Reine hunched her shoulders, her tail standing bolt upright.

      “Given what you witnessed at the canyon, do you think I need to be concerned, Baudelaire?” Nathan crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow.

      “Arrogance begets the fall of many a great man,” Baudelaire said.

      “Fortunately, I’m not being arrogant. You didn’t invite me here to kill me,” he said. “And I’m not here to probe any further into the horrific things you do beneath us. I do wonder how many Champions you killed to forge that cane of yours, however.”

      Deverese’s eyes bulged and he lurched forward.

      “Monet!” Baudelaire snapped, but too late.

      The man’s fist slammed into Nathan’s jaw, producing a cracking sound. A grunt of pain escaped Deverese, before Nathan pushed him backward.

      Ester and Ysabelle shot forward, certain they were about to break up a fight, before grabbing their reeling Bastion in surprise.

      Feeling his jaw, Nathan found it was at least somewhat sensitive. Deverese threw a punch harder than Tharban. That put him at three or four binding stones, then.

      As Nathan well knew, there were diminishing returns when it came to the power a Bastion gained from the binding stones they held. While he was vastly more powerful than Deverese, he’d never reach the point where he was casually immortal simply because of the magic coursing through his veins. But the speed at which the wound healed was a sign of something else.

      Baudelaire sighed. “Deverese, leave us.”

      “Inquisitor—”

      “I will be fine. If Lord Nathan wished to do anything to me, he would have done so already. His ability to move around Doumahr undetected is unparalleled, after all.” Her eyes shined.

      So, despite his best efforts, the Inquisition had detected him. Perhaps it was the visit to Straub, or one of the soldiers had spilled about his appearance at a fortress. But his teleportation was no secret anymore.

      At least, not among those with power.

      Deverese left.

      “Given your allies, I expected more condemnation,” Baudelaire said as she leaned back in her chair. “For your information, this cane didn’t require that many lives. But it was expensive. Much as the mystic foxes carve the exotic gems from Kurai, the faeries carve the ancient gems that predate the Anfang Empire. Alexandrite rarely leaves Elysia for that reason.”

      Nathan frowned. “I wasn’t aware of that. I take it they value it greatly.”

      “Not particularly. Few faeries have the affinities to be a Champion these days, not since they fell from grace and ceased to be the First Peoples.” Baudelaire’s smile was cruel. “Such is the price of failure. They believed alexandrite to be a pure conduit of Omria’s power. I’m less certain of that fact, but it did produce an interesting relic.”

      If the gem created a cane with mental magic, Nathan wondered what it might do for a Champion. In someone like Reine, the potential might be immense.

      “I imagine you’re telling me this for a reason,” he said.

      “Word reached me that you might be seeking a gem carver for some alexandrite. I can scarcely imagine who else you might need it for.” Baudelaire’s eyes bored into Reine, who stood firm. “So go east and have your elf seek out his old masters.”

      Reine mumbled something.

      “You’ll need to speak up, dear,” Baudelaire said.

      “I am not afraid of you anymore,” Reine said, glaring at the inquisitor. “You killed my friends. Tore out my eyes. Left so many to die in those squalid cells. I saw, and still see. Many more remain down there, dying and screaming in those awful conditions. I will come back. I will end it.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      “I am serious.”

      “I know.”

      Reine took a step forward, but Nathan held her back. She looked up at him with tears in her eyes.

      “Nathan…” she said plaintively.

      “Not now,” he said, before turning to Baudelaire. “We’re allies, for now. But that only buys you time. The things you’ve done in the Inquisition, whatever your reasoning, won’t be forgiven. Whether it be by Reine, or Fyre, or Alice, or me.”

      “Yet the fact you accept me as an ally makes it clear that you understand why I did them.” Baudelaire steepled her fingers and leaned forward. “That is the reason why I ultimately accepted Fyre, whatever she may be. She stands in the defense of Doumahr and those who dwell here. There is no price too high for the sake of the world we live in. Your eyes make it clear you know that.”

      “I do,” Nathan said.

      “And your actions make it clear you live that.” Baudelaire sighed. “Is it your mother’s conviction in Omria that drives you? Or your father’s pigheadedness? Or perhaps an element that is altogether unique to you?”

      He shrugged. “Given nobody will tell me anything of my mother, I’ll stick to being unique.”

      Especially as he wasn’t Nathan von Straub in truth. That was true now, more than ever.

      “You never asked Tharban?” Baudelaire seemed surprised.

      “He wasn’t in the mood for talking about the past when I caught up to him outside Straub,” Nathan said stonily. “Given I stopped just shy of executing him on the spot, I wasn’t either. Gorthal’s hardly been in the shape to interrogate over the past, either. I’m worried he won’t survive another winter, so I’ll leave him to enjoy his remaining days.”

      She nodded and a sad expression crossed her face. “Understandable. I do hope he can see his granddaughter’s wedding at least. While I doubt I’ll be welcome to it, I will at least try to keep Gorthal company in the days that follow.”

      The two old rulers were old friends, whatever their issues with one another, it seemed.

      Baudelaire drummed her fingers on the table. “I will keep it brief, then. Perhaps it won’t matter, given the future that lay ahead of us. But just as some in Trafaumh are closer to the Empire than the Order, the same was said in your nation. Your mother stood as the sole archbishop of the Order in the Anfang Empire, but held the position in secret.”

      In secret…

      Past events began to make sense to Nathan, particularly in light of his faint memories that the original Nathan von Straub had held.

      “That’s why Tharban hated her,” he said, voice oddly empty. “I’m assuming he discovered the truth? Possibly after she died? Or did he kill her?”

      “I doubt the latter. The man adored her, from what I understood. But, yes, to find out that your wife stood as the secret diplomat on behalf of another country stabbed deeply at him. Particularly given his own political leanings.” Baudelaire shrugged. “While she aided us in maintaining the peace while alive, the opposite was true in death.”

      “But that’s it?” Nathan asked. “She believed in the Order, and you needed to keep that a secret?”

      He tried not to laugh.

      But then, something like this probably was important.

      Baudelaire’s lips quirked. “Oh? I had assumed you might think more of this. Does it not bother you, given your own deep allegiance to the Empire and your Empress, that your own mother supported Trafaumh?”

      “I’m trying to unite Doumahr, Baudelaire. As a Bastion, it’s my duty to stop Messengers from destroying everything. More than anything else, I’d say she did more than Tharban ever did to keep us safe. If Trafaumh and the Empire came to blows years earlier, then all would have been lost.”

      Her expression turned stony. “Quite the confidence you have in saying that.”

      “It’s no coincidence that Messengers arrived with the onset of war. They come with chaos.”

      “So you believe only unity can drive them away?”

      “I imagine there’s a reason all of humanity was united under a singular banner at our greatest time.”

      Baudelaire nodded, but seemed troubled. “Then I shall wish you luck. I suspect you may need it.”

      Nathan left, taking Reine with him. Deverese glared at him, but wasn’t worth the effort to pay attention to.

      After returning to Alice and the others, Nathan kept to himself as they left Soreaux. His thoughts remained troubled as they left Trafaumh. Even as he teleported them back to Aleich, he focused on his next actions.

      They hadn’t succeeded in Trafaumh yet. Falmir remained active there, which meant Fyre needed to keep up her pressure in the northern nation. Time would tell how things would play out.

      What he did know was that his strategy differed from Charlotte’s. While he pushed for peace and tried to minimize Messenger invasions while empowering Fyre, Charlotte did the opposite.

      Just as in his old world, Falmir sowed chaos, engaged in scheming, and unsettled Doumahr. Was his original homeland destined to be a source of destruction no matter what? Or was the cause something more sinister?

      Back in Aleich, he let his thoughts ruminate. Gareth had warned of an imminent tantrum from Charlotte. Trying to imagine what form that would take, Nathan allowed himself to fall asleep beside Alice.

      His imagination could have taken the night off. He awoke hours later to the sound of ringing alarms and the protective wards on their bedroom triggering.
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      Instincts took over and Nathan shot bolt upright in bed. One hand glowed with a pair of green triangles while another reached for the pillow behind him. No dagger beneath it. His mind caught up and realized he hadn’t kept a weapon in his bed for years.

      A pair of figures rushed toward him from the far side of the room. The dim glow of his mental door behind them didn’t reflect off them, but the sight of the white void behind the intruders made it clear that it was open.

      “Stop dreaming, idiot, and get the fuck up,” Maura snapped as she ran around the side of the bed. “We just felt a massive fucking cascade. The goat’s already panicking. Something slipped past her net, just like with Siv. All she knows is that it’s in the Empire.”

      Nathan swore. That explained the alarms that faintly intruded through the soundproofed walls. Ciana should have burst in by now and awoken him, which suggested she might be busy with Fyre.

      As he climbed out of bed and grabbed a spare uniform from the closet, the succubi checked the entry hallway. A few moments later, Ciana entered with her sword pointed at them.

      “It’s fine, Ciana,” he said, pulling on his pants. “Help Alice.”

      His fiancée was stirring, but hadn’t yet realized what was going on. Her bleary eyes tried to take in the chaos of the bedroom. Maybe she thought this was a surprise orgy.

      “Nathan?” Alice asked, staring at him. Her expression became unclouded as she took in the surrounding sounds, and Ciana’s drawn weapon. “Are we under attack?”

      “I don’t know,” he grunted. “There’s been a cascade. I need to assume a Messenger has breached, but we don’t know how many portals are threatened or where. Did Kadria say anything?” He directed the last question at the Twins.

      They shook their heads.

      “Given the way she was acting, I’m guessing something is up,” Maura said. “I think Siv snuck through because she flattened an unprepared Bastion in minutes, and we still don’t know what triggered that invasion. But whoever is wrecking shit triggered a fucking cascade before we knew what was going down.”

      “And we still don’t know where?” he asked, incredulous.

      Surely the Messengers could detect surges of power like this.

      Then again, Nathan found that he struggled as well. When he dove into his binding stones and assessed the ley lines, he found them fogged up by something. As if some foreign entity had flooded Doumahr with fake magic to hide the flow of real magic and demonic energy. Even the state of his binding stones was difficult to ascertain, when he should be able to confirm if they were being invaded with a thought.

      Would the invasion detection technology that Harrum had invented work in this situation? Nathan hoped so.

      “Something’s screwing with our ability to sense magic over long distances,” Maura said, confirming his suspicion. “Fucked if I know how the goat is monitoring everything, but there aren’t many Messengers who make her panic. One of the elites is here.”

      “Elites?” Alice asked, finally rising from the bed.

      Ciana grabbed a dress for her and also brought over some shoes. After quickly thanking the Champion, Alice began to dress.

      “More powerful Messengers that we don’t have much information on. Or do you?” He frowned. “You’ve indicated that you meet Messengers between worlds.”

      “Some, sure. But most of the elites work for the partner, not our old boss. They don’t mingle with us trash,” Laura said, making an oddly bitchy face and raising her voice’s pitch.

      It took Nathan a second to realize the succubus was attempting to make fun of Messengers who refused to socialize with the Twins.

      “What about this Atlas?” he asked. “It sounded like you’ve met him.”

      “Oh, him.” Maura made a face. “He’s way too serious. Guy comes from some grimdark far future where there is only depression. I’m a succubus, and I felt my soul being sucked from my body the one time I tried to hold a conversation with him. The goat likes him, but maybe it’s just Stockholm Syndrome.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “When you fall in love with your tormentor and think they’re great.”

      Ciana raised an eyebrow. “So is that what you have, or what Nathan has?”

      Laura broke down in a fit of giggles, while Maura shot the unicorn knight a surprised look.

      “Damn. When’d you loosen up? Especially as everything is going to hell, possibly literally,” Maura said.

      That ruined the mood, and Nathan ushered everyone outside.

      A dozen Royal Knights stood guard, weapons readied, and beast ears pricked. The alarms seemed almost deafening outside the bedroom, and had been joined by mustering horns.

      All of Aleich would know that something had gone catastrophically wrong. Then again, there was another clue that Nathan felt as he walked through the palace. Some of the larger halls reached to the roof with warded skylights. Through them, he saw a golden glow and wings.

      Fyre’s winged conjuration hovered above the palace protectively. Given she’d used it during the Battle of Aleich to keep Beatrice out, that indicated the worst. Kadria worried that a Messenger might attempt to breach the Imperial Palace.

      By the time Nathan reached the grand hall, most of his Champions had gathered. At least those in the palace. Fei, Nurevia, Astra, Sen, Sunstorm, and Fyre gathered near the throne, talking in hushed tones. An entire company of Royal Knights gathered near the gate, as if expecting to be deployed.

      “Where’s Reine?” Nathan asked as he approached the gathering of Champions. “For that matter, has anybody alerted Narime and Seraph?”

      “The wireless is still working, so I told Seraph about the cascade,” Fei said, her tail lashing behind her warily. “We were checking on the binding stones, but Choe said you were awake.”

      He held back a curse. “How long was I asleep before you got me?”

      “About five seconds,” Sunstorm said flatly. “Fyre woke us up with her screeching about a cascade, and Fei triggered the alarms as she has night shift.”

      “Isn’t that Ciana’s job?” Nathan asked. “Given she never sleeps anyway.”

      “Sen and I alternate to take away her excuse,” Fei chirped, ignoring the glare Ciana sent her way. “But, yeah, I only got to talk with Seraph. She said she’d take over. I didn’t check the castle, because shouldn’t it have stopped working if there was a cascade that hit it?”

      He nodded. With that said, if the wireless was working, that indicated a cascade hadn’t hit Aleich or Gharrick Pass.

      “And Reine?” he asked.

      “Here,” his spymaster said, rushing toward him in her nightgown.

      He scowled at the wolfgirl’s haphazard appearance. She looked as if she hadn’t even combed out her long black hair, and even if her long gray gown covered almost her entire body, it didn’t hide the sway of her chest or bare feet.

      “Choe, do me a favor and get Reine some clothes,” he said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “And don’t say a word, Reine. With your eyes, you should have known this wasn’t an emergency that needed you to rush out without getting dressed.”

      Nathan had assumed as much when Ciana hadn’t physically dragged him out of bed first thing.

      Reine’s cheeks reddened. “I am sorry. I have been busy attempting to locate the source of the disturbance. It is oddly difficult to find.”

      “Define oddly difficult.”

      “I have checked almost every major binding stone in the Empire, as I overheard Fyre mention the location of the cascade. There are no visible signs of breaches.”

      Astra narrowed her eyes. “Concerning.”

      “Damn, one word and it carries the weight of centuries,” Maura said, rolling her eyes. “What about smaller binding stones, wolfie?”

      Reine blinked at the odd nickname and looked at Nathan.

      He crossed his arms. “A Messenger invasion shouldn’t come through a small binding stone.”

      “Yeah, shouldn’t. The elites specialize at being sneaky fucks,” Maura said.

      He ignored her, but Reine’s expression became vacant. No doubt she was scanning the dozens of other binding stones.

      “Try the west,” he said. “If the cascade is as big as Fyre suggested, it can’t be near us. The wireless would have gone down if the cascade was nearby, and Seraph would have likely discovered one in Amica.”

      “There are gaps in our coverage there,” Fyre said, and Nathan immediately knew that these weren’t her words. “An invasion along the Houkeem Desert or the far south might not reach your binding stones.”

      “Maybe not, but they’d knock out the palaces of the dukes.” He froze, then whirled on Alice.

      She stared at him with wide eyes, clearly lost in the chaos.

      “Alice, take Astra and Nurevia with you and contact Anna,” he said. “Or if you can, contact the Amica dukes directly. If you can’t reach any of them, that’s our signal.”

      “Of course,” Alice said with a nervous smile. “Um, why do I need to take Champions with me?”

      “Safety.” Astra practically glued herself to Alice’s side. “Breaches are dangerous.”

      “You’d know,” Nathan said, and received a nod.

      The dark elves left with the Empress, and he returned his attention to his current problem.

      The most likely candidates for a Messenger invasion in the Empire were Kaufberg, Waier, and Mortiswatch. They were the largest and oldest binding stone fortresses active since Omria’s disappearance, other than Aleich.

      Nathan knew of only a few binding stones older, or even as old. Fertheim and Elysia’s portals had been active for millennia. Soreaux’s had been temporarily sealed when the city was destroyed by a Messenger.

      Another thought occurred to him. If one of the older binding stones forcibly closed its portal, that would cause a cascade without resulting in a breach. At least, not directly.

      “Fyre, are you certain this isn’t just a cascade?” he asked, trying to cut off all other possibilities before he charged off to battle a Messenger that might not exist. “If a portal was shut mid-invasion—”

      “No, one of them is here. The fog hiding the leylines is a familiar trick,” Fyre said, speaking with Kadria’s words. “You may need to physically search for his whereabouts.”

      Nathan didn’t miss the explicit choice of gender. “Who? You clearly know who is behind this.”

      She stared at him, and the others didn’t hide their suspicions.

      “This technique requires highly skilled control over magic. A familiar pair of succubi might accomplish it, if they had the head to learn the more complicated aspects of their talent.” Fyre glared at the Twins, who merely scoffed in response. “Otherwise, Koji remains the most obvious suspect.”

      “Fucking Tanaka?” Maura sneered. “Dumbass couldn’t pull off a scheme like this by himself. He always screams his location from the top of his lungs. ‘Oh, grand dumbass Bastions, come punch me and fight like apes. Hoo haa.’”

      Nathan scowled and looked away, prompting the Twins to snicker at him.

      “Hit a little too close to home?” Laura asked.

      “It’s not as though we had any choice after he leveled Soreaux,” he muttered. “Even if he did grandstand atop the citadel’s ruins.”

      But they had a damn good point. Thanatos adored the limelight. This invasion smacked of an infiltration. A cascade hidden through complex ascended magic few Messengers were even capable of combined with some technique to hide the breach from Reine?

      No wonder the Twins insisted an elite was behind this. Thanatos and Siv were the most powerful Messengers Nathan had fought, before Kadria mopped the floor with him. The technique on show here eclipsed even them.

      The thought terrified him, but he suppressed the possible consequences.

      “Who else could be responsible?” he asked Fyre. “Thanatos didn’t hide his presence when I fought him.”

      She stared at him. A complicated expression overtook her face.

      “Koji may not be acting alone. We don’t know how Siv breached,” Fyre said.

      “Kadria.”

      “It’s fucking Atlas, isn’t it,” Maura hissed.

      Fyre looked away. After a few seconds, a thunderous expression overtook her face.

      “She cut me off,” Fyre snapped, stomping around in front of the throne. “That fucking…”

      “Maura, do you know anything about what Atlas can do?” Nathan asked, trying to stay focused. “Or what he prefers to use in terms of demons?”

      “Uh, no and no. Last I heard, he fucked off to take care of the boss’s business elsewhere while we were between cycles.” Maura crossed her arms and tilted her head.

      Laura copied her sister, but in the reverse direction. Their horns rubbed against each other and Maura pushed Laura away.

      Running a hand through his hair, Nathan took stock of the situation.

      A cascade of unknown location and size. So far, nobody had come screaming to him about losing contact with one of his fortresses or Amica. Alice would likely reach out to other nobles she knew, and Seraph could do the same.

      Which left one strong possibility. A small bubble of rogue Bastions out of contact with the Empire, who controlled two of the oldest active binding stones in the Empire, but lacked any technology to detect Messengers. Many of them had lost Champions recently, too.

      “Shit, the Nationalists,” he said. “Reine, focus on Mortiswatch and Kaufberg. Even if you can’t see the breach, check for any signs of roaming demons nearby. Maura, is there any way to check on Tharban?”

      Reine looked over at him from where Sunstorm was forcing her into a dress. He took the flapping of her wolf ears as acknowledgement.

      Whereas the succubi were too busy fighting. He peeled them apart and repeated his question.

      “Uh, it’s kind of hard to check on him through your mind.” Maura poked him in the chest. “But if the link is still active, that means he hasn’t kicked the bucket. Given how shit he is, if he ran into a Messenger he’d be fucking toast.”

      Maybe not, given Tharban had survived the battle against Siv in Kurai. The man was a cockroach.

      “Sen, I want you to check with Seraph and Narime. Order them to meet me in the control room once they finish checking all our fortresses,” he ordered. “Choe, bring Alice and the others with you to the control room.”

      “Uh, how?” Sunstorm asked.

      “You should be able to lead her in by the hand. I’ll be there to help her. Worst case, she can’t see anything, but Reine could before she became a Champion.”

      Sunstorm nodded, then vanished in a puff of darkness.

      He turned to Fei. “Gather every knight you can, from every fortress that can reach Castle Aleich or Gharrick Pass within the next few hours.”

      She stared at him, her jaw slowly dropping. “All of them?”

      “If there’s a horde of demons spilling across the Empire, we don’t have many soldiers capable of fighting them.” Nathan paused. “I’ll let you use your judgment about Vala and her unit. They’ve only had a few months. At the same time, we need every capable soldier we can get.”

      Vala’s unit had been training in the weaker portal at Fei’s village. Nathan had connected it to the Gharrick Pass network via a gateway, so collecting them was easy.

      The hard part was assessing whether bringing such a green unit was committing them to an early grave, before they had the chance to fully train. Fighting demons wasn’t their true purpose, after all.

      But a dark part of his mind knew that this might swiftly become more than a mere cascade.

      Falmir bordered the likely location of the breach. Gareth’s warning rang in Nathan’s head, suggesting that his homeland might try something. It was spring, and that left plenty of time to claim a swathe of the Empire under the name of protecting it from demons.

      Hadn’t that been what Falmir did in his world? Invade the Empire under the guise of saving it, even though they’d helped orchestrate its fall to begin with?

      “Where are you going?” Sen asked as Fei rushed off.

      “To the control room. Now get going.” He gave Sen a push, then left the grand hall with Reine, Ciana, Fyre, and the Twins.

      Once there, he found the black door that led to Kadria’s bedroom missing entirely. Fyre stomped around where it should have been and shouted obscenities at the succubus who had granted her the power of a goddess.

      Evidently, relations had broken down. Nathan hadn’t processed his own thoughts on Kadria yet. Every spare moment he had was devoted to thinking about the current emergency.

      He planned to punish a naughty succubus later.

      Everyone found somewhere to sit or lean, except Reine, who stood near the central console with a vacant expression.

      Watching her, Nathan realized a problem and bit back a curse. “Reine, you can step back outside to continue your monitoring. Take Ciana with you.”

      Although she grimaced at the thought of leaving Nathan, Ciana stepped up beside Reine.

      But the spymaster shook her head. “It is fine. I am… somehow able to see into Doumahr. This was not the case last time I was here.”

      Nathan stared at her, then looked at the Twins, who shrugged at him. When he looked inward and checked on his connection with Reine, he found the cause. A constant mental pulse ran along the link, eerily similar to the one the Twins used when they entered Doumahr.

      He hadn’t noticed Reine doing this due to the timing. At the same moment the Twins stopped relying on his binding stones, Reine began doing so.

      “Your divine eyes are linked to the binding stones,” he said slowly.

      His mind churned. Everything came back to them.

      Fyre’s power seemed linked to them. The Imperial Palace acted as a binding stone, and the Pearlescent Canyon had produced a fake cascade eerily similar to one from an invasion. Even Messengers needed to use binding stones to avoid Omria actively striking them down.

      What was it that Baudelaire had said? The faeries believed alexandrite was a conduit for Omria’s power. Gemstones in general seemed to be a channel for the magic within binding stones, but some were better than others.

      Reine’s eyes had been forged from the sacrifices of Champions warped by the power of gems, indicating that she had been effectively fed binding stone magic. The same applied to relics. Originally, Nathan believed Trafaumh’s efforts to be a foolish effort at replicating Omria’s power, so they could create a false prophet.

      He questioned that conclusion. Baudelaire clearly knew more than she revealed, and Kadria had suspected the same thing given she had actively investigated Trafaumh in the past.

      But how did it all tie together? What, exactly, was Omria? What had the Messenger Sofia done to create her and what did that do to Doumahr?

      Nathan felt as though the answer was floating on the edge of his thoughts, but any time he reached out it eluded him.

      For now, he had a Messenger to stop and a world to save.

      He whirled on the wall of light that filled one wall. “Maura, if Reine is channeling her divine eyes through my binding stones, is it possible for me to show what she’s seeing here?”

      “What?” The succubus stared at him as if he was crazy. “You want to use her like some sort of satellite feed or something?” A pause. “Huh, that seems pretty fucking awesome. You don’t even know what that is, but the idea that you have some Big Brother satellite crammed in wolfie’s head is awesome.”

      “I don’t have a brother,” Reine said with a frown.

      “Not what that means,” Laura said. “Then again, you’d be a wet dream for all the spies back home. I bet they’d spend all their time perving on people, though.”

      For some reason, Reine’s face reddened and her tail fell to the floor. Nathan didn’t have the time to investigate why.

      “Is it possible?” he pressed. “You’re able to project your power through me, and the opposite also works. Shouldn’t this?”

      He spent some time messing around with mental magic alongside the Twins, while the other Champions kept each other busy. Due to the time dilation between this world and Doumahr, Seraph, Sen, and Narime only arrived close to the end of his experimentation.

      “Are we interrupting something?” Narime raised an eyebrow at the huddle Nathan formed with the succubi.

      “No,” he said. “I think we’re ready, actually.”

      Ultimately, this space was a reflection of his mind. Reine’s ability to see Doumahr routed itself through his mind while she was here. All he needed to do was find some way to show that.

      After a few false starts, Nathan succeeded. The wall filled an image of Doumahr’s landscape. A second later it changed to somewhere else, and a fortress was visible in the distance. Then it changed again.

      A gasp broke out in the room as everyone realized what was happening.

      Then something slammed into his mind, as if a chisel was being driven directly into it. He barely had time to register that the image on the wall seemed to be misbehaving before he collapsed amid yells.

      Ciana and Seraph pulled him up with looks of concern, while Maura physically sat on top of Reine. The wolfgirl batted at the succubus futilely, but calmed down once she saw Nathan stand.

      “Nathan, you’re alright,” she gasped out, tears in her eyes.

      “That’s the first time you’ve just called me Nathan,” he said, rubbing his temples. “What the hell just happened?”

      “Your pet wolf looked at an image of her own vision, causing some nasty… uh, fuck, I don’t know the word for when stuff repeats itself.” Maura looked at her sister.

      “Recursion,” Laura droned.

      “Yeah, that. Anyway, we tweaked your spy satellite so it can’t incinerate your mind.”

      Apparently experimenting with mental magic could be dangerous. Who knew?

      The image on the wall had returned to normal, although it now showed a massive picture of himself. Now free from Maura, Reine rushed over and tackled him in a hug. He returned it while trying not to look at himself on the big screen.

      “You know, I can think of a good use for this,” Sen mused. “If we pile in here every night with Reine, imagine the sights we can see.”

      “Nathan produces great amateur porn,” Laura said with a wicked grin.

      The image on the screen flickered and briefly showed his bedroom, before focusing on the succubus. Reine’s face was so red that Nathan feared she might collapse from overheating.

      “Don’t tease Reine too much,” he said.

      “Who’s teasing?” Sen asked.

      Ciana poked the other Champion, and Sen muttered an apology.

      Nathan simply thanked his lucky stars that the door to his mental fortress was in his bedroom. No, it was in Alice’s suite, he realized. So if they convinced her to join the party when he was busy in his own bedroom…

      His life had become vacant of privacy.

      Shaking his head, he said, “Let’s try to stay focused. Reine, what’s the status of the western front.”

      Before she could answer, the door opened again and Fei entered with the dark elf Champions. Sunstorm followed much more slowly, her arm outstretched, and a terrified expression on her face.

      Over the next few seconds, Alice crept through the door. She looked as though she expected to perish at any moment.

      Then she blinked and looked around the room in wonder, half her body still in the void.

      “Alice, please come into the room before you start gawking,” Nathan said.

      She blushed and hurried through. Sunstorm shut the door behind them.

      “So this is what everyone is talking about,” Alice said, not bothering to hide her excitement. “This is even cooler than what I imagined. What are those glowing desk things? And is that glowing thing next to you a map of Doumahr? And why is the wall showing my face?”

      Reine scowled and glared at Nathan, which caused the wall to change to a gigantic version of his face. Giggles rippled around the room.

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Maura, can you change the wall display to only show things outside this room? Otherwise this will never end.”

      After another minute, they’d sorted everything out. Whenever Reine focused on the control room, the wall retained an image of whatever she had been last looking at. So no more close-ups of his face or split-second glances at his crotch.

      “Let’s try again,” he said after everyone settled in. “Reine, have you found anything?”

      The wall display shifted, and ruined farmland came into sight. Given the early hour, they were heavily reliant on moonlight.

      That and the mass of torches rushing away from demons. Shadowy figures, at least fifty feet tall, tore apart villages and the landscape with impunity.

      Alice gasped and covered her mouth with her hands. “Is that…”

      “Behemoths. There are a lot, too. The breach must be close if the horde is so strong,” Nathan said, his expression like stone. “Reine, where are we and what direction are they coming from? For that matter, where are the villagers fleeing?”

      Those torches belonged to thousands of people fleeing into the darkness. While horror rippled across almost everyone else in the room, he remained steady.

      The sight bothered him, but he’d seen this happen too many times to allow it to affect him. If he could end the breach soon, then some villages were the least of the price they’d pay.

      The grim expressions on Seraph and Narime suggested they felt the same. They’d lived this in Kurai. By contrast, Sunstorm looked as though she might be sick and Sen physically supported her friend. Astra merely glared at the demons, as if her anger might destroy them from afar.

      “We are west of Mortiswatch, and slightly to the north. The demons are coming from a west-northwest direction, but it is difficult to confirm. The region is heavily forested, and this is only one of a few signs of invasion I have found,” Reine said.

      “Where’s the closest binding stone in that direction?”

      A small castle appeared, shrouded by a thick forest, and brightly lit along the walls. Large dirt roads marked this place as a crossroad, and there appeared to be some sort of logging camp nearby.

      “It looks normal,” Fei said.

      He ran a hand through his hair. “What the hell is this? It’s impossible for the demons to be rampaging less than a dozen miles away but this place be intact. I don’t understand how Reine can see such a perfect image. There are even guards patrolling the walls!”

      “Not everyone relies on wards,” Maura said. “Some of us have a better sense of subtlety than building a fuck-off huge wall with a sign that says ‘Fuck off, we’re full.’”

      He stared at the Twins. If anybody was going to lecture him on subtlety, it wasn’t going to be the pair of succubi with tits bigger than their heads and thighs thicker than their waists.

      “Oh, fuck you.” Her eyes stared daggers at him. “I know what you’re thinking. We can totally do subtlety. If we couldn’t, then we’d have you railing us every night without fail.”

      “You say that as if you don’t complain that he’s not fucking you,” Sen said.

      “Can we focus,” Alice interrupted, a touch shrilly. “What does this all mean?”

      The room’s atmosphere was torn apart, and Nathan winced.

      Alice rubbed one arm and looked down. “I’m sorry. I know this might be normal to you, but this is… Those are people I’ve spent my whole life promising to help. They’re dying out there. It hurts to stand here and listen to jokes knowing that we could be out there doing something.”

      “It’s fine,” Nathan said. “I’ll admit that I’m a little too used to this.”

      “I’m not,” Sunstorm said. “And I’d love to keep it that way.”

      A series of nods answered her.

      “Maura, explain quickly,” he said.

      “Not all wards are about keeping everyone out,” she said, her expression making her annoyance clear. “Like that fog in the leylines, sometimes you need a smokescreen. This is probably a spatial distortion that reflects an alternate space to anyone scrying. The world is just a reflection of time and space, right? So if you know your shit, you can show people an image from another time and space. Like from before you leveled the castle and turned it into a glowing tear in reality.”

      Again, that suggested somebody smarter at work than Thanatos.

      But those behemoths and the specific types of ascended magic at work suggested otherwise.

      Nathan frowned. “Is this possibly Thanatos?”

      “Uh… possibly?” Maura looked at her sister.

      Laura rolled her eyes. “If I were a gambling girl—and I totally am—then I’d say this is a false flag. Koji is only good at magical manipulation. He specializes at creating magical artifacts and controlling magic directly. He’s like a Japanese Messenger Batman.”

      Two of those words made no sense to Nathan, so he ignored them.

      Also, Laura was proving herself to be the smarter of the pair. Nathan realized this might be the first time the Twins had gotten serious. He updated his internal file on the Twins.

      Because he was forming a strong suspicion about how they truly operated, and Kadria’s assessment was horrendously wrong.

      “So somebody might be trying to convince us that this is Thanatos, so we prepare for him?” Nathan said.

      That almost made sense, except Nathan didn’t even know how to prepare for a different Messenger. Maybe Atlas didn’t know Kadria was wary of battling him.

      “Whatever the case, we need to finish preparing. If they’re near Mortiswatch, we know the rough location of the cascade. I assume they’re unreachable?” He directed the question at Seraph and Alice.

      “Kaufberg refused to answer,” Alice said, “but Otto did. He had only just been awakened by the news that something was awry here, and informed me that he couldn’t reach some of his ‘friends’ in the south.”

      “So we can draw a rough location. We’ll teleport to Mortiswatch, as that’s the most likely target for another Messenger breach. Kaufberg has Griem and an experienced Bastion who can prevent a breach, but I’m worried about weaker portals,” he said. “Fei, what about Vala?”

      “She’s mustering at Gharrick Pass,” Fei said. “It might be hard, but…”

      Nathan nodded. This wasn’t the time to show favoritism to Vala.

      If anything, he might bring along additional Champions from his other fortresses. While that left them open to another invasion, the risk of that happening this morning while they suppressed the current breach was lower than the risk of half the Empire being destroyed because he didn’t bring them.

      There was no perfect decision when it came to fighting Messengers. Nathan had forced himself to realize that when he confronted Thanatos in the Spires. He’d ignored the civil war to prevent the Spires from falling, and it had proved the right decision.

      If he wanted to protect everyone, then he needed to make the aggressive moves that allowed him to achieve that.

      “Before we go, I want to do something I’ve taken too long to do,” he said.

      Then he reached beneath the central display unit and retrieved an ornate chest. The one that contained all the Champion gems he had.

      “Seraph, Ciana, Sen, and Sunstorm—come with me,” he said. “I need to see to your gems. Fei, tell Vala to join us.”
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      “This isn’t when and how I wanted to do this, but after the battle with Siv, I don’t want to take the same risks,” Nathan said as he paced back and forth in front of his Champions.

      They had gathered in the palace gardens, where were in the rear of the palace complex. Sen, Seraph, Ciana, Vala, and Sunstorm lined up in front of him.

      During the day, they teemed with birds, bees, and all manner of insect. Ordinarily, they avoided this place. Sen in particular disliked the mass of wisteria that climbed all over the tall walls that created the mazelike appearance of the garden, given the swarms it attracted.

      For now, they gathered under the artificial light of magical lanterns. The barest rays of the rising sun could be seen in the east, striking the Gharrick Mountains.

      He brought them here because the enclosed space of the gardens made them perfect for gemming ceremonies, as the knights only came here while on patrol. At the same time, his power over the palace enabled him to extend powerful wards and detection spells to keep out intrusion and scrying.

      Reine’s divine eyes had confirmed that there was something different about sites touched by Omria herself. While Soreaux remained unaffected, perhaps due to how diffused Omria’s power had been, the Pearlescent Canyon, both palaces in Falmir and the Empire, and even the Aurelian Spires themselves blocked her scrying.

      The same appeared to be true of a pair of ancient sites in Arcadia: the Elysian Tower and Lake Styx.

      The former was an ivory tower in the Arcadian capital, Elysian, that supposedly stretched endlessly into the heavens. Although it had an overwrought faerie name, most just called it the Elysian Tower. The faeries’ claim that it had no top floor held more merit now that Reine confirmed she couldn’t scry the tower.

      The other site was just as famous, but far better hidden. After the faeries had butchered each other in civil war for centuries, they had supposedly forged peace and buried the hatchet—and their dead—beneath Lake Styx. They claimed that Omria’s power had blessed them in the process and hid the lake from everyone else to protect it.

      How remained a mystery, as this took place after she vanished. But, again, Reine couldn’t scry the lake or its surrounds. Perhaps the faeries knew something about her power that he didn’t.

      While far from guaranteed, Nathan decided to use this reasoning to conduct more important matters in the Imperial Palace. Gemming ceremonies couldn’t be done in his mental world, given that they involved constructing powerful connections between Doumahr and the minds of those involved, so this was the next best thing.

      “I had wanted to spend a few more weeks to finalize my experiments on mixing gems with Champions, but we don’t have weeks,” he continued. “With that said, if you’re not comfortable taking the risk of becoming a trigem with a different gem, tell me. I’ll give you a third gem of your existing one.”

      Sunstorm grimaced. She knew that he didn’t have an onyx in his chest. For her, the only choice available was to accept a different gemstone.

      “I’ll take the risk,” Seraph said.

      Sunstorm’s body relaxed, and she shot the senior Champion a grateful smile. “Thanks,” she muttered.

      “It’s no problem. The gem ability I plan to ask for is simpler—I think. If there are any issues with the process, I’m confident Nathan can salvage my gem and know whether it’s safe to proceed with you,” Seraph said.

      He nodded. “I did successfully create a duogem before we left for Trafaumh. She has a sapphire and an amethyst. The process should be similar. The hard part is the level of power involved.”

      Not to mention that he’d be creating two trigems in short order.

      “What about Nurevia? I expected you to ask her to join us,” Sen said, looking around as if to make her point.

      “Not on short notice,” he said, without elaborating.

      Given the dark elf’s mental state, gemming Nurevia was the last thing on his mind. He shook his head.

      He had eight Champions present here, including Fyre.

      He planned to promote Seraph and Sunstorm to trigems, although wasn’t sure if the latter had confirmed what gem and ability she even wanted. If she hadn’t made up her mind, he’d tell her to wait.

      Sen would get her first gem today. Ciana would have her diamonds recalibrated, but wouldn’t become a trigem until he was certain that her bicorn transformation had settled down.

      Even if Nathan circumvented affinities and mental blocks with his new talent in mental magic, that didn’t alleviate the fact that Champions still needed to acclimate to the new magic coursing through their bodies. Ciana’s body was undergoing a magical transformation and disrupting that with a third gem could harm her or limit the effectiveness of that gem.

      While he did have a new trick up his sleeve regarding gemming, he didn’t want to risk it on someone like Ciana. If he screwed up her trigem ability, she’d be permanently crippled. That disaster would weigh on his mind for life.

      Finally, Vala was here to receive the diamond she wanted. Nathan had a special plan for her, given her request had specifically been to get away from the garnet she currently had.

      “Let’s get the easy part over with first,” he said, gesturing for Ciana to step forward.

      He didn’t need to conduct a ritual. Instead, he merely placed his fingers against both of her diamonds and dove into her mind.

      As always happened when he entered her, he felt her emotions and thoughts wrap around him protectively. The difference was that he should be mentally shielded from her. The strength of their link enabled her mind to monitor his presence despite his use of mental magic.

      That might bode poorly for future gemming rituals, particularly as he relied on mental magic to give Champions a different gem. Ciana might be limited to three diamonds in this case. Her mind seemed almost too powerful to accept his manipulations.

      Attuning the gems didn’t take long. Much like when he first bound them to her mind and the binding stones, he filtered her thoughts, memories, and emotions into the gems. In this case, he also removed some.

      This wasn’t a process he was familiar with, but he understood the theory. Ciana was changing in both body and mental state. Part of the reason why Champions needed to wait between gemming ceremonies was so that the gemstones acclimated to their bodies and minds.

      In this case, the gems had acclimated to a mind that had changed too fast. Nathan wondered if this was why Fyre couldn’t use her garnets anymore, other than as a crude link to his mind.

      Did he want to go down that rabbit hole and awaken her gems?

      Fyre loved him with everything she had. Since he had made her his in body and mind recently, she’d been extra clingy. Keeping their relationship secret would be difficult now they were back in the palace.

      But if Kadria was becoming rebellious, strengthening his personal connection with Fyre might be the smartest option. Especially if his theory about the gems being connected to the binding stones—and therefore Omria—was correct.

      Nathan withdrew from Ciana’s mind after making the adjustments. Her tail and ears shifted rapidly for several seconds afterward, as if in response to some stimuli he couldn’t sense.

      “I don’t feel any different,” she said, frowning.

      “Then that means I’ve done it correctly,” he said.

      “Yes, but this usually feels better.”

      He shooed her away.

      Sen took her place with a grin. “So, is this the time when you stick it in me and I go all fluttery?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said.

      “Huh?”

      “I gave you a mild enhancement so that you could access my mental world, once it became apparent that was important, but you haven’t really been a Champion. I’ll boost the enhancement, but it will pale in comparison to Ifrit’s.” He probed her mind across the link he’d formed, and found it was stable. “On the other hand, your possession means that I’m not concerned about your mind.”

      “Thanks. Does that mean I’m already insane?” She grinned at him when he glared back.

      “Just… what sort of gem do you want? You’ve thought about that, right?” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      Sen would be the death of him one day.

      “Well, duh. I’ve heard you talk about this stuff a billion times. I’m all about sapphires. Blowing shit up with magic is my thing and they’ll help me do it. Ifrit can give me the power, I can get the theory from the Lodge, and you know all sorts of cool tricks—but what I lack is raw experience,” she said.

      “I don’t think gems can grant you actual time, Sen.”

      “No, but they can shortcut the things time gives, right? Narime got a gem that lets her replicate spells. I want something similar.”

      “Not until later,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Ifrit said that would happen.” Sen screwed up her face. “Uh, this is supposed to cover for weaknesses, right? How about spellcasting speed? I suck at that. You and Narime cast so much faster than me, it’s almost embarrassing. All I have is power.”

      That might work. The specifics would need some thought, though.

      A monogem sapphire couldn’t instantly cast spells like Nathan had given Narime in his original world. But spell frames were all about focusing magic through them to allow faster, efficient spellcasting. If a sapphire gem effectively channeled additional power into the spell frame, it should have a similar effect to speeding up casting speed.

      Long-term, the gem would be less useful. But Nathan doubted Sen cared much about long-term. The heavy white streaks in her hair spoke to that fact.

      “Stay still,” he said. “And think about casting spells really fast.”

      She stared at him. “Seriously?”

      “Yes. Usually monogems don’t get to pick their gem ability, as it’s shaped based on their affinity. But we already know what you’re good at, and you can’t really change that, so I’ll need your help to shape the direction you’ll go in. So use that head of yours to help me for once.”

      “Hey!”

      While Sen attempted to light him on fire with her mind, but thankfully not her magic, Nathan retrieved a sapphire from the chest.

      The process flew past. If anything, it was easier than expected. The gem sank into her collarbone effortlessly, he connected it in her mind, and he found no issues.

      He did notice Ifrit’s presence lurking within her mind, but the ominous presence paid him no heed. Part of Nathan wondered if the real reason that Sen lacked the affinity to become a Champion was because of how overwhelming Ifrit’s presence was.

      While possessed Champions did exist, Nathan rarely knew of any that even became duogems. He’d always chalked that up to the desperation that likely led a Bastion to create a possessed Champion, but maybe there was more to it.

      Eager to test her new gem, Sen raised a hand to the sky, and a pentagon appeared over it. It swiftly filled with red light. She grinned, then banished the spell.

      Then sank to her knees with a grunt of pain. Sunstorm rushed to her side.

      “You idiot,” Sunstorm said, helping Sen to her feet. “What were you thinking?”

      “I wanted to see how fast I could cast a spell,” Sen said. “It’s fast.”

      “Congrats. Now you need to grunt and groan in pain until Narime heals the hole in your spleen.”

      Vala took Sen’s plan, and Nathan frowned.

      “Uh, it’s not my turn?” Vala asked, then looked away. “I thought that’s why I came here.”

      “No, it is. But I want to confirm if you’re ready for this.”

      “Becoming a duogem? You’re kidding, right?” Her eyes gleamed.

      He shook his head. “No, not that. I want to know if you want to exchange your garnet for a diamond.”

      No words escaped her for several seconds, although she did open and close her mouth several times.

      “What? This is a joke, right?”

      “It should work. Mostly because the garnet and diamond are fairly similar gems. I wouldn’t risk switching out an amethyst for a sapphire,” he explained. “I had a diamond shaped to match the standard cut that Falmir uses for its gems—got a few odd looks for that request. You can say no, but—”

      “Will it work?” Vala looked him in the eyes. “Not experimentally. But seriously. I’ve always hated this thing. It’s a reminder that nobody took me seriously. Falmir dumps garnets on half its Champions, because we’re just fodder for all the noble assholes they post at random portals. That wolfgirl got a real gem, and I didn’t.”

      Nathan tried to remember who the wolfgirl was. A diamond monogem called Eska, if he recalled correctly. He didn’t know the name from his world, so she likely didn’t matter.

      “I’m sure,” he said.

      That was a lie, but he knew that if he admitted that there was some risk, Vala might say no. Her lack of confidence hurt.

      Dealing with Vala hurt in general. She’d been his closest Champion in Falmir. For all that he’d been able to block out her absence for years, now that she was back…

      So close, yet so far, was the phrase Maura had once used when trying to tempt him to use mental magic on Vala. She distrusted him, but got along well enough with his Champions that she was willing to work with him to achieve her own goals. The loving, rambunctious woman he’d loved failed to reappear.

      Vala nodded, breaking him free from his thoughts.

      After retrieving the specially cut diamond from the chest, he approached her. Her breath caught when he stepped close to her and placed his hand over her garnet.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Uh, can I choose my ability?” she asked, gulping.

      “Think about the sort of one you want. This will be rough enough without trying to reproduce something specific,” he said.

      She nodded, then closed her eyes and screwed up her face in concentration. Part of him wanted to kiss her, as that expression reminded him of so many adorable encounters he’d had with in the past.

      But he knew better.

      Power poured out from his fingers into her body. Her muscles seized and Vala grunted. Nathan’s fingers seemed to dig into her chest as the garnet came free.

      The warped gouge the gem left in her chest was unsightly to look at. Raw bone and sinew met his eyes. Tears dripped from her eyes. Nathan kept his power flowing into her, aware that allowing her connection to Doumahr to break might be fatal.

      Or worse. It might shatter her mind.

      He slid the diamond into place. This part of the process went off without a hitch. Once finished, Vala breathed a sigh of relief. She looked at him while her fingers ran over the diamond.

      “Holy fucking shit that hurt,” she said. “I can tell you ripped my gem out.” After a moment, she asked. “Can I keep it? The garnet.”

      He shrugged and passed it to her. As it had attuned to her body, it couldn’t be used again.

      Maybe if he messed around with more magic, he could find out how to reuse gems from existing Champions, but that seemed like an even more immense amount of research than what he had already done.

      “Now the hard part,” he said before diving into her mind.

      Vala remained the same in her head, at least. That assuaged his fears about her. The main difference was the sheer degree of her inferiority complex.

      She’d always struggled with her strength and experience relative to his other Champions. The beastkin had inherent magic, Nurevia and Narime were experienced duogems, and Fei was… Well, Nathan had been interested enough in Fei to go out of his way to repeatedly have sex with her even though she served another Bastion.

      At least this time Vala’s concerns seemed well-founded. Oliver had left her with nothing. Little training, a single gem, and minimal experience. Gareth had done what he could, but had clearly lost himself chasing after Nathan.

      Unfortunately, these thoughts made it difficult to form a strong gem ability. Vala did have a strong streak of perseverance now, as she continued to push forward despite the shit life threw at her. If he used those thoughts, she’d end up being another Ciana.

      Was that the right fit for her? Somehow, he doubted it.

      Then, amid her negative emotions, he spotted an alternative. One that he found ironically familiar.

      He bound the gem to her and left her mind. She leaned against him in reality with a grimace, her face red.

      “I hate to admit it, but that felt better than with Oliver,” she said. Then blinked. “Not like that.”

      Sen cackled nearby, while Ciana’s horn darkened as she looked away.

      “I said, not like that,” Vala repeated, glaring at Sen.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Sen said. “I just had his mental dick in me, too. You don’t need to pretend.”

      Vala took a few steps away and brushed her mess of brown hair away. She refused to look at Nathan.

      “You won’t be able to easily test your gem ability,” he told her, choosing to ignore the chatter. “It’s a unique one.”

      “Define unique? I thought diamonds were generic as shit, even if they’re better than garnets.” She frowned at him.

      “Diamonds, garnets, and opals are jack-of-all-trades gemstones. But they have biases. Opals had a versatile range of gem abilities. Garnets are more about various physical enhancements. Diamonds are basically better garnets, but favor durability and endurance. However, they can do more than just that.”

      “Cut to the chase.”

      He hid his grimace. “You didn’t give me much to work with, given most of your thoughts were about self-flagellation.” Vala’s eyes widened, and she glared at the ground, face reddening. “But that worked out. Your gem ability is a mixed passive-active one. You’ll soak up pain and injury, but it will slowly build up in your gem. Then you can unleash it as a single immense wave of physical force.”

      She blinked. Then did so again. “Wait… I have a combined defense and offense gem ability? Aren’t those insanely rare?”

      “Welcome to being one of Nathan’s Champions, rather than some useless dipshit,” Sunstorm said. She clapped Vala on the back.

      “Thanks,” Vala drawled, but grinned despite the sarcasm dripping from the word. She looked back at Nathan while biting her lip. “Uh, I do mean that. This is… I don’t think anybody except my family’s done anything like this for me. You didn’t even have to.”

      “You’re one of my Champions. Remember that,” he said.

      She nodded, then looked away while rubbing the back of her neck.

      Sen and Sunstorm dragged her away, although Sunstorm shot him a meaningful look. If he read her correctly, he’d done well.

      That thought soothed his mind more than he cared to admit.

      Seraph slipped up to his side and leaned against him. “I assume you’ll need to draw a ritual circle?”

      “It’ll only take a moment, Lia,” he whispered to her.

      Her entire body shuddered against him, but she poked his nose. Saying her true name around others was a no-no, even if he felt it was fitting.

      Nathan took the opportunity to draw up both ritual circles at once. Seraph stood in one, and Sunstorm watched nervously from the other.

      “We’ve talked about this before, but you’re sure?” he asked Seraph while palming a gem from the chest. “A sapphire that allows you to absorb spells and abilities, then cast them yourself?”

      “Yes,” Seraph said with a gentle smile. “I’m a duelist at heart. My weakness right now is raw power and sometimes protecting myself from the worst of attacks. If I can steal my enemy’s attacks, then I’ll kill two birds with one stone. Imagine if I stole an inferno tornado, or a spatial slash, or even that explosive attack you mentioned Siv used? The possibilities are limited only by my enemy.”

      Nathan had to admit it was a unique skill. It just seemed weak for a trigem ability.

      Then again, all of Seraph’s gem abilities seemed weak, until she combined them to beat the shit out of other Champions. Her regeneration combined with her disintegration waves made her extremely dangerous against Champions that lacked powerful offensive magic, especially with her raw speed.

      This ability was utterly Seraph. Nathan knew he shouldn’t question her.

      For all of his concerns about inserting a mismatched gem, the process seemed almost too easy. Seraph did hiss when he added the sapphire, which was unusual for a third gem, but normal for a first gem.

      The difference was all in the mind—and he didn’t voice the pun aloud.

      Ordinarily, when he constructed the mental tethers to the Champion, he used a single large tether that he reinforced when adding additional gems. This was why the first gem always hurt the most, as it involved the connection to Doumahr being constructed.

      In this case, Nathan needed to build a new connection for the sapphire. Doing so wasn’t that hard, although it meant he instinctively thought he had two Seraphs in his mind, instead of one.

      It also prevented him from using the power of Seraph’s other gems in her trigem ability, like he did with Fei. He kept this in mind for the future.

      Once finished, he waited for Seraph to give him a nod of approval.

      Instead, she wrapped her body around his and captured him in a heated kiss. “Didn’t expect that?” she teased.

      He shooed her away after confirming the gem functioned. She captured a simple blast of wind and returned it.

      “Choe?” he asked, turning to the final Champion of the day.

      Grimacing, Sunstorm stepped into the ritual circle. “I know what I want. You still have the jade planned for Seraph, right?”

      He stared at Sunstorm. “You’re sure? That’s an esoteric gem to choose.”

      “I’m dead certain. My weakness is endurance. I can move fast, kill things, and even confuse enemies with my darkness. But a single good hit and I’m dead, and you’re crying over my corpse.” She scowled at his expression. “Don’t pretend I’m not right. Jades are all about manipulating the natural world. Well, what’s more natural than the body?”

      “…you want Seraph’s regeneration ability?” he asked after a few seconds thought.

      “Nah, that’s too slow acting. I want to steal somebody else’s trick. That’s what you’ve been doing, right? I talked to everyone, and it’s pretty clear you’ve been giving us tricks from the Messengers. I’ve got Thanatos’s spatial slash, Fei has his magic-eating flames, you apparently gave Narime Siv’s rapid spellcasting in the previous world.”

      Damn, he’d been caught. Nathan looked away sheepishly.

      “It’s fine. You’re smart, and Messengers are damn strong.” Sunstorm grinned. “Siv’s best ability was the one where she kept going no matter what we hit her with. I want that. If somebody takes me out in battle, I’ll just molt, teleport away, and cut their head off. It’d be like having nine lives.”

      “You should give her cat ears for that,” Sen suggested.

      Nathan rolled his eyes, but the idea was sound.

      He retrieved the jade gem from the chest. “You’re absolutely certain? I can’t promise that I’ll perfectly replicate Siv’s ability, but I can try to give you something similar enough.”

      “I am,” Sunstorm said.

      The process matched Seraph’s, almost to a fault.

      In this case, the fact Nathan couldn’t draw on Sunstorm’s previous gem abilities was frustrating. He had a good idea for how he could use them for her trigem ability if so, but also knew that her onyx wouldn’t let this ability function even if he had one.

      Once he finished, he explained what he’d done, “It will work instantaneously when you take a mortal wound. The moment the gem thinks you’re seriously wounded, it will activate and convert your current body to natural matter. That means you’ll need to teleport away if you’re still in harm’s way.”

      “Huh. That means I’ll be able to launch an attack, unlike Siv who had a delay, right?” she asked.

      Leave it to Sunstorm to find a way to turn a weakness into a way to kill someone.

      But with that, the gemming ceremonies were done. Nathan was as ready as he could be to face the Messenger.

      Once he returned to the palace proper, Fei and the others had returned to the grand hall.

      Reine caught his attention first. “There is a gathering of Nationalist Bastions outside Mortiswatch. Something is awry there.”

      Fucking Tharban. Nathan did not want to deal with those idiots.

      “Given how close they are to the demons, we might be able to use them,” he said, trying to hide his annoyance.

      “Is that you being positive?” Narime asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Can just kill them,” Astra suggested.

      “That’s a great Plan B,” Maura said. “Maybe go there and steal all their Champions if they won’t help. That’d be a great way to bolster your armies, huh, Nathan?”

      Her malicious grin made it clear why she wanted him to do that.

      He merely grunted in reply. The idea had more merit than he cared to admit. If push came to shove, he’d rather take the Nationalist Champions than condemn them all to death because their Bastions were too stupid to live.

      “Fei, is everyone ready?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Everyone is assembled either at Castle Aleich or at Gharrick Pass.”

      “Then this is it,” he said. “Alice, you’re staying in the control room.” He shot her a meaningful look, and she nodded in reply. “We’ll gather all the knights using teleportation, then we’re going to Mortiswatch. Send out the order over the wireless.”
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      Mortiswatch stood as a sprawling monument to the power of the Empire and its ability to suppress its enemies. Layer after layer of ancient sandstone walls fanned out from the mountainside, and the fortress ran deep underground.

      Millennia ago, Mortiswatch had been a frontier outpost for the Empire’s western conquest. Countless legions had been posted here before marching west to crush the various beastkin tribes—mostly horse and wolf this far south. Its importance meant that, until recently, it had always had a trigem Champion stationed there.

      Kurai changed that, as it had many things. When Siv destroyed the Empire in Nathan’s world, Mortiswatch had felt as much like a relic as it looked.

      A fortress built to withstand roaming beastkin tribes fell practically overnight when Falmir sent in its armies and Bastions. Nathan expected it wouldn’t hold up against a Messenger any better.

      Not even the encampment full of Nationalist soldiers, Champions, and Bastions lifted Nathan’s spirits. With a cascade underway, the fact that so many Champions were wasting their time here, instead of defending portals, only irritated him.

      The fact Nathan had a crippling headache after teleporting his army of knights here didn’t make matters better.

      Well over a thousand knights appeared in the plains just south of Mortiswatch, drawn from a mixed force of Fei’s elites and the Royal Knights. Nathan had brought all of his closest Champions, and even several of the duogems who normally only defended the portals. Kara had volunteered to remain behind to manage the defenses of the fortresses, just in case.

      In contrast to his usual teleportation attempts, this one involved transporting every person in the open, rather than in carriages. That hadn’t been as difficult as he thought, after some coaching from Maura about visualizing the teleportation space as a big box.

      Rather, the problem was the sheer amount of magic coursing through his body. The pain lancing through his mind felt tortuous. Nathan collapsed to his knees. A faint sensation wrapped around his body, and he could hear Ciana shouting in his ear, but she sounded like she was half a world away.

      Everything seemed to be in black and white. Black shapes moved around him, and one held him close. There was a faint blur to the world as Nathan stared vacantly, his mind frantically trying not to shut down.

      He forced his eyes closed and focused on his breathing. Slowly, reality normalized. The frantic movements of his Champions became clear.

      “I’m fine,” he croaked out.

      “You don’t sound it,” Sen said, voice strained. “We thought you were dying.”

      “He nearly did,” Maura said. “Told you that a portal would have been better.”

      “We have no way of telling which portals are active,” he said. “And your alternative method of creating a teleportation portal in reality is something I don’t have the time to learn.”

      The Twins had proposed a complicated form of teleportation. Like when Nathan compressed space to create a short distance teleportation gateway, they wanted to do the same thing over long distance using their plane shifting ability.

      While the idea intrigued him, now wasn’t the time to waste an hour or three trying to learn it.

      “We’re here. I’ll be fine in a few minutes,” he said, his voice already back to normal as he straightened up. “What’s going on?”

      Mortiswatch stood before him, exactly as it looked in Reine’s scrying image. She stood nearby, eyes wide and ears flattened.

      As risky as it was to bring her here, given Reine’s lack of combat ability, leaving her behind wasn’t an option. Nathan needed to track down any breaches, the Messenger, as well as any errant portals created by wandering hordes. Reine was his secret weapon to suppress this invasion as fast as possible.

      “I don’t think the Nationalists appreciate our presence,” Seraph said, her tonfas sliding into her hands.

      The earliest rays of dawn lit up the encampment and plains around Mortiswatch, revealing a swarm of angry soldiers. At least a dozen Champions led them, as they rushed to establish defensive lines.

      “Fuck’s sake,” Nathan said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I don’t have time for this nonsense.”

      None of the Nationalist Bastions were visible. Why all their Champions were faffing about out here during a cascade was a mystery—and one that Nathan planned to unearth.

      He pumped magic into his voice, then cupped his hands around his mouth. “Tharban, get the fuck out here, you dumb, lazy bear! There’s a Messenger in the Empire and I don’t have time for your bullshit.”

      The battlefield fell silent, as if several thousand soldiers stopped moving at once to stare at Nathan in shock. Probably because they had.

      Even his Champions seemed surprised.

      “I mean it. I don’t have time for this,” he said. “If Tharban’s half the Bastion he pretends to be, he should be helping his Bastions defend their portals.”

      In order to allow Tharban to maintain his effectiveness, Nathan had let Tharban keep his binding stones near Straub. The official cover was that the Diet hadn’t officially censured Tharban.

      Unofficially, Nathan had already reached a private agreement with the Champions left behind to defend those binding stones, as well as a pair of Otto’s Bastions. Those Bastions would keep the binding stones safe, and if Tharban was stripped of everything by the Diet, Nathan would let them take the binding stones.

      Given the number of binding stones that Nathan already had, it was a win-win for him.

      But the same wasn’t true of many of the Nationalist Bastions. They had binding stones, fortresses, and therefore portals scattered all across the area of the cascade. Why were they here?

      After a few minutes, Tharban and a handful of Bastions stormed out of the encampment, with their Champions behind them. Tharban was a bear of a man. He lacked his typical beastkin furs and merely wore his heavy armor—which looked heavily burned and worse for wear. His shaggy mane of black hair had become genuinely bestial.

      Nathan ordered his knights to prepare for a march around the fortress, and for his Champions to assemble around him. Reine would keep an eye out for new activity.

      “How the fuck did you get here?” Tharban growled.

      “Magic,” Nathan drawled. “We’re wasting time. A Messenger breached in the northwest and there’s a cascade in the region. Why the hell are all of you here, instead of defending all the portals? Mortiswatch is important, but it’s one fortress. And you’re not even in the fucking portal!”

      Several of Nathan’s Champions recoiled at the heat bursting from him. By contrast, the Nationalist Bastions stared at him as if he’d grown a second head.

      “We know about the goddess-damned cascade, you twit.” Tharban sneered. “But there’s no Messenger. We shut the portal on the dumb slut trying to break through Mortiswatch. That’s why we’re here. Letting a monument to Imperial glory fall isn’t happening on our watch.”

      Nathan stared at his supposed father. Slowly, his words sank in.

      He turned and faced Fyre. “You’re certain that a Messenger broke through with the earlier cascade?”

      “Earlier?” Tharban asked.

      Fyre nodded, ignoring the Nationalist moron. Even the Twins agreed.

      “The leylines aren’t fucking themselves up,” Maura said. “That’s a Messenger trick. Not to mention the spatial fuckery.”

      Nathan felt like an idiot for forgetting that and scowled at Tharban. “Did any of you try to check with other fortresses when the invasion struck here?”

      “Falmir’s been disrupting the leylines since winter ended,” the bearlike Bastion growled. “They’ve been preparing to invade at any moment. You’re delusional.”

      Reine cleared her throat. “While Falmir has been engaging in leyline disruption along their borders, it is significantly weaker than the Federation’s activities from a few years ago. Their actions have already been surmised to be practice for their invasion.”

      That was exactly the sort of thing Falmir did in his world. Leyline disruption along borders prior to an invasion made it difficult to determine when an attack happened, as communications were frequently inactive. The entire point of leaving the Nationalists here was so that Tharban could blunt any such invasion.

      Arguably, that had worked. The downside was staring Nathan in the face. The Nationalists were so focused on the enemy over the border, they forgot about the world-consuming monsters intent on destroying Doumahr.

      “Tharban, there are behemoths rampaging through villages in the northwest,” Nathan said, devoid of emotion. “The cascade started hours ago, which is why I’m here now with every elite knight I could muster across the entire Anfang Empire, plus most of my Champions. The leylines are unreadable for hundreds of miles. A dozen portals are likely fighting off demons at this very second.”

      Nathan paused to take a breath, while everyone stared at him.

      His next words were explosive. “So why the fuck are you idiots standing around outside Mortiswatch like you’ve won a fucking war? You’re telling me you couldn’t beat one Messenger in the portal, and caused another cascade—one that probably stretches almost the entire way to Aleich? Did you all stand around the Messenger with your hands around your dicks, thinking that was the magic way I beat them?”

      While the Twins broke out in giggles, nobody else made a sound. Tharban’s expression was like that of a strangled turnip. His fellow Bastions looked somewhere between mortified and furious—hopefully at themselves. The Champions didn’t know what was happening.

      “Nathan, what exactly is going on?” Narime asked, carefully intoning each word.

      He paused, took a deep breath, and faced Narime as calmly as possible.

      “A Messenger breached hours ago. We found out because Fyre sensed the cascade. That means the Messenger claimed a second binding stone, because they need a second before they can trigger a cascade by shutting one portal on Doumahr,” he explained. “Now we have an even bigger cascade, which has plunged dozens of portals in the Empire into peril. Kaufberg is probably being attacked by a Messenger right now.”

      As was Falmir. Even Trafaumh might feel a cascade from Mortiswatch. When the Spires shut its portal by force, it had reached all the way to Aleich. This portal wasn’t as old, but there wasn’t as far to travel along the leylines to reach the borders of the Empire.

      “If we hadn’t shut the portal, there’d be another Messenger rampaging out here right now,” Tharban said.

      “Then at least you would have made yourselves vaguely useful by dying trying to stop her, and I could have shown up and defeated her.” Nathan clenched his fists and resisted the urge to floor the moron standing opposite him. “You don’t shut portals on Messengers, even if you’re strong enough. The cascade you trigger only creates a worse one. How did a pack of morons like you even get close to Aleich last year?”

      Part of Nathan’s mind told him that the Bastions here weren’t experienced at fighting Messengers. They didn’t understand the awful price that was paid in blood every time some Bastion thought he could save Doumahr by just… closing the door on the unstoppable monster obliterating his defenses.

      Not that most Bastions could do such a thing. The Spires used ancient mechanisms to forcibly shut portals no matter how powerful the invasion, but they were almost never used. If the Messenger was as powerful as Siv, Kadria, or Thanatos, they simply stuck their foot in the door and kept it open.

      Or at least, Nathan assumed Kadria was strong enough. He’d never tried. By the time he’d realized she was too dangerous to stop, closing the portal hadn’t been an option. Instead, he’d sealed the portal while leaving it open. Even if she’d killed him before he detonated the binding stone, a normal breach wouldn’t have been possible and he would have prevented other Messengers from invading in the subsequent cascade.

      There was only one circumstance in which Gareth believed they should shut the portal on a Messenger, and it came on the heels of Thanatos destroying Trafaumh practically overnight.

      If even the assembled might of several trigems failed to stop a Messenger, closing the portal might be smarter. After all, the nation was doomed anyway. It might be possible to defeat weaker Messengers in a dozen other invasions and prevent millions of deaths.

      Ironically, that meant Nathan should have stopped Kadria. If he’d heeded his old friend’s advice and shut the portal down—or at least tried—when things looked their worst, maybe everyone would still be alive.

      But then, would things actually be better?

      Realizing he had been lost in thought for nearly half a minute, and nobody had said a damn thing, Nathan swore.

      “What are you idiots still doing here?” he said, looking at the Bastions behind Tharban.

      “You think you can—” Tharban began to say.

      “Shut up.” A mental command accompanied the order, and Tharban duly shut his mouth, glaring all the while.

      “The portal’s already been shut,” another Bastion said. “We can’t undo the cascade.”

      “No, but you can do something better than stand around here.” Nathan ran a hand through his hair. “Go east and south. You know the binding stones here better than me, and these are your fortresses. I’ll send word to the Empress, so she can work with the archdukes to spare what Champions they can. But you’re here, they’re not. Make yourselves useful.”

      He left off a “for once.” Enough insults had been hurled for one morning.

      “What about you?”

      “There’s a Messenger out there,” Nathan said. “We can close every portal on Doumahr and it won’t matter if we don’t stop him and the demons already pouring into the Empire. Try to hold everything together until then.”

      Ordinarily, being an asshole wouldn’t get results. He half-expected these Bastions to pick a fight simply out of principle. Their glares suggested they were thinking about it.

      But after a miserably long period of trading death stares, the Nationalists retreated to their encampment. Even Tharban left with one last sneer.

      Nathan watched them go. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and allowed the tension to leave his muscles. A hand rubbed his back, and he looked over to see Fei next to him. Ciana and Fyre crowded close, as if jealous they hadn’t thought of doing that first.

      He shooed them away. “I’m fine. Keep an eye on them and make sure they actually pack up and leave. I don’t want them stalling and hitting us from behind.”

      “That would be the sort of underhanded move Tharban would pull… but isn’t that why you did what you did?” Seraph’s expression remained unmoved as she spoke.

      The same couldn’t be said of the other Champions.

      “Yes, but I don’t want to take any chances.”

      Regardless of his cynicism about the Nationalists, he still moved his knights past Mortiswatch. If the fortress had closed its portal, then it wasn’t important to defend. Even a third cascade couldn’t trigger an invasion—at least not for a week or two. Portals didn’t allow for repeated invasions, as they could absorb some degree of demonic energy before letting the demons loose.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen you this angry before,” Narime said as the others rushed off to get things done. “You’re usually much more composed, even when everything seems to be falling apart.”

      “This is the exact situation that I hate the most,” Nathan said as he stared up at the ancient fortress towering over them. “Somebody wakes you up in the night. The wireless can’t get through to a major fortress, or a city, or maybe an entire nation. You rush to get everyone ready. How bad is it? How many are already dead? Will this be another mass evacuation or a desperate rush to limit the damage?”

      A shuddering breath escaped him as he remembered the many, many times he’d been in this exact situation in his old world.

      Times he had naively hoped he wouldn’t need to repeat.

      Narime watched him with a sincere expression, her tails lowered, but she said nothing.

      “These morons”—he waved a hand at the Nationalist encampment—“remind me of the worst invasion. When Trafaumh needed us, so many of Falmir’s Bastions found excuses to do nothing. While millions died fleeing Thanatos and his demons, they partied in Fertheim after overthrowing the monarchy.” A sneer crossed Nathan’s face. “And here, Tharban talks about protecting a monument to an Empire that hasn’t existed in centuries, while people flee from demons and wonder where the hell we are.”

      Narime placed a hand on his shoulder. “I know that I said I love your willingness to act, where others stand by and find excuses for their selfishness. But you aren’t responsible for everything, Nathan. We came here as fast as we could physically muster an army.”

      “I know. But this is exactly the sort of night I hoped to never see again.” He ran a hand through his hair and let out a sigh. “More than anything else, it reminds me how much I hate Tharban and his ilk. Torneus and Baudelaire… I understand them. As much damage as they did, they fought against what they thought was Doumahr’s enemy, even if they lost their way. These people are just pathetic, selfish assholes.”

      They fell into silence. Narime, Ciana, and a few of his Champions waited with him as the knights formed up farther west.

      Reine approached him as he waited. By now, the Nationalists had already packed up and started leaving. Most of the Bastions and Champions rushed off at speed. The cascade had knocked out the gateway at Mortiswatch and speed was of the essence.

      Most of Nathan’s Champions kept busy by preparing the knights to break up into smaller units to sweep toward the nearest binding stones. Given the time lapse between the initial cascade and arriving here, Nathan had to assume that weaker fortresses had already fallen.

      He would need to teleport closer if he wanted to avoid spending the entire day marching west. Nathan strongly suspected that he might need to advance without his Champions to close some of these breaches.

      Maura and Laura had also warned him not to teleport near the spatial distortions. Nathan didn’t understand the problem entirely, but they’d simply said that although he might successfully teleport there, it would probably be in pieces.

      He didn’t see what was so successful about that.

      “I have confirmed sightings of additional demons. They are forming a wider front, but individual groups are weak enough that local garrisons are putting up some resistance,” Reine said. “All binding stones remained unaffected, at least to my sight, but the front has bypassed many.”

      “How big of a front are we talking?” he asked.

      Reine’s expression tightened. “At least 20 miles. The closest sighting is only 10 miles west of Farrer’s Peak, which is several miles north of us, around the curve of the mountains.”

      “That’s just a regular castle, right?” he asked. “How far away is the closest binding stone we’ve lost?”

      “A few miles farther west.”

      Damn. Nathan was operating off his memory of the region’s geography, but that boded poorly. For the demons to have traversed 20 miles, and gotten within a veritable stone’s throw of Mortiswatch in only a few hours, suggested that the Messenger was coming right for them.

      Astra stepped up to him. “It’s bad.”

      “Yes,” he admitted. “The Messenger is probably coming for us, but he’s summoned several portals already. Even if we limit the impact of the cascade, we’re still looking at weeks of demon suppression.”

      “Let me go.”

      Nathan stared at the dark elf, and she met his gaze with a ferocity he hadn’t seen in her eyes before.

      It was so very different to the sad acceptance of her fate that she’d shown in his last world. Or even when she’d asked him if he knew how to kill her recently.

      Recent events had awakened a fire within Astra. Or perhaps Omria’s return had done so. Nathan didn’t question it at the moment.

      “Once we confront the Messenger, then you can go off on your own,” he said. “I plan to send out everyone separately to shut down the portals. Champions can move a lot faster than the knights.”

      “Nathan, I believe I have spotted something farther north.” Reine’s voice rose in pitch, and he looked at her in alarm.

      Her clenched fists and wide eyes concerned him. “Reine?”

      “I was monitoring a position, and it… changed. I suspect a spatial distortion affected it. To the far northwest, much closer to Falmir’s borders than I expected.” Her ears twitched. “I do not understand. How can there be something moving toward Falmir with spatial magic, but the breaches are clearly spreading at a rapid rate toward us at the same time?”

      There was a simple explanation for that, and it wasn’t one Nathan appreciated.

      But before he had the opportunity to voice it, screams rose from the knights. Booming thuds rippled through the ground when Nathan looked over, and he saw clouds of dust rising in the distance, among the tree line a good mile away from the fortress.

      “Heed me, mortals! Your doom has come for you this day! As the apostle of doom appointed thusly by the claimant of this world and all life upon it, I deem you to be worthy sacrifices for him. Struggle, or do not, but know that your lives will have some purpose even in death,” an all too familiar and overacted voice boomed across the battlefield.

      Nathan ran a hand down his face. “You have got to be kidding me. It’s him, isn’t it?”

      A man stood atop one of the pine trees in the distance. His black robe fluttered around him, embroidered with unfamiliar but elegant imagery, and was of the fashion of Kurai—the Twins referred to its origin as from Japan, the place this man supposedly was originally from. Slick black hair streaked with white hung freely past his shoulders and his trim muscular figure showed through gaps in the robe.

      Behind him arched a pair of wings, which stretched several feet in length and flexed in the dawn sun. A silver katana glowed blue in his hand, pointed toward the sky.

      Thanatos had arrived.
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      “You still have a small dick!” Maura shouted in the silence that followed Thanatos’s proclamation.

      Naturally, the silence only grew longer, and significantly more awkward.

      Thanatos dropped his over-exaggerated pose and opted to simply stare at them. He ran a hand over his face, and Nathan strongly suspected some choice words were muttered.

      Then the Messenger leaped through the sky toward them, traversing hundreds of feet within seconds.

      Astra knocked him out of the air, and Nathan heard the surprised grunt even from this far away. A small cloud of dust followed Thanatos.

      “Can you not wait until we finish talking?” Thanatos said as he pulled himself up. “We are two warriors lining up for a rematch, and this is how you act?”

      “Can I punch him?” Astra asked Nathan.

      “Go to town.”

      Playing along with Thanatos’s stupid games wasn’t in Nathan’s plans. For that matter, his presence here went against everything they had discussed earlier.

      Save for Reine’s earlier discovery of spatial magic being used closer to Falmir’s border.

      “Fei, Astra, Sen, Fyre, keep him busy,” Nathan bellowed as he drew his sword. “Ciana and Narime, screen for the knights. I want everyone else to get moving.” He stared at the shocked wolfgirl standing next to him. “That means you, Reine. Go!”

      Her ears flattened, but she didn’t move. The ground shook as Astra’s fists blasted into the earth near Thanatos. The Messenger’s awful laughter echoed across the clearing.

      Sunstorm appeared next to them in a puff of darkness and looked at Reine. “Let’s go,” she said.

      Then she grabbed the scared, frozen spymaster and booked it.

      In the distance, he saw a similar story play out. The knights began to panic, but the various Champions snapped out orders to keep them in line. What few soldiers remained with the Nationalists rushed out of the encampment to join the escape, falling into line with the fleeing knights as they rushed westward.

      No matter how well trained the soldiers were, a battle with a Messenger was no place for them. Nathan refused to condemn hundreds to a quick, pointless death.

      He saw Vala in the group, and their eyes met. Even at this distance, he knew she wanted to join in.

      But he shook his head and pointed into the forest. With only a single gem, she’d help out a lot more by sticking with her new unit of knight-killers.

      A wall of light quickly rose up to separate the knights from the battle. Ciana and Narime watched from behind it, their gems glowing.

      Closer to home, a meteor swirling with flames crashed down. Blue fire burst forth, shrouding Thanatos, but they vanished a second later as Narime countered the technique. Fei replaced them with her own blue flames as she rushed into the fray, burning from the inside with magic.

      Fyre soared through the air with glowing golden wings and a sword that carved gouges from the battlefield.

      Glowing purple bolts peppered Thanatos from afar, forcing the Messenger to deflect them with his sturdy wings. Darkness shrouded the arms of the Twins as they hovered above Nathan and took swings at the enemy with spatial attacks, although to little effect.

      For the briefest of instants, Nathan deluded himself into thinking that this might be a little overkill. Thanatos was strong, but this strong?

      Nathan had five trigem Champions, a prophet, the Twins, and his own ascended magic. Was he truly going to end a battle against a Messenger before it even began?

      Then a suffocating surge of power eclipsed his senses, and Nathan was reminded that Thanatos destroyed Trafaumh and took six trigems and three Bastions to defeat—and he took down one of those Bastions in the process.

      Fei’s flames vanished, as did the wall of light. The Twins screamed as they plummeted to the ground. The constant spray of dirt into the air stopped as Astra lost her psychokinesis.

      This was Thanatos’s most dangerous technique. It enabled him to block ascended magic, which included almost every Champion ability. Only Sen and Nathan used the natural elements normally, so this skill effectively crippled everyone else until they forced Thanatos to fight properly.

      He’d never been entirely certain if this ability had been used in the original battle against him. Before Nathan had ascended magic, getting directly involved in fights with Messengers this powerful had been insanity. Thanatos could have simply pointed his finger at Nathan and sliced him in half back then.

      More concerning was the fact that the Twins had lost complete control of their magic. Previously, they’d been weakened. Thanatos’s power had grown enough to outmatch them.

      “Will nobody rid me of these meddling Champions?” Thanatos boomed.

      “Are you just quoting random shit, you moron?” Maura asked as she rose to her feet. “I bet you don’t even understand what that line means.”

      Thanatos paused, his sword glowing with an eerie light as he prepared to cut down someone. In those precious seconds, Nathan’s Champions scampered to safety. Their enhancements remained active, even if their gem abilities didn’t. Only Ciana’s stopped working, due to its reliance on Nathan’s physical empowerment.

      “It means I want somebody to kill all of you, because you’re really annoying, right?” Thanatos said, his voice sounding almost normal as he broke character. “Right?”

      Nathan scratched his chin. “I mean, who’s going to do that here? I don’t even know the quote but the words sounded like aesthetic nonsense.”

      Every second they distracted Thanatos was valuable. The knights rushed farther away, Nathan’s Champions retreated to safety, and the rest of them could return to join the fight.

      For some reason, Thanatos nodded. “Aesthetic nonsense. That’s a good description for it. I like that.”

      “Don’t agree with the insult,” Maura groaned. “Holy shit, Hanako, you’re such a fucking moron.”

      “That’s not even a man’s name!”

      Laura sighed. “It means that you want somebody to kill us, because you can’t do so yourself. It’s a veiled request for a political assassination, not a random battle quote. You’re so lame.”

      Thanatos narrowed his eyes at her. “I don’t want to be called lame by someone who can recite the meaning of pointless quotes.”

      Huffing, Laura flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I’m an educated girl. It’s not my fault you flunked out of high school and became a NEET.”

      “What’s a NEET?” Nathan asked. He didn’t actually care, but, again, buying time.

      “Not in Employment, Education, or Training,” Thanatos said. He finally lowered his sword. “That’s insulting. I graduated near the top of my year at a distinguished private school. The only reason I even needed to take an entrance exam for Tokyo U was because the administration gave the scholarships to ‘needier’ students.”

      “Question,” Sen called out, ignoring the stares of disbelief everyone else threw at her. “When does all the despair and unhappiness come in? Because it seems all of you Messengers have these awful sob stories.”

      “It’s coming. Give a villain some time to build up to the tragic elements of his backstory, will you?”

      Nathan realized there was one great advantage to the eccentricities of the Messengers. The fact so many of them were willing to monologue, elaborate on their “tragic” backstories, and generally waste time with antics made it easy to stall them.

      Surely Thanatos couldn’t maintain his magic disruption ability forever? Had he forgotten he had cast it?

      “As I was saying…” The monologuing Messenger coughed. “I excelled in education. The world was my oyster, and I took what everyone told me was the greatest pearl of them all: a government job.”

      Nathan blinked. A what?

      “A… bureaucrat?” He looked at Maura for confirmation and she nodded. “Why?”

      “You don’t understand. Job security, high salary, guaranteed pay increases, paid leave—all of these were at my fingertips.” Thanatos seemed awfully excited to talk about this stuff and Nathan merely pretended to understand. “And then I found out how meaningless it all was.”

      “Work sucks, huh?” Laura said.

      “Indeed. Doing a good job was punished, because it made others look bad. Promotion was impossible, because others had been employed longer than I had. The only accepted opinions were those of my superiors, and I was forced to pretend to enjoy their small-minded company night after night over awful beer.” Thanatos sneered.

      “You’ve had the beer here, right?” Maura asked.

      “I try not to think about it.”

      Nathan tried not to be offended. Whenever the Twins or Kadria conjured food from their world, it had a mystique to it that Doumahr couldn’t reproduce. The lagers popped, and the meat sizzled unlike his own creations.

      Seraph and Sunstorm joined them, as the knights vanished beyond the tree line in the distance. That meant Ciana and Narime didn’t need to act defensively, changing the battle entirely once it resumed.

      The timing of which remained an open question.

      “I saw my future writ in the eyes of my burned out senior colleagues,” Thanatos continued, his voice thick with emotion. “To labor my days away for the lie of a secure, simple life would destroy me. But there was no easy way to escape that fate. Lottery tickets burned holes in my wallets. Gambling on the horses only got me beaten up in an alley by the Yakuza. The one time I put everything into stocks, I was margin-called the day before my portfolio would have doubled in value!”

      Nathan fundamentally did not understand what was happening. He merely nodded at the same time the Twins did.

      At this point, the battle had descended into farce. Thanatos had a captive audience—almost literally—and opined about his awful life and, presumably, terrible luck with money. Nathan sympathized with his emotions, if not the circumstances.

      Many merchants expressed similar sentiments about Doumahr, and the way life was rigged in favor of the nobility. That a merchant needed to be willing to sacrifice everything just to have a fighting chance at building long-lasting wealth, while nobles frittered away life-changing sums at extravagant balls.

      Nathan was part of that frittering, even if his role as Bastion forced him to pump a lot of the wealth he created into the local economy.

      “Then, one day, he came to me, when everything seemed lost. My job, my home, my family—I remained alone, with only my dreams. He made those dreams real.” Thanatos let out a booming laugh. “And after today, even the dreams in my dreams will be real.”

      The Messenger pointed a finger at Maura, then at Laura.

      Seconds passed before his intentions sank in.

      “Uh, no,” Laura scoffed. “Didn’t Maura already tell you how much bigger Nathan’s cock is? We’re, like, ruined for all eternity across the entire multiverse.”

      Nathan ran a hand down his face. He’d forgotten this part. “Can we skip this weird part and get to the rest of the tragic backstory?”

      “Oh, you’re that interested in it?” Thanatos scratched his head. “That’s it, I’m afraid. We’re done. I’m here, with all of my power, fulfilling everything I imagined might be possible if I escaped my awful, dull life. And you’ll die with the knowledge that I am, in fact, a truly tragic… but awesome… villain…”

      Seconds passed while he stared at Nathan.

      In those seconds, plenty of Champion gems regained their glow. The dresses of the Twins rippled with a nonexistent wind. Confused expressions turned resolute, as everyone prepared to resume the battle proper.

      “Ah, I forgot the trope.” Thanatos sighed. “The villain only explains his tragic backstory before his inevitable defeat.”

      “Dumbass,” Maura said as she rose into the air, darkness consuming her arms.

      As if his spirit was indefatigable, Thanatos raised his sword to the sky and flexed his wings. “No matter! I am Thanatos! Apostle of doom! Messenger of fate! I am inevitable, and this battle shall seal that fact in time, such that it stretches on for eons, never to be forgotten.”

      Nathan didn’t waste time with witty remarks. Thanatos’s ability had worn off, and who knew how long it would be before he used it again.

      They needed to end this. Now.
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      If Nathan had any illusions about the gap in power between his former self, and what he had become, they were shattered in this moment.

      The area around Thanatos transformed into a crater within seconds. Astra’s fists churned up the earth, Fei’s flames swirled around the clearing, magical lances spewed lava into the holes around them, exploding bolts vanished into the dust cloud, and spatial slashes carved up everything.

      Thanatos reappeared next to Nathan, blinking into existence abruptly.

      A shield slammed into the Messenger as Ciana charged forward, her diamonds glowing with a mysterious darkness. An instant later, a wall of silver light burst into existence.

      Cursing, Thanatos leaped backward. Pieces of cloth fluttered to the ground on Nathan’s side of the barrier. Ciana had nearly cut the Messenger’s hands off.

      In the distance, Narime’s tails whirled as she prepared a sixth rank spell—one with a bright green spell frame. Nathan didn’t recognize it. Presumably, she was reproducing one she had witnessed in her youth.

      That was the true power of Narime’s trigem ability. With the centuries she had under her belt, she had witnessed magic Nathan could barely dream of. He might exceed her skill in ascended magic, but the natural elements contained immense mysteries that Bastions barely understood.

      The hard part was using those mysteries in battle. Even with Narime’s skill, casting a seventh or eight rank spell without being interrupted was nigh impossible.

      Thanatos spun, as if sensing danger. His muscles tensed as an invisible force held him in place, and he snarled at Astra. His flames roared into the air before Fei reached him, holding her back and consuming an incoming trio of lava lances from Sen.

      Grimacing, Sen paused, then met Nathan’s eyes. The resolution in her gaze told him everything. He nodded back.

      Sen stabbed her greatsword into the ground in front of her, and a blood red heptagon roared to life in her hands. Magic flooded Nathan’s senses, far in excess of anything he’d felt from any human save Gareth in his last moments.

      If Ifrit hadn’t been guiding Sen, Nathan would stop her dead right now. He could see her hair visibly whitening with each passing second and her eyes glowed a demonic red.

      “Can somebody rip this dipshit’s robe off?” Maura shouted. “I feel like I’m swinging at air here.”

      “Do you know the definition of insanity, young Maura?” Thanatos asked as his sword glowed again.

      “Don’t call me young, dipshit. And the definition of insanity is trying to claim me and Sis when you’ve failed in literally every universe, in an infinitely large multiverse.”

      A snarl escaped their enemy, but Thanatos remained aware of the tide of the battle. His eyes focused on the two spellcasters in the distance.

      Nathan bit back a curse and tried to hammer a mental attack against the Messenger. For all the power he threw into the blow, it seemed to evaporate in the mental world.

      “Don’t waste your time,” Laura said. “He has a tattoo that protects him from mental attacks. Nice try, though.”

      Grinning, Thanatos blinked away from Fei and Astra before they pushed through his protective field of flames. He appeared in front of Narime.

      She scowled at him and banished Thanatos’s magic flames, but didn’t react in any other way.

      “Your fate is sealed,” Thanatos boomed.

      Seraph blurred across the battle and came to a stop in front of Narime. The sword descended.

      And Seraph’s single sapphire glowed. The spatial slash vanished, including the ripple in the air it created. Thanatos blinked in confusion. His wings lowered.

      “Why do you have two jades and a sapphire?” he asked, pointing at Seraph’s chest. “I’ve never seen a Champion with mismatched gems.”

      “I have them so I can do this,” Seraph said.

      Then her sapphire shimmered with an odd darkness as she slashed the ground beneath Thanatos. A hundred feet of dirt vanished, and the Messenger tumbled down with a curse.

      He blinked away, reappearing near Sen. His flames appeared again, but Sen was lost in her own world.

      Seraph was there again. Her sapphire sucked up the magic-consuming flames, and Thanatos screeched when she smothered him with them.

      When he reappeared dozens of feet away, his robe looked considerably worse for wear. Nathan released a blast of cutting wind at the Messenger, only for it to be consumed by another burst of blue flames.

      There seemed to be no end to Thanatos’s power. Narime had stopped countering his flames in most situations because he simply resummoned them instantly. Spatial attacks did nothing because his robe granted him immunity. The same went for mental attacks.

      Time was running out. Thanatos couldn’t harm them, as Nathan’s team of Champions had a blistering array of defensive abilities that neutralized every one of the Messenger’s abilities. But the reverse applied.

      They’d won last time because Jafeila had managed to cut off his arm, right before Thanatos panicked. That had led to Deverese’s death as the Messenger tried to flee, before Vala and Erica managed to pin him down with Narime’s help.

      Nathan wanted to win without losing anyone. He had the power, the Champions, and the knowledge. Unlike Siv, he’d fought and defeated Thanatos at the height of the Messenger’s power. No almighty curse from the Hound necessary.

      “Is there a way to shut down his teleportation?” he asked Maura.

      “Not out here,” she said. “There’s no way you can cast a ward powerful enough to block whatever artifact he’s using to blink around.”

      An artifact… Other than Thanatos’s direct manipulation of magic, such as the flames and disruption spell, all of his abilities relied on items.

      The robe protected Thanatos, his sword granted him spatial attacks, and his tattoo protected from mental attacks. Presumably something else allowed for teleportation? But what? Jewelry hidden beneath the robe? Nathan didn’t remember the sight of Thanatos’s nearly naked body all that well.

      If Nathan could destroy the teleportation artifact, Thanatos could be held in one place. Astra could keep him in place long enough to destroy his robe, and then cutting him apart would be child’s play.

      Sunstorm blinked next to Nathan and grimaced. “Can’t say I’m too useful here. My attacks can counter his slashes, but I can’t hurt him. Even Seraph’s trick only stuns him for a second.”

      “He’s a sturdy bastard,” Nathan admitted. “Don’t downplay your strength, though. You’re in the middle of a battle with a Messenger who destroyed all of Trafaumh in my world. How are you doing?”

      “Great. Not sure how to use this, though.” She ran a finger over her jade.

      “Don’t think too hard. It’s there to keep you alive.”

      She grunted and teleported away. Thanatos went after Sen again, and both Seraph and Sunstorm screened for her.

      Both Narime’s and Sen’s spells were nearly ready. The problem was using them. Nathan decided that called for drastic measures.

      “Ciana, I want you to cover me,” he said, preparing a teleportation spell.

      Unlike Thanatos, he couldn’t move around at will. But all he needed was a few seconds.

      His unicorn knight looked at him, then nodded. Nathan activated his spell.

      He reappeared behind Thanatos right as the latter retreated again. Most of the battlefield had been reduced to gouges and craters. Little solid ground remained, forcing everyone to constantly move and shift if they couldn’t fly. Fyre remained in the air, but had taken little active role in the fight after her initial attacks. Presumably, she was doing what she did last time and protecting his Champions.

      Her look of fear when he appeared next to Thanatos confirmed that. She couldn’t protect Nathan the same way she did the Champions.

      “Oh? You’re approaching me?” Thanatos asked.

      In the distance, Nathan heard Maura groan.

      A pair of glowing green triangles appeared around his sword and he pointed it at the Messenger in front of him.

      Before he unleashed it, Thanatos surged forward at terrifying speed. Ciana’s barrier snapped into existence. Wings of bones crashed into it and raw magic poured into the world around them. The barrier began to flicker, and Ciana gasped, falling to her knees.

      “Fall!” Thanatos boomed.

      The barrier vanished, and Ciana’s diamonds stopped glowing.

      Nathan unleashed his spell. It blew away the upper part of Thanatos’s robe, leaving the man’s bare muscles on show. A grin crossed the Messenger’s face.

      “Too late,” Thanatos said, his sword cutting through the air between them.

      Appearing in a puff of darkness, Sunstorm shielded Nathan. The slash tore her body in two. Terror struck his heart.

      He’d failed.

      Then her body collapsed into leaves as more darkness shrouded the battlefield. Nathan struggled to see. Instinct guided him, and he prepared a quick teleportation spell while grabbing Ciana.

      A shout of fury escaped Thanatos, and he heard the distinct sound of something shattering.

      Nathan reappeared next to Narime, whose sixth rank spell was ready to cast. For some reason she shot him a dirty look. He didn’t have time to decipher her mood.

      Darkness appeared, and so did Sunstorm. She smirked.

      “I didn’t get his head, but he seems to love that sword,” she said.

      Thanatos reappeared in the center of the clearing, pulling the ruins of his robe around his body. His sword was nowhere to be seen, and several of his fingers had transformed into bleeding stubs.

      “If he’d stay still for a second, I could end this,” Narime said.

      “Choe, did you see anything on his body? A necklace? A bracelet?” Nathan asked.

      Sunstorm shook her head.

      Damn. They’d have to do this the hard way.

      “You may think you have the upper hand, but those who watch only one battlefield are doomed to lose the war,” Thanatos said.

      He raised a hand and clenched his fist. Power rippled through Doumahr, but Nathan struggled to trace it.

      Seconds passed. Nothing seemed to happen.

      “Strange. That should have shattered the portal,” Thanatos said, his eyes narrowing. “You are defending it, are you not?”

      “Shouldn’t you know that?” Maura asked. “You’re the one clogging up the leylines so we can’t sense shit, moron.”

      “I am doing no such thing. In fact, I thought you might be doing that to confuse me, and prevent me from detecting which portals will provide the most demons.” Thanatos crossed his arms. “You’re not defending Mortiswatch?”

      Nathan gestured to Narime. This was their chance.

      Despite everything, it seemed that closing the portal here had actually helped. Thanatos couldn’t transform it into a screaming hellhole because it lacked the demonic energy he needed.

      Maybe they could hold him in place.

      Narime’s tails lashed the ground and her arm cut through the air. In an instant, a vortex opened up before her, creating a tunnel of vicious wind across the clearing. Right through Thanatos’s position.

      A dozen gaping cuts bloomed across the Messenger’s body. Blood streamed from his face as he screamed in agony. What was left of his robe blew apart.

      Then he vanished. Seraph snatched up the vortex spell with her sapphire, preventing it from going to waste.

      Nathan cursed. “Where is he?”

      They looked around, but couldn’t see him.

      “I proclaim doom for all of you,” Thanatos shouted from far behind them.

      Standing atop Mortiswatch, the Messenger placed a hand on the highest tower of the keep. Raw, unyielding magic poured forth. The wards, runes, and enchantments of the castle became visible, as Thanatos poured magic into the many hidden spell frames layered into the defenses.

      Then, like an overfilled balloon, the castle’s keep popped. Thousands upon thousands of tons of rubble exploded across the fortress and plummeted into the plains surrounding the outer wall.

      Ciana’s barrier prevented any of it from reaching them. In that moment, Thanatos reappeared.

      His fist slammed into Nathan’s chest, and he felt a rib break. Instantly, Nathan responded with an immense burst of binding stone power and knocked the Messenger back. A deep oomph escaped Thanatos. Ciana charged forward and took the next blow without even flinching, forcing him to teleport away.

      Spatial slashes vaporized the ground where he stood.

      But this was the end, Nathan knew. Thanatos was all out of tricks.

      And there were more up the sleeves of his Champions. Sen finally finished casting her spell.

      In that moment, Nathan felt his senses burn with fire. His skin felt hot, he smelled smoke, his ears warned him that he needed to flee, and the very magic around him seemed to scorch him.

      Sen’s entire body glowed with an otherworldly fire. Her white hair rippled like flames and her eyes were like pits to Hell. She grabbed her sword, which instantly wreathed itself in a fire so white that Nathan’s eyes burned by simply staring at it.

      Then she pointed it at Thanatos, and a mile of forest and grassland turned into blackened wasteland in an instant. Not even embers escaped the utter fury she unleashed.

      It was as if Sen had replaced an entire stretch of Doumahr with an alternative world—one born from a wasteland of Ifrit’s making.

      Then she collapsed to the ground and her spell faded. Nathan’s heart stopped, but he still felt her gems.

      “Fyre!” he snapped.

      “She’s fine,” Fyre called back, but still dove to Sen.

      But for all that power, Thanatos remained standing. His entire left side had been incinerated. He was missing an arm, the left side of his chest looked shrunken and burned, and he lacked any remaining clothing or hair.

      Yet, he lived.

      Right up until Seraph and Sunstorm appeared next to him. Thanatos lurched forward and attempted to grab Sunstorm with his remaining arm.

      She lopped it off before vanishing.

      Then, as if delivering an execution, Seraph released the vortex she had captured beneath Thanatos. The tornado of wind rose into the sky and rapidly filled with blood.

      For whatever reason, Thanatos didn’t teleport away. Astra held him in place, but that shouldn’t have mattered.

      Maybe he’d given up. Or maybe Sen’s spell had taken out his teleportation artifact.

      What mattered was that this was over.

      After a few seconds, the Messenger collapsed to the ground, dead.

      His body disintegrated in the ensuing seconds.

      Just as in Nathan’s old world, Thanatos had been slain. This time, he’d lost no Champions and no dear friends.

      Now he just had to ensure that he didn’t lose a nation. The Empire remained in danger. There was work to be done.
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      Even in the aftermath of a clean victory, Thanatos left a trail of destruction. One of the oldest fortresses in the Empire lay in ruins. Its Bastion was likely racing south and completely unaware of what happened here.

      The garrison returned, but Nathan ordered his knights to stay where they were. Once Narime teleported Reine over, he took stock of the situation.

      “The spatial distortion is still in place?” he asked her.

      Reine nodded. “I still cannot see any breaches. The demonic encroachment hasn’t gotten that much closer, however. I assume Thanatos did not open any additional portals.”

      “That, and while demons move fast, there are only so many of them,” he said. “The strength of the horde is dependent on the portal and most around here can’t be that dangerous. The fact Thanatos even breached from a minor binding stone is exceptional, and he seemed to beeline here because it was the only portal that he knew would sustain a large-scale invasion.”

      Between the spatial distortions and continuing fog in the leylines, Nathan was forced to face reality.

      A second Messenger walked Doumahr. One that wasn’t Beatrice.

      Two Messengers had breached in a single night. Had Thanatos been a distraction while the other Messenger raced away from the approaching Imperial Army?

      In that case, what was his purpose? Ordinarily, a Messenger would take days to defeat.

      Thanatos would have destroyed Mortiswatch, and potentially even Kaufberg, before an effective defense could be mustered under normal circumstances. The resulting demonic horde would be almost too large to contain at that point.

      Holding back large demonic intrusions forced nations to rely on geography. That’s why the Federation and Arcadia fell so spectacularly, and the defense had been based around the Gharrick Mountains. As the former Empire collapsed in bits and pieces due to repeated Messenger invasions, larger and larger stretches of land became uninhabitable.

      By the time Trafaumh fell, the defensive boundaries were drawn close to mountains. Trafaumh guarded the valleys between the Pearlescent Canyon and the Northern Gharrick Mountains, as well as Lake Unitas to the west. Falmir had fallen back to the Soaring Peaks that dominated most of the kingdom, and lines of defenses and mage towers stretched between the mountains and either Lake Unitas or the ocean.

      If Nathan was a Messenger, striking the Empire posed the greatest reward. Part of the reason it had remained the greatest human power even centuries after Omria’s departure were the vast tracts of open, arable land that powered its industry and fed its wealth.

      But against Messengers, that openness was a disadvantage. A gaping hole full of demons around Mortiswatch couldn’t be plugged, save with an endless supply of bodies.

      If Thanatos had been given another day or two to wreak havoc, Nathan wouldn’t be putting out a wildfire. He’d be contemplating how to prevent the entire Empire from being consumed in the blaze.

      And yet, another Messenger remained active.

      “What does Falmir’s front look like?” he asked.

      Reine bit her lip. “Their armies are amassing at Castle Karlam and farther south, along the river and border forts. If it was struck by the cascade, I suspect the invasion has been dealt with.”

      “Karlam’s portal is fairly new. Falmir only unsealed the binding stone during the secession, as it was sealed away during the original conquests of the region,” Nathan said. “So that makes sense. What doesn’t are Falmir’s actions. Define massing, Reine?”

      “I recommend preparing for war.”

      Shit.

      Seraph and Narime took in his grim expression, and grimaced.

      “You expected this,” Seraph said.

      “It’s Falmir. Doing awful shit during an international crisis is kind of its thing,” he said. “The cascade draws off the Nationalists who have been keeping Falmir’s army at bay, while also limiting communication. To them, this is the perfect time to move. They can even claim they are protecting the people from demons as they annex a huge portion of our territory.”

      “If the spatial distortion is still in place, and it’s due to another Messenger, why is it moving toward Falmir?” Fei asked. “Is he working against them? Or is he summoning demons to provide them cover?”

      “Maybe he’s just heading for Charlotte,” Fyre said with a bitter expression.

      Nathan gave her a sidelong look. “Is she still silent?”

      Fyre nodded. Apparently Kadria’s tantrum hadn’t faded.

      Given the increasing likelihood that Atlas was indeed here and actively posing a massive threat, Nathan couldn’t overlook her behavior.

      “We need to assume the worst. Falmir is going to invade, potentially with Charlotte’s open support, and they may be unaware of the second Messenger. You’re certain there were no spatial distortions around Mortiswatch during our fight with Thanatos, Reine?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I saw everything. While my eyes do function better in close proximity to warded areas, such as the palace, I believe I was far enough away that should not apply.”

      Which meant this was a trap. Falmir might think the coast was clear to invade without facing a Messenger.

      And when they did, someone would slip right past them and turn Falmir into a hellscape.

      Nathan ran a hand through his hair while giving a ragged sigh. “Alright, I think we know enough to make our next moves. We’re so close to keeping this under control. I don’t want to lose it.”

      “Are we all heading to Falmir’s border then?” Narime asked.

      “No. That would start a war. Charlotte might even use it as an excuse to try to kill Fyre, and we don’t know what might happen in a battle between prophets,” he said. “We’ll try to cut off the Messenger, but we’re also going to keep the portals from spreading.”

      His plan involved splitting up. With an unknown Messenger roaming Doumahr, this posed an immense danger.

      But the alternative might be worse. Reine’s eyes indicated that Kaufberg remained at high alert. Whatever Griem and his Bastion were fighting knew how to put up a good fight.

      And the people of the Empire needed help. A single trigem Champion could easily shut down most of the nearby portals. Narime could traverse hundreds of miles in hours, and Sunstorm wasn’t much worse. Even Seraph and Astra could cover a huge amount of distance due to their enhancements.

      Only Fei couldn’t operate on her own, due to her reliance on consuming magic to power herself and mixed speed and strength enhancement. If she ran dry, Nathan wouldn’t be there to top her up and he couldn’t spare the expense of long-distance binding stone power. After two Messenger battles so close together, he’d nearly tapped out his binding stone reserves.

      He’d even needed to hold back in the fight for that reason. If he went too hard, he’d be left with literally nothing.

      “The knights need to push out to fight the demons. The next few days are the most important, as we’ll need to stop the horde from progressing much farther and creating portals deeper in the Empire,” Nathan explained. “Champions will need to defeat behemoths and coordinate with local garrisons and Nationalist pockets. Once the Imperial Army arrives in force from the north, we can rest.”

      “What about the east?” Seraph asked.

      “Either the Nationalists die protecting it, or it holds long enough for Alice and Milgar to deploy the Imperial Army.” He pointed at Narime. “I want you to head to Kaufberg. Take Nurevia or Sen.”

      Fyre frowned at him. “Do you really need to send her now rather than later? What if the new Messenger is worse?”

      “Then Narime teleports to join us. I can message her with mental magic.” He tapped the side of his head. “But there’s a good chance Kaufberg is fighting a third Messenger. Back up Griem, then join us.”

      Narime nodded, then wandered off to find a Champion to join her.

      “What about the portals?” Seraph asked. “The knight don’t have the power to fight a never ending tide of demons.”

      “I’ll send Astra. She’s perfect for this. Low maintenance, immortal, capable of defeating hordes and behemoths, and fast.” He sighed. “If I’d finished training you as a Bastion, you’d be the best choice, actually. As it is, I want you to go with her, Fyre.”

      “What?” the prophet hissed.

      “Somebody needs to close the portals after Astra clears them out. I don’t know why you’re holding back your power, but as much as I value your protective ability, right now you’ll offer a lot more by stopping the invasions.”

      She bit her lip and looked away. “It’s not by choice. I’m just…”

      He held up a hand to stop her. “I’m assuming this is related to a certain someone?”

      “Not that someone.” Fyre gulped. “My power felt weaker when I used it. I felt shades of this when we traveled to Trafaumh, but not this bad. I… I think Charlotte is vying for the power of Omria right now. Maybe I’m too close to her?”

      “Then don’t take the risk,” he said. “Close the portals. We’ll get some answers from a certain goat later.”

      Fyre shot him a nervous smile and nodded.

      The news troubled him. Was it proximity to Charlotte? Or something else?

      It couldn’t be Kadria’s tantrum, as that started earlier. This seemed related to their location. Whatever the case, picking a fight with Charlotte and Falmir was low on Nathan’s list of priorities.

      “Once everyone is ready, I’ll teleport back to Aleich, brief Alice, then return,” he explained.

      “By yourself?” Seraph asked.

      “I need to preserve power and Alice needs to step back into leadership now that the worst has passed,” he said. “Her safety concerns me, though. Leaving a Champion behind to protect her is wise, but becomes difficult in times like this one.”

      For today, he’d take the risk that she wouldn’t be stolen away within hours. The palace would remain on lockdown, which should keep intruders such as Beatrice at bay, given it had been swept by the Twins before they left.

      Their plans made, they put them into action.

      Once back in Aleich, Nathan restored Alice to the throne. Although he had been forced to promise not to stuff her into his mental world like that again, given there was nothing to do and she had been beside herself with worry.

      He updated her, and she quickly established the extent of the cascade.

      “Otto lost contact with almost all his fortresses and nobles south-west of Waier. Given the situation, he’s busy mobilizing everything he can. Grandpa Milgar has begun to do the same, but it will take weeks to get his troops into position compared to Otto’s,” Alice said. “I’ll need to inform the Spires, but I already spoke to Inquisitor Baudelaire and she alerted me to the cascade.”

      “Directly?” Nathan couldn’t hide his surprise.

      Baudelaire played her cards close to her chest. That she’d openly contact Alice was unheard of, to his knowledge anyway.

      “Yes. She made it clear that our border near the canyon would be safe. Those words seemed specifically chosen.”

      “The cascade is close to the territory controlled by Trafaumh’s rebellious nobles in the west. Given Falmir is moving, there’s a damn good chance they’ll seize the opportunity to secede.” Nathan held back a curse.

      Gareth had warned him about Charlotte. The fact she’d moved this fast bothered him.

      Was it a coincidence? Beatrice had been behind Siv, so could this also be her and Charlotte’s work?

      For that matter, how was Charlotte even summoning Messengers like this if she was behind it?

      That strange behavior in the leylines before Siv’s breach floated atop his memories. Nathan had been certain that the energy Fyre produced was different to a cascade, given it reached as far as Aleich without consequence.

      But what if that hadn’t been true? Could the prophets create cascades at will? Human mages could, through leyline disruption, but that was a side-effect of redirecting the demonic energy of portals into Doumahr itself.

      What the hell were the prophets? The more Nathan thought about it, the less he understood Omria’s power.

      “Tell Otto that I’ll head off Falmir,” Nathan said. “I’m assuming we can trust him on that front?”

      “I don’t think Otto ever agreed with his father regarding his plan to work with Falmir,” Alice said. “That may explain his willingness to… work with Tharban.”

      “And kill his father, you mean,” Nathan said, causing Alice to wince and look away. “Whatever is driving Otto, if I can trust that he’ll defend his territory, that’s what matters. He’s part of the Crusader faction. If he rides in with an army to crush demons, keep foreign armies at bay, and protect our citizens, we all win.”

      “I feel you’ve grown more cynical since we met,” Alice said.

      “Maybe. Otto’s not my enemy. Not yet, anyway. If there’s anything I’ve learned from Torneus, it’s that pissing off literally every person with power is a bad idea. A time will come when he can stab us in the back, and we want him to not do that.”

      He left Alice with a kiss and a promise to be back as soon as he could. Once the remaining Royal Knights knew how important their duty was—and Reine’s agents reminded to keep the lockdown up until Nathan returned—he teleported back to Mortiswatch.

      The sun was firmly in the sky. That likely meant it had been eight to ten hours since the unknown Messenger breached. Possibly longer, depending on how long it took them to trigger the cascade that let Thanatos through.

      Based on that time, this new Messenger moved damn slow. Thanatos had reached Mortiswatch within hours, but he only needed to traverse 30 miles or so. In the past few hours, Reine reported that little progress had been made.

      As if the Messenger was waiting for them. Or maybe concerned that Thanatos had lost so quickly.

      Nathan knew nothing about what to expect. Was he walking into a trap by cutting off the Messenger from Falmir?

      All he knew to do was what he felt he needed to do in this world. Defeat the Messengers, shut the portals, and stop wars from breaking out.

      And the only way to do all those things was to put himself between Falmir and this unknown foe.

      Upon his return to Mortiswatch, an unexpected guest awaited him. Narime had returned early, which Nathan took to be good news on the state of Kaufberg.

      All of Nathan’s Champions save Astra and Fyre gathered outside the ruins of the fortress. The knights had already left, although they might not see action until tomorrow or at least tonight.

      Fei and Ciana crowded around a young girl wearing one of the most ostentatious and frilly dresses Nathan had ever seen. Narime stood nearby, and her appearance seemed much more matronly than usual. As if she was mothering the girl.

      If pressed, Nathan would guess the girl was in her mid-teens. He struggled to pick the age of teenagers these days, and the extravagant dress only complicated matters. Her brown hair was done up in silky curls and gold emblems lined her lilac dress.

      Suddenly, the origin of those emblems clicked in his mind, as well as the color.

      Those were archducal symbols. Specifically, those of the Archduke von Allesburg, whose family remained missing after Tharban’s assassination of the head of the family. Reine had said that the sole surviving member was a girl too young to inherit the estate and titles.

      What was her name again?

      The girl suddenly pivoted her head to face him, as if only just realizing he had arrived. By now, several of Nathan’s Champions had approached him.

      They apparently didn’t matter to this girl. She pushed past Fei and Ciana while Narime remained hot on her heels, and stopped a dozen feet away from Nathan. Her cheeks puffed out as she stared up at Nathan.

      “Lord Bastion Nathan von Straub, as Princess Lotte von Allesburg, heir to the Allesburg Archduchy, I hereby command you to…” the girl—Lotte, apparently—stumbled over her own words and tears formed in her eyes. Nathan saw her fists clench, and her arms shook with barely restrained nervousness. “I command you to take me to the Imperial Palace, so that I may… may…”

      Narime’s expression tightened, but it was different to the frustration expressed by many of the other Champions close to Nathan.

      He immediately realized what was happening and crouched down. Lotte blinked at him.

      “You don’t need to order me around like that. You’re safe. Just ask me what you want,” he said.

      Lotte gulped and her entire body seemed to waver. “Can you take me to Aleich? Please?”

      “Of course.”

      She tackled him in a hug that would be bone-shattering if she had any strength in her thin little body. Not that she was malnourished. Merely small. Nathan pinned her as thirteen or fourteen.

      Far too young to be burdened with the weight of one of the ancient archduchies of the Empire, not to mention the knowledge that her entire family had been slaughtered. Nathan genuinely hoped she had been spared that news.

      But he doubted that. Even if she hadn’t been told, the mysterious disappearance of her entire extended family and her status as a captive would tell her.

      “I’ll be back,” he told Narime.

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “I can make the trip instead.”

      “You just went to Kaufberg and back. Get some rest. I can manage a short jaunt to Aleich.”

      Lotte stared up at him, her face both confused and innocent. “Um, I don’t—”

      He teleported.

      “—understand… Ehh!?” She looked around, and Nathan swore her hair rose as if they were beastkin ears.

      Several Royal Knights rushed over. Unlike him, they immediately recognized Lotte. One of the older lieutenants gushed over the princess, and she swiftly changed security blankets from Nathan to the older man.

      After a few short words, Nathan left the princess in the care of the Royal Knights and returned to Mortiswatch again.

      “Well, that was adorable,” Sen said, grinning. “She was so insistent that you’d obey her every command.”

      “Annoying is the word I’d use,” Sunstorm said.

      “Be nice, Choe. You should know what she’s been through,” Nathan said.

      The assassin grimaced and had the decency to look somewhat ashamed. No matter how privileged Lotte might be, she’d still lost her family. Her actions were those of a terrified girl, not an obnoxious twit of a noblewoman.

      Narime’s tails lowered when Nathan looked at her. “Nurevia found her while poking around the palace attached to the main castle. You were right about a Messenger attack, and I quickly helped drive him back.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “Like someone trying too hard to imitate ronin from Kurai. A ragged haori, pair of katanas, and an oversized rice hat.” Narime sighed. “Griem had him tied up, but the other Champions were down or couldn’t land a solid blow.”

      “I know him. He’s fast and hits hard. Uses some sort of draw-slash, right?” Nathan asked.

      Narime nodded. “Tried. I countered it, as it was just a simple wind spell, no matter how powerful it was. After that, defeating him was easy enough.”

      “Welcome to most Messengers. So then you found Lotte and abducted her?”

      “Rescued her. She recognized us on sight and ordered us to take her to you. Spouted all sorts of fancy commands about her authority over the Imperial Army.” Narime’s smile was indulgent. “Griem’s Bastion kept to herself, but I suspect that was only because she knew they couldn’t stop me.”

      Something told Nathan that Narime might be keeping an eye on Lotte once they returned to the palace.

      “If we’re set, let’s go,” he said, ending the conversation.

      The field he transported everyone to seemed eerily empty. Wind blew through lengthy grassland and Sen could hurl a fireball without burning down a forest. A cairn sat atop a nearby hilltop, but it was surrounded by dozens of totems and grave markers.

      Given they were only a couple of day’s march from Falmir’s border, the lack of any visible forts or villages stood out. An unclaimed cairn seemed even more questionable.

      “Where is this place?” Fei asked. “Did you bring us to the right place?”

      Reine’s ears twitched as she looked around and her tail made long, low swishes through the grass. Nathan would have preferred to leave her behind, given the imminent danger, but he needed her eyes now more than ever.

      “These are the Torrovium Fields,” Seraph said. “I’ve read about these.”

      “They’re steeped in history, and blood,” Nathan said. “There’s a reason nobody lives here, and it’s not all superstition. The fields are full of buried bodies, lost weapons, forgotten artifacts, and much more.”

      Ancient battles had been fought here. The Empire once crushed entire tribes of beastkin. Supposedly, the faeries once fought a long forgotten race that came out from the depths of the Soaring Peaks.

      More recently, Falmir and the Empire slaughtered each other here during the secession. While the Empire won, the victory was so pyrrhic that they failed to seize the binding stone where Castle Karlam now stood, preventing them from marching on Fertheim.

      History turned here. Even in Nathan’s world, that was true.

      He’d fought one of his first true battles here, when he marched out as one of the first Bastions to “save” the Empire.

      Now, he planned to turn that fate on its side and use this place’s history against Falmir. Although he secretly wondered if the unknown Messenger and Charlotte planned for a showdown here. While the fields were one of the more direct routes into the Empire, Falmir and the Messenger could easily avoid them.

      “Let’s set up camp near the cairn,” he said. “Sen, use it to recuperate. I can still tell that seventh rank spell exhausted you.”

      Sen winced and rubbed one arm. Almost all of her hair had turned white, leaving only thick streaks of brown. At least she showed no other signs of physical deterioration.

      The others unpacked the tents they’d taken from the knights and set up a fire. Although they’d gotten here early, Falmir might not arrive for another day or two.

      The Messenger, on the other hand, might turn up any second.

      Reine ran a hand over the totems while Nathan, Ciana, and Narime stood nearby.

      “Our ancestors are buried here, aren’t they?” the spymaster asked.

      Narime nodded. “The beastkin tribes are long gone in truth, but I believe what’s left of them come here to bury important figures. Horse beastkin tribes wandered the plains here long ago.”

      “This is where Leopold found me,” Ciana chimed in with a wistful smile. “On gloomy nights, he’d always tell me how he stopped here on a trip back from Falmir. Apparently, I was by the cairn, and the sorcerers brought me to him. My horn stood out.”

      Nathan had heard this story more than a few times in his world, as the old Ciana had missed Leopold dearly. The reason why a unicorn had been abandoned here remained a mystery.

      The reasons could be many, both positive and negative. In almost all circumstances, unicorn beastkin were sold as expensive slaves to wealthy nobles across Doumhar, or else harvested for their horns. These days, a unicorn emerged within regular horse beastkin at random. Keeping one almost always ended in tragedy.

      Leopold spared Ciana a dark fate, allowing her to become the precious woman she was. But so many other things could have happened that night.

      Little happened overnight. Reine confirmed that Falmir had begun blocking her scrying, which suggested Charlotte had appeared and was interfering. Nathan assumed they were marching east.

      The unknown Messenger stopped short of them. Why this being moved so slowly, and apparently left behind no demons, remained a mystery.

      Perhaps they’d solve it tomorrow.

      Fyre arrived in the morning. She joined them for breakfast and explained Astra’s progress.

      “We’ve shut down all the active portals. There were only four in total,” she said. “Astra is cleaning up the demons and behemoths spilling across the region, but there are thousands of them.”

      “I imagine she’s used to it,” Nathan said. “And she’s right to clean up. Roaming demons will allow new portals to spawn. I imagine that’s unavoidable, and we’ll need to deploy soldiers here for weeks to cleanse the region. Even a few dozen demons hiding in a cave can create a portal given a few months.”

      “It’s that bad?” Seraph asked. “That sounds like an impossible task, Nathan.”

      “Bastions and sorcerers can trace the buildup of demonic energy in the leylines. Usually.” He grimaced at the reminder of the fog blocking his senses. “That’s why it takes weeks. We need to wait for the energy to build up, then send in cleansing teams to wipe out the demons. It’s an exhaustive task. A larger region takes months to years, or becomes utterly impossible as the portals appear faster than they can be closed.”

      For all the destruction caused and lives lost, this breach had been ended relatively easily. So long as no more occurred.

      “At least two fortresses have fallen to the east,” Reine said, as if reading his mind. “I apologize for not checking sooner. No signs of a Messenger are present, only demons.”

      Nathan let out a ragged sigh. “Well, that was bound to happen given how stretched the Nationalists were. That’s why I asked Alice to send in the army. Stay focused on the incoming Messenger.”

      She nodded.

      Lunchtime arrived before Reine alerted him. She shouted in surprise and dropped her bowl of stew.

      “Nathan, I believe he’s about to arrive,” she gasped out.

      “We know,” he said flatly, staring into the distance.

      Nathan and his Champions watched as a strange black object rose high into the air in a parabolic arc, before crashing to the ground with a rumbling thump. After a few seconds, the object soared through the air again, traveling a good couple hundred feet.

      “Maura?” he asked, turning to stare at the Twins.

      Laura had a hand over her mouth, as if holding back laughter. Her sister rolled her eyes.

      “Yeah, that’s Atlas. Dude thinks he’s a space marine. Apparently comes from a shithole where everything’s controlled by robots, so he loves to play out his childhood fantasies of jumping around on the moon. I guess he’s having fun?” Maura’s uncertainty crept into her tone.

      Meanwhile, Nathan struggled to make sense of anything she said. He understood many of the words she spoke.

      Space referred to everything outside the planet. Marines were soldiers aboard naval vessels. And the moon didn’t need explaining.

      But what was a robot? Nathan’s curiosity was piqued.

      Although he also wanted to ban the Twins from making any references to their own world for a month, at least. The past few days had overwhelmed his willingness to put up with extradimensional nonsense.

      Atlas jumped several more times, getting closer and closer. The reason for his incredibly slow speed became far too obvious.

      Because while crossing hundreds of feet in a single jump was impressive, many of Nathan’s Champions could have run up to Atlas and back by now. Several times over.

      Then Atlas stopped dead. He seemed to focus on Nathan and his group.

      Nathan felt his muscles tense despite himself. Magic heeded his call and he prepared to defend himself.

      This time, Atlas’s leap covered much more ground. He created a small crater in front of them, then stepped out of it. Dust billowed off his armor as if repelled by magic.

      Atlas looked less like a “space marine” and more like some dark warlord striding across the land in his bespoke suit of oversized spiky armor. He towered over Nathan and had to be a good seven to eight feet tall. Thick, black plates of armor encased his entire body from head to toe and were decorated with spikes and thick gray trims.

      No weapon appeared to be visible, but Atlas’s gauntlets were the size of a man’s head. Not to mention the magic roiling off him. Nathan didn’t need to use his senses to know that the cause of the current spatial distortion was standing in front of him.

      Atlas turned his head slowly, as if taking in the totality of the situation before him. His helmet covered his entire face and lacked any eye slits. Nathan suspected the Messenger viewed the world with a method similar to Reine’s eyes.

      Which gave him an idea to act on later.

      “This is not what I expected,” Atlas said, his voice artificially tinny and whiny. He raised a finger to point at Fyre. “You, I knew about. And the same goes for the pair of headaches over there.”

      “Glad to know we produce some emotion from your depressive ass,” Maura said.

      Ignoring her, Atlas pointed a stubby finger at Nathan. “But you’re new. I had assumed you were their puppets in this scheme to claim this cycle. Yet the tethers I sense suggest the opposite. Who and what are you?”
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      “I feel that should be my line,” Nathan said, bemused. “You’re apparently a big deal, but you’ve done next to nothing so far and don’t even know who I am.”

      Atlas shrugged, which was an immense motion given his armor. “It has been centuries since I set foot here. My employer provided me with an in-depth list of every figure of potential historical importance in this era. While many of your companions are on it, you are not.”

      “Is that a good or bad thing?”

      “Good,” Laura said.

      “Bad,” Maura said.

      The sisters stared at each other, then frowned.

      “Uh, what?” Maura asked. “If the boss is overlooking him, that means he’s not considered a danger to his plans.”

      “It could also mean that our former overseer doesn’t know what’s going on. Duh.” Laura smirked. “We’re a dozen moves ahead of you, Atlas.”

      “Perhaps in an alternate timeline, where you possess a brain,” Atlas droned, but he tapped his chin noisily. “Tell me, are you perhaps one of the partner’s Messengers? There’s been a rambunctious newcomer and you remind me of a description she gave, although it was awfully generic.”

      “I’m not a Messenger,” Nathan said.

      “Ah, my apologies. You’re in the company of several and are maintaining your composure, so it’s a natural assumption. Occam’s Razor and all that.” Atlas thought for several more seconds. “What are you then?”

      Nathan’s group seemed utterly lost. They had prepared for battle and were instead witnessing an oddly civil discussion.

      Not that he was complaining. Picking a fight with an unknown Messenger without gathering more information was the height of folly. Now, more than ever, Nathan needed to know as much as possible.

      “I’m a Bastion,” he said.

      Atlas stared at him. “Working with Messengers?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s… I want to say impossible, but the power I sense within you…” The armored Messenger fell silent.

      “Okay, is the dumb conversation over? Can we chop his limbs off and beat him to death with them?” Maura asked. “Because that’d be swell.”

      Atlas turned his head to stare at Fyre, who merely blinked repeatedly in confusion.

      Then her expression shifted, and Nathan knew Kadria had taken control of the prophet.

      “Why are you so surprised, Atlas?” Kadria asked. “This is exactly what we planned. Messenger like us can’t wrest the goddess’s power away directly—our employer would never have erased Sofia if it was that easy. We need to act through others. A Bastion’s connection to the binding stones, and therefore her power, is the key. Nathan’s simply a touch more than a tool.”

      “A touch…” Atlas repeated slowly.

      Then he lowered his arms, as if visibly demonstrating that he had concluded his thought process.

      “I see. This explains a lot. I have struggled to understand the purpose of my order. It’s unusual to be directed to interfere with a world, rather than destroy it.” Atlas took a step back, but didn’t raise his guard. “But now the meaning of my orders is much clearer.”

      Nathan felt the amount of magic surrounding them fall, though. As if the Messenger was releasing the many spells he had cast across the region.

      “Your orders? Atlas, this is our chance to escape,” Kadria snapped, taking a step forward and flexing Fyre’s wings menacingly. “What do you know that I don’t? We planned all this together. You even helped me create this cycle.”

      “Did I?” Atlas stared at Kadria. “We’ve had extensive discussions about this new cycle lately, but I do not recall that. If your knowledge is asynchronous with mine, that only proves that you’re not the Kadria I should be dealing with. And, perhaps, that I shouldn’t be talking with you at all.”

      Kadria froze, her eyes nearly bulging out of their sockets.

      “I bid you adieu,” Atlas said. “Do enjoy the departure celebrations.”

      Then his body burst into a spectacular display of prismatic light. Soon, all evidence of his existence vanished, save for the craters he left behind.

      “Uh, what the fuck?” Maura asked, voicing everyone’s thoughts. “He’s gone, right? That’s not some trick? I can’t sense shit.”

      Nathan’s senses roared back to life with Atlas’s departure, and he could suddenly sense the immense power roaring through the leylines. He gulped.

      While Nathan had a lot of thoughts about that conversation, and the implication that Atlas’s boss was actively interfering with Doumahr now, a much clearer problem presented itself. Namely, those “departure celebrations” that Atlas mentioned were quite literal, in the sense that something was about to arrive following the Messenger’s departure.

      “If he’s not gone, then he’s at least canceled all the spells he used to hide his presence,” Nathan said, voice steady despite what he knew was coming. “The leylines are clear again. Reine, I assume the same is true of the spatial distortions?”

      “Almost. There’s one near us. I don’t… I don’t understand,” Reine said, her voice quieting with each word.

      “Everyone, prepare yourself for a battle. Keep Reine safe,” Nathan said.

      Fyre still hadn’t moved from the last position Kadria left her in. The Twins were waving their hands in front of her eyes, but turned to stare at Nathan upon hearing his words.

      “The hell does that mean?” Maura asked.

      Her answer didn’t come in the form of words, but a blinding flash of golden light that eclipsed the fields. Nathan shrouded his eyes and stared to the west.

      The leylines rippled with a familiar power. The same that he had sensed back when Fyre demonstrated her power at the Pearlescent Canyon.

      Omria’s power poured through the leylines, so thick and dense that Nathan struggled to make out anything else. Atlas had been obscuring it with his spatial magic, preventing Nathan from realizing that Charlotte had been active, potentially for days.

      Twice now, this had happened alongside Messenger invasion. Fyre’s demonstration had been swiftly followed by Siv’s breach. This time, Charlotte might have done the same thing and let both Atlas and Thanatos into Doumahr—except Atlas had gone out of his way to hide this fact.

      Interference, huh? Nathan immediately knew that the Messengers’ boss wanted to cause conflict between him and Charlotte. Why, he didn’t know, but he knew that starting a war would be a mistake.

      As expected, with Omria’s power came her prophet—or one of them.

      The light faded and an army, ten thousand strong, stood on one side of the field. Falmir’s blue uniforms and resplendent banners stretched from end to end. Gleaming mounted knights stood alongside companies of spearmen. At least a dozen duogem Champions preened in front of their lines.

      Above them fluttered Charlotte, wearing a frilly navy-blue dress with heavy gold trim that left little to the imagination. Her breasts practically spilled out of the low-cut top, and the fluttering allowed Nathan to garner glimpses of the lacy white lingerie beneath. Rather than physical wings, solid gold tendrils of light waved in the around behind her.

      “Servants of the Empire, your savior has come. Fear not the Messenger, for Omria herself shall…” Charlotte trailed off, as if only now taking in the situation.

      “Um, is this going to be a war?” Fei asked, raising her scimitar. “Because that’s a lot of soldiers.”

      “Not really,” Narime said grimly. “It’s mostly a lot of corpses, if they do anything. There isn’t a single trigem there. Falmir didn’t realize we were here.”

      Nathan barely heard their words. Instead, he found himself spellbound by the gorgeous woman floating high above him. Her figure matched his memories, and her face was as beautiful as he remembered it.

      And unlike the weak, pathetic princess he’d seen years ago, when the Twins first invaded, this Charlotte had the powerful, majestic presence he always associated with her. His heart stung.

      Then someone slapped him and he came back to his senses.

      “Stop thinking with your dick, moron,” Maura snapped, genuine rage visible on her face. “She’s got a glamour on her. It’s a shitty piece of mental magic. If you get taken in again, I’ll rip your fucking nuts off. You held us off for fucking years, but she waves some royal tits around and you fall head over heels? Fuck you!”

      Nathan rubbed his cheek and scowled. Knowing that he’d been taken in by mental magic hurt.

      But even being aware didn’t help. Charlotte looked, sounded, and felt like the princess he had always loved. Even now, with his marriage to Alice and Anna imminent, his heart fought with his mind.

      So he did what he had always done. He killed his heart and ran on as much hard logic as he could. Right now, hard decisions needed to be made to avert catastrophe.

      Falmir’s army began jeering at them. Few of them understood what would happen if they started a war here and now.

      Nathan did. If he needed to fertilize the Torrovium Fields with the bodies of ten thousand more soldiers in order to protect Doumahr, he’d do it.

      “Silence,” Charlotte said.

      Her voice washed over the plains as if she had spoken directly into Nathan’s ear. He repressed the shudder it tried to produce in his body.

      The soldiers shut up and instead prepared to advance. Charlotte ignored them, however.

      She waved an arm and blinked across the field. Her figure appeared only a few steps in front of Nathan, just as beautiful as he remembered. Even her perfume matched her old one.

      “Nathan, it really is you,” Charlotte said with a beaming, all-too-familiar smile.

      He closed his eyes for a moment to center himself.

      Then, after opening them, he said, “Princess Charlotte, this is the territory of the Anfang Empire. While Empress Alice II welcomes your efforts to assist in our demon suppression efforts, we have the situation well in hand. We require you to withdraw.”

      She stared at him with wide eyes, as if his words went in one ear and out the other. “There’s a Messenger coming. I don’t know why you’re here, when you were at Mortiswatch earlier, but we can face him together. Just as everything should be.”

      So she had scryed him. Nathan had suspected the gap in spatial distortion had been intentional, and this proved it.

      Had Atlas set this encounter up? That implied he—and possibly his employer—desired war between the Empire and Falmir.

      Or, more likely, a violent confrontation between the prophets. Fyre barely restrained herself. She’d returned to normal, but now glared at Charlotte with jealous fury. Her fists balled at her sides and her wings flared out to their full width.

      “Both Messengers have been dispatched,” Nathan said. “We encountered him shortly before you arrived. I imagine that’s why you were only able to teleport here now.”

      Charlotte’s mouth opened and closed several times. He had to admit it was an unusually adorable expression on her.

      “We… we can suppress the portals together, then. The greatest Bastion on Doumahr alongside Omria’s true prophet.”

      Nathan didn’t need to use his imagination to hear the jealous tone in the word “true.” Charlotte and Fyre exchanged brief glares, and he swore that his skin heated up.

      “All known portals have been suppressed,” Nathan said, looking at Reine for confirmation.

      His spymaster nodded. “There are some minor portals still present, but all binding stone breaches have been closed by the combined efforts of the prophet Fyre and the trigem Champion Astra.”

      “I didn’t ask you to speak,” Charlotte snapped.

      Reine physically flinched. Fyre snarled at Charlotte and received a smirk in return.

      “How appropriately beastly of you,” Charlotte said.

      Nathan definitely didn’t need to use his imagination to see the mood of his Champions dip. Even the non-beastkin tensed.

      “As I said, Princess Charlotte, the situation is in hand. The Imperial Army will take it from here,” Nathan said. “Take your armies and leave. I can notify Her Majesty of your good intentions, if you desire.”

      “What?” Charlotte’s expression fell as she stared at him. “Nathan, it’s me. What are you talking about? Just… just give us a minute to speak alone and you’ll understand everything. If you fight alongside me, it will all be fine. Doumahr will be safe. Falmir will be ascendant. It will be—”

      “War.” He met Charlotte’s confused, desperate gaze. Her gloved fingers tried to grasp the air between them, as if she wanted to physically grab him. “There’s nothing for us to do together, Princess Charlotte. Doumahr will remain safe so long as the Kingdom of Falmir doesn’t start another war.”

      “The Holy Kingdom of Falmir,” she corrected, but her heart wasn’t in it.

      Her hands fell to her sides and balled into fists. Charlotte seemed to glare into space, her eyes tearing up.

      “This isn’t how it’s supposed to be,” she mumbled. “I… I need to do it again. Wait for me, Nathan.”

      Terror gripped his heart for a second. Do it again?

      From anyone else, those words would be nonsense. But Nathan knew better than anyone what the woman standing in front of him could do with the bizarre power she claimed to control.

      Before he could do anything, the world froze.

      Then it exploded into a hundred shards, each of which showed him the scene on the Torrovium Fields.

      Most of them looked identical, or close enough. Sometimes, a Champion was missing. Fyre’s appearance changed in some. Charlotte almost always wore a different dress, and in at least one her outfit left nothing to the imagination, as he could see her underwear through it.

      The shards shifted. This time, the scene looked literally identical to what they’d seen. But with one difference.

      It appeared to be before Charlotte had appeared. Nathan’s memory spun up and told him that this had been what everything looked like a minute or two earlier.

      He watched as one shard began to glow.

      “What do you think you’re doing, you slut?” Fyre screamed.

      The strange universe of shards vanished, and Nathan blinked his eyes to see he was back in his old world. Charlotte’s jaw dropped, and she took a step back in shock.

      “How… how dare you stop me?” she gasped out, a hand over her chest. “I nearly had it! Everything would have been perfect, but you ruined everything.”

      “Shut up,” Fyre said.

      She pushed between Nathan and Charlotte and physically grabbed one of Nathan’s arms. Tears welled in her eyes. Fyre’s grip felt almost painful, and he knew she was channeling her power into her body if she was able to harm him physically.

      “I don’t know what you were doing, but I won’t let you do whatever you want,” she said. “This is our Doumahr. We’re making it better. I don’t care who or what you think you are. If you try to do anything to Nathan again, I will turn you into dust.”

      Both women began to glow with the same golden light. Nathan felt the world shudder.

      Then he grabbed Fyre’s arm and pulled her behind him. She let out a squeak.

      The confrontation ended. Charlotte blinked.

      “You’re protecting her?” she whispered.

      “Don’t ever try that again,” Nathan said, his voice like quiet thunder. “I’m not a toy to be used in your dioramas. If you truly wanted anything to do with me, you’d treat me like a person. Jumping to an alternate world and redoing this conversation until it goes the way you want is an insult.”

      “Oh, fuck, I forgot you notice that shit,” Maura said.

      “Damn. The slut princess got her shit slapped,” Laura added.

      Charlotte ignored them. She gulped, then took another step backward.

      “I don’t understand,” she whispered. “I’m the prophet. You’re supposed to help me save Doumahr. Isn’t that what the hero does?”

      “I’m not a hero. I’m just a Bastion trying to protect everything I care about.” He turned away and prepared a teleportation spell. “Leave. If your army is still across the border in an hour, I can’t promise that it will ever return.”

      Then he cast the spell and returned them to Aleich.

      At the last moment, he met Charlotte’s gaze.

      Why did she look almost identical to the last time he’d seen the Charlotte from his world, after the Republicans overthrew the monarchy?
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      Falmir retreated. The Imperial Army descended on the region around Mortiswatch, as well as the few breaches east of it. Bastions and Champions from across the Empire rushed to quell the tide of demons, and even a few dark elf Champions from the Spires came to help. The Houkeem Desert remained quiet, so the Spires willingly spared its warriors as a gesture of the alliance between both nations.

      Weeks of demonic suppression remained, however. Nathan left clear instructions to the Bastions, nobles, and officers who spread across the region. If they wanted to minimize the loss and destruction, his knowledge was invaluable, even if explaining it was far harder than “a Messenger told me.”

      He held no illusions about what would come after, however. The Nationalists refused to cooperate and moved northwest to take up camp in the Torrovium Fields. Alice ordered soldiers in to occupy the region on behalf of the von Allesburg family.

      Months and years of rebuilding would follow. Anyone from the region would live with the memory of the night forever, and many had lost family and friends. Hundreds of thousands of acres had been scarred, along with the residents.

      “What are the nobles saying?” Nathan asked Alice a few days after the incident.

      “They’re in shock. A Messenger destroyed Mortiswatch, Falmir attempted to invade, and tens of thousands of Imperial citizens are homeless or dead. Several nobles and Bastions died in the fighting, and we’ve deployed the Imperial Army to suppress demons for the first time since Kurai fell.” She sighed.

      Both of them were in her suite, but sitting on the sofas. The days had been long, and his role directing the suppression efforts meant he rarely saw Alice outside mornings and nights. Almost everyone understood that Nathan had magic that enabled him to traverse the Empire at will by now.

      “I had hoped to keep Falmir’s attempted invasion a secret,” he said.

      “A giant army appeared in the Torrovium Fields, Nathan. You’re impressive, but that’s beyond what even a miracle can accomplish. The Lodge felt Charlotte’s teleportation spell in Aleich and scryed her.”

      “I know,” he said. “What about the archdukes? I imagine they’re more used to this.”

      “Hardly. If anything, this has changed politics in the Diet forever. It’s difficult to argue about devolution of Imperial power when the Empire’s existence is in danger,” she said. “Lotte’s arrival shook things up as well.”

      “Isn’t she too young to be an archduchess?”

      “Yes, but she’s the rightful heir, no matter who her mother is. Grandpa has taken her on as a ward of the Arangar family until she’s of age. That means the Diet will need to appoint a regent. For now, the Princes College has granted me the power to act as the archduchess in her place until a proper appointment is made.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “I bet Otto hated that.”

      “The opposite. Falmir’s attempted invasion riled him up. I told you we can trust him, and we can. At least for this. I’m relying on him for support in the Allesburg archduchy. Anna’s already stretched with Amica, and I don’t want to move Grandpa’s forces away from the border with Trafaumh,” she explained.

      “I don’t think we need to plan for war with Trafaumh. At least not from that front.”

      “And what if Soreaux is seized by nobles loyal to Falmir? I know this feels like a reminder of the danger of Messengers, Nathan, but it’s more a reminder that the Empire is far more fragile than it should be.” Alice leaned against him and nestled her head in the crook of his neck. “I need you to handle the Bastion side of things, but let me take care of the politics. For now.”

      He huffed. “You’re cheating by acting like this.”

      “We’re going to be married soon. I’m allowed to cheat.” She shot him a wicked smile. “In fact, we could easily make it a triple wedding.”

      What. He stared at her.

      “I’m talking about your newest secret admirer.”

      “Lotte isn’t exactly leaving her crush on me a secret,” Nathan said drily. “I’m surprised you’re not jealous.”

      “She’s fourteen, even if she’s a little more developed than normal for her age,” Alice said. “I’m not exactly worried. But you should have seen her face when she learned that you were marrying both me and Anna. Her mind rushed right to the conclusion she wanted.”

      “Let’s change the topic,” he said. “Have you spoken with Charlotte?”

      Alice shook her head. “She’s refused to answer the wireless. You gave me a short explanation, but Ciana and Nurevia told me much more. The things she said… She sounded obsessive, Nathan. How are you so calm about this?”

      “I dealt with Fyre. If anything, this is easier. It’s a smart move for the opposing prophet to trick me into joining her by using immensely powerful ascended magic. I just need to be wary of her schemes.”

      “I wouldn’t compare Fyre’s interest in you with what I heard. Our favorite horsegirl has practically been floating around since you started sleeping with her. She still throws me jealous looks, but I’ve spotted some dopey smiles on her face when you’re not watching. Charlotte sounds like someone who wants to steal you away, whereas Fyre is just a young girl hopelessly in love,” Alice said.

      Nathan shrugged.

      But he did have something else to take care of when it came to Fyre.

      Ever since that morning, Kadria had remained missing in his mental world. While he’d put up with her absence at first, he needed to end this farce. Despite his concerns, he’d formed a plan with the Twins and Fyre. Supposedly, it should work, despite Kadria’s resistance.

      He kissed Alice goodnight, then slipped inside his mental world.

      In there, he saw the sight he’d been told to expect. He simply hadn’t believed it would happen.

      Kadria writhed atop the large map table in his mental throne room. Thick cables tied her arms and legs down, forcing her to spreadeagle herself across the metallic surface. Her clothing remained intact, for what little it mattered given how revealing it was in a situation like this.

      Her purple eyes pierced him as he entered the room and closed the door behind him.

      The Twins giggled from where they sat beside her. Their fingers ran across Kadria’s exposed belly and arms. Fyre watched with her wings folded around her body, but her eyes held a reluctant enjoyment to them, rather than unhappiness.

      “Are you happy?” Kadria spat.

      “You’ve been avoiding me,” Nathan said as he walked around the nearby office table. “Although I didn’t seriously expect the Twins to pull you out here, even with Fyre’s help. Last time the three of you fought, you flattened them.”

      “Yeah, but that was before you juiced us up while leaving this dumb goat to suckle up the leftovers,” Maura said. “This is your mind, even if we squat in it. We’re as powerful as you allow us to be, and our link to you is way stronger than this leech’s.”

      “Don’t pretend you aren’t parasites as well,” Kadria said.

      “We’re servants, not parasites,” Laura crooned while rubbing one of Kadria’s horns between her cleavage. “And that means if we get asked to clean out an annoying cockroach, we’ll happily do that.”

      “Is that what this is?” Kadria’s eyes met Nathan’s.

      He sat down in the chair and sighed. “This situation is too much. Untie her.”

      The Twins stared at him, while Kadria’s muscles tensed in anticipation.

      “But if you try to escape without explaining yourself to me, then we’ll finish this conversation like this,” he added.

      His patience wasn’t limitless, even if he disliked the behavior of the Twins right now. Kadria’s actions came far too close to betrayal, for all that she’d helped him so far.

      He forced himself to admit that her usefulness was running into its limits. Whatever she was up to, she kept keeping secrets. One of those secrets could easily overturn everything he’d fought for,

      Trust no longer remained an option.

      Clicking their tongues, the Twins vaporized the cables tying Kadria down. She shot them a dirty look before sitting on the edge of the map table. Her expression wavered.

      Somehow, he knew she was about to leave.

      “Kadria, stop,” he said.

      Despite his gentle tone, he felt a mental surge rush through the room. She hissed at him, but her body froze nonetheless.

      “You’ve gotten too good at this,” Kadria said. “No wonder Atlas thought you weren’t human. If the Twins weren’t as dumb as they are, I’d suspect they’ve been transforming you. But no. It’s all you. Somehow, you’re turning into a Messenger—or something more.”

      He stared at her. “I thought being a Messenger was just about traveling between worlds? Or working for an outer being?”

      “It is, but we gain power in order to do that. Even those of us who look perfectly normal are monsters on the inside. As succubi, we have a specific set of magical affinities, but others can be more flexible,” she said. “I don’t know what you are. You’re different from the more humanlike Messengers I’ve met.”

      “A Bastion?” he suggested.

      “Bastions don’t casually bind people with mental magic using their voice.” She clicked her tongue. “Your affinities are irritatingly similar to a succubus’s, except you have a mastery of wards. Mental magic, spatial magic, and wards. Except you lack our racial ability to read emotions and thoughts, and you have an odd affinity for reshaping reality.”

      “You mean life magic.”

      “No. This”—she gestured at the throne room surrounding them—“is about reshaping reality. As are your fortresses. Life magic is one element of that. It’s not a type of magic, but rather a mentality. You directly alter the world, instead of working within it or merely flinging power at it. Any idiot can blow up a fortress in seconds by overloading it, but you can rebuild it just as easily.”

      He frowned. Her talk of reshaping reality seemed off to him, at least compared to what he thought ascended magic was.

      “I thought all ascended magic altered the world,” he said. “That’s why it’s necessary to modify minds and bodies, and the same goes for manipulating magical energy directly. The natural elements consist of byproducts of the world, but ascended magic is about changing the fundamental facts of reality.”

      Kadria tried to shake her head despite her precarious position. “Not all domains of ascended magic are made equal. Mystic foxes manipulate raw force and can teleport, but those are very limited applications of spatial magic that they’re taught themselves. Even most mental magic is just tweaking or observing what is already there.”

      “…so it’s different when we use ascended magic to create things?”

      “Exactly. If you’re creating your own world and your own rules, what separates you from a god?” A dark expression flashed across Kadria’s face, as if she had realized something, but it quickly vanished. “Using ascended magic is changing you. In fact, I wonder if it happened earlier. You had barely started using it when you world hopped along with the Twins.”

      The Twins made confused sounds, before Maura’s face lit up.

      “Oh, right. He did, technically,” Maura said. “I always figured he just remembered the other worlds, but that’s the same thing, isn’t it?” She screwed up her face. “Wait, does that mean you were a Messenger back then as well?”

      “How?” Nathan resisted the urge to throw his hands up in the air in frustration. “I don’t understand why you keep calling me a Messenger.”

      “Because you are, dumbass,” Laura drawled. “The goat uplifted you from one tiny reality, where you didn’t matter, and dropped you here. When we jumped across a bunch of worlds to find one where I cast my spell correctly, you replaced the Nathan in all of those worlds.”

      He stared at her. “I what?”

      “That’s how Messengers work,” Maura said, but her expression looked grim. “All this infinite worlds shit means there’s an infinite number of Mauras, Lauras, and goats. More appear every second, and just as many leave worlds. Our old boss slams us together to keep us straight, merging memories. You did that naturally when we moved across worlds. If the slut princess had pulled off her trick, you would have replaced the Nathan there—memories and all.”

      Nathan knew he needed some time to digest this. They seemed to be implying that he could hop between worlds himself. Which, if he could, then he’d appreciate it if somebody told him how.

      “That part isn’t relevant,” Kadria said. “But you’re becoming something much more than the talented Bastion I thought I partnered with.”

      The Twins appeared next to Nathan, and he suppressed his irritation as they rubbed their tits against his head.

      “You’re just jealous,” Laura said. “You brought Nathan here to be your ignorant puppet, and he’s calling the shots now.”

      “And now he’s using you like the slutty succubus you really are, despite all the bullshit you spout,” Maura said.

      “We fucked once,” Kadria said.

      “And you fucking melted.”

      “He is pretty good,” Fyre chirped.

      The succubi glared at her for intruding, and Fyre merely rolled her eyes.

      “I don’t care about your stupid game,” she said. “I’m here for Nathan, and because he supports what I want to achieve. I thought you did as well.”

      Her eyes screamed betrayal at Kadria, who bit her lip and looked away. The succubus then stood and paced toward the throne at the far end.

      “I do,” Kadria said. “I’ve never lied about what I’m trying to achieve. We both want a world that’s safe from demons, and therefore my employer. But getting there is complicated.”

      “Well, everything gets more complicated by the second,” Nathan said, trying to lean his head on one palm while the Twins rubbed themselves against him. “The recent invasion proved that knowledge is power. I barely stopped everything from going to hell. So many things could have easily gone wrong. The Twins needed to teach me teleportation. I needed to know that Charlotte can manipulate Messengers. Hell, if Fyre hadn’t rushed to join me, I’d be in another world entirely.”

      “A timeline is made up of a lot of smaller choices,” Kadria said.

      “And many small choices have big impacts down the line. So I refuse to be kept in the dark. Explain everything you know about Atlas and what you think happened.”

      Maura scoffed. “That’s all you’re going for? This slut got caught out planning everything. It was all a scheme, Nathan. Like Siv said.”

      “I think Siv’s idea of a scheme is different,” Nathan said slowly. “And something about Atlas’s reaction didn’t add up.”

      “Because that wasn’t the Atlas I knew,” Kadria said, her face pale. “I thought I was ahead of my employer. That I had him fooled, and that this was all some amazing escape plan that he had overlooked in his arrogance, just like when Sofia escaped his clutches to begin with. But no. He was always ahead of me. Siv was right. The only reason he never came after me was because he didn’t need to.”

      Nathan scratched his head. While he vaguely understood Kadria’s muttering, she seemed to skip important logical steps.

      “Start at the beginning. Who is ‘he?’” Nathan asked.

      “Our boss, duh,” Laura said, but her expression had tightened.

      “Okay. So, give it to me plain.”

      Kadria sighed and sat on an arm of the throne, her legs crossed. She looked smaller and weaker than ever. Her posture had never been so pensive and uncertain.

      “There were five of us who learned it was possible to escape our employer,” she said. “Siv, Sofia, Atlas, me, and another. The last one died in the process of learning, and Siv became convinced the idea was madness. Sofia acted on it before our employer realized what we knew and came here. Or so I thought.”

      “You think he knew all along,” Nathan said.

      She nodded and shot him a broken smile. “He wanted Sofia to do… something here. Presumably that involved creating the goddess. That’s why he’s fighting so hard to take her back—or what she’s become. He doesn’t care about us. Rather, he’s obsessed with the goddess that Sofia created and wants to make her his.”

      “I remember that you explained this a while ago. You said he was like a child obsessed with a girl he couldn’t have, and was trying to claim her the only way he knew how.”

      “More or less. He doesn’t care much about us”—Kadria gestured to herself and the Twins—“but he wants the goddess, even though he can’t claim her. Her power eludes him. Atlas came here before me, and after I arrived, we formed a plan to succeed where Sofia failed. Any time I found a world that might have the threads of a potential prophet, Atlas would send me there to seize the connection. I’d then jump worlds using that power and transfer the authority to a new prophet.”

      Nathan’s mind churned. He followed what she said, but it didn’t make sense.

      “I’m not a prophet,” he said flatly.

      “No. But you had the power I needed. You don’t understand how hard it is to detonate a binding stone, Nathan. The Spires use a mechanism constructed by the goddess. Most previous efforts were also built by her or using ascended magic like the foxes’. Your connection was so strong that you could manage it alone. So after dozens of failures, I took a risk with you.”

      “Dozens?” Maura asked. “Fucking what? How have we missed this?”

      “You haven’t,” Kadria drawled. “But my efforts never paid off. Trafaumh never worked out. Being ‘Sister Kadria’ never helped. I find it deeply ironic that the closest I came to success is a wolfgirl who now thinks Nathan is the true prophet. Truly a symbol of how many mistakes I’ve made.”

      “Reine,” Nathan gasped out. “You turned her into a prophet?”

      Fyre scowled. “I knew there was a reason you knew so much about her, but wouldn’t tell me.”

      Shrugging, Kadria continued, “She’s not as useful in worlds where she’s brought to the Empire. That’s not my point. Atlas knew my plan. But when we met, he didn’t know we’d put it into motion. In fact, he seemed to think that I was the rogue Messenger.” Her gaze became distant. “He had orders to disrupt this cycle—direct orders—but also knew that if he learned too much, then he might be erased again.”

      The expressions of the three Messengers fell, while Nathan tried to piece together what he’d been told.

      “Your boss took action against Atlas, but not you,” he said. “That meant Atlas left because he’d lost his memories if he learned too much again?”

      “Not his memories. He wouldn’t be the same Atlas anymore.” Kadria clenched her fists. “Our employer doesn’t crush us together just to make us easier to manage, he does it because at some stage, we might become a different person. Like you. You’re Nathan, but not Oliver. Normally we absorb the memories of ourselves from alternate timelines, but that’s not happening anymore.”

      “We’ve been cutoff,” Laura said, her voice strangely maudlin. “The boss probably erased the Atlas you knew once the new cycle started. Does that mean we’re now spares? You told us once that you fought a rogue version of yourself, before all of this started. Will that happen now? Will he send versions of ourselves that know nothing about any of this to take us out, so he can have a clean cycle, without messy Messengers like us?”

      Maura looked lost, and when she pressed herself against her sister, she seemed to be the one seeking comfort. Ordinarily, Laura was the one who teased Maura by doing stuff like this.

      “I don’t know,” Kadria said. “But I don’t care. I’ve been doing this for so long that I’ve forgotten what anything else is like. We were offered freedom and escape from a shithole. Instead, I’ve been destroying worlds over and over, until it’s lost all meaning.” She laughed bitterly. “I never thought I could talk about ending universes in the same way as a dead-end job.”

      “That’s what Siv thinks,” Maura said. “I’m not becoming like that.”

      “Exactly. As dumb as you are, you at least understand that we need to do something to escape.”

      Nathan leaned back while he tried to take in what he’d heard.

      When it came to accepting Kadria’s offer, he’d intentionally never looked her gift horse in the mouth. Whatever the price, he considered it worth paying if he got to return to a Doumahr that avoided ruin, alongside the women he loved before everything collapsed.

      As time went on, he became increasingly suspicious of her, but mostly because she threatened his own dream.

      He didn’t know if that still applied. Kadria’s objective was as simple as his own. In fact, they were the same. She’d been telling the truth from the start, ironically.

      If Nathan wanted a Doumahr safe from invasion, he needed to escape the grasp of the outer beings trying to destroy it. Kadria wanted to escape their grasp for personal reasons. But it amounted to the same thing.

      A world where they possessed the power to fight back.

      “So, does this mean you don’t think this plan will work?” he asked. “If your boss knows about it and has let it take place, doesn’t that imply we’ve already failed?”

      “I don’t know.” Kadria ran a hand through her hair, then shook it out. “I’m still certain that the goddess’s power should be enough. If we can take control over her power, independent of the system that Sofia created, then we should be able to eliminate Messengers easily. The outer beings can’t affect her directly, so we’d be effectively immune to invasion.”

      “But your boss clearly knows something you don’t.”

      “Yes. Atlas didn’t recognize you, but he mentioned that he had specific orders to disrupt the cycle, not destroy it. Then he vanished with that cryptic bullshit about how he suddenly understood. But what did he understand? And why did it matter that you confronted Charlotte, when all that happened was that she tried to suck your cock in public?”

      Fyre pouted, while the Twins cackled.

      “Man, I wish she had done that,” Maura said. “Would be a lot more fun than the shit she tried to pull.”

      Laura remained silent.

      “Do you know anything about Charlotte?” Nathan asked. “She acted strangely.”

      Kadria shook her head, but the glare Fyre shot at her suggested otherwise.

      “Fyre?” he asked.

      Even though the succubus scowled, Fyre fluttered her wings and nodded at him.

      “Charlotte’s been attempting to contact you over your family mirror. The one you keep around but never use,” she said. “I don’t know why.”

      He stared at her. “And you didn’t tell me earlier, because…?”

      She bit her lip. “It’s not just because of her.” Fyre’s eyes shot over to Kadria. “Ciana and Nurevia have been hiding it. I think Ciana is worried you might do… something if it comes to Charlotte.”

      Damn. His Champions knew him a little better than he liked. Ciana’s actions lined up with the sort of extreme action she might take to protect him from himself, too.

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose. Avoiding Charlotte probably had helped so far, given how badly he’d handled seeing her in person recently. Only her bitchy attitude had allowed him to push past what he felt for the ghost from his past.

      “It’s fine,” he said. “But you genuinely know nothing else?”

      This time, Kadria didn’t shake her head.

      “This isn’t specifically about her, but the recent confrontation confirmed my suspicion,” she said. “The power of the prophet isn’t merely linked to legitimacy from the people, but to specific places. The Imperial Palace, the Pearlescent Canyon, even Soreaux itself—places where Omria embedded her power are what strengthen a prophet. I think that’s why Charlotte is so focused on Trafaumh and targeted the canyon.”

      He nodded. That matched his own suspicions, but in a more concrete manner.

      “Was that so hard?” he asked Kadria.

      “Don’t talk to me like a child,” the succubus growled.

      “I’ll stop when you act like an adult.” He bit back a curse when she glared at him. “You’ve called us partners since the beginning. I’ve let this pass time and time again. There isn’t going to be a next time.”

      Her entire body seized up. He felt her power building and headed her off by raising an open palm.

      “Not like that,” he said quickly, and she stopped attempting to escape. “But you can’t keep hiding in the shadows. Fyre doesn’t need you to control the power of the prophet anymore, does she? Which means it’s time to join the Twins on Doumahr.”

      Kadria stared at him. Her eyes widened as it dawned on her what he meant.

      “You are not turning me into your servant,” she hissed.

      Maura grinned at her old rival, but Laura still didn’t react.

      “Then give me a damn good reason not to. I’m not going to force it on you right now, but I’ve had enough of your games. Every time I give you a chance, you throw it in my face. Today already proved I have the power. So think about something other than your scheme if you want to avoid it.”

      He stood and brushed himself off. The Twins looked at him in disbelief.

      “We’re done here,” he said.

      Kadria vanished in an instant. A second later the throne split in two, and Laura let out a yell of anger.

      “Seriously?” she shouted. “After all that, you just let her wander off to come up with some bullshit speech about how she’s really sorry, and she loves your cock, so please don’t tame her like the dumb slut she is? Fucking shit, Sis, what’s the goddamn point of this?”

      “What do I have to do with this?” Maura said, backing away from her sister. “I’m not the goat.”

      “Yeah, but you’re the dumb bitch with a crush.” Laura sneered. “I’ve been playing nice. Acting as a good sister and supporting you. I even stepped aside, even though I claimed Nathan first, because you creamed yourself so hard after we actually met him. You went from ‘Ew, edgy heroes suck’ to ‘I want his babies’ in five seconds.”

      Maura’s face turned redder than Nathan had seen before. In fact, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever seen her genuinely embarrassed before.

      This catfight seemed different to the previous ones. Rather than throw punches, the sister hurled secrets at each other. And Laura had gone all out in her opening salvo.

      “Um, I think I’ll go now,” Fyre said, before fleeing from the mental world.

      Nathan wanted to join her, but Laura cut off the exit. An evil grin marred her face.

      “Oh no, you’re staying. I’ve had enough of waiting, playing along, and watching you make us wait while letting that dumb fucking goat get her way,” Laura said. “Sis has been offering you her fucking womb for years, and you pine after the bitch who will rip your heart out the second you turn your back.”

      “Uh, I don’t think that’s what I’m offering,” Maura said.

      Laura ignored her. “So why don’t you prove that you’re the big bad Bastion you claim to be? We’re here, wet and willing. Or are we just toys to you, as well? Like you told that slut princess?”

      Her words echoed off the walls. Nathan allowed silence to descend, aware of how awkward the situation became.

      Because while he hadn’t been entirely aware of Maura’s “crush,” assuming Laura wasn’t lying, he’d known something was up.

      “That’s a question I’ll throw back in your face,” he said quietly. “I’m not stupid. You aren’t helping me because Maura loves me or some stupid reason. At every stage, you’ve pushed me to do worse things, take more drastic steps, and use more powerful ascended magic. You didn’t become my servants because Maura loved me. You let me claim you because it’s part of your own scheme.”

      Laura blinked. “Huh. You’re sharper than I thought. But we did totally become your servants because Maura couldn’t keep her panties up.”

      “Wait, seriously?”

      “Sis!” Maura shouted.

      “Oh, yeah, totally.” Laura grinned. “See, the idea was to slowly corrupt you. We don’t really use agents, but I figured I could bully you into being more than some edgy, tortured hero type. Imagine the fun if we turned a Bastion like you into a genuine dark lord or shadow emperor. But then Maura went off, fell in love, and taught you all this shit she wasn’t supposed to.”

      “It worked out. Hell, we got him to fry his old man’s mind, and now his voice is fucking honey to our brains. Don’t give me shit just because I enjoy some cuter fantasies,” Maura said. “My plan has turned out way better than yours.”

      “What plan!?”

      The two succubi returned to form and began scratching and biting at each other on the floor. Nathan merely rubbed the back of his head.

      As he suspected, they’d acted weaker and dumber all along.

      While Kadria knew more than the Twins, neither of the succubi were truly stupid. Maura excelled at the magical side, but Laura proved to be the true brain of the duo. Together, they were capable of much more than either was individually.

      If they’d ever tried to seriously fight him, Nathan wondered how he would have fared. Poorly, he suspected.

      Making heads or tails of Maura’s apparent feelings for him was a little too difficult, right now. He’d assumed the two of them were playing some sort of game, and given she’d been the one who resisted him, the news came as a surprise.

      But then again, that might explain why Laura had agreed so readily. If she’d stepped aside to let Maura explore her feelings, no wonder she hadn’t fought Nathan. By contrast, Maura’s attitude had changed immensely after he claimed her. As if she had only accepted her own feelings for him after confronting them.

      He’d consider whether to change his attitude toward them later. They’d missed countless opportunities to betray him, despite their intentions to corrupt him.

      Ultimately, they were his. For all the fighting and arguing, Laura’s demand was fairly reasonable.

      “Stop fighting,” he said.

      Both succubi gasped and stared at him. Frustrated, he dispelled his own mental binding.

      “I’m going to try very hard to keep my mental magic out of this,” he said. “Which is harder than I thought it would be.”

      “Uh, try only asking us questions?” Maura suggested. “Any time you use an imperative, it’s going to carry your will. Especially if you’re feeling… emotional.” Her eyes focused on his crotch and she grinned.

      Apparently being horny counted as an emotion. Lovely.

      “That helps,” he said. “I’ll make this easy, then. Do you want me to fuck you?”

      “Holy shit, do you even need to ask?” Maura laughed.

      “Fuck yes,” Laura said.

      Before he had time to blink, both succubi kneeled before him. Their hands practically tore his pants open, and his half-erect cock flopped onto Maura’s face. Within seconds, they had him at full mast.

      Then, with a blast of magic, they had him at fuller mast as they switched his length to the larger size.

      “Damn, this thing seems bigger than I remember,” Maura said, staring down his length from the tip.

      “Well, guess it’s time to get some practice in,” Laura said.

      Then she snickered, gripped Maura’s head by her hair, and rammed her down his length.

      “Does it taste like love?” Laura asked, her lips barely an inch away from Maura’s face.

      Nathan was no stranger to the succubi enjoying his cock like this, including his extended edition, but Laura pressed down the other succubus’s head with an unexpected force this time. Maura could do nothing except splutter and moan around his engorged length as it reshaped her throat.

      “He knows all about your silly little crush on him now. And here you are, vacuuming up his cock like you always do,” Laura crooned while nibbling on Maura’s ear. “Just imagine how much fatter his load will be now he knows you’re sucking cock not because you’re a slut, but because you want to spend the rest of your life attached to him.”

      One of Laura’s hands kept moving Maura along his shaft at a violent pace, while the other ripped off both their dresses. Soon, their bronzed, curvy bodies glistened below him, begging to be used.

      Maura tried to glare at Laura, but gave up once a pair of fingers slid inside her pussy and began to mess her up. With a grin, Laura began to cover the floor with pussy juices.

      Then she looked up at him. “Don’t worry. I like you as well, Nathan. You’ll make a pretty good dark lord once you finally stop caring about all the nonsense and just take what you want. The fact Maura dreams about being turned into a bloated whale by you is just icing.”

      “Messengers can get pregnant?” he asked.

      Maura moaned around his cock, and he felt her orgasm in response to the idea.

      “Not usually, but I’m sure you can manage it for your favorite succubus.” Laura laughed before speeding up her movements even more. “Plus, I can make her look like whatever you want. Do you prefer her like this? Or this?”

      Abruptly, Maura’s appearance shifted to that of the buxom, blonde beastkin she imitated occasionally. Her bright blue eyes stared up at him, full of desire, while her full lips suckled his cock and her tanned skin jiggled with each movement.

      Nathan reached out and stopped both succubi. With a bit of force, he pulled Maura off his dick.

      “Maura, how do you see yourself?” he asked.

      She blinked. “Uh, with your dick in me?”

      “Why did I even ask?” He grabbed her horns and impaled her face on his cock.

      Her cheeks bulged for a moment, right before he slid all the way down her tight throat and let loose. He groaned as an immense tide poured into her. Laura massaged his balls, ensuring that every drop jetted into Maura’s stomach.

      “Don’t spill a drop,” Laura murmured as she held her other hand beneath Maura’s jaw. “Or else I’ll take the first turn.”

      Somehow, despite the absurd volume Nathan felt leave him due to the succubus magic affecting him, Maura kept it all down. She greedily suckled on his tip for nearly a minute afterward while her hands massaged his shaft and balls.

      “You know, I think saliva counts,” Laura said, while getting on all fours. “What do you think, Nathan?”

      “I think I’m going to mount you on the wall if you don’t shut the fuck up,” Maura growled, before physically hurling her sister across the room.

      Laura cackled with laughter as she caught herself with her flight magic, but made sure to hover in the distance.

      Meanwhile, Maura ran her fingers along Nathan’s still-erect length. She bit her lip.

      “Do you want to choose how we do this? Or do I get to?” she asked.

      “I mean, I was thinking I just sandwich both of you and take turns,” he admitted.

      “Fuck, you’re so lame,” she said, running a hand down her face. “How did I fall in love with such a fucking dumbass like you? Next you’ll ask if I like the missionary position?”

      “Do you like the—”

      “Fuck you,” she spat. “And, like, yeah. It’s sex. But it’s so boring and there’s way more available. If you want to be lovey-dovey, you can have sitting sex while you cuddle. Cowgirl and amazon are way more fun for me. Being bounced on a cock is super intense. And if you want flexibility, laying on your side is amazing. Even a good press beats missionary.”

      He frowned. “Isn’t the press just missionary?”

      “Psshaw, it’s so much more. Who’s the succubus here?”

      “Well, what position do you want?”

      She bit her lip. “Uh, you want me to pick?”

      “You just—”

      “Fuck, just pick me up and fuck me!”

      Sighing, Nathan realized this wasn’t going to work. But he had been paying attention.

      So he wandered over to the throne that stood at the far end of the room and sat in it. Then he patted his lap.

      Laura hovered nearby, which caused Maura to race over. Giggling, the other succubus merely leaned over the edge of the throne and stare at Maura.

      Picking her up, Nathan placed Maura’s knees on either side of his legs while she crouched above him, facing him. She stared at him as he pressed his tip against his pretty pink pussy lips. Juices drenched his length and crotch.

      “Oh. Oh shit. It’s happening. It’s actually—” Maura began to stammer.

      Nathan placed his hands on her tanned hips—she still looked like her beastkin form, rather than the bronzed succubus she normally was—and then pulled her down his length. A long, slow moan escaped her as he penetrated her.

      Despite the obscene size of his magically endowed length, Maura swallowed the entire thing. She wrapped her arms around him as her body shuddered, causing her gargantuan tits to crush against his chest.

      “This is what I’ve wanted,” she moaned. “This is what succubi dream about. A big dick, a good man, being listened to—”

      “Being used?” Laura said with a giggle. “And you call me a sub. I’d call you pathetic, but you look so stupidly happy right now that I don’t have it in me. Go on. Get filled up. I’ll just watch and enjoy myself vicariously.”

      “Yeah, you do that.”

      Nathan rolled his eyes at the continuing banter of the Twins. They were never going to stop arguing, which was why he had planned to sandwich them together earlier.

      After this, he’d probably do exactly that. Maura got special treatment the first time, but they’d drive him nuts if he treated them well all the time.

      Maura began to move herself along his length. He gripped her hips and sped up the pace, causing her to moan uncontrollably in his ear. His cock slammed into her depths over and over while a cocktail of juices dripped off the throne. Wet noises escaped Laura as she leaned over them, watching the action lustfully.

      He finished inside Maura within minutes, and she milked him for almost every drop he thought he had. But before his climax was even finished, Laura pulled her off and tossed her aside. Seed sprayed out of his length even as she climbed atop him.

      Without hesitating, he changed woman and enjoyed Laura. The next few hours became a blur as he switched between them.

      At some point, Maura returned to her usual bronzed form. He also sandwiched them together, as planned, and Maura climbed out from under Laura when they took a break.

      He sat on the throne, drinking some summoned water to stay hydrated. Magical endurance or not, sex made him sweaty, and he still needed to meet his usual human needs. That included drinking and eating, especially in an inhumanly long session like this.

      Part of him wondered when this had become normal. His Champions didn’t really question his endurance anymore. Kadria questioned his humanity, but he’d actively left it behind years ago thanks to the bodily interference of the Messengers.

      “So, does this change anything?” Maura asked after creeping up to him.

      “Yes and no,” he said between gulps of water.

      “Uh…”

      “No, because I always knew you were trying to corrupt me. I’ve faltered a little bit, but like you said, I’ve never forgotten my true objective,” he continued, drawing a nod from her. “Yes, because I never realized you actually cared.”

      She winced and looked away. “I mean, can you blame a girl? You treat us surprisingly well, despite everything.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been that nice.”

      “Nah, you’re giving yourself too little credit. You talk with me, apologize sometimes, put up with our nonsense, and even let us mess around. The few times we’ve played around like this before, the Bastion treated us like wild animals. Tried to cage us, interrogate us, beat us—you know, the shit that old crone does in her secret basement of evil.”

      He scowled. “Can you not bring that up during sex? And I don’t think you should call others evil.”

      “I mean, evil’s relative, right? I’m doing a job that involves destroying worlds, but I know that and I’ll own up to all the awful shit I do. But here I am, holding back and helping you, because it’s a lot more fun and better than that,” she said. “But what about the people who do genuinely awful things and lie to themselves and others that they’ve done good? How the fuck does it make somebody worse just because they’re honest, compared to the asshole who lies to your face while murdering someone?”

      “I’m pretty sure we treat deceivers and traitors worse.”

      She scoffed. “Yeah? Then why are nobles considered noble? If some rich asshole does something awful because he could, I guarantee he’s treated better than the poor bastard who did it because he had to. That’s why I don’t give feel bad about what I do. And it’s why I respect you, even if I kind of think what you’re trying to do is a bit lame.”

      Nathan covered his mouth and tried not to burst out laughing.

      This was, quite possibly, the most awkward confession of love he’d heard. Because he was certain Maura was indirectly trying to admit her crush to him in her own words.

      “Don’t fucking laugh,” she mumbled, face reddening. “I just… I mean it. You’ll murder nobles or start a civil war to get your war, but you’re still all about minimizing death and destruction. I saw how shit the world was and gave up on it. You somehow committed yourself to fixing it, despite how hard it tries to spit in your face at every turn. So, yeah, I do…”

      “Love me?” he asked.

      She glared at him.

      “You can’t admit, can you?” A grin stretched across his face.

      “Fuck you. I so can.” Her entire body seemed to shake. “Yeah, I fucking love you. A little. Not that much. I definitely love your cock, though.”

      “Wow, Sis, you turned into a tsundere,” Laura called out.

      And just like that, the moment was over. Maura charged over to her sister, and the two resumed their usual catfighting. Normality returned.

      Or at least, the semblance of normality. In truth, too many things had changed. Nathan had learned a lot about Kadria, the Twins, and the nature of Doumahr today. There was no going back.

      But, as Maura had said, he stared reality in the face and kept moving forward. Right now, moving forward meant pleasing the succubi crawling across the floor toward him.
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      “You realize you need something to wear other than your uniform, don’t you?” Anna told Nathan when he visited her in Tartus a few weeks later. “I’ve been doing all this planning for the wedding, and one of the questions was how I visualized you. It occurred to me that you’re always in that stupid uniform.”

      “This is your country’s uniform, you know,” he said, feeling unusually defensive of his preferred clothing.

      “Yes, amazing. Last I checked I was marrying Nathan von Straub, not an unnamed soldier.” She rolled her eyes at his defensiveness. “You just need to go clothing shopping. Take Fei with you in Aleich.”

      “You’ll need to give me a month’s warning before that happens. The only reason we even got Fei into her new Royal Champion uniform is that I used my Bastion powers to steal her existing uniforms. Everyone else will be chasing her down from trees for weeks once she finds out we’re forcing her to buy something new.”

      Anna stared at him, then broke down in giggles.

      Realizing this fit might take a while to pass, Nathan made himself some coffee in her office. It remained the same large lounge it had always been, with the huge black sofas that dominated the stuffy, ancient room.

      The past few weeks had flown past, and the spring session of the Diet loomed. While many soldiers still remained near Mortiswatch to cleanse the few remaining hiding spots full of demons, much of the hardest work had been done. What remained was politics, although Alice doubted that much of it would be handled this session, given how recent the Messenger invasion had been.

      Nobles and Bastions took time to replace, especially as most had fallen in territory controlled by an archduchess who wasn’t of age yet. While Alice ran the archduchy for now, if somebody asked Lotte who should be in charge, she didn’t hesitate to name Nathan.

      So, naturally, the nobles wanted to stall for as long as possible on a solution. Alice had delayed the spring Diet by three weeks due to all the nobles who had marched off to fight demons, but they wanted even more time.

      Nathan had come here with the express purpose of collecting Anna for the spring Diet. Why she wanted to talk about wedding clothes was a mystery.

      Alice had already dragged him out on several clothes shopping excursions. Not that he minded too much, as she usually found some time to flit off with him to the lingerie section. Also, eying his future wife in a dozen low-cut, exceptionally fancy dresses wasn’t the worst thing to do for an afternoon.

      If only she’d pick one. Nathan had no clue what she was looking for, but she had yet to choose her wedding dress, even if she usually asked for a few to be tailored and delivered to the palace.

      Much of the rest of his time had been spent on military matters. With two Messenger attacks in the past month, the nobles worried themselves to death about security. Those that hadn’t charged off to fight tied up Nathan’s time with meetings about national security, Bastion recruitment, academy funding, and all manner of topics that he’d been thinking about for far too long.

      The Nationalists remained an unhelpful group, but they at least stayed close to Falmir’s border. One of Nathan’s more public measures was to announce the Lodge’s research into invasion detection. With Fyre’s help, he’d spread word that the Empire was better equipped than ever before to defend itself against the demons.

      Griem’s Bastion, who defended Kaufberg, had reached out about this new technology. Even though the Nationalists still refused to recognize Alice and maintained their rebellion in the south-west, nobody wanted a repeat of what just happened. Convincing a bunch of beaten, bloodied Bastions to install demonic invasions detectors was trivial.

      So he organized with Harrum to provide what detection capabilities they could. It would be up to Griem to convince the others to use it. Nathan also ensured that Tharban would support it, for what little good that would do given his dwindling influence in the collapsing political movement.

      Given how short of Bastions and Champions the Empire was, executing the Nationalists for sedition or treason was out of the question. They’d be overrun with demons the next day. As useless as they’d seemed at first, they’d still saved countless lives and fortresses. Kaufberg in particular had held.

      The rest of Nathan’s defensive plans had come together well. He had reconstructed the fortress over the binding stone near the canyon and called it Prophet’s Hope. All signs of Messenger invasion had vanished, returning the portal to an ordinary state, so he’d appointed Vala and her new knight-killers to defend it. It would serve as excellent practice, with some minor help from other Champions.

      To the east, in Amica, he’d left much of the work to Vera. She continued to ignore Champions, which limited her ability to defend multiple portals. Despite that, he could at least rely on her to keep the territory safe and work with Anna.

      Which led him back to the present.

      Anna took his coffee out of his hands, forcing him to make another. She sat on the end of one of the sofas and watched him.

      “You and Fei make an odd pair,” Anna said, mirth still overflowing in her voice. “Given you wear your uniform almost 24/7, you’re hardly any better than her. I can only imagine what she’ll look like in the Diet.”

      He gave her a sidelong look, while stirring his drink. “She accepted? I haven’t heard a peep.”

      “Really?” She bit her lip. “She was supposed to tell you a couple of nights ago. She even said she made plans with you that night.”

      “The only plans she made were in bed. They were, uh…” He scratched his cheek.

      Anna snorted and grinned into her coffee. “I’m guessing our favorite cat forgot the point of why she was seducing you in bed, and just went along for the ride. But, yes, she made up her mind. I don’t think she understands in the slightest what being a countess means, though.”

      “Fei doesn’t understand what being the captain of a regiment of knights means, either. No matter how many times Seraph tries to drill responsibility into her head, it falls out, usually to be picked up by Kara.”

      “Ah, yes, the dog.” Anna tapped her fingernails along the edge of her cup. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I kind of wish we’d made her the countess. In fact, she’d make an excellent baroness.”

      “Are you trying to steal away all my Champions, Anna?”

      “Yes.”

      He gave her an upturned look and she smirked.

      “You don’t need to worry,” she said. “I tried to sneak the idea up on Kara, and she flattened me. Her tail wags only for you, Nathan. Which is terrifying, given I don’t think you’re fucking her.”

      “I’m not.” He drained his cup, then retrieved Anna’s empty one. “And I’m not sure Kara’s interested in me that way.”

      After attempting to confirm Anna was ready—she wasn’t—and then waiting for her to get ready, they teleported to Castle Tartus. From there, they’d join the others at Gharrick Pass and Nathan would teleport the convoy to Aleich. Several of his Champions were already at the palace, but he hadn’t found a way to allow non-Champions to easily use his mental doors yet.

      At least Reine could use them freely now. She practically lived in the control room mental fortress these days.

      Although he did have to ignore the constant mental pulsing that she caused in the process.

      “Fei’s about to become an Imperial Countess, right? How do barons and lesser nobles work for them?” Nathan asked Anna while escorting her to the convoy.

      Knights bustled around the courtyard. Shouted orders bounced off walls, while those Champions who weren’t leaving made sure everything was perfect.

      Naturally, Kara was center stage. Her tail wagged when she saw Nathan, but she didn’t lose sight of her work. Narime stood nearby and waved at Nathan, and he returned the gesture, pointedly staring at Kara.

      After several seconds, the young dog beastkin bashfully waved at him.

      “She is absolutely, hopelessly in love with you,” Anna said flatly. “But you do you, Nathan.”

      He rolled his eyes. Maybe he’d ask Fei about Kara.

      No, scratch that. The competitiveness between the two women might lead Fei to lie. He’d ask Ciana. If her horn glowed, that probably meant something.

      “As for lesser nobles, they work the same way as normal. The only difference is that baronies have less value. Most barons are appointed by archdukes, which means the title lasts longer in the family. An Imperial County can be dissolved by a majority vote of the Diet and the agreement of the Empress, potentially along with all subordinate nobles.”

      “I doubt that will matter much to Kara,” Nathan said.

      “Yes, but try convincing her to officially owe fealty to Fei.” Anna shot him a look. “Or are you thinking of Straub? Don’t think I didn’t notice that you dumped the county on Kara.”

      He winced. While he had appointed some administrative staff, including some of the beastkin the original Nathan von Straub had worked with before being disowned, the reality was that the county was the last thing on his mind. Given how much work Seraph and Kara already did, handling Straub was child’s play.

      “I think it would be good to recognize her work,” he said, trying not to feel too guilty.

      Anna laughed into her hand. “Well, I doubt your cute little puppy will complain too much if you’re the one appointing her as baroness. I also recommend appointing her or somebody else as administrative regent.”

      “I still don’t know what that means. Torneus said you gave him the title.”

      “It’s not a title,” she corrected. “Not a noble one, anyway. It’s basically a fancy way to grant your noble powers to somebody else. Trafaumh has church advocates, who are nobles granted the powers of the church. I think centuries ago we had a similar title, but it got removed.”

      Damn the nobility and their extreme need for complexity. Part of Nathan felt bad about dumping all this on others, but the further he got it away from himself, the better he felt. Especially given the reaction it produced from some of his Champions to help him with it.

      Maybe that was just his excuse to assuage his guilt.

      Soon, the convoy left, and he teleported them to Aleich. Once again, it was time to settle in for several more weeks in the Imperial Palace.

      Although based on Anna’s comments, Nathan might need to drag Fei out of a tree and into a dressmaker. While Alice wouldn’t be appointing any nobles until the Diet had sat for a few days, everyone would know about Fei well beforehand in order to avoid a potential protest vote by the nobles. Some of the counts might want to meet her, and that meant dressing her up.

      While he waited for Ciana to corral Fei, Nathan still had work to do. Including in an unexpected realm.

      “Aren’t ambassadors supposed to meet with the Empress first?” he asked upon entering the extravagant receiving room.

      An elf reclined in an upholstered mahogany chair, sipping some tea in a porcelain cup. A small metal chest sat on the glass coffee table. If Nathan had to guess, he’d say the man looked oddly familiar.

      But all elves looked familiar to Nathan. One of the problems he had while dealing with them was that they looked too attractive. Vala—the old Vala—had once joked that the elves were like a race of humans that used magic to make themselves all look like super attractive demigods from myth. The problem was that they had all based themselves on the same demigod.

      And that demigod didn’t understand how to smile.

      The elf ambassador did try, however. Nathan gave him a four out ten, which was generous given most elves looked as though they were staring at shit on their shoe when smiling. This man had practiced a lot, and his smile came across as deeply pained, as if expressing positive emotions caused genuine physical harm.

      “Lord Bastion Nathan von Straub, it is a pleasure,” the elf said, rising with a sweeping bow that somehow managed to not spill a single drop from a nearly full cup of tea. “My brother, Tarkan Al-Dafian, had some very fascinating things to say about you.”

      Nathan blinked. Given his education on Arcadia, he’d be a fool not to recognize what the name meant.

      Only the oldest noble families of the elves retained the “Al” particle before their surname. It served the same purpose as “von” in the Empire, but was far rarer. Nobility didn’t have the same power in Arcadia that it had elsewhere in the world. As a genuine republic, the only families that retained nobility were those who held it millennia ago, before the change in governance.

      “I’m at a disadvantage,” Nathan said, holding out his hand to shake. “Tarkan didn’t exactly introduce himself as nobility.”

      “Yes, well, that’s probably for the better,” the ambassador said drily while giving Nathan’s hand a strong shake. “I’d prefer that our relationship didn’t leave the room, personally. I’m Darman Al-Dafian, eldest scion of the Dafian family, for what little it matters.”

      After both of them sat back down, Nathan checked the room.

      Naturally, it had been surreptitiously warded. Ordinary elves, unlike their dark skinned counterparts, held a powerful level of natural magical ability.

      In Arcadia, this meant everything. Despite being a republic, many important positions were restricted to individuals with a specified amount of magical ability. Supposedly, this was to ensure that ancient systems constructed by the faeries never failed.

      In truth, it ensured the faeries never lost true power over Arcadia. Elves made up the vast majority of the country’s population, and therefore the voting power, but few of them could even stand for the positions being voted on. Wealth therefore continued to accrete around the faeries.

      Humans and beastkin didn’t get a word in, as they had no natural magical ability, and therefore no say in the country.

      Darman was the ambassador to the Anfang Empire, and the son of an ancient elven noble family that was potentially older than the Empire. His magic likely eclipsed many Imperial sorcerers.

      “I’d call you the paranoid sort, but I imagine this hardly counts in Arcadia,” Nathan noted.

      The elf smirked, and Nathan did his best not to be annoyed at the deeply condescending look on the man’s face. “Yes. Unfortunately, these wards are of limited effectiveness against the ascended magic of the faeries. Given what I’ve heard about you, I imagine the same applies to you.”

      “The good news is that I’m in the same room, so you don’t need to worry.”

      Darman raised his tea cup in a salute, then drained it and placed it on the table. “Don’t worry too much about my supposed status. About the only thing being a Dafian grants me is enough magic to be a bureaucrat. There were high hopes I’d take back my family’s position as lord-mayor of Elysia, but they’ve raised the bar so much I still fell short.”

      “The faeries increased the amount of magical power you needed to be lord-mayor?” Nathan asked. “When?”

      “That’s right, and it was about 150 years ago, when I was a teenager being assessed as a potential Bastion—that was their first attempt to remove me. If I’d qualified as a Bastion, or even worse, a Champion, then the faeries wouldn’t need to worry about me.” The elf shrugged. “That failed, so they just made it impossible for any elf to be elected as mayor.”

      Nathan grimaced. Arcadia sounded as bad as it had always been.

      In his original world, Beatrice had turned the elves and beastkin on the faeries. The chaos that ensued enabled the demons to overwhelm their defenses, ensuring the country turned to ruin.

      “I’ll be blunt, how close is Arcadia to outright rebellion?” he asked.

      Darman’s expression didn’t change. “Officially, all is well. But the faeries didn’t send me here because I was going to play nice. The truth is that it’s hard to say. They’re throwing around a lot of money and releasing a lot of elves from military service now that tensions have calmed down. How long that tides everyone over is hard to say. Especially as word is reaching the Den about your prophet.”

      “I thought you weren’t allowed to tell me about the horde of beastkin slaves tilling the farms up north.”

      “I didn’t. It seems you already knew.” The elf winked at him while pouring more tea. “In any case, that’s not why I’m here.”

      “I assumed. You’d meet with Alice if you were.”

      “Ah, yes, the new Empress. And your future wife.”

      A long pause.

      Darman leaned forward. “This is genuinely off the record. The faeries seem to fear you and this new prophet, but they don’t care for the Empress. Officially, they won’t recognize her. I’m here because it’d be insanity for the faeries to ignore the Empire, and they can’t remove me from this position.”

      Damn. That ruined any chance of Alice visiting Arcadia and forging stronger ties with them.

      The faeries had always been distant with the Empire, but relations had now genuinely frozen. That they sent an ambassador only out of fear concerned Nathan.

      “So why meet with me, and not Alice?” Nathan asked.

      “Because I wanted to see how you scared the shit out of my brother. More to the point, I have a peace offering.”

      Darman reached out and unlocked the chest on the table with a simple spell. It opened to reveal four beautifully cut purple alexandrite gems, each of which caught the light with a beauty that Nathan found breathtaking.

      “Four of the highest-quality Champion gems, cut from the alexandrite Tarkan brought,” Darman said.

      Nathan picked one up and assessed it with his power. As expected, it met his exacting standards.

      But there was a problem that crept up on him once the wonder wore off.

      “That alexandrite could have made twice the number of gems,” he said. “Where’s the rest?”

      “It’s the price of carving it.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Darman shrugged. “Tarkan pulled some serious strings to find a carver—and I got him out of the mess he found himself in by coming back to Arcadia. Consider yourself lucky that you got any to begin with. Carved Champion-grade alexandrite gems don’t even have value, as they’re worth that much. They leave Arcadia once a century, and only at the behest of rulers.”

      “Tarkan’s not dead, is he?” Nathan asked.

      “No. He’s safely back in the Spires, where the faeries don’t dare tread. But I wouldn’t ask about the rest of the alexandrite. Somebody let me bring this many gems here to keep you happy.”

      “I’ll be happy on one condition.”

      Darman waited patiently, with his resting bitch face firmly in place.

      “The rest of the gems cannot go to Falmir.”

      Laughing, Darman waved off his concern. “That is not something you need to worry about. If the faeries dislike your Empress, they hate this Princess Charlotte even more. No, I suspect the faeries have their own plans for the alexandrite. Foolish ones, probably.”

      Nathan recalled Baudelaire’s words about how the faeries could no longer become Champions, but that they had thought alexandrite was a pure conduit of Omria’s power.

      If he was a faerie, who had lost Omria’s grace, and was distrustful of the two new prophets who emerged, what would he think of a human trying to use alexandrite? Especially as Trafaumh had already used the gems in their own experiments.

      Cynically, he wondered if Arcadia had their own version of Baudelaire’s wicked experiments under Elysia. Few people knew what took place in the Elysian Tower, which was an endlessly tall ivory tower constructed by Omria during the reign of the First Peoples.

      His meeting with Darman wound up, although Nathan knew he’d likely be meeting the ambassador in Alice’s place from now on. It merely added to his workload.

      The Diet session continued to approach. Fei refused to go clothes shopping with Nathan, but Narime managed to convince her to leave the palace alongside Seraph.

      Who knew what threats had been made behind closed doors to pull that off. Nathan’s frustration over Fei’s reticence hadn’t been subtle, even if Alice and Anna found it amusing. As far as they were concerned, Fei didn’t need to wear a dress to the Diet. Becoming a countess held meaning no matter what Fei looked like.

      If anything, the sillier she looked, the less seriously the other nobles would take her, and the easier it would be to slip her through without causing concern. Nathan felt that was naïve, as many beastkin would turn out to see Fei become a countess.

      The sight of the nobles openly laughing at the silly, sleepy catgirl becoming a countess while still wearing her Champion’s uniform would infuriate the locals.

      While Fei finally picked out a dress, Nathan took the opportunity to check on Kara. He slipped through his mental fortress and nodded at Reine, who didn’t even notice him as she stared vacantly into space, then appeared in his family’s manor house at Straub.

      The building seemed eerily empty. Given the funds available to his family, Nathan continued to pay the servants and their families in the nearby village, even if there wasn’t much to do. They still turned up once a day to maintain the mansion, and a handful of guards patrolled the exterior.

      But much of the work took place elsewhere. Nathan lived in either the palace or Gharrick Pass, and most of the paperwork could be done in absentia. The few times somebody did need to show up in person, the meeting could take place in a nearby town hall, or even the castle that guarded the binding stone.

      He had little interest in maintaining a relic of a family he didn’t belong to. But any time he bumped into the servants, or the administrators who had given everything to run the county under his father and brother’s neglect, Nathan knew that the current state of things harmed their pride.

      Something needed to change.

      Kara sat inside the central office. He slipped inside without making a noise, and she continued to while away at the veritable pile of paperwork she had beside her.

      Little of it applied to Straub, he suspected. Like Seraph, Kara helped his armies and fortresses keep running behind the scenes. But where Seraph managed much of the bigger picture, especially as Nathan’s scope expanded, Kara took over the nitty gritty.

      Fei’s knight regiment, assisting Narime and Seraph with the defense schedules and logistics of the binding stones, preparing for Fei’s ascension to countess, and now managing Straub. Kara spent more time as an administrator than a Champion these days. The second amethyst in her collarbone had been more for recognition than for her to use in anger.

      Hell, he even suspected she helped Torneus with things. Nathan had caught the two talking late at night once. As many of Nathan’s soldiers pulled double duty as guards, particularly when it came to assisting the locals with problems in winter, there was plenty of overlap with the business of Anna’s archduchy. Narime had once joked that it was his land, even.

      In order to get all of this work done, Kara needed peace and quiet. Thanks to Reine, Nathan had recently discovered that she frequently slipped away here, where only the beastkin servants might bother her—and only to bring her food and drink.

      “Have you heard of a break, Kara?” he asked.

      She screamed and nearly flew out of her chair. Her amethysts glowed. But before she drew her sword, Kara recognized him and calmed down, although her tail only moved faster.

      “My lord? What are you doing here?” she asked, eyes wide.

      “This is technically my home,” he said. “Even though I don’t come here or live here.”

      Her lips quirked upward at his terrible joke. “Was there something you needed? Has something happened at Gharrick Pass?”

      “Sit down, Kara. Everything’s fine. I just wanted to talk.”

      She gulped, then moved to the side and gestured to the chair.

      Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Nathan strode up to the Champion and forced her into the chair. Her body practically seized up at his touch, but Kara slowly relaxed once he stepped away.

      “I’m not sure what’s happening,” she said.

      “You’ve been busy. And I’ve been neglectful of that. Between Trafaumh, Fei’s imminent ennoblement, my magic experiments, and all the military preparations I’ve been making, you’ve slipped past me.”

      She stared at him, her dog ears twitching in confusion.

      “Anna told me that she spoke to you about a possible baroness position—”

      “I’d never leave you, my lord!” Kara practically shattered his ear drums with her words.

      Even though Nathan felt that he needed to clean out his ears, he refused to react.

      Instead, he continued, “And I know you’ve been busy helping Fei—you don’t need to say anything.” He managed to stop Kara from panicking again, even though every hair on her body stood up on end in response to his words. “There’s honestly not much I can offer you for that. Patting your head and saying ‘good girl’ is a bit insulting.”

      “I wouldn’t mind that,” Kara said quietly.

      The conversation paused while he caught up on his ear-scratching quota for Kara. After a few minutes, he coughed and leaned against the windowsill behind the desk.

      “As I was saying, you need a little more. I can make you a trigem, but while that would be an honor, it would also potentially drag you away from what you’ve been doing for me.”

      Kara looked at the floor but said nothing.

      “So, I’m going to make this open-ended, before I make my own proposal. Choose anything, Kara. If I can make it happen, I will,” he said.

      This sort of offer was dangerous. For all he knew, Kara might ask to marry him.

      Strictly speaking, he could make it happen. The consequences would be extreme, however. Nathan could get away with marrying Alice and Anna due to their positions, but marrying the equivalent of a beastkin mistress would demean both of his other fiancées.

      “I’m happy as I am,” Kara said, smiling up at him brightly. “You took me in as a knight after nobody else would, then made me a Champion. I’m not like Fei, who can fight a dozen battles and still be good for a dozen more. I don’t have Narime’s mind and centuries of wisdom, or Seraph’s cunning, or Sen’s magic, or—”

      “Kara, you’ve done well enough as it is.”

      She gulped, then stood and wrapped herself around him. “This is enough, my lord.”

      Which confirmed his suspicion that the dog beastkin wasn’t interested in him sexually. If he made that offer to almost any other one of Fei’s knights, or most of the female Royal Knights, they’d have jumped him without hesitation.

      He peeled Kara off him and looked her in the eyes. “Then here’s my proposal. Become my baroness and regent. Manage Straub for me. That way you get something. And don’t say you already have plenty.”

      “I do have plenty,” she muttered.

      But her rib-shattering hug said everything.

      Nathan left Kara in the office and nodded at the pair of servants lurking outside. When he returned it would be after getting assistance from Alice and Anna to make Kara a baroness.

      Although he did vaguely wonder how Fei might take the news. Surely she’d be happy with her imminent appointment?
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      “Why does she get to become a baroness before I become a countess?” Fei whined.

      Kara beamed at her old friend without saying anything. Both beastkin wore dresses, and Nathan hated to admit they were exactly his type.

      Alice had once commented that he had a thing for dresses, and he’d simply shrugged it off. Apparently she hadn’t, given how evident it was that she’d given Narime and Seraph some advice on what to buy Fei. Kara had picked one up not long after he’d promoted her.

      His memories of Jafeila in a dress had been from one of Trafaumh’s balls, when she’d worn one of the more daring, form-fitting dresses that Falmir adored and that had taken off due to the Populist movement. He also remembered the difficulty she’d had moving around in it, as there was only so much movement such a low-cut dress could take with a bust her size.

      The Empire’s fashion remained more conservative, and significantly fancier. But Nathan definitely appreciated the elegant ruffles that adorned Fei today, even if they hid most of her curves. The deep blue and silver gown reflected her three sapphires almost too well, and there was even a space hidden within the petticoat to let her tail move freely.

      Sen had done her best pompous noble laugh upon seeing Fei, comfortable in the knowledge that she couldn’t be chased down. Luckily, Ciana had been on hand to physically prevent Fei from ruining her dress by charging down the halls after Sen, although Nathan suspected he could patch it up with some binding stone magic.

      “Nathan’s already a count, so he can grant nobility to people with the power of his noble dick,” Nurevia said from nearby.

      “I don’t think my dick has anything to do with this,” he said.

      Kara’s cheeks flushed while Fei shot her a look, and the dog beastkin waved her hands in front of her.

      “It wasn’t like that,” Kara protested, before smiling dopily. “But he did give me a great pet and called me a good girl.”

      “Nathan!” Fei shoved him.

      After they finished with their antics, Nurevia led Fei away along with a detachment of Royal Knights. The broad grins of her subordinates caused Fei’s ears and tail to droop, but she put on a brave face.

      Whereas Kara slipped away with Anna. Nathan hadn’t realized at the time, but the entire situation with the doggirl had been a trap. One that benefited him and Kara, but also to Anna’s benefit.

      Although he was now the count of Straub, Nathan didn’t attend the Diet as count or do anything in the colleges, despite being a member of both the Lords and Princes Colleges. Not that he held much power in the latter. Imperial Counts enjoyed the privilege of being considered a member of the Princes College, alongside the dukes and archdukes, but their vote counted for far less.

      But while his refusal to have anything to do with the Diet was good politics—as Nathan was too close to Alice to avoid causing drama if he became involved with the common nobility—it robbed Anna of a potential ally in the humdrum of the Diet.

      Enter Kara. Only proper members of the Diet were allowed to vote, or else the nobles would be deeply upset at all the riffraff allowed entry into their hallowed halls. But Nathan had appointed Kara as his regent, and that allowed her to represent him in all other matters. So Anna could effectively drag her around the Diet to help manage political affairs.

      This became a double-edged sword. The negative was that Kara lost a lot of time, and Nathan had asked Seraph and Narime to shift a lot of the military and fortress logistics work to other Champions.

      However, the benefits outweighed that minor problem. Where Fei would essentially wear the dress today, be proclaimed countess, receive lots of applause, and then never show up in the Diet again, Kara would be a constant presence. She’d be a beastkin baroness who stalked the halls of the Diet, managing both Straub and Fei’s new county.

      Nathan wondered if he should have appointed another Champion as a noble sooner, but struggled to imagine who.

      Seraph? While she wanted to be a Bastion and excelled at administration, the same could not be said of politics, and she’d expressed no interest in it. By contrast, Narime would make an excellent fit, but if she wanted to be a noble, Nathan would already know. She’d spoken at length about her clan’s efforts with Milgar to become nobles in the Empire.

      Sen and Sunstorm were out, as were the dark elves. Nathan briefly paused to compose himself after considering Astra in the Diet.

      Or, to be more accurate, the ruins of the Diet. He doubted she would put up with the other nobles for long.

      Neither Ciana nor Reine seemed like good choices either. The latter lacked a grasp of social norms, and would struggle with politics. Nathan doubted that Ciana cared about politics, as despite her exhaustive knowledge, she never dove into administration or command like some of his other Champions. Her position as captain of the Royal Knights existed alongside Fei.

      Shaking off his thoughts, Nathan attended today’s session of the Diet. Alice already sat on the throne, with Narime standing beside her as today’s bodyguard. Ciana filed in behind him and stood beside Fyre. Her horn dimmed while the two women exchanged some words.

      A throng of people packed into the grand hall, at a scale that hadn’t been matched since Alice’s coronation. The primary difference was its composition.

      At the coronation, the crowd had been deeply representative of the Empire. Everyone turned out to see their new Empress.

      Today, Nathan looked out at a sea of horns and animal ears. While the families of many of the newer counts turned out for their official appointment by Alice, they were vastly outnumbered by the army of beastkin who massed to witness history. No small number of them wore Nathan’s crest and carried idols of Omria.

      While the Royal Knights lined the hall and maintained order, an honor guard of Fei’s knights wore the uniform of the Imperial Army at the far end.

      Everyone knew today’s purpose.

      In contrast to the usual argument-laden wastes of time that Nathan pretended to care about, today’s Diet session went smoothly. None of the factions or archdukes attempted to intercede.

      To some extent, Nathan knew the crowd would be bored to tears by the first hour. While Fyre gave a fiery speech alongside Alice at the start about unifying Doumahr, with some reference to Trafaumh and the beastkin, there were a lot of nobles that needed recognition.

      The archdukes announced the appointment of some new count, or the amalgamation of multiple counties. Nobody protested. Alice then confirmed them, and Fyre blessed the appointment.

      Nathan didn’t need to read Fyre’s mind to know that she wanted the day to end after the fifth or sixth time this happened, let alone the twentieth. The fact most of the appointments came from Anna and Milgar cut deep.

      And both were holding back. If Anna appointed every count possible, they’d be here all day, especially due to the howling of the Diet in protest at her power grab.

      But, after an obnoxiously slow hour, the moment everyone waited for came.

      Anna rose, having left Fei until last, after Otto said his piece.

      “I have one final countess to announce, as the Diet has expected,” she said.

      Thousands of eyes stared up at her, as if expecting her to conjure Fei out of her hands. Anna showed no signs of nervousness and pressed on.

      “Centuries ago, part of the Empire was ravaged by demons. The land was torn asunder, the noble families lost, and the titles abandoned to time. Today, we refer to it as the Enclave. The time has come to truly welcome this lost land back into the fold of the Empire, and give it the noble name and lineage that was stripped of it in that tragedy,” Anna said.

      Her voice echoed off the walls of the hall. If anyone doubted what sort of statement she was making by appointing Fei as countess, they knew for sure now.

      “Your Majesty, Empress Alice II, I request your permission to appoint the Champion Jafeila as Countess to an abandoned title in my territory,” Anna continued.

      These weren’t the usual words for appointing a count or countess. An archduchess didn’t usually need permission. Even though Fei was a Champion, the change to the constitution allowed Anna to grant her a title at any time. The Diet and Alice only needed to confirm the appointment.

      But there was a reason for the theatrics: everyone knew of Fei’s position in the Royal Knights and that she was Nathan’s Champion.

      Alice looked at Nathan, as if this was a surprise to him, and he nodded back. Both of them looked down the hall.

      A low gasp rippled across the crowd. Fei slowly walked out from where she’d been kept by the knights in a nearby alcove.

      She stepped into the center of the hall, between the ranks of her honor guard, and stared at Nathan while biting her lip. Her steps were unsteady, and her face pale, but she still kept it up.

      Fei might fight a Messenger without flinching, but walking past the Diet while wearing a dress seemed to be her worst nightmare.

      “Champion Jafeila, please approach,” Alice said, rising from her throne.

      Fei walked forward. None of the nobles laughed, although Nathan knew more than a few wanted to. But they could at least read the crowd.

      Not to mention that Fyre beamed at Fei as she approached. The genuine pride shining off her nearly blinded Nathan. Given half the Diet saw Fyre as Omria herself, they’d be hard pressed to push back against Fei.

      Eventually, the catgirl reached Alice.

      “Um,” Fei whispered.

      Nathan prodded her with mental magic, and she winced. Covering her face with a gloved hand to hide a smile, Alice waited a few seconds before continuing.

      “Assembled lords and ladies of the Imperial Diet, loyal subjects of the Anfang Empire, and all others who heed my words, my determination is clear,” Alice proclaimed. “Archduchess von Clair, I grant your request. However, as Champion Jafeila must remain in service to the Imperial Family, I shall appoint her as an Imperial Countess as well. Does the Diet object?”

      Nobody said a word.

      Alice looked at Fei, then smiled. “Then it is done. I hereby ennoble Countess Jafeila von Kuste to the Imperial County of Kuste, in the territory formerly known as the Enclave.”

      Kuste… It took Nathan a moment to realize the meaning of Fei’s chosen noble surname, and it suddenly seemed obvious.

      The mountain that overlooked her village was the Kustespitze. She’d gone for the obvious.

      And it was worlds better than “Fei von Important” but he’d never tell her that to her face.

      The grand hall erupted in cheering, loud enough to trouble Nathan. The joy proved infectious enough that many of the nobles joined in.

      Fyre tackled Fei in a hug, before the newly appointed countess struggled free and wrapped herself around Nathan. Alice merely stood there with her hand over her face, aware of how ridiculous it looked that the countess she’d just appointed was kissing her fiancé.

      The rest of the day vanished for Nathan. The knights dragged off Fei and most of his Champions to celebrate, and Fyre joined them after some celebratory speeches outside of the palace to the braying crowd. Most of the nobles had their own celebrations to attend.

      He let himself get dragged around a bit, and made sure to enjoy the time he had with his Champions.

      Because as enjoyable as it was, recent events had proved that he needed to move more aggressively, or else his enemies would act for him. As if to prove that point, he discovered a nasty surprise waiting for him in a demonic portal a month later.
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      A dense forest lined a rocky set of hills, along which a dirt path lazily wandered to the bottom of the valley. As if somebody had simply ambled randomly from top to bottom and laid the path behind them. Layered ranks of cliffs made the valley feel claustrophobic. They rose so high that they blocked out the sky, and caves dotted them on the lower levels. The moon shined down, casting its illumination over the landscape.

      The scene might be described as picturesque by some. Nathan was reminded of a forested valley in the southern Empire, given the tree species present and general color of the environment.

      Which alarmed him, because he stood inside a demonic portal at Prophet’s Hope, close to the Pearlescent Canyon.

      “When did this start appearing?” he asked Vala, who leaned on her battle-axe beside him.

      “A few days ago. The trees started growing up through the cracks, then the ground turned into this.” She prodded the thick grass beneath their feet. “A patrol last night pulled back once they saw that the entire landscape changed shape. I didn’t realize you banned the knights from entering portals like this.”

      “When a portal changes appearance drastically, it’s a sign that a Messenger can strike at any moment,” Nathan said. “The policy exists so I can assess the danger.”

      “And this?”

      His expression gave Vala her answer.

      “Well, shit. You flattened two Messengers this year, and now you’re freaked out by a third.” She swung her axe over her back. “What does it mean?”

      “That’s a good question,” he replied. “I’ve never seen anything like this. Messengers usually change the shape of the portal world, not the fundamental appearance. Even Thanatos’s transformation still had important elements of the original version. This is new.”

      Nathan didn’t need to ask the Twins or Kadria if this meant an elite was coming.

      Because he wasn’t stupid. A Messenger who transformed the portal into something completely different to anything that he’d ever witnessed, less than a year after a new cycle started? The gloves were officially off.

      “So what do we do?” Vala asked.

      “You’re heading down to Kuste to keep training,” Nathan said.

      She stared at him. “Where?”

      “Fei’s village. Where you were training before this.” He shot her a look that cut off her complaints. “Don’t argue here. I’m shifting trigems here, effective immediately. Only duogems and higher are allowed in. I’m going to need to completely reconstruct the defenses, too.”

      Other than the small fortress around the gate into Doumahr, everything that he’d built had fallen into ruin. Nathan hoped that was a symptom of the rapid change in landscape, rather than some Messenger bullshit.

      If he needed to defend this portal without building anything, he’d need to pull out all the stops.

      He shooed Vala out after giving her orders to summon Narime, Astra, and Seraph. The fact he wanted three trigems to join him illustrated the weight of his concern.

      Vala saluted, then left.

      While he waited for his trigems to join him, Nathan attempted to construct new defenses. In doing so, he learned several things.

      First, this landscape was difficult to defend. While it appeared to be a single long descent to the clearing where the portal would tear open reality and spill forth demons, the truth was murkier. The elevation shifted abruptly and the rocky terrain exaggerated the effect.

      Not to mention the strange mountainsides. In normal portals, these were unclimbable cliff faces that hemmed in the conflict. These had passable layers and Nathan didn’t see a level that couldn’t be climbed to.

      The caves bothered him as well. Spatial magic blocked them off, which suggested they could be used, but not by him.

      Second, the portal was much wider than any other he’d defended, save Kadria’s. But where Kadria had clearly favored brute force so she could send an endless horde at him, the width here seemed different.

      If Nathan had to put his finger on the problem, he’d say that the portal felt more like a normal battlefield. Whacking a wall down was one thing, but defending it was another. He’d need more summons than a dozen other portals combined.

      Finally, his fears were realized. Anything substantial he tried to build began to collapse within minutes. Smaller structures survived, but if he tried to put down anything larger than a palisade, it would fall apart. Stone crumbled, metal rusted, wood rotted, and mechanisms shattered.

      “I’m not usually one to be crass, but what the fuck is this?” Seraph asked when his trigems arrived. “And why are there crumbled stone walls everywhere?”

      Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know. This is throwing me off. It’s as if the portal itself is fighting my attempts to build anything in it.”

      Perhaps that was exactly right. He felt a different sensation when he tried to build here compared to normal. While the construction process was significantly easier on his magical reserves compared to ordinary portals, it felt like a different world entirely.

      “I’m not even sure we’re in the same portal world,” he said. “Now that I’ve started building things in my mental world, the differences between Doumahr, each of the portals, and my mental fortresses feels clearer. Something is fundamentally different here.”

      “The trees,” Astra said.

      Narime sighed, while the dark elf smirked.

      “Astra, have you seen this before?” he asked.

      “Not this,” she said. “But similar. Portals not like portals. Battlefields that scream. Endless hallways. Bridges to nowhere.” She cracked her knuckles. “Always the hardest fight. She always came.”

      “The goddess?” Narime confirmed. “You mean that any portal like this was important enough for her to personally defend?”

      “Yes. Bastions too weak.” Astra looked Nathan up and down. “You’re different.”

      “I hope so,” he said. “Because if this Messenger attacks within the next couple of weeks, we’ll be short our own goddess.”

      “She’s still in Soreaux?” Seraph asked.

      He nodded.

      Traufaumh’s clergy had requested another session of descension rites, supposedly after receiving approval from the Bishop Errante. Based on the murmurs from Alice and Fyre, he had a feeling that official recognition was close.

      Tensions ran high as a result. The Regal Council hadn’t expected the Bishop Errante to get involved until next year, which meant they were a good six to seven months ahead of schedule. If he approved of Fyre, Baudelaire would force the Council to meet.

      And that would be that. Once they had official approval, they’d have almost all of Doumahr stitched up. Alice was organizing a formal visit to the Spires close to winter. They’d written off Arcadia as a lost cause, but knew that Charlotte wouldn’t achieve anything there at least.

      If Kadria’s theory about locations important to Omria was right, then that left Falmir with only one: Falmir’s palace. The remainder fell to Fyre. The Imperial Palace, the Pearlescent Canyon, Soreaux, and the Spires. They’d even have access to the two in Arcadia if Nathan took some risks with teleportation.

      Those facts made Falmir’s silence all the more concerning. Their armies remained along the borders, Charlotte continued to hold extravagant events at Fertheim, and Reine confirmed that many of Trafaumh’s nobles regularly met with their counterparts across Lake Unitas.

      A discussion between Narime and Seraph drew Nathan out of his thoughts, although Astra seemed uninterested.

      “If we can’t build major defenses, we’ll need immense numbers to hold the portal,” Seraph said. “Even with Nathan’s traps and lesser defenses such as palisades and automaton ballistae, thousands of demons will be too much to repel.”

      “What about layered barriers, combined with magical traps?” Narime countered. “I heard about Nathan’s geyser spell when you defended against the Twins. I believe replicating that could be possible. The downhill slope only makes some spells more effective, such as floods and landslides.”

      Nathan rubbed his chin. “That’s a start, but fighting Messengers often requires thinking outside of the box. If you remember the way the dark elves fought Thanatos, you’ll recall their towers? That’s the sort of approach we need to take. If the portal gives you a disadvantage, the role of a Bastion is to build around it.”

      “When you can’t build anything?” Narime asked, but her tails lowered anyway.

      “I can’t build major structures, but that doesn’t mean I can’t shape the landscape,” he said.

      Curious as to whether his suspicions were right, Nathan constructed a layered earth wall nearby. After five minutes, it remained intact.

      Then he did the reverse and gouged out a long valley in the ground. Ordinarily, this plan proved foolish. The portal world always closed up holes in its craggy landscape.

      That didn’t happen here. If Nathan dug too deep, thick mud gushed out from the earth beside it and quickly set into replacement soil. That still gave him a solid twenty-plus feet to work with.

      “I wouldn’t have thought to test that,” Seraph admitted. “The earth wall, maybe, but not the pit. I’ve seen you create them mid-battle, but they’re usually a constant drain on your power.”

      He nodded. “This portal is operating under different rules. Making assumptions is dangerous. That goes for a lot of the place. The caves concern me the most. While I’d love to use the height advantage of the ridges, we’ll be screwed if demons pour out from behind at the same time as our front.”

      “So we are relying heavily on traps?” Narime asked.

      “A mixture of everything,” he said. “I can funnel enemies with pits and chasms. Earthworks can provide us with some defensive points. Barriers and other magical defenses will operate so long as we don’t build them into larger structures. What I want are multiple fallback layers, preferably with surprise traps we can set off when we retreat. Nothing needs to be sustainable. Treat this as a one-off battle.”

      They nodded and began planning.

      But he excused himself. With a new mystery came questions, and the best source for answers to those questions existed in his head. Even if she remained somewhat grumpy about their last encounter.

      Although the mess he’d left her in the other week had assuaged some of her anger. He still considered whether to do something more, but held off.

      What he needed was a spark. Something that forced him to make a decision on Kadria’s fate. Her time in his mind was coming to an end, but he didn’t know if he wanted to risk turning her into his enemy. The Twins accepted the mental link because their plan had always been to manipulate him.

      But Kadria valued being in control. She’d be actively dangerous to him in a manner unlike the Twins if she resisted. Nathan wished she’d at least try to work with him, instead of being grumpy.

      “I saw your current conundrum,” Kadria said when he entered his mental throne room. “I’m glad you at least came to me instead of those idiots.”

      “They’re sleeping off a long night of drinking,” he lied, intentionally riling her up.

      She clicked her tongue and stretched across the throne. Her fingers ran across her thighs and played with her panties, as if trying to draw him in.

      Well, she succeeded. But he had work to do before he plopped her in his lap and enjoyed the succubus.

      “I’m assuming you know what that portal is,” he said.

      As he spoke, the image above the map table transformed to a projection of what he had seen. The strange forest that reminded him of Doumahr.

      “One of the elite Messengers. To be more specific, one of the partner’s,” Kadria said. “They’re far fewer in number than the regular Messengers, but each of them are far more powerful. Unlike us, they come from worlds where magic is normal, and frequently they were exposed to Messengers or outer beings before the partner recruited them.”

      “The partner,” Nathan repeated. “Why do you call him that? To avoid his name?”

      “Yes. Also, I have no clue who or what he is. Unlike my employer, of whom I have some idea what his purpose is, the partner is an enigma. For whatever reason, the two outer beings are friends, even though they usually compete for hunting grounds.”

      “Hence why you call him the partner.”

      She nodded, then rose from the throne and padded over to his side. Her eyes fixated on the projection. The firm touch on his crotch made her real interest clear, however.

      “I said before that he twists heroes into weapons of destruction,” she said. “That’s why these portals are so unique. They’re a reflection of the Messenger’s psyche. Ordinary portal worlds are an extension of my former employer’s body—because he needs to sustain them even when Messengers are unavailable. But the partner works differently. His Messengers replace the portal world with their own mental world, using their own rules.”

      “So it’s like fighting a Bastion on their home turf, instead of the other way around,” Nathan said, his suspicions being realized.

      “Almost. It’s closer to fighting a Bastion with a set of deep-seated issues that manifest as their reality bending powers. Bastions are flexible. Messengers aren’t. But you’ll struggle to fight the rules being enforced on you, given the disadvantage. I recommend not burning power trying.”

      “They’re that strong?” he asked.

      Kadria nodded. “I can defeat most of them at my peak, but they aren’t weaker in a portal like we are.”

      Nathan swore his heart stopped at that news. His fear must have been written on his face, because Kadria rubbed his arm in sympathy.

      “I know. It’s concerning. The benefit is that if you win, you win. The portal goes back to normal and they go away for a while. Usually a long while, as they consume a lot of energy.”

      The truth of his situation became clearer and clearer.

      Although he’d crushed Thanatos and Siv with his increased power and experience, this challenge far exceeded them. This new Messenger matched Kadria in terms of raw power.

      Which meant he’d be repeating the very thing that sent him to this world, with all of his Champions dead around him.

      “Do you know anything about this one?” he asked. “I’ll take anything.”

      She shook her head. “I’m being honest. Trust me.”

      He tried.

      “But the fact I don’t recognize her means she’s new.” Kadria leaned forward and stared at one of the trees. “This portal looks far too much like something from Doumahr.”

      “You’re not going to tell me that this Messenger is somebody I know?” he asked.

      “It could be. Or it could be a recruit from the last cycle. That’s the trick with the partner. He’s more restricted in how he can deploy his Messengers.” Kadria sighed. “This is complicated, so try to keep up.”

      Given how these conversations usually went, Nathan hoped to retain even half of what he was told.

      “My former employer recruits from a specific type of world. That’s why we’re all fairly similar. No magic, awful environment, and easy to manipulate. The lack of magic means the entire archetype is a poor food supply for an outer being, so instead he farms it for labor.” Kadria poked her thumb at her chest. “But the partner recruits from worlds like this one.”

      “I think I follow,” he said. “The Messengers I know all come from the place you call Earth, whereas these ones come from… you called them fantasy worlds?”

      “Pretty much. Let’s skip past that part.” Kadria licked her lips, and he knew the next part was the complex one. “The downside is that a Messenger can’t go backward in their own archetype. If you became a Messenger, you couldn’t show up in previous cycles to flatten the fake goddess.”

      “Why? Aren’t all the worlds different?” he asked.

      “Yes, but no.”

      The projection shimmered, then was replaced by what looked like an upside-down tree. It looked very lopsided, however.

      “Imagine this tree represents all the cycles of Doumahr,” Kadria said, then pointed at the highest point. “It all starts when Sofia arrives, but quickly splits off into two paths that repeat. One is failure, where innumerable worlds are consumed. These dwindle in number as the successful path is found, because there are more possibilities in worlds that aren’t destroyed.”

      Nathan frowned at those words. Something about them clicked in his mind.

      “Right now, we’re at the very bottom, and are branching off on another successful path.” Kadria pointed to a node of the tree at the bottom that was splitting into two. “But a Messenger can’t go back to earlier cycles. Because that would mean they’re interfering with events that lead to their creation.”

      “Even though they’re not from that world?”

      “You aren’t Oliver Martel, but just looking at him hurts your head, right? The same applies to Messengers. We become separate individuals to our old selves, but fundamentally we are the same person. It’s impossible to say what truly makes us different. The multiverse clearly doesn’t care. So, no, you’re not allowed to show up in earlier worlds.”

      Nathan felt himself relax. “So it won’t be somebody I know, because they’ll run into their alternate self?”

      The laugh she gave in response to his question did not soothe his nerves. “Oh, no. If that were true, you couldn’t exist in the same world as Oliver. I won’t pretend to fully understand this one, even with my knowledge of quantum mechanics. The partner said something odd when I asked him. That the Messenger’s fate had yet to separate from the thread, or something. He talks like that. In stories, and riddles, and prophecies, rather than hard facts and science.”

      Kadria’s expression suggested she didn’t like the partner.

      But Nathan found himself curious about this outer being. What made him so different to Kadria’s boss, and why did he only recruit fallen heroes?

      “I had some other questions while I was here,” he said.

      “Go ahead. Although I’m extracting payment.” Kadria slipped a hand inside his pants with a grin.

      “What’s a robot?” he asked. “And for that matter, what’s a space marine?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 46

          CHARLOTTE

        

      

    

    
      “Why does she get to spend all her time with him, and I get stuck with this dunce?” Princess Charlotte asked herself while scrying Aleich.

      In front of her, oblivious to her whining, Oliver and his Champions operated a small court in his fortress in the far north, known as the Reaches’ Guard. Given the inhospitable hole they were located in, everyone who turned up had traveled half the day just to see Charlotte.

      She put on the usual show. But her mind was elsewhere, quite literally, as she watched Nathan escort Alice to a fancy dinner in the house of some wealthy count. The two flirted, laughed, and acted like a happy couple while Charlotte seethed.

      The dress was known to the princess, and that only upset her more. It contained a pair of strings that enabled Alice to expand or contract its slits. All so the Empress could enjoy some naughty time when she slipped somewhere discreet with Nathan. Charlotte had copied the dress and made her usual alterations, but the inability to use it irritated her enough that she incinerated the copy she created.

      But at least that stupid horse wasn’t there. She’d had the misfortune of catching her in the act once. While the servile nature of the horse pretender was to Charlotte’s liking, that didn’t extend to watching her get what she couldn’t.

      Why had Nathan rejected her instantly? For that matter, why had everything gone so wrong? Her plans had been perfect. Have the mages instigate leyline disruption after convincing Thanatos to invade the Empire. Once he appeared, she could swoop in, help Nathan attain victory, claim territory for Falmir, and then enjoy a long, passionate night with him back in the palace. Her palace, not Alice’s.

      But, somehow, it was all ruined by some Messenger she never saw, but who panicked the voice granting her power. Her plans had been frustrated by his spatial wards. Instead of sweeping in like a savior, she’d come across as an invader, an entire day after she wanted to act.

      In that time, Nathan crushed Thanatos, despite struggling against him so badly in the other worlds Charlotte had witnessed. Then that other Messenger vanished, leaving her to look like a fool.

      Then it was all over. Nothing mattered. Nathan told her to leave, and that bitch stopped her from fixing everything. What was the point in having all this power if everything played out the same as it had in other worlds? She didn’t want to be an exiled princess in some corner of the world that everyone forgot about.

      Part of her wished she’d tried to kill the stupid horse. But the voice had warned her not to use her power directly against the other prophet.

      Charlotte didn’t fully understand why. If she was the true prophet, backed by Omria, shouldn’t she win by default?

      And once she did, Nathan would adore her, not a dumb, uppity beastkin.

      In fact, that sounded like a great idea. If she proved she was the true prophet openly, where everyone knew she had bested her rival, wouldn’t that guarantee victory?

      The voice protested, but she ignored it. Charlotte had worked with the voice during the past two plans, and look how they’d turned out? The plans that she’d pulled off with the royal family’s help had worked out far better in other worlds. In fact, she’d been planning a similar one in Trafaumh.

      “Your Royal Highness, is there something wrong?” Oliver asked, leaning close to her.

      She resisted the urge to lean away. Her puppy had become less and less interesting lately. Being so close that she could smell Nathan, but being forced to return to this whelp tore her heart apart.

      “I need to speak privately with you,” she said. “Something urgent has reached me.”

      Oliver snapped upright and saluted. For a man who looked almost identical to her beloved, he acted even worse than she remembered the young Nathan ever did.

      After she spoke a few words, her little show was over. Nobody dared grumble in her presence, so she left.

      Once away from the throne room, she raised a hand and teleported herself and Oliver to a secluded space. One that had no doors, windows, or any means of intrusion.

      Redness crossed his face for a moment as he realized they were alone together, but then he saw the lack of a bed or anywhere to sit and calmed down. Such an overactive imagination.

      “How are your preparations for Trafaumh?” she asked him.

      He frowned. “I’m ready to go whenever you command, Your Royal Highness.”

      “I don’t want sycophancy, Oliver. I gave you this fortress and all those other binding stones so you could deliver the greatness that a Bastion in direct service to Omria should.” She gave him a beatific smile, and he stiffened. “The nobles of Trafaumh are crying out for liberation from the cruel and misguided Inquisition. They may call at any moment, and I need you to march in their support.”

      He licked his lips. “I’m still not sure I have enough Champions. Creating duogems has been difficult, and Gareth said I should have at least three—”

      “I’m asking about the troops, Oliver.” Charlotte tried very hard to hide her irritation at the fact her puppy struggled to raise duogem Champions. “You use soldiers in major conflicts.”

      Nathan had controlled a trigem by his age. That odd dark elf who struggled to speak.

      And now Nathan had more trigems than Oliver had duogems. How had she ended up in this mess?

      At least Gareth remained reliable. With a little push, he’d finally given Erica a third gem. That just left Beth, and maybe one of the beastkin he dragged around. Not that she had any illusions that Gareth could match Nathan.

      “They’re more than ready,” Oliver replied. “The moment you request my help, I’ll send our holy armies across the border. It’s just…”

      “Don’t mention the Champions again, Oliver. Just focus on being you, and everything will be fine. Would I have chosen you if you couldn’t fulfill Omria’s requests?” Charlotte forced another smile.

      His face lit up and he spewed effusive thanks. So her smile must have been good enough.

      She teleported him away in short order. The reason she had come here was for another matter.

      The mirror stared up at her. After gulping, she used it.

      Once again, no response.

      Charlotte sighed, then activated a different mirror. This one ran off her magic and wasn’t reliant on ancient spells that paired physical objects.

      Beatrice’s face appeared on the mirror. Or, to be more accurate, the face of the woman Beatrice was pretending to be appeared.

      After a moment, that face transformed into Empress Alice and Beatrice smirked at her.

      “Oh, that’s a lovely face you’re making,” Beatrice purred.

      After murdering the succubus a few times, Charlotte calmed down and continued the conversation. By now, the face was that of one of Nathan’s lesser Champions and bothered her less.

      “I have an idea,” Charlotte said, deciding to pass on the little speech she usually gave Beatrice for antagonizing her.

      She’d given it so many times recently that it had lost all meaning. Beatrice didn’t exist because Charlotte allowed her to, she existed for Charlotte’s stress relief.

      “That’s never a good sign,” Beatrice said.

      Still satisfied from her earlier release of stress, Charlotte let the insult slide off her back like water. “I want to know the current status of Soreaux and the Regal Council.”

      Beatrice stared at her, as if utterly confused. “Uh, the other prophet is preening all over the city. Probably banging half the merchants in the city, too. Anything to keep her followers satisfied. The Council is wasting time, like they always do.”

      “But they’re all in Soreaux, right?”

      “Yeeees.” The succubus paused. “What’s gotten you so riled up?”

      “I’m not riled up. I’m being decisive,” Charlotte snapped.

      Beatrice giggled. “Really? By moving on Trafaumh before you’re ready? And while the other prophet is still there? Here I thought you wanted to avoid directly fighting her.”

      Sighing, Charlotte realized that this conversation would take longer than she wanted it to. As much as she wanted to disintegrate Beatrice and not jump to a world where she was still alive, the Messenger was invaluable to her plans.

      Not to mention that without Beatrice, she had no way of leaving this current iteration, or cycle, or whatever she called it. The voice got annoyed whenever Charlotte thought about returning to a time before becoming the prophet. Given she relied on the voice to jump worlds using her power, that limited her options to Beatrice.

      As expected, the voice gave her a mild headache. She scowled and ignored it.

      “We are ready to move Trafaumh,” Charlotte ground out. “The puppy’s armies are ready, Gareth has his first trigem and hopefully a second coming, and the Empire is busy cleaning up all the demons in the south. With just a word, the western half of Trafaumh will secede and become Falmir’s vassal. All I need is something to tip the tides in our allies favor in Soreaux and we may even claim all of Trafaumh.”

      “That’s all well and good to pray for, but you’re the prophet. The idea is that you deliver miracles, not ask for them,” Beatrice said. “And you definitely need a miracle. We don’t have a Messenger lined up after Thanatos got trumped by Atlas. I don’t know where that armored asshole came from, but he won’t answer your call.”

      “That’s another thing, why didn’t you warn me about him?”

      “Who? Atlas?”

      “Yes, Atlas!”

      Beatrice’s face changed to an unfamiliar one. She now had bronzed skin, violet eyes with red pupils, four curly horns, and short black hair. A succubus, if Charlotte recalled, but not one she had seen before.

      The voice clearly had. It retreated upon seeing the face.

      “He’s one of my unfortunate employer’s more reliable minions, but he’s also close to the succubus who started this nonsense. Hard to say if he’s sabotaging us or everyone,” Beatrice said.

      “That’s nice, but you didn’t answer my question. And how did he even sneak in to begin with? I did everything right, and all I needed was Thanatos to wreak havoc in the Empire,” Charlotte said. “It was the perfect plan.”

      “Right up to the point where your favorite cock flattened Thanatos in under thirty minutes after they met,” Beatrice said flatly. “Your lover boy has been roiding out since I bumped into him last time. Five trigems is ridiculous. I’ve destroyed worlds with fewer and he lines them up every night. Fuck me.”

      “I don’t think he’s doing that,” Charlotte said, holding back her anger at the reminder that she wasn’t in that hypothetical lineup.

      Not that she wanted to be treated the same as those lowly Champions, but the principle was what mattered. Alice had the right idea to keep the others out of her bedroom.

      “I mean, you say that, but I’m one good disguise away from a good fucking,” Beatrice said.

      It took several seconds for Charlotte to understand Beatrice’s joke, and she groaned while running a hand down her face. “You are incorrigible. Why do I put up with you?”

      “Because you need my flexible charms and amazing personality.” As if to emphasize her point, Beatrice took on the form of a certain catgirl with tits almost as big as Charlotte’s. “And to answer your question, Atlas snuck in because that’s what Messengers do. He must have prepared a portal in advance and invaded before Thanatos did. We expected to set off Mortiswatch, after all. Bastard must have known our plan.”

      “All the more reason to avoid relying on another Messenger and to move quickly. If we waste this chance, not only will that horse gain control over Trafaumh’s clergy, we may be surprised by another Messenger you don’t tell me about.”

      Beatrice raised an eyebrow. “Uh, maybe you missed the last thing I just said. About Atlas knowing our plan. If he knows, the boss knows. If the boss knows, then he’ll have a Messenger waiting for you whenever he wants to. Maybe you shouldn’t—”

      “No!” Charlotte clenched her fists and glared at the wall, instead of venting her anger on Beatrice again. “I’ve had enough of constantly waiting, working with your failed plans, and then being stupid enough to believe you again. You’ve fooled me so many times the idiom doesn’t even make sense anymore.”

      “I’m pretty sure it stops at ‘shame on me,’” Beatrice helpfully added.

      “Thank you.” Charlotte’s voice could have frozen water.

      “So we’re invading? And what miracle will you summon in Soreaux to cause the masses to turn on their beloved Pegasus?”

      Charlotte blinked. “Their what?”

      “It’s a mythical flying horse from… You know what, forget it. So what’s your plan?” Beatrice’s stolen cat ears twitched in the mirror.

      “Prove that I’m the true prophet. Trafaumh sits on the brink of enlightenment. The nobles will have all the popular support they need if I publicly embarrass the horse.” Charlotte paused. “All I need to do is confront her and win.”

      “The nobles don’t need public support. That’s what being a noble means. They get their way by virtue of whose womb they fell out of. The beauty of the feudal system.”

      Rubbing the bridge of her nose, Charlotte found her anger levels rising. Why was this always so difficult?

      The other prophet got Nathan, competent Messengers, countless trigem Champions, and a nation at the apex of its recent historical strength. Charlotte had to make do with Gareth, a succubus who undermined her at every turn, and Falmir’s seeming inability to focus on anything of importance.

      So few Bastions had heeded her call to muster at Castle Karlam. Falmir possessed two trigem Champions—three now, thanks to Gareth—and both found excuses to be elsewhere. If she didn’t need them, she’d do to them what she did to Beatrice, but without returning to a world they survived in.

      She definitely needed to arrange something for them, however. Disobeying the prophet couldn’t be permitted, and the trigems could be repurposed with Beatrice’s help.

      “Fantastic. If we agree that the nobles have the right to rule, we’re on the same page. That means that we can march on Trafaumh the moment I prove my superiority,” Charlotte said, deciding to make the best of the discussion. “The Regal Council will be weakened and it will be the perfect time to strike.”

      “I thought you wanted to wait until close to winter. That Empress Alice would be out of the Empire, and the cold would frustrate her ability to counter your advance,” Beatrice said.

      “The Empire won’t invade Trafaumh if the nobles are insisting that we’re working with them. Even if they do, it will merely distract the Inquisition. They’ll be forced to forfeit the west to us in order to protect Soreaux from a warmongering Empire.” Charlotte smirked. “They’re stretched thin, and we’ll have the advantage. It’s a win-win, no matter what.”

      “Okay. So, consuming Trafaumh in some sort of holy war is cool, even if your plan is built on more hopes and prayers than Baudelaire’s burial pit of beastkin children.”

      “I don’t think the dead pray.”

      “No, but I guarantee those beastkin prayed a lot to survive. Just like you’re praying to win without putting in the effort to ensure victory. Did getting jilted by your favorite Bastion piss you off that much?” Beatrice smirked. “I’d love to see what dirty thoughts you have about him when you fingerfuck yourself each night.”

      “Shut up,” Charlotte snarled.

      “Nah. Sometimes, it’s smart to tell it like it is. You’re just swinging your dick at the other prophet and hoping you’ll come out on top. Hell, if you’re wrong and the Empire works with Trafaumh to fight us back, we’ll get fucking stomped.”

      “They won’t. The nobility will support us when we march into Trafaumh. I have titles lined up for them, as well as countless blessings. The Empire won’t have a casus belli, and won’t risk plunging the entire world into war.” Charlotte smiled brightly. “Think about it. Once we’ve secured the north, then we’ll have access to Arcadia and the Spires.”

      “Uh, I suspect the Empire might care as little about casus belli as you did when you planned to invade last year. Access won’t mean anything when your precious Nathan snaps Oliver over his knee the moment we get close to Soreaux. But whatever, this might be fun to watch.” Beatrice vanished from the mirror amid peals of laughter.

      “He won’t do that,” Charlotte muttered.

      But the connection vanished.

      It didn’t matter, she decided. Everything was in place. Beatrice had won over the nobles. Gareth remained close enough to Soreaux to exploit any weaknesses, or could pull back to the west to help Oliver if something went wrong.

      All she needed to do was tip the balance in their favor.

      The voice screamed at her, but she ignored it. When she reached for her power, there was a brief tussle, but she eventually won out. This time, Charlotte would act on her own plans, instead of waiting for success that never came. The voice had failed her every time.

      A minute later, she appeared in the skies above Soreaux. The grand city, the jewel of Omria’s power, lay before her.

      Its very existence called out to her. The buildings resonated with the magic coursing through her veins.

      Charlotte broke out into a hymn. One that pierced every residence, inn, church, and castle in Soreaux.

      Slowly, a golden glow began to rise up from the stonework that lined the city’s streets. The ground itself shimmered with her power. Many buildings resonated with her voice, amplifying her power.

      She was the prophet, and Soreaux was a beacon of Omria’s power. Being here made her all the stronger.

      Then, abruptly, she felt that source of power cut off. The city retained its glow, however.

      Down below, standing atop the fountain in the central plaza of Soreaux, Fyre glared up at her. Her wings seemed ten times the size as usual and formed of the same light that Charlotte used for aesthetics.

      A snarl crossed Charlotte’s face. So, the horse was going to fight her for this, was she?

      She would prove who was the true prophet, here and now.
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      Nathan felt the battle of prophets well before the news reached him over the wireless.

      The power washing through the leylines pressed against his mind early that afternoon, and he quickly checked on his binding stones. What he found terrified him.

      That strange feeling of a cascade that wasn’t a cascade rushed through all his binding stones. Aleich screamed like a beacon of power in his mind. The source felt northern, which could only mean one thing.

      Soreaux. Fyre was up to something. But the degree of power being pumped into the leylines far outweighed anything she’d used before. Her demonstration at the Pearlescent Canyon barely reached Aleich. This traveled double that distance. If anything, it reminded him of what he’d felt when Charlotte attempted to invade the Empire.

      This time, however, he was prepared. Not just for whatever Falmir tried to pull, but for the aftermath of this magical fallout.

      Because he finally had confirmation that the prophets were the source of the Messenger invasions. His binding stone at Prophet’s Hope registered no demonic energy to his senses.

      Which he knew was impossible, because it had been showing increasing buildup every day until now. An invasion was coming, and the Messenger responsible was attempting to hide it.

      “Nathan, is something wrong?” Ciana asked him, alert to his shift in mood.

      “Yes. I need you to tell Alice that Falmir may be about to invade either us, Trafaumh, or both nations. And tell everyone to meet me at Prophet’s Hope. It’s time,” he said.

      Then he rushed to the door. Before he could leave, Ciana grabbed his arm.

      “Where are you going?” she asked, alarmed.

      “To get the Twins.”

      He left. By the time he tracked down the flighty succubi, Ciana had already spread the word. Royal Knights rushed to their stations. No alarms went off in the palace, however.

      Because he’d shut down the gateway at Prophet’s Hope, the only way the knights could get there was through teleportation. Nathan didn’t plan to bring too many, however. With war imminent, he couldn’t leave the palace defenseless. Fighting off the Messenger needed to come down to his tactics and preparations.

      And, he hoped, not repeating history.

      After teleporting the small unit of Royal Knights assigned to help defend against the invasion, Nathan rushed to the portal. The rest of his Champions were already here, or presumably inside the portal.

      Reine, Fyre, and Vala couldn’t make it. The former lacked the combat ability to get anywhere close to a Messenger if he could avoid it. Vala’s single diamond fell well short as well.

      And Fyre was the cause of all this, even if she didn’t know it. For all Nathan knew, she had a good reason to be showing off her power in Soreaux. He didn’t have the time to waste on her, however. Teleporting to Soreaux, dealing with the Inquisition, and potentially what was taking place up there would consume precious minutes.

      Given how rapidly Siv had breached, Nathan refused to risk this new Messenger escaping. Who knew what havoc they might wreak.

      The inside of the portal had changed drastically since he had first found it in this state. Line after line of earthworks rippled across the valley. They were broken, allowing enemies past them while also enabling rapid retreat. The idea was to funnel demons through the gaps.

      Chasms cut off many lines of advance. Where Nathan hadn’t left a giant hole in the ground, he’d hidden one. Quicksand laced with magic catalysts and ritual circles crisscrossed the battlefield. Narime or Nathan could activate the ritual circles from afar within seconds, turning the quicksand into a flesh-eating bog.

      Several glimmering fields of light separated the valley at key points. These barriers could be overwhelmed with sheer force, but they enabled one-way travel of projectiles. Automaton ballistae and archers summoned using the binding stone stood behind each barrier, ready to pour endless firepower downhill.

      And beneath each layer of defenses were hidden countless gas canisters. These had become a fixture of Nathan’s defenses across his portals. Here, they served as explosive traps when retreat became necessary. Specialized summons hid beneath the earthworks, ready to ignite the gas upon receiving his mental order.

      Kadria’s explanation about robots had surprised him, mostly because his automaton summons were effectively the same thing. But what stood out was the concept that robots were used for work too dangerous for humans.

      So, rather than relying entirely on spells and rituals that could be deactivated, Nathan created dozens of one-time-use summons. They existed only to activate physical traps, and they would typically be destroyed in the process.

      A space marine proved more complicated. He didn’t really understand what firearms were. The idea of sending projectiles at the enemy didn’t sound that fancy, even when he was shown a gun. Kadria had called him an idiot for that opinion, but he remained unconvinced.

      Also, reproducing even a single “bullet” proved obscenely difficult compared to anything else he’d attempted. The complex structure, including various materials he struggled to understand, meant he was producing crude imitations of what Kadria had made. So he gave up on the idea.

      But he could at least create massive summons similar to Atlas’s appearance. The idea of a heavily armored warrior who used heavy ranged weaponry fascinated him. So he dumped a bunch of oversized repeater crossbows in the hands of summoned knights. They could blow chunks in demons all day long and withstand the return blows.

      All of which was to say that Nathan’s defenses here were the strongest he’d constructed, save the lack of heavy stone walls. He’d spent the past week working day and night with his tactician Champions to produce a defensive system that could hold up against the worst demonic invasion imaginable.

      Which is why he was surprised to see not a single demon when he walked into the portal.

      “Where the hell are they?” he asked.

      Seraph shrugged. “Demons have been thin on the ground since the change in environment. Are you sure an invasion is imminent?”

      He looked out over the pristine forest landscape, which shined in the moonlight. The moon looked full, and far too close for his liking. Almost as if it had grown in size as the invasion approached.

      “I’m sure,” he said. “Be ready for anything.”

      Twenty minutes passed without a single demon appearing. Even before the portal tore open a hole in reality, demons should be slipping through in large numbers. It was only the horde that waited.

      And then, finally, that teardrop shaped hole tore apart the air at the far end of the valley. The moon turned red, showering them all in an eerie red glow. Hundreds of beastkin barked in surprise and confusion, but swiftly calmed down.

      Only to howl in terror when the enemy appeared.

      Decrepit, broken figures blinked into existence in the clearing. Their flesh had rotted, their limbs had fallen off, and their bodies had caved in. They wore bloodied and torn uniforms that Nathan vaguely recognized as belonging to the three great human nations of Doumahr. A variety of beastkin ears and horns decorated every one of them.

      And they reared back their heads and screeched with unholy vigor.

      Hundreds of undead beastkin surged toward Nathan’s lines. While his knights stood frozen in fear, the automatons didn’t care. A torrent of ballista and crossbow bolts poured into the enemy horde.

      But where the demons pushed on until their bodies collapsed under the sheer amount of damage they’d sustained, the undead barely stumbled. Some of them kept charging with bodies so full of bolts that they looked like moving pincushions.

      “What the hell are those?” Sunstorm gasped. “Those aren’t demons.”

      “They’re zombies, idiot,” Maura said. “These Messengers customize their hordes.”

      “Would have been nice to have a warning,” Nathan growled.

      “Most of them just pimp out the demons. This one must have some connection to commanding armies to summon a horde this damn big and powerful.”

      Judging from the uniforms, the guess that the new Messenger came from Doumahr seemed correct. But why all three nations?

      A pit settled in his stomach. Whoever this Messenger was couldn’t have come from the previous cycle. Trafaumh and Falmir didn’t exist back then. They were part of the Empire.

      “Less talking, more casting,” Narime snapped. “If they’re immune to physical attacks, we should try magic.”

      A supercharged fourth rank spell glowed in her hands, and she swept a hand in front of her. In the distance, an entire line of zombies collapsed as their bodies fell in on themselves. But more simply took their place.

      By now, they’d reached the first barrier. The undead hammered against it, over and over. The thundering sound echoed across the entire forest.

      Yet, nothing happened. The barrier held firm, even when a similarly sized army of demons would crash through it.

      The knights began unleashing spells through the barrier. Sen joined in with her weaker spells. Soon, the undead horde began to crumble.

      But, as with any good horde, it simply kept coming. The undead began to appear like an endless tide of rotting bodies floating toward the barrier as the portal brought forth more and more of them.

      “It’s a human wave tactic,” Nathan said.

      “Zombie wave,” Laura corrected.

      He grimaced. “And it’s effective. This reminds me of Kadria’s horde. All brute force, no brains. I’m worried about using the traps too soon. Even if we wipe out every single zombie railing against the barrier, they’ll be replaced within minutes.”

      His mind refused to accept this was it. More enemies could pour forth at any moment and use the zombie horde as cover to breach the barrier.

      And, even worse, if the Messenger showed themselves right now, they’d be able to throw his defenses into disarray in seconds. Nathan couldn’t play things safe.

      “Fei, head down there and do as much damage as you can,” he ordered. “If you see anything unexpected, pull back. I want you to keep the enemy’s ranks as thin as possible.”

      “Gotcha.” The catgirl nodded, then raced off down the valley.

      Soon, plumes of blue flame cascaded across the forest. The trees burned, sending embers fluttering everywhere. The barriers kept out most of them, but more than enough made it through.

      “That’s not normal,” Seraph said. “Fei’s flames don’t burn like real fire.”

      “This world isn’t real,” Nathan said. “It must treat all fire the same.”

      Although that didn’t downgrade Fei’s ability in any way. The zombies melted like candles as she danced along the front line.

      But even as his knights extinguished the blazes that made their way through the barrier, the eerie sight of thousands of burning beastkin in familiar uniforms unsettled Nathan. Their screeches as they disintegrated would haunt his dreams.

      The next wave came soon enough, almost as if the Messenger realized their initial tactic had failed. Nathan recalled Fei.

      “Knights. Undead knights,” Narime said with gritted teeth. “My people have stories of such things ravaging our homeland. But these seem different.”

      “Not different. Familiar,” Astra said. “Too familiar.”

      Nathan stared at the columns of heavily armored knights that lined up around the portal. While the ceaseless horde of mindless zombies charged the barrier, these trained undead soldiers waited for unknown orders. Their armor looked enchanted, even if it was as battered and broken as their bodies.

      More than that, their uniforms haunted Nathan’s dreams. Not his future ones, but his past ones.

      Because they were of the Inquisitorial Corps and the knights of Falmir. Both comprised the elite units that Nathan had fought alongside countless times to suppress Messenger.

      The former had perished with their country, with the remaining few dying to protect the refugees fleeing Soreaux. The latter had fought with Nathan until the end of his old world. Their bodies had littered the ruins of his castle at the Reaches’ Guard when he confronted Kadria.

      Against his will, he felt his arm shake.

      Who, and what, was he facing?

      “Nathan?” Fei asked. She placed a hand on his shoulder. “Are you alright?”

      “Not really,” he said, all too aware of how pale his face must be. “But we need to fight. This would be a great time for Vala to show off, but…”

      Well, he hadn’t known knights from his dreams would venture out of this portal. Even if he had, he wasn’t sure he’d send Vala in.

      “I think it’s time to cut loose a little,” he said, looking around. “Fei, Seraph, Nurevia, and Astra, head down there and keep our knights company.”

      All of them acknowledged his orders and rushed off. Nurevia’s explosive bolts began to ripple through the zombies before she even got close to the front line, while Astra began to churn up their bodies into bits and pieces.

      “What about us?” Sen said.

      “Not yet. So far, the enemy has used typical human forces. That means enemy sorcerers and archers could come next,” he said. “That’s when I want you and Narime to pitch in the hardest.”

      “And me?” Sunstorm asked.

      “Emergencies.”

      When she shot him an annoyed look, he returned it with a serious expression.

      “I mean it, Choe. We have no clue what the equivalent of a greater demon might be. What if undead Champions come out of that thing?” He waved at the tear in reality. “You can slice them into pieces easily. But I want you with me, where I can deploy you at a moment’s notice. That might be all we have.”

      “Understood. And, uh, sorry.” Sunstorm rubbed the back of her neck.

      The battle wore on. Minutes seemed like hours as the undead tide never ceased.

      The undead knights struck time and time again, in ever-increasing numbers. Fei’s flames took precious seconds to burn through their enchanted armor, which bought the undead time to unleash powerful blows against the barrier.

      The other Champions faced no such issues. Seraph’s disintegration waves vaporized zombies and undead knights alike. Astra’s blows blended foes into dust. Even Nurevia’s bolts, although less numerous, punched through the armor with ease.

      Nathan felt certain that Fei’s flames should be more effective. The undead weren’t like Siv or Thanatos. If Nurevia could kill them instantly, they should pop the second Fei looked at them. Especially as she burned like a candle herself, as her gem overcharged to insane heights.

      His real problem was how reliant he was on Fei. The sheer length of the battle front reared its ugly head, limiting the effectiveness of most Champions. Seraph was fast, but she could only cover so much ground with her energy waves.

      Whereas Fei’s flames seemed to consume an entire half of the battlefield at this point, as she tore across the ground with unmatched speed and ferocity.

      In the end, it mattered little. The barrier began to crack.

      “Retreat,” he ordered, sending the message downhill.

      His soldiers didn’t hesitate. They scrambled backward, tumbling over the earthworks, dodging the chasms, and avoiding the quicksand. Behind them, the undead railed against the barrier with renewed vigor, as if sensing imminent victory.

      With a great keening sound, the barrier shattered. Thousands of shambling corpses rushed forward. The undead knights roared past their weaker brethren, and more appeared behind them to take up the chase.

      With their extreme numbers, the chasms did little. The zombies piled up in them, only to literally fill them up. Without intelligence, the zombies merely surged forward and ignored Nathan’s funneling attempts.

      “Narime, help me activate the first line of quicksand,” he said.

      Most of his soldiers were clear, so the danger was minimal. The few undead knights past the quicksand traps would be mopped up by his Champions or the automatons.

      They quickly cast the activation spells. Soon, the undead began to feel the danger of his traps. The chasms had been ineffective, but the sight of thousands of foes melting away in the quicksand satisfied him.

      Even if it did creep him out still.

      “We only have a few minutes of the trap,” Narime warned. She glanced at the Twins. “How long will this invasion last?”

      “Uh, until it’s over? The Messenger hasn’t even appeared. Don’t start planning a party yet,” Maura said, biting her lip.

      By now, the entire outer layer of defenses had been overrun. Nathan stared out over an undying horde of monsters. Even if they wore familiar uniforms, they would destroy the Empire and everything he loved if he didn’t stop them.

      With a thought, he commanded the summons buried beneath the earthworks to conduct their singular objective.

      Like a coordinated fireworks display, the entire outer layer of the forest vanished with a thunderous thwoom that erased all sound. Plumes of dirt exploded a hundred feet into the air, while searing balls of flame vaporized air, tree, and zombie alike. Little more than dust and dirt rained down.

      When his vision cleared, Nathan stared out over a scene of untold devastation. The earth had been torn asunder, as if every square foot had been tilled in an instant.

      And yet, the undead kept coming.

      “Keep going,” he ordered his Champions. “The same thing. Narime, I want you to help out now. There’s enough elevation to push them back en masse with floods or landslides.”

      He’d lost one of his three barriers. Losing the second before another new wave of undead appeared would be catastrophic. The new Messenger was nowhere to be seen.

      The hole in reality shimmered in the distance, but nothing appeared. Nathan frowned, wary of looking at it directly.

      “What was that?” he mumbled, reaching out with his magical senses.

      They found nothing, but as he looked around the battlefield, he caught movement. Sunstorm reacted just as fast, cursing and pointing at the cliffs.

      “Nathan! They’re up there,” she shouted.

      Just as he feared, the enemy appeared from the caves that lined the ridges. Hundreds upon hundreds of archers in Falmir uniforms took position above them on either side. Just as before, these men and women reminded Nathan of what he’d lost.

      Specifically, the scout units of his fortresses. They’d been the soldiers responsible for daily monitoring of the physical state of the portal and typically cleaned up the demons that appeared.

      Nathan feared he’d see faces he’d recognize among the rotting faces of the archers.

      “Sen, right side. I’ll take the left,” he said.

      This particular trap was a simple one. He didn’t know how well it would work if the portal undid the damage, however.

      Both he and Sen cast simple fire spells above the ridge the enemy appeared along. At the same time, he ordered some buried summons to activate.

      Just as with the outer layer of defenses, explosions tore apart the caves and their foundations. Earth tumbled down in a monumental landslide. Dust billowed across the battlefield, choking his soldiers and cutting down visibility.

      Most of his knights pulled away from the ridges, but the threat hadn’t dissipated. Even without a platform to stand on, the undead scouts continued to dig their way free of the caves or leap out from the darkness.

      The portal was directly summoning the undead in the caves. Stopping them was as impossible as blocking off the clearing where the enemy appeared next to the portal itself.

      “The knights will need to engage,” he ordered. “Choe, keep an eye out for anything new coming out of the caves. I’ll pull Seraph back if things get dicey.”

      Over the next few minutes, he could do little more than monitor the battle. Half the battlefront was an inferno of blue flames, while his knights tore into undead infiltrators below the ridges. Narime sent a flood tearing down a huge section of the valley.

      It appeared as if the second layer of defenses would hold.

      Then, as if summoned by his positivity, their true enemy appeared.

      Something cut through an entire swathe of the undead, obliterating their bodies in a single clean sweep. The barrier crackled from the residual force of the blow, and Nathan felt its power without even trying.

      And it was a familiar power. One that he could almost put his finger on.

      His answer came before he even needed to.

      A curvy cat beastkin strode over the dissipating corpses of her undead soldiers. She carried a single scimitar in her hand, which she absently whirled in circles. Long black hair fell to her ass, a bushy black tail swished back and forth like that of a predator, and her tufted black cat ears twitched as her green eyes took in the battlefield.

      Her clothes resembled a bloodied Champion uniform from Falmir, complete with the gaps for her gems. Three amethysts glittered there, but they held an unnatural light.

      The woman’s eyes met Nathan’s, and she tilted her head to one side.

      Words nearly failed him, but he croaked out one word, “Jafeila?”
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      The new Messenger’s face twitched, as if she had heard Nathan’s comment.

      Then she gave him a broad enough grin to split her face in half, before calling out, “Call me Artemis.”

      Nathan didn’t know or care what that name meant. What he knew was that this Messenger looked identical to the trigem Champion he had loved and left behind in his old world.

      But now wasn’t the time to think. It was the time to fight. And as Artemis raised her scimitar, he knew that he had precious little time to react.

      “Everyone, pull back,” he shouted.

      While his knights scrambled away from the defensive line, Nathan drew his sword and rushed downhill. He began casting a fifth rank spatial slash.

      Sunstorm beat him to it. As Artemis raised her sword, the assassin appeared behind her.

      A blur of motion followed. Artemis spun like a top, her sword lashing out at Sunstorm. The assassin barely dodged. Even her trigem speed enhancement paled in comparison to Artemis’s speed.

      One of Sunstorm’s onyxes glowed. The same occurred to two of Artemis’s.

      The next second, a new chasm burst forth from the Messenger’s blade, cleaving apart the space where Sunstorm had stood. But darkness took her place. Sunstorm reappeared next to Nathan, breathing heavily.

      “She’s fast. Too fast,” Sunstorm gasped out. “What the hell is she?”

      “Our enemy,” he grunted out.

      Only a few seconds had passed. Artemis turned, her grin still fixed on her face, and obliterated the barrier with a single swing and two glowing amethysts.

      Nathan stopped short of the final barrier. His knights ran for safety, while Astra and his other Champions charged Artemis en masse. To his right, Sen began to cast a sixth rank spell, but it was as unfamiliar as the inferno slash she’d used against Thanatos.

      The Twins hovered above him, but they didn’t waste time on theatrics for once.

      “Holy shit, that’s totally the kitty,” Maura said.

      “And she looks hot,” Laura added.

      “Lethal, even.”

      Nathan ignored them. His mind screamed for him to detonate the gas canisters beneath Artemis, before she got too close.

      But what good would those do? Messengers proved effectively invulnerable to anything less than fifth rank spells. As powerful as his traps were, they couldn’t scratch the demigod-like beings that casually destroyed entire nations.

      Ciana screeched to a stop in front of him, her face resolute. Artemis’s eyes flickered to the unicorn knight, then back to Nathan.

      He was her target. That made sense, as killing him ended the battle instantly. His Champions would lose their power and Artemis could easily claim the binding stone.

      But somehow, he saw a different look in the Messenger’s eyes. Hunger, and a hint of desperation. Nathan had a bad feeling that her method of satiating that hunger wasn’t the same as the Twins’.

      Artemis shot forward, moving so fast he struggled to follow her. In a second, she’d be at the last barrier and bring it down as well.

      Then she tripped and rolled several dozen feet uphill. Astra stood a hundred feet away, her arms outstretched and opals glowing.

      Sunstorm and Nathan wasted no time. The assassin teleported behind Artemis, while Nathan took the first swing.

      Even with her head nearly planted directly into the dirt, Artemis moved like the wind. She spun like a top and blurred out of the way of Nathan’s spatial slash.

      But she failed to account for Sunstorm. The assassin kept up with the Messenger’s awkward dodge and both her onyxes gleamed.

      A second later, Artemis’s head rolled on the ground. The downhill slope sent it gently tumbling to Sunstorm’s feet. The beastkin’s body collapsed to the ground.

      Sunstorm picked up the head by the hair and stared at it. Her face looked pale, as she stared at the severed head of a friend.

      Yet the undead hordes continued to close on them and the portal remained active. Alarm bells sounded in Nathan’s head.

      “Choe, get away!” he shouted.

      Laughter escaped the severed head, before Artemis said, “It’s not very nice to steal things that aren’t yours.”

      Sunstorm screamed and leaped away.

      The headless corpse of Artemis shot forward and caught her own head. Then she stabbed it and, with a blast of all three of her amethysts, vaporized it.

      Nathan and his Champions stood frozen, uncertain of what was happening. Artemis’s headless body twirled, as if overjoyed by their reactions.

      Then her neck bubbled, only for a new head to burst out from her body to replace her old one. Artemis grinned.

      “Great trick, right?” she said. “Now why don’t we see if your body parts regrow?”

      Sunstorm teleported an instant before Artemis would have vaporized her. Before the Messenger whirled on Nathan, Astra struck once more.

      “Enough of this shit,” Artemis snapped.

      Her amethysts glowed, and she shot forward like a crossbow bolt, aiming right at Astra. The dark elf stared in shock.

      Artemis slammed her scimitar into Astra and an immense pulse of power escaped it.

      And nothing happened, other than Astra’s three opals becoming blindingly bright. Astra sent the Messenger flying with a snap kick, before slamming her into the ground with a double-handed swing.

      “Okay, so I guess you really are immortal,” Artemis muttered as she stood back up.

      Her body looked a little misshapen, but it quickly popped back to normal within a few seconds.

      “I only heard all the legends. Guess I’ll ignore you,” she said, whirling on Nathan again.

      This time, he had something else prepared. The moment Artemis prepared to leap at him, he struck her mind with the heaviest mental attack he could muster. To him, it was as though he hurled a bolt of lightning across the mental plane.

      The Messenger froze, her muscles spasming wildly.

      Then Sunstorm cut her in half, right before a funnel of white-hot flames vaporized Artemis’s upper half.

      Narime stood next to Seraph and Fei, her arms outstretched. Seraph’s tonfas were raised, and the glow of her sapphire suggested she had captured a spell at some point.

      But Fei’s expression troubled Nathan. Her eyes twitched, sweat ran down her body, and her muscles looked taut.

      “Fei, leave this to us,” he called out. “Help the knights.”

      There was still an army of undead barreling forward. The remaining automatons distracted them for now, but if they spent all of their effort fighting Artemis, then they’d lose by default as the undead overwhelmed their defenses.

      Fei nodded and scampered away as if she wanted to use the first excuse to retreat.

      Was that how he had looked when he’d encountered Oliver? The awful pain he’d felt was a distant memory, but his mind recalled how intense it had been. Forcing Fei to fight in that circumstance was the height of folly.

      Because this battle wasn’t over. Artemis seemingly regrew her entire body from raw flesh and sinew, no matter how severe the wound. A pout graced her overly familiar face as it regrew.

      “Nathan, given who she looks like, some tips would be helpful,” Sunstorm said. “I just get weird feelings while looking at her, but you remember clearly.”

      “Full speed enhancement, but she’s faster now than before,” he said, speaking quickly. “Monogem ability is a straight strength enhancement. Duogem ability allows her to cut through the air up to a couple dozen feet away. Trigem ability grants her a burst of immense physical power that makes her as strong as any Messenger I ever fought.”

      “So, she’s a speedy bruiser made of glass,” Sunstorm said. “Except she can’t die.”

      He nodded. “That part is new.”

      Jafeila had been the polar opposite of a Champion like Seraph. Where Seraph took complicated and strange gem abilities, and used them to be a highly dangerous gem ability, Jafeila just murdered everything with brute force and speed.

      Amethysts were frequently looked down on for being generic or restrictive gems. But in truth, by focusing on being good at one thing, amethysts created terrifyingly dangerous Champions. Jafeila had outlived her Bastions in the Empire and Trafaumh for good reason, and became Nathan’s secret weapon at the end.

      And now she was back as a Messenger, evidently furious while trying to kill him and destroy the world she had once protected.

      Artemis cracked her neck and glared at Narime, drawing their attention back to her.

      “That hurt, bitch. Like so much other crap you did,” the Messenger snapped.

      Before anyone could react, she was in front of Narime. Seraph’s tonfas slammed into the Messenger, but she didn’t budge. Even when another jet of flame consumed her torso, Artemis maintained her focus.

      Her scimitar snapped toward Narime. The fox hastily deflected it with raw power, her hands and tails glowing.

      Then Artemis, her body practically melting, activated her gems. Nathan’s spatial slash shot out a second too late.

      Blood gushed from the gaping wound in Narime’s chest and hands. The fox stumbled backward before collapsing to the ground.

      “Narime!” Nathan snapped.

      The next second, he split Artemis in half. Her eyes widened in shock as she seemed to die.

      Then her arms impossibly slammed her two halves together. The healing wasn’t perfect, however. A vicious wound ran along the length of her torso, and her uniform fell away. Artemis stared at him, and her hunger only grew in her eyes.

      “You might be him,” she said.

      Then she grinned and blurred across the battlefield again.

      What the hell had that meant? For that matter, why had his magic been able to harm her permanently when nobody else’s could? Was his ascended magic superior to everyone else’s?

      “Fuck,” Sen snarled as her body became consumed with fire again. “Nathan, get out of the way.”

      Ciana rammed him at lightning fast speed, and both of them crashed to the ground. Artemis’s scimitar barely missed both of them, and a chasm appeared in the ground where he had stood.

      Then her body vanished in a column of white-hot flames. Sen screamed in pain as she channeled power into the world.

      “Sen, enough,” Nathan shouted, watching as the last of her brown hair vanished.

      She collapsed to the ground, and the vortex of fire vanished.

      Artemis stood where it had been, smoking, but still intact.

      Yet she wasn’t unharmed. Her breathing looked ragged and her uniform was now nonexistent, revealing her naked flesh to everyone. Burns marks marred huge stretches of her body, and her dominant hand had been reduced to a shriveled stump.

      She glared at her destroyed hand, as if hoping that raw willpower would bring it back. Then she sighed, kicked up her fallen scimitar with a foot, and caught it with her other hand.

      “Well, I suppose I was born with two hands for a reason,” Artemis said. “And I don’t think you’ll be doing that again.”

      Right as she moved, Sunstorm appeared over Sen. Darkness shrouded both of their figures right as Artemis carved them apart.

      Only leaves remained afterward. Nathan breathed a sigh of relief and focused on his next spell.

      If he could hit Artemis with a mental attack and a spatial attack at the same time, he might wear her down. Not every attack did permanent harm, but he didn’t know the secret behind her regeneration ability.

      The Twins finally shot into action, soaring around their fellow Messenger.

      “That’s a neat trick there,” Maura said.

      “Yeah, you’re reforming your body. Almost like you’re really undead,” Laura added.

      “Be a shame if somebody unmade you.”

      “Or kept you still while Nathan pulled you apart like the toy you are.”

      Artemis stared up at the Twins, as if confused.

      “Um, who are you bitches?” she asked. “I remember killing one succuslut, and swearing bloody vengeance on another, but I have no clue who you are.”

      The Twins froze.

      “Fucking seriously?” Maura snarled.

      Artemis grinned, and Nathan cursed.

      His mental attack barely slowed the beastkin Messenger. Fortunately, the Twins maintained some survival instinct and soared out of reach before Artemis tore them open. Shadows shrouded their arms, and they turned the beastkin into ribbons.

      Which did nothing. Artemis rose back up, still bearing the wounds from Nathan’s and Sen’s attacks, and pretended to shake off the attack like a dog might shake off water.

      “Wow. Can’t believe the Bastion hits harder than Messengers,” Artemis said.

      When she turned to look at him, he knew she did believe it. Her eyes tried to consume him from afar.

      Every fiber of his being screamed to run. Their attacks did nothing, she could take them out in a single swing, and even the Twins were ineffective.

      Slowly, he began to think of an alternative option.

      Too late, he realized. Her eyes narrowed.

      “You’re not escaping me,” Artemis growled.

      Ciana cut her off before she reached him. Her diamonds glowed and a glittering barrier separated them. Seraph rushed toward them, covered in Narime’s blood. Sunstorm appeared to his side amid darkness. He saw Fei rush back.

      Artemis’s first blow shattered Ciana’s barrier. Nathan reached for Ciana to pull her away, but she leaped backward and knocked him to the ground, as if to protect him.

      Then she screamed as Artemis blurred toward Nathan. Ciana cut the Messenger off and slammed her shield into Artemis. Grunting, the beastkin Messenger whirled on her enemy.

      Her amethysts glowed and her swing sent Ciana’s arm and shield clattering to the ground.

      Ciana screamed, but rather than collapse to the ground she thrust forward with her sword. Artemis dodged. Her amethysts glowed again.

      “No!” Nathan roared.

      His blood boiled. Awful nightmares replayed in his mind over and over, telling him what was about to happen. He’d seen this happen before. Gotten up after Kadria’s attack to see Ciana’s broken corpse beside him, as she gave him everything, including her life.

      Not again.

      With a bloodcurdling scream, he unleashed his spatial slash against Artemis. Her eyes widened, and she blurred backward.

      This time, she successfully dodged. But the blow caught her scimitar. It exploded into a million shards of steel.

      Seraph and Sunstorm raced to Ciana’s aid as the unicorn collapsed in a screaming, bleeding heap. Fei’s fury reached across the battlefield as she raced over, blue flames eclipsing the forest behind her.

      And yet, after all this, Artemis remained standing. She snatched up a sword from nearby, presumably from a fallen knight, and grinned at him. As bloodied as she was, nothing stopped her.

      Nathan stared her down, while Ciana’s wails resounded in his ears and his memory of Narime’s horrific injury scarred his mind. Any second now, Artemis could tear apart another of his loved ones.

      Maybe he could stop her. Or maybe he’d pay the ultimate price, and lose either himself or enough Champions to make the victory pointless.

      More than anything else, he realized he didn’t want to lose anyone.

      That fact sealed his decision. If he couldn’t defeat Artemis, he needed to stop her the only way he could guarantee victory.

      It was time to do what he had always refused to do.

      Close the portal.
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      As if she could read Nathan’s mind, Artemis’s eyes widened the moment he made his decision.

      “No,” she whispered. “I’ve hunted you for so long. You’re not escaping me.”

      Whatever she desired didn’t matter. A torrent of blue flames roared across the battlefield. The Messenger vanished, racing away to safety while Fei coated Nathan in protective flames.

      “Nathan! Nathan, you’re safe!” Fei gasped out, tears in her eyes and her entire body slick with sweat. “Where’s Ciana?”

      “Stay focused,” he said, pushing down his emotions. “I need you to cover me. Astra, pin Artemis down.”

      Fei nodded at him, then whirled away toward where Nathan sensed the immensity of Artemis’s power. Astra raced there as well, while Seraph and Sunstorm took up protective positions beside him. Nurevia’s bolts burst uselessly against Artemis, while the Twins hovered above.

      “Can you hit her with mental attacks?” he asked them.

      “Uh, we’ve been trying,” Laura said. “Her mind is a fucking steel ball.”

      “What? I’ve been freezing her up easily,” he said.

      The Twins stared at him as if he were crazy. Then they grinned.

      “Ooh, the kitty has a soft spot. I bet she wants to be told what to do,” Maura said.

      Nathan struggled to make sense of her words, but that didn’t matter.

      In the distance, Artemis danced away from Astra and Fei. Astra’s psychokinesis lacked the raw strength to overwhelm Artemis, whereas Fei simply couldn’t land a hit.

      But the Messenger seemed unwilling to attack Fei.

      “Nathan, what’s your plan?” Seraph asked.

      “End this now,” he said. “I’m closing the portal.”

      Both Seraph and Sunstorm stared at him as if he were crazy, but they nodded grimly after a moment. He was the Bastion. If he made the call, that was it.

      Whatever the aftermath, he’d wear it.

      But to close the portal, he needed a solid minute of interrupted peace. Especially as he struggled to get a grip on the thing.

      The ability to close a Messenger portal came down to raw power and talent. Nathan had never lacked either, but had simply never chosen to shut them save when casting his gateway spell.

      “Maura, Laura, can you contain the cascade when I close it?” he asked.

      “Uh, we can try, but this is on a whole other level,” Maura said. “Whatever the prophet sluts are doing, they’re fucking with the flow of energy something fierce. We can only suck up so much energy. They’re like a pair of nuclear reactors going critical, and we’re just itty bitty little batteries by comparison. This is gonna hurt.”

      Nathan clenched his fists. Of all the times he needed to close a portal, it had to be the worst possible scenario.

      But he hadn’t come this far to risk losing everything, or anyone he loved for that matter.

      “Try anyway,” he said. “Please.”

      “Fuck, you don’t need to be so nice,” Maura muttered, her cheeks reddening.

      “Get a room, christ,” Laura said. “Let’s get ready, Sis.”

      The Twins rose high into the air and darkness shrouded their bodies as they prepared to absorb whatever they could of the immense cascade Nathan was about to cause.

      This was, without a doubt, the riskiest decision he’d made since coming to this world. He might end Doumahr in a single stroke.

      Which meant he needed to clean up his mess once he was done. If he was alive, then anything was possible.

      “Astra, get ready,” he shouted.

      Not that the dark elf knew what to be ready for, but she had a knack for understanding him, just as he had for her.

      Artemis shot toward him like an arrow.

      “Stop,” he snapped, hitting her with every ounce of power he could muster across the mental plane.

      Surprisingly, she did exactly that. Her eyes bulged and her tail lashed the ground furiously, but she ground to a halt.

      And then Astra wrapped her in a bear hug. The Messenger struggled furiously, her gems gleaming with an eerie light.

      “Let me go! He’s mine. I’ve fought for this for too long. I won’t let you keep him from me,” Artemis snarled, desperately fighting to break free of Astra’s iron grip.

      Nathan ignored her and shut out reality.

      All that mattered was the portal. He needed to grasp it, despite the seemingly endless power pouring through it.

      Time slowed down. What felt like hours passed as he grappled with the tear in reality that should be under his control.

      Then, with the totality of his power, he slammed it shut.

      The tear winked out of existence abruptly. Every undead soldier collapsed into dust.

      He knew the battle should be over.

      So why didn’t Artemis.

      She screamed as if she was being tortured. Then, a second later, that scream reached a piercing pitch.

      Everyone froze. Nathan felt his senses distort, leaving him disoriented.

      By the time he pulled himself back together, he lay on his back. Artemis crouched over him, her face only inches away from him and her singed, matted hair draped over him.

      She smiled at him, even as he saw her body begin to collapse into prismatic light.

      “You’re my Nathan,” she whispered. “I’ll see you soon.”

      Then she vanished, leaving no trace behind, save the wreckage of the battlefield, the wounded, and regrets.

      Nathan had defeated Artemis, the first of the partner’s Messengers he’d encountered. Yet at what price?

      As he rose to his feet, he decided it didn’t matter. They were all alive. Narime’s gems remained strong, despite her wound. Ciana tried to smile up at him when he cradled her body, despite the pain of missing a limb.

      He’d eventually need to take the time to process his battle against Artemis. The portal world looked unchanged, which meant Kadria had been wrong that the partner’s Messengers retreated after a loss—or that closing the portal didn’t count as true victory.

      More than that, he needed to know what Artemis wanted and how to stop her. His magic affected her where the others couldn’t even harm her. Except Sen. Something about her new magic, which drew on Ifrit’s true power, had punched through Artemis’s regeneration ability. That likely meant the secret of harming her lay in Ifrit’s immense knowledge.

      The more immediate issue was keeping everyone safe, he realized while carrying Ciana out of the portal. Narime usually conducted healing, and she had been critically injured. While the fortress had healers, they lacked the powerful spells necessary to match the fox.

      By the time he got outside, dozens of healers and sorcerers crowded him. Narime already lay on a makeshift bed in the hall. She appeared to be unconscious. The sooner the healers got her conscious, the sooner she could fix herself.

      Nathan wished he could call for help. Her clan of foxes might be able to help her.

      But after dropping Ciana off, he sat down and took stock of the situation. By diving into his binding stone, he could assess how grim matters were.

      The answer was extremely.

      The cascade rippled along the leylines far farther than it normally would have. Despite being a Messenger invasion, this portal was young. The amount of energy in it should have been containable in a small stretch of territory. They’d be unlucky if the cascade even reached Straub.

      Yet his senses told him that Straub was the least of his worries. Castle Forselburg had been hit with the last dregs of the cascade, as larger portals soaked it up.

      Which meant that multiple cities had been hit. Waier, the Spires, and most importantly, Soreaux. Aleich had been spared, but little else had.

      Which meant there were at least three possible Messenger invasions taking place at this very second. Waier’s trigem had only just recovered, and Astra was with Nathan. Dominic at least had a trigem at Soreaux, and Fyre was there.

      But what about all the other fortresses? The wireless and gateways had been knocked out across most of the eastern half of Trafaumh. Panic and terror could ripple across the nation practically overnight, especially if any portals breached.

      The loss of the wireless at this moment struck the hardest. While Aleich remained untouched, and therefore Alice could reach most of the Empire, both Milgar and Otto had been cut off at a time when Falmir might be invading.

      And if Soreaux couldn’t get word out to its western fortresses of Falmir’s invasion, that gave the rebellious nobles all the cover they needed to side with Charlotte.

      Nathan slowly realized what this Messenger invasion had entailed.

      If he defeated Artemis, his losses might be so great that he never recovered. His closest Champions were his greatest. Without them, how could he possibly hope to match Messengers as strong or stronger?

      If he lost outright, then Artemis would destroy all of Doumahr effortlessly. She easily matched Kadria, or came damn close. Her nigh invulnerability had left Nathan unable to reliably harm her.

      And then there was the choice Nathan made. To close the portal.

      In doing so, he’d plunged Doumahr into chaos and triggered other Messenger invasions. The clock was ticking and if he failed to contain that chaos, he’d still lose. To say nothing of Falmir’s invasion and what it might bring.

      If Charlotte had planned this, just as she likely planned Siv’s and Thanatos’s invasions, then this time she had nearly bested him.

      Nearly.

      Nathan rose, and several of his Champions flocked to his side. Fei and Sen wrapped themselves around him, while Seraph and Sunstorm merely smiled with what little happiness they could muster. Astra leaned against the opposite wall, but nodded when he looked at her. Nurevia pretended not to care, but stood awfully close to him.

      Everyone was alive. Nathan had stopped countless cascades before. Even Falmir’s warmongering didn’t lower his spirits.

      He’d come to this world to keep it safe and protect those he loved. The latter was accomplished.

      Now he needed to brush himself off and do the former. A Bastion’s duty was never fulfilled.
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