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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”—three sapphire gems; cat beastkin; early 20s; trigem Champion in original world; long black hair, bushy black tail and cat ears, green eyes, very large bust and hips, wears a standard uniform

      Sen—possessed by an ifrit; one sapphire gem; human; early 20s; Nathan’s Champion in original world; mid-length white hair that was originally brown, red eyes, wears a red coat over her uniform

      Ciana—two diamond gems; unicorn beastkin; early 20s; Nathan’s Champion in original world; platinum blonde ponytail, blue eyes, iridescent horn, horse’s tail and ears; lost an arm to the Messenger Artemis

      Sunstorm—two onyx gems and a jade gem; human from Kurai; mid-20s; Nathan’s Champion in original world; spiky black hair, hazel eyes, olive skin; real name is Choe

      Seraph—two jade gems and a sapphire gem; human from Kurai; late-30s; did not exist in Nathan’s original world; long black hair, olive skin, dark blue eyes; real name is Lia

      Narime—three sapphire gems; mystic fox from Kurai; 300-400 years old; 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—two amethyst gems; dog beastkin; long brown hair with droopy dog ears and tail; Fei’s friend and subordinate

      Vala—one diamond gem; human; early 20s; one of Nathan’s trigems in the original world; originally Oliver’s Champion, but was captured by Nathan and chose to join him; messy dark brown hair, tall, muscly

      

  





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

      Adam Martel—Bastion and earl; human; late 40s; Oliver’s father and Nathan’s father in his old world; a staunch republican and opposed to the monarchy, but is loyal to Falmir

      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; three 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; succubus; 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

      Artemis—an elite Messenger that works for the “partner” of the outer being that controls the other Messengers; looks identical to Fei and appears to be a Messenger version of her from an alternate version of Nathan’s former world; undead

      Bauer—an elite Messenger with deeply misanthropic views and powerful mental magic; is described by a certain fox as a “dandy”

    

  









            THE STORY SO FAR…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This is a summary of the first five books of the series. Feel free to skip to Chapter 1 if you don’t need a recap.

      

      

      

  





Heretic Spellblade 1

      Nathan Martel is the greatest Bastion of the Kingdom of Falmir, with the trigems Jafeila, Narime, and Vala serving him. Doumahr is nearly destroyed, with Falmir the sole remaining country. Overnight, the demonic Messenger Kadria attacks and destroys his headquarters, killing everyone he loves.

      When he confronts her in an attempt to take her with him, she instead offers him a deal. A chance to travel to an alternate world (which he mistakenly believes is time travel), before demons laid waste to Doumahr, and create a perfect world. He accepts the offer.

      In the new world, Nathan is now Nathan Straub, a newly trained Bastion in service to the Anfang Empire and son of Tharban von Straub, an infamous and brutal Bastion who wishes to overthrow the Emperor. Within months, the Empire will fall if Nathan doesn’t stop it, as the Messenger Siv will break through on the eastern border.

      Nathan’s goal is to establish himself as a Bastion, claim binding stones to grant him power, train new Champions, and find the source of the invasion. He gathers multiple Champions that he loved from his old world: Jafeila (now called Fei), Sen, and Sunstorm. He also forges an alliance with the local countess, Anna von Clair, and the Emperor’s right-hand man and Bastion, Leopold Tyrim.

      Once Nathan learns that the Amica Federation is attempting to cause the demonic invasion, his priority becomes stopping them. He defeats the bandits disrupting the leylines, which caused the invasion in his world. Following this, he fends off a demonic assault on the portal at Gharrick Pass, his main stronghold and binding stone, and defeats the Federation’s siege. He then counterattacks the Federation and captures their forward base, Fort Taubrum. Seraph, the duogem Champion behind everything, surrenders and agrees to serve Nathan.

      

  





Heretic Spellblade 2

      Following the skirmish with the Federation, Nathan finds himself managing peace negotiations with High Lord Torneus, who is the de facto leader of the Federation and effectively a dictator. In Nathan’s old world, Torneus seized complete control of the Federation, went mad with power, and brought down all of eastern Doumahr when he was ousted. Nathan needs to remove Torneus from power without causing a massive demonic invasion that will destroy millions of lives and half the world.

      As the Empire is already at war with their northern neighbor, the religious Order of Trafaumh, there is little interest in a second war. Princess Alice Arangar, the Emperor’s granddaughter, and also the granddaughter of Archduke von Milgar, one of the most powerful nobles in the Empire, arrives to handle negotiations. She has a reputation as an unmarriable tomboy, but swiftly falls in love with Nathan.

      Nathan meets the alternate world version of Narime, who helps him negotiate for peace but doesn’t trust him. The negotiations go poorly, as Torneus actively sabotages any attempt at peace and insults everyone involved, before getting into a verbal brawl with Nathan. War is inevitable.

      Immediately afterward, a cascade is triggered in the dark elf Aurelian Spires to the north, which causes demonic invasions in every portal along the border between the Empire and Federation. A new pair of Messengers, the Twins Maura and Laura, attack Nathan at Gharrick Pass. They are the first recorded Messenger invasion in this world’s history since Kurai was destroyed 20 years ago by the Messenger Siv.

      Nathan defeats the Twins with Leopold’s help. Afterward, he learns that the Twins are effectively parasites inside his mind, along with Kadria, who brought him here. All three Messengers are succubi, who specialize in mental magic. The Twins are squatting in his mind but are largely harmless unless invading.

      Before war ensures with the Federation, the dark elves arrive and blame Torneus for causing the cascade. They offer to help the Empire seize the Federation with their military might in exchange for Torneus. Nathan accepts and hatches a plan to threaten and bribe other nobles in the Federation to abandon Torneus, enabling him to sneak in and capture Torneus, ending the war before it even starts.

      On the way to capture Torneus, Nathan battles and recruits Narime, who confesses her love for him. Nathan then defeats the Bastion defending Torneus, before confronting the High Lord himself. Torneus doesn’t try to bring down the Federation this time, and instead accepts his loss over drinks with Nathan, while implying that he views Nathan as the son he wished he could have had, but never found the time for due to his focus on politics.

      In the aftermath, the Empire annexes the Federation, Anna becomes a duke, and Nathan is a war hero. Torneus is delivered to the Spires.

      

  





Heretic Spellblade 3

      The Empire declares peace with Trafaumh following its victory over the Federation, and Nathan travels to the capital for the political ceremony along with Anna. His father, Tharban, leads a political faction called the Nationalists that oppose the peace treaty and works with the Kingdom of Falmir to sabotage it. They attempt to assassinate Anna but fail.

      Nathan recruits multiple new Champions. Ciana, his unicorn bodyguard from his old world; Fyre, a beastkin obsessed with Nathan from the Federation; and many more to protect his new portals and binding stones. His father’s dark elf Champion, Nurevia, also taunts and teases him.

      Following the cascade, the Spires invites the Empire to send a delegation, which Nathan leads. Once there, he meets Astra, the legendary trigem with the power of immortality. Not long after his visit, a dark elf Bastion attempts a coup but is stopped by Nathan and Astra. The ruling dark elves send Astra away with Nathan, worried that she might be used against them by another Bastion in another coup.

      Back in the Empire’s capital, the Emperor’s health worsens, creating a succession crisis. Alice can’t succeed him without changing the constitution, because she’s also the granddaughter of an archduke, but the Nationalists are trying to appoint a puppet emperor that would drive Doumahr to the brink of ruin. Nathan stops an attempt by Tharban to overthrow the sick Emperor, but knows that it’s only a matter of time before civil war. Nurevia switches sides and joins Nathan during the attack.

      When civil war breaks out, a Messenger attacks the Spires at the same time. Nathan chooses to stop the Messenger, risking the collapse of the Empire. He battles and defeats Thanatos, who is the Messenger who destroyed Trafaumh in Nathan’s old world, and vastly more powerful than almost every other Messenger. Only the help of the Twins and Astra lets Nathan win. Afterward, he suppresses another coup in the Spires.

      But back in the Empire, Fyre has revealed that she’s the prophet of Omria, the one goddess of Doumahr, and has the power to prove it.

      

  





Heretic Spellblade 4

      Civil war rages across the Empire and Nathan is the commander-in-chief of those loyal to the Emperor. The archdukes who started the civil war are slain by Tharban, who is working with Falmir, but the reason is to keep Falmir out of the war for longer and let Tharban lead the Nationalist faction with Falmir’s backing. Nathan’s first love, Falmir’s Princess Charlotte, is revealed to be the mastermind and far crueler than she was in Nathan’s world.

      In order to handle the rebellion taking place in the former Federation while he protects Aleich, Nathan orders the dark elves to release Torneus. Once freed, Torneus assists Nathan from the shadows.

      Tracking Fyre down in the beastkin Enclave, Nathan confronts her and confirms that she is the real prophet of Omria. Falmir attempts to assassinate her but fails miserably. Afterward, the Twins reveal that the emergence of a new prophet starts a new “cycle” in Doumahr. It turns out that the boss of the Messengers has been in an eternal war across infinite worlds, battling Omria across them as he tries to destroy her completely. Every time Omria reincarnates as a prophet, the battle increases in intensity.

      Nathan then takes his army and many Champions to Aleich. There, he is confronted by Maylis, the Bastion in charge of Aleich’s defenses. Her trigem Champion, the Hound, stops him from entering the city and a battle breaks out as the Hound attempts to assassinate Nathan. At the same time, Maylis and Fyre duel, before Maylis flees and holes up inside her castle, choosing to ignore the civil war.

      Gorthal remains gravely ill, so Alice has taken command of the Empire in his absence while Leopold and Nathan defend Aleich. They crush the Nationalist army that assaults Aleich. But Tharban launches a surprise attach on the palace, forcing Leopold to retreat and battle him. Leopold is killed by Tharban, who was assisted by Beatrice, a succubus Messenger in service to Falmir.

      Omria’s voice then speaks from the palace, before Fyre cuts her off with her own prophet powers. Nathan learns the truth: that Fyre is working with Kadria to steal the powers of the prophet, and that Princess Charlotte also possesses the power of a prophet. The royal family of Falmir has been slain in a coup, except for Charlotte and her younger brother, and then Charlotte destroyed the nobles behind the coup.

      Nathan then tracks down Tharban and defeats him and his Champions. But rather than kill Tharban and risk that he becomes a martyr, Nathan instead uses mental magic to take control of his mind and manipulate the Nationalists from the shadows.

      While he was gone, Beatrice abducted the Emperor. It’s revealed that Maylis has been under Beatrice’s spell all along. Nathan gains the assistance of Reine, the Imperial Spymaster, and then lays siege to Maylis’s castle. He defeat her and Beatrice. But Falmir invades using teleportation at the last moment and rescues Beatrice, proving they were behind everything. Nathan confronts Gareth, his former mentor from his old world, but refuses to battle him.

      Afterward, Alice is crowned Empress, most nobles stop fighting her, and Nathan becomes engaged to both Alice and Anna.

      

  





Heretic Spellblade 5

      The Order of Trafaumh wants to assess if Fyre is the true prophet, and invites Alice and Fyre to visit them in their capital, Soreaux. The Empire’s nobles have fallen in behind Fyre and zealotry is increasing. Meanwhile, Charlotte schemes against Trafaumh and summons the Messenger Siv to divide the Empire and Trafaumh. Nathan recruits the final major Champion from his old world, Vala, who was captured from Falmir at the end of Book 4.

      On the way to Soreaux, Fyre demonstrates her power to Baudelaire, the leader of the Inquisition. Siv breaches into reality in the process, forcing Nathan to fight and defeat her. During the fight, Siv reveals that Kadria has been trying to escape her boss for a long time and that she’s deceiving Nathan. He also learns that Omria was a Messenger before she became a goddess, and was a succubus known as Sofia. As punishment for betraying her boss, her existence was erased. Kadria believes that Sofia and Omria are different people, but the Twins disagree.

      Trafaumh itself a nest of political trouble. The Inquisition supports Fyre as the prophet, but Charlotte has already converted most of the nobility, who chafe against the Inquisition. The country is on the verge of its own civil war, with three separate factions warring against each other. Nathan meets the leader of the Populists, who agree to work with the Empire, even if it means supporting the Inquisition, as they dislike Falmir more.

      Falmir has already infiltrated Soreaux, however. Nathan finds Beatrice and Gareth hiding inside the citadel, somehow without being noticed by the Inquisition’s greatest Bastion, Dominic. After a confrontation, Gareth flees and Nathan uses this as leverage against the other nobles. Even that fails to have them recognize Fyre as the true prophet. Baudelaire nearly overthrows the nobility in a fit of rage, but stops herself from becoming the dictator Nathan knew her as. Instead, she forces the nobility to make a decision within a year or they’ll be stripped of their positions.

      Days later, Thanatos breaches in the south-west of the Empire. Gareth had warned Nathan to expect something like this and he responds immediately, using his new teleportation magic to move his armies into position. After Nathan slays Thanatos easily with his vast power and large number of Champions, he realizes a second Messenger has breached. At the same time, demons are all over the Empire and need to be crushed.

      Nathan splits up his Champions, then confronts the new Messenger. He is an elite Messenger known as Atlas and immediately disappears after some cryptic words. Charlotte then attempts to invade the Empire under the pretense of defeating the Messengers, but is chased away by Nathan. Both breaches were caused by her.

      Furious, Charlotte attempts to prove that she’s the true prophet in Soreaux. Fyre battles her in the sky. But their conflict causes another elite Messenger to invade one of Nathan’s fortresses. An entirely new Messenger, Artemis, appears, and is a Messenger version of Jafeila from his old world. She nearly kills Narime and cuts off Ciana’s arm before Nathan closes her portal.

      But in doing so, Nathan has caused the largest cascade in known history. Half of Trafaumh and the Empire are plunged into mass demonic invasions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      A discordant wailing echoed across Forselle Valley, bouncing off the hills and nearby mountains. The towering Aurelian Spires of the dark elves emitted the sound endlessly. Even those dozens of miles away heard it, and most likely thought the noise to be the work of spirits given night had long since fallen.

      The dark elves knew better. The Spires themselves lit up from base to tip like beacons, while the Aurelian fortresses dotted across the valley scrambled to respond. Fireworks began to burst high in the sky above each fort, indicating that the defenders acknowledged the crisis and had rallied. The color blue dominated the sky as the crackling of explosions cut through the wailing.

      One fortress launched fireworks of a different color, however. Its defenders painted the night sky red.

      “How long do we keep firing, Marshal?” a dark elf officer asked, decked out in the heavy armor common to the Aurelian Army.

      “Until you die, or I order you to stop,” Tatia said, her expression like stone. “We need every soldier from nearby forts if we hope to win this battle.”

      Her uniform differed from the many soldiers rushing around the fort around her. She wore lighter armor, bore various ribbons and other regalia, and, most importantly, a pair of diamond gemstones glittered from her collarbone. They weren’t inset in the armor but her skin.

      Krepost Forselle stood as the greatest fortress of the dark elves, and a reminder to other races of the power the dark elves chose not to use. It held a nasty secret, however. Deep within the looming dark stone keep below Tatia sat a gargantuan steel gate, much like myths spoke of entrances to the underworld.

      It was a portal to Hell itself. For millennia, her people had safeguarded it against demonic invasion.

      Sure, countless demonic portals could be found across Doumahr, but few held the history of those defended by the dark elves. Her people never allowed the demons to breach and wreak havoc on Doumahr. Portals became vastly more dangerous the longer they had remained active and unbreached. A dozen Champions, some stronger than her, ensured the safety of the Krepost and therefore the world.

      Yet this wailing…

      “Can’t say I expected to hear this damn alarm so soon,” an attractive male dark elf said with a bitter grin. Jewelry covered his face in innumerable piercings, indicating his high status in Aurelia. “It remains silent for centuries, so quiet that only Astra herself recognized the noise. Now it’s gone off twice in only a few years.”

      “It should have sounded thrice,” Tatia said. “Councilor Dmitri, that armor is unnecessary. Please proceed to the safe room allocated to you and rely on the protection of your elite bodyguards. A Champion is assigned to you for a reason.”

      Tatia glanced at the young woman bearing a single amethyst. The light armor of the other Champion and revealing cut of her clothes meant she was a hunter, a dark elf Champion that specialized in battling people, particularly other Champions.

      The eyes of both women met, and Tatia saw the utter fear lurking beneath the younger Champion’s. Given the casualties the Spires had suffered recently, Tatia wondered if this girl had ever fought a serious demonic invasion. Hunters rarely defended the portals.

      Dmitri scoffed. “The alarm goes off for cascades, not just because we’re in danger. And I’ll refuse your polite suggestion. If you’re talking about the fireworks crews dying, I’m not sitting in a bunker sipping on vodka.”

      His guards shuffled nervously as Tatia glared at them. They knew who held the reins here.

      Tatia might be the commander of the fortress, appointed by her Bastion to oversee its defenses while other Champions handled lesser matters or focused on battling, but Dmitri was a member of the Council of Aurelia, which ruled all dark elves. No matter what, her orders were mere “suggestions” to a man of his status.

      Even if he’d probably stab himself with the sword on his hip before he accomplished anything useful with it.

      “We’re certain it’s a cascade?” She looked around cautiously. “Not… something else.”

      The fireworks crews might overhear her, but they had their orders. Dmitri’s guards knew how the world worked and could be trusted.

      “It’s definitely a cascade, if that’s what you’re asking,” Dmitri said drily. “All magical communications have been cut, including the wireless, and most of the fancy new inventions made by humans have failed. Even the defensive shield hasn’t activated.”

      In times of crisis, Krepost Forselle should activate a glowing domed barrier to separate itself from threats. Should the demons breach, they’d need to deactivate the barrier before they could escape.

      Yet it had failed. This occurred during the prior cascade and proved to be a massive hole in their defensive plans.

      “But where has it come from?” Tatia pressed.

      Only an idiot wouldn’t understand the true meaning of her question. A few years ago, both Bastions responsible for the defense of the Spires and its portal had started a rebellion and attempted to overthrow the Council.

      “West. The same place that both recent breaches took place.” Dmitri rolled his shoulders and looked in that direction, as if he might see huge rents in reality that poured forth demons. “Another reason to fight. The world is changing for the worse. Let the rest of the Council worry about the city, but if we’re facing the end, I’ll—”

      He abruptly stiffened and whirled to face an empty section of the keep’s rooftop.

      Only for it to cease being empty. Four people blinked into existence, as if they had always been here.

      Instinctively, Tatia spun her spear and drew on the power of her gems. “Intruders! Take the councilor below and—” She froze upon recognizing one of the newcomers. “Astra?”

      One of the four arrivals possessed the same dark skin as all dark elves and wore a revealing outfit consisting of dark armor and a cape that left plenty for men to leer at. Yet the three luminescent opals in her chest made her identity clear. Astra. The legendary unaging trigem Champion of her people, who had fought alongside the Watcher Omria herself centuries ago.

      Tatia didn’t recognize the others, but she knew of them.

      Nathan Straub and his pet demonic Messengers.

      Nathan ran a hand through his black unkempt hair, wearing a bloodstained black and gold uniform of a Bastion of the Anfang Empire. Next to him stood the Twins, Maura and Laura, a pair of overly curvaceous succubi with bronzed skin, long white hair, and red eyes. Their hands wandered across Nathan’s body.

      The simple white and black dresses they wore belied their power. Either one could destroy entire nations. Yet they served Nathan.

      “Dmitri,” Nathan said, eyebrows raising. “What are you doing here?”

      “What am I doing here? By Omria, Nathan, you just appeared out of nowhere and you’re asking me what I’m doing here?” Dmitri choked out a laugh. “I’ve heard rumors about your teleportation spell, but this is unreal.”

      Then the councilor’s expression hardened. Astra seemed uninterested in small talk as she looked up at the fireworks exploding above them.

      “I’m here to let somebody do their duty.” Nathan nodded at Astra, who glanced back at him. “I figured this portal was in the most danger. Although that wailing makes me think otherwise.”

      “It is normal operation,” Astra grunted. “Every cascade.”

      “I would not call it normal,” Tatia said, visibly uncertain due to the presence of her former superior.

      Up until a few years ago, Astra had been the Grand Marshall of the Aurelian Army as well as the seniormost hunter. Every dark elf soldier and Champion followed her lead.

      Nathan frowned. He hoped he wouldn’t need to stay, as he had other places to be.

      “I’d like to see the portal,” he said.

      Tatia looked away with a barely concealed scowl. He didn’t miss her reaction.

      Astra beat him to commenting. “Checking for Messenger. They’re stronger. As strong as before.”

      “Before…?” Tatia looked back while the nearby soldiers made rattling sounds as they shuffled. “You mean when Omria walked among the humans.”

      “She walked among us,” Astra said, eyes narrowing. “But yes.”

      “It’s fine,” Dmitri said while looking at the rooftop entrance to the keep. “Bastion Nathan is a friend of our people and trusted by the Council. He defended the Spires from traitors and a Messenger, and even now he brings back Astra, even though I guarantee he has demons of his own to combat.”

      With the councilor’s direction given, his bodyguards began moving toward the entrance. Nathan and his companions followed, although the succubi shot smirks at Tatia. The dark elf marshal remained quiet as they descended.

      An elevator built from wrought iron and operated using visible chains and counterweights in an adjoining shaft carried them to the bottom of the keep, and then even farther below.

      “I expected to take the stairs,” Nathan admitted.

      “Because all your human elevators have broken?” Dmitri laughed. “There’s a saying about not breaking what wasn’t broken, and I’d say the rush by humans to adopt new technologies violated that. Every time a cascade happens, all the wonders of ‘magical science’ cark it.”

      “That’s what happens when wartime technology is developed in peace, and without any way to test it,” Nathan said. “It’s also why suppressing breaches is so hard.”

      “I’ve heard from our Champions that the breach in the Empire’s southwest is still being cleaned up,” Dmitri said. “And now this. How bad is it, Nathan?”

      Nathan had almost forgotten that the Spires had sent Champions to help them clean up the breach that Thanatos and Atlas had caused. The demons that had spilled forth remained somewhat active, with a large contingent of soldiers and Champions cleaning them up.

      This cascade, plus the Holy Kingdom of Falmir’s warmongering, meant he’d need to split the Empire’s forces without risking those demons ruining everything.

      “Bad,” he said. “The cascade reaches from Waier to here, and far north into Trafaumh. The capital, Aleich, has been spared.”

      “That’s half of Trafaumh,” Dmitri said.

      “It is.”

      “So this really does feel like the end.” The dark elf adjusted the sword at his hip, which drew worried glances from his bodyguards.

      “Hardly.” Nathan’s expression hardened. “But this is the beginning of… something worse. If we falter once and let the demons gain a foothold, we’ll never recover.”

      “You always speak with such an odd certainty.” Dmitri ran a hand through his trim white hair, which caused his jewelry to jangle. “No wonder the prophet supports you. Although I can’t help but wonder…”

      Silence. Nathan knew better than to probe him over this topic.

      The fewer people that knew Nathan’s true background, the better. He’d long since stopped trying to hide his knowledge or power, because attempting to do so risked failure, but he couldn’t simply tell everyone the truth. It might backfire.

      After all, not everyone would believe or trust a man claiming to be from an apocalyptic future. Some might even realize how he’d done so, and call him the heretic he was. Heresy or not, he fought for Doumahr and its people.

      The elevator came to a juddering stop and they spilled out. Tatia led them through a large underground hall toward an open gateway.

      Two solid steel doors hung open, revealing a world that looked like Hell itself. A pitch black sky exuded an unnatural light that lit up the barren rocky wasteland within, and cracks in those rocks shined with a white light that was the opposite of holy.

      Once Nathan stepped through, his body relaxed. He recognized this place, and not because it was a portal.

      A mountain rose above them, with large carved paths spiraling along its sides. Countless wooden towers dotted the length of the path, while towering stone walls blocked progress at multiple checkpoints. The goal of defending a portal was to prevent the demons from getting into the material world. In this case, the demons would descend the mountain.

      “I know this Messenger,” Nathan said.

      “Yeah, she’s an easy bitch, if a dumb one,” Maura said. “Not even a good lay, given she’s a real hag.”

      “I’ve always wondered if she’s actually from Ancient Greece or just some crazy,” Laura added.

      Everyone ignored the twin succubi, although Nathan took heart that they felt she wasn’t a huge threat.

      “Fought before?” Astra asked him.

      “Yes. She’s dangerous, but mostly because she’s fast. You’ll make short work of her in a duel,” he said.

      “Well, that’s good news. Just need to stop the demonic army,” Dmitri said drily.

      “It is good news, given how much more powerful Thanatos was.” Nathan grimaced. “Speaking of him, I need to check on the portal next to the Spires themselves. With Thanatos dead, a new Messenger might take his place.”

      “Dead, huh?”

      Tatia merely shook her head. “I was there last week, Bastion Nathan. The portal possesses a mundane appearance, not dissimilar to how portals in other countries are described. A simple clearing at the bottom and a valley leading to the entrance.”

      “I’ll still check,” Nathan insisted. “The change might come swiftly.”

      Kadria had taken him by surprise in his world. Now that he was battling elite Messengers, who knew what trickery they might use against him?

      He placed a hand on Astra’s shoulder as he turned. She simply stared at him.

      “I’ll be back in the morning,” he said. “Keep the Spires safe until then.”

      She nodded. Astra disliked speaking more than necessary, so he found her silence unsurprising.

      As he began to leave, Tatia took the chance to chase Dmitri off. “Councilor Dmitri, given Bastion Nathan’s assessment, I believe it is best if you—”

      “By Omria, I get it,” Dmitri said with a huff. “Nathan, wait for me!”

      Nathan did no such thing, but he heard the dark elf jogging to catch up while his bodyguard rattled after him.

      Back in the elevator, Dmitri stared upward. The silence almost became permeable.

      “If you’re taking Astra back in the morning, I take it you have more to do,” Dmitri said. “I assumed that if you were here yourself, the Empire was in good shape.”

      “We have hours before the first invasions start,” Nathan said. “I can spare the time to ferry Astra here, especially as I need to stop as many breaches as possible.”

      “That sounds like you expect breaches somewhere…”

      “I do.” Nathan ran a hand through his hair. He’d been doing that a lot for the past hour. “Trafaumh’s the problem. Falmir’s invaded them. They’re unaffected by the cascade and Trafaumh is crippled, as communications are cut between the east and west. The Inquisition will need to decide between defending portals and stopping an invading army.”

      “That crazed bitch did what?” Dmitri exploded, rounding on Nathan. “We’re facing down the worst cascade since that traitor intentionally caused one here, and that fake fucking prophet in Falmir is warmongering! How can anyone even pretend she’s the prophet?”

      The dark elf bodyguards stared at the councilor in shock. Perhaps some of them had their own opinions on which prophet was real, as both Fyre and Charlotte claimed to be the voice of Omria. Yet Dmitri left no illusions about the stance of the Spires as a whole.

      “I hadn’t been certain where you lay regarding the Spires until now,” Nathan admitted.

      “Not everyone agrees, and the Council chose to remain silent. Guess I blew that.” Dmitri let out a bitter chuckle. “But the difference is apparent. Your horsegirl is a downtrodden warrior that has risen from hardship and carries the torch of her entire race. I can’t help but see my ancestors in her, and wonder if things might have been different had…” He swallowed his words, realizing they approached sacrilege.

      After all, Omria had never openly supported the dark elves, and had in fact supported their enslavers, the faeries.

      “And Charlotte?” Nathan asked.

      “A pompous girl born with a silver spoon in her mouth, who uses religious rhetoric and whatever power she wields to advance only the cause of her country. Her actions right now prove it. She’d see the world burn before allowing it to defy her.”

      Dmitri’s views on the dueling prophets relieved Nathan.

      Because to protect Trafaumh, he’d need Fyre to be backed far and wide. A grand war between the great human powers loomed in the coming days and weeks. Falmir invaded Trafaumh during a crisis, and that meant the Empire would need to intervene. Nathan couldn’t allow Trafaumh to fall.

      They arrived on the rooftop again, and Nathan stepped out of the elevator. Dmitri nodded at him.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” the councilor said. “But bring your prophet to see the Council soon. We told Falmir the same thing when they visited earlier this year.”

      This year, huh? So little time had passed, yet so much happened. Both the Spires and the Empire had nearly fallen to rebellion last year, yet here they faced off an immense demonic invasion together. Nathan himself had only been active in this world for a little over three years.

      “I’ll tell Fyre and Alice that,” he said. “Maybe once Trafaumh is stable again.”

      Then he nodded at the Twins. The three of them cast a joint teleportation spell. Nathan could teleport short distances by himself, but his destination was some 300 miles away. Hardly short.

      The world turned white for what felt like years, but was an instant. He and the succubi vanished from Krepost Forselle and reappeared inside the grand hall of a familiar castle. Although not one Nathan often spent much time in.

      A handful of soldiers guarded the entrance to the keep, but Nathan’s attention focused on the grand double doors opposite them. Just as in the Krepost, these opened up to a demonic portal world. Multi-armed statues formed of steel surrounded it, unmoving despite the gargantuan blades they wielded. Should enemies break through, he knew those statues would spring to life to slay them.

      “Nathan!” Fei called out, rushing over to him. Her cat ears and tail rose on end as she ran.

      She looked as bloodstained as Nathan, and it even drew his attention from her abundant cleavage. Fei was a cat beastkin and the captain of his knight division. A trio of sapphires resided in her collarbone, marking her as a trigem Champion.

      Automatically, he reached out and stroked her head once she reached him. Fei leaned into his touch.

      The other soldiers ignored them, focused on their duties. They’d already seen Nathan teleport here less than an hour ago.

      “How is the portal here in Waier?” he asked her. “I confirmed that the Spires should be safe and that the Messenger there isn’t too dangerous.”

      Waier stood as one of the Empire’s greatest cities. Close to the Empire’s north-western border with Trafaumh, its immense population and military might made it vital.

      More importantly, an ancient demonic portal sat within the binding stone on the city limits. The last time a Messenger had invaded here last year, the city had nearly fallen. While the defenders had won, Waier’s trigem Champion had been severely wounded. Nathan couldn’t risk a worse invasion shattering the city’s defenses.

      “The demons haven’t invaded yet.” Fei tilted her head to try to encourage Nathan to stroke a different part of her head. “The defenses seem really strong here and Janice is a trigem. Do we really need to be here? Shouldn’t we worry about the other fortresses being struck by the cascade?”

      “Yes, but that’s why I’ve split everyone up. Vala is defending Straub, Nurevia is assisting one of Archduke Milgar’s Bastions, and Seraph is assisting Alice and Reine with troop deployments.”

      “Yeah, kitty, trust in Nathan. Just like you do every night he rails you,” Maura said.

      Fei shot the succubus an annoyed look, but chose to ignore her. “They still seem to have everything locked down here. There’s even an elite troop of knights, although they’re not as good as mine or the palace’s Royal Knights.”

      “I imagine they’re Otto’s ducal guard,” Nathan mused. “Milgar has his own knights. Keep an eye on them. Their strength will be a good estimate for the elites in Falmir and Trafaumh. Not everyone can afford to train up a small army of spellblades like the Imperial Family did.”

      Fei nodded before turning to enter the portal. When she noticed Nathan wasn’t following, she doubled back.

      “Nathan?” she asked softly.

      He waved off her concern and ran a hand through his hair. “Just tired.”

      More than that, his mind raced to ensure he hadn’t forgotten anything. Everything had gone to hell.

      Hours ago, he’d fought against one of the worst demonic invasions he’d ever encountered. Although it wasn’t quite accurate to call it demonic. Undead, perhaps. A new breed of Messenger had nearly defeated him and seriously wounded two of his best Champions. The identity of that Messenger still troubled him, but he didn’t have the mental or emotional capacity to spare her any thoughts.

      Kadria and the Twins called them “elite” Messengers. Nathan had spent his life battling off the demonic generals that tried to destroy Doumahr. Now he’d found out that they were the B-team, and the incomprehensible outer being in charge of the Messengers had a specialized team of cleaners. Hell, he even had a friend who sent in his own Messengers.

      In order to prevent that elite from escaping, he’d forcefully closed the portal and triggered one of the worst cascades in history. But if another of those elites showed up during the cascade and broke through, everything would be for naught.

      “Fei, the knights are—” a new voice called out, that of Sunstorm’s. “Nathan, you’re back.”

      Sunstorm’s olive skin shined in the magical torchlight of the hall as she strode toward him. A pair of wicked short swords gleamed on the hips of her skintight black uniform. Two onyxes and a jade sat in her collarbone.

      “The firehead is here, too, right?” Laura asked. “You think if you get her here, we could squeeze in a sixsome before the battle?”

      Sunstorm snorted. “You know, I’ve always wondered if Nathan literally fucked your brains out when he turned you into his servants.” A pause. “Don’t answer that.”

      “Scared to find out about all the nasty things Nathan does behind your back?” Maura cackled.

      “Enough,” he said, silent thunder rippling from his voice.

      The Twins froze, and they shot him a look that mixed both annoyance and lust. Whereas Fei and Sunstorm simply blinked.

      “Huh. That’s new,” Sunstorm said.

      “Not really. He’s just been holding back around you normies,” Maura said, then leered at Nathan. “Getting all emotional, Nathan? I wouldn’t worry too much about these chump Messengers. There’s no way another elite is sneaking in so quickly. The goat would have been screaming at you if one was trying.”

      “You’re assuming Kadria can catch them in advance,” Nathan said. “Anyway, we don’t have time for this. The invasion could trigger at any moment. I know I said we have hours, but we’re in uncharted territory. Let’s go. I’ll be fine.”

      Despite his words, Fei and Sunstorm stuck to him like glue as they entered the portal world.

      The appearance of this portal matched the one near the Spires, save for its layout. A craggy wasteland, pitch black sky, and eerie white light.

      But instead of a grand mountain, a vast clearing roughly the same size dominated the pocket world. A large mound of rock in the middle indicated where the portal rift itself would appear. A couple thousand feet of barren land surrounded it, with only a tiny chokepoint between the entrance to Doumahr and the clearing.

      “I don’t recognize this place,” Nathan said, feeling a pit open up in his stomach.

      “Oh, please, I guarantee you’ve railed this bitch,” Maura said. “She’s like Thanatos, but way weaker. Off in her own world and all about honorable battle and shit. What’s her name again, Sis?”

      “Why would I remember her? She’s the definition of forgettable,” Laura replied.

      Honorable battle… That stirred a memory in Nathan of a Messenger who once breached in his old world. She’d fallen easily enough once he got his hands on her, but she’d also summoned an enormous army.

      Which explained the huge clearing.

      Multiple layers of towering stone walls blocked off the clearing from Doumahr. He watched as countless soldiers armed and prepared the many siege weapons atop them. Catapults, ballistae, and magical fire throwers of many varieties. More of those multi-armed statues stood guard on the ground. The soldiers wore the crest of the Imperial Army, although many also wore regalia that affiliated them with Archduke von Salms, who ruled this city.

      Nathan proceeded to the furthest line of walls. A whole regiment of knights decked out in magical equipment separated the two outer layers of walls. They looked imposing enough, but he trusted Fei’s judgment. If she said they seemed weaker than his knights, then they were.

      Atop the wall, he found clusters of battlemages preparing ritual circles alongside the expected siege weapons. A glowing silver barrier shimmered in the air, preventing any attackers from getting close.

      He spotted the two women he’d been looking for on the battlements, along with several other Champions. No sign of the Bastion.

      “Lord Nathan,” one of those women said, saluting as he approached.

      He recognized her as Janice, although he’d yet to meet her in person. In his youth, he’d learned all about her given her status as one of Doumahr’s few trigem Champions. She looked old, but the muscle rippling from beneath her uniform and the three sapphires in her chest reassured him.

      Champions ceased to be human once they accepted a gemstone. Janice likely was old, but age would hardly slow her down.

      “Ifrit doesn’t think we should be too worried,” the other woman said. She leaned on a greatsword nearly as tall as she was.

      “I’ll be less worried once we stop the cascade, Sen,” Nathan said.

      Like Fei and Sunstorm, Sen was one of his Champions. She was also possessed by the primordial spirit, Ifrit. Her stark white hair marked the price she paid. Until just a few hours ago, she’d still possessed streaks of brown in it. The same went for her red eyes, once green. Her body remained strong, yet the spirit exhausted the lithe frame hidden beneath her baggy red cloak. A single sapphire resided in her collarbone.

      “I know. I told Ifrit you’d say that, and he just grumbled at me.” Sen smirked at him. “Anyway, I think we’re all ready.”

      “In a second. I need to top everyone up,” he said. “I was focused on other things when we left Prophet’s Hope, and I realize I’ve forgotten to ensure all of your gems are full of magical energy.”

      Janice and the other Champions looked away out of respect. In most cases, the act of providing magical energy to a Champion tended to be somewhat lewd.

      “Done,” Nathan said.

      Fei scowled. “I didn’t feel anything. Stop using that new method, Nathan. It’s so boring.”

      “It’s efficient,” Sunstorm drawled.

      “Is that how you are in bed, little assassin?” Maura leered.

      “No, but we’re not in bed, are we?”

      Maura shrugged. “I mean, the invasion hasn’t started, so there’s still time.”

      Rather than order them around, Nathan simply rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      But he was spared the need to admonish anyone with the sound of rushing air. Instinctively, he covered his eyes and looked away from the clearing.

      The invasion had begun. The time for banter was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      With a great scream, a gash into reality tore into the world. It hovered hundreds of feet high above the mound in the clearing, appearing as a black and white rip in the world. Looking at it always gave Nathan a crippling headache and—

      “It doesn’t hurt,” he mumbled, shocked as he stared directly at the horrendous demonic rip in the world.

      “The hell it doesn’t,” Sunstorm snapped. “This is a pain in the ass. Why couldn’t this have been a portal with windy cliffs, so we don’t have to look at the damn thing?”

      “Maybe it’s like this to force us to look at the portal,” Fei said, tilting her head to one side.

      “Weaponized migraines. Truly a greater threat than Messengers capable of blowing apart walls with a wave of their arm or armies of behemoths,” Sen drawled.

      “Nice that you think so highly of us,” Laura said.

      Sen shot Laura an annoyed look, as she clearly hadn’t intended to compliment the Twins. But she had a point. Even during the Twins’ failed invasion, they’d posed an immense threat with their spatial magic.

      By contrast, what began to appear before them seemed more ordinary. Or maybe Nathan had just become inured to the danger posed by demonic invasions.

      Said danger made itself well known in the coming minutes.

      Where a vast wasteland stood, bereft of foes, a seemingly limitless horde of demons appeared. Whole battalions of them, crushed together so close that they seemed to blend together. Thousands. Tens of thousands.

      “Aren’t there too many of them?” Sen asked.

      Muttering and restlessness among the defenders suggested Sen’s thoughts were shared by everyone. Catapult and ballista operators froze alongside the mass of archers lining the battlements.

      The horde remained stationary and still for the first few seconds. None of the demons appeared aware of their surroundings, and they even seemed unarmed. Slowly but surely, they awakened.

      Their roars rippled across the clearing, bouncing off the tall rocky walls that hemmed everyone in. The sound practically deafened Nathan. Fei and other nearby beastkin clamped their hands over their ears and their tails lashed the ground in surprise.

      “That’s a lot of heavies,” Nathan muttered.

      While the vast bulk of the horde appeared to be a mass of nearly naked bipedal beasts wielding little more than oversized swords, axes, and maces, an elite guard formed around the portal rift. A solid thousand or more demons covered in heavy armor, each wielding halberds with blades the size of a person.

      Demons came in roughly three varieties: common lesser demons that made up the vast majority of the horde and were little more than fodder for powerful Champions; greater demons such as manticores and behemoths, each capable of threatening a monogem Champion or shattering ordinary armies; and elite demons with equipment and abilities superior to the lesser demons.

      Heavies fell into the category of elite demons. Their name belied their purpose. They wore heavy armor, wielding massive weapons, and were the shock troops of demonic invasions. Arrows bounced off their defenses. Only magic and siege weaponry could hope to stop a charge of this size.

      “No greater demons yet,” Fei said. “Are we staying up here? Janice said the barrier lets projectiles through from this side.”

      “That means her Bastion knows his stuff. Unsurprising given the summons he’s using to defend the place and the scale of the defenses,” Nathan said. “I don’t know Bastion Herman, but you don’t get a trigem by being a pushover. We’ll let his defenses act before we step in.”

      As if to punctuate his point, something burst overhead. Nathan looked over to see Janice holding a broad sword aloft, and bright white fireworks exploding overhead.

      In the next instant, dozens of siege weapons let loose. Flaming boulders burst among the demons. Huge bolts plowed through a half-dozen demons with each shot from a ballista. Hundreds of demons fell in a single fell swoop.

      Yet the horde seemed unfazed. Whatever gaps the weapons produced in their numbers seem to fill with new demons within seconds. Like water flowing into a hole.

      Next came the battle mages. Their ritual circles glowed, and the towers they stood on emanated in sympathy. A lead sorcerer at each ritual cast his staff toward the horde, although the rituals fired out of sync. Spells roared forth.

      Lava gushed forth from one tower, barreling downhill at a pace the real thing could never manage and swallowing hundreds of demons in fiery death. A chasm split open for hundreds of feet. One tower even spewed a beam of light that vaporized every demon caught in it.

      “Holy…” Sunstorm gasped out.

      Fei and Sen shared in her surprise, their jaws dropping. While they might be used to Nathan’s defenses and the explosive fare he frequently utilized, Waier’s defenders had unleashed a level of magic usually reserved for Champions or Nathan’s strongest spells.

      “Those are fifth rank spells, aren’t they?” Sen asked, her eyes glowing with excitement. Literally glowing, as the power of Ifrit seemed to exude from her body. “I never see those used except by you.”

      “Rituals allow mages to cast vastly more powerful spells than they otherwise could,” Nathan said, realizing he was explaining the obvious to Sen.

      But Fei nodded along, and he noticed some of the other defenders listening in. The archers appeared to be waiting for an order from Janice. Presumably those fireworks meant something.

      “Yeah, but this is still super impressive. At the Battle of Aleich, the sorcerers who came to help us mostly stuck to fourth rank spells. They only started using the big ones when we had to besiege Castle Aleich due to…” Sen bit her lip, realizing she’d trodden on a sensitive topic. “You know.”

      “I do,” Nathan said drily. “Whatever I might think of the former archduke, he spared no expense in fortifying Waier against invasion. Although I do wonder how many of the battle mages here hurled fire at me at Aleich.”

      The rebelling Bastions who had attempted to overthrow the Emperor last year had brought a mass of battle mages, most of whom had escaped unscathed. The power of Nathan’s Champions and his own mages had prevented the enemy sorcerers from doing too much damage, but the fact he was in former enemy territory stood out.

      Given the grim expressions on the eavesdropping defenders, he suspected they knew it as well.

      Or perhaps those expressions were due to the unstoppable horde descending on them.

      “Impressive spells or not, they’re not doing much,” Sunstorm said, her expression hard. “Are we still going to watch and wait? For that matter, where’s the almighty Bastion guarding this place? I haven’t seen even a hair of him.”

      “Most Bastions don’t fight on the front lines of invasions,” Nathan said. “Not unless they’re a trained spellblade or sorcerer. Even more so once they have multiple duogems or a trigem. They’re a liability at that point, as a Messenger can assassinate them and win the invasion by default.”

      Sunstorm and Sen winced and rubbed their heads, as if struck by simultaneous headaches. Fei simply tilted her head.

      “But Leopold always fought on the frontline,” the catgirl chirped.

      “Leopold had a reputation. Plus, he possessed more binding stones than most Bastions.”

      Sen nodded slowly. “I… vaguely remember something about how you used to steer clear of fighting, Nathan. Back… you know.”

      He returned the nod.

      In his old world, he had been convinced by Vala and Narime to avoid front line fighting after the disaster of defending the Gharrick Mountains. Too many Bastions fell in the defense, and Fei’s Bastion at the time had been executed despite winning due to being exposed to a succubus. It had been for that reason he’d remained in the control room when Kadria invaded.

      The first demons slammed into the barrier in front of the wall. Light shimmered along its length as a thousand furious fists and weapons attempted to break through the magical wall. No cracks formed, but Nathan knew from experience this barrier wouldn’t last long. It was far too long to maintain without expending the Bastion’s entire reserves.

      Bastion Herman, who controlled this fortress and commanded Janice, only held three binding stones. He’d exhaust himself trying to power the barrier within minutes.

      More fireworks went off above, and the archers finally loosed their volleys into the sea of demons below. The arrows did little despite the amount of defenders, which was probably why they’d held off for so long. They needed as much power as possible to harm the demons at all. A single demon took dozens of arrows before falling.

      The heavies would be impervious to the archers once they closed. For now, they remained behind the sea of fodder.

      “No, we’re not waiting,” Nathan replied as he drew his sword. “If we wait much longer, then the barrier will fall and the wall will be in danger.”

      As if they’d been waiting for this, his three Champions readied their weapons. A scimitar leaped into Fei’s hands while Sunstorm twirled her dual blades. Sen eyed the heavies in the distance, as if assessing how easily she could take them out with spells.

      But the Twins simply crossed their arms behind their heads.

      “Can’t you pretend to be useful?” Sunstorm asked them.

      “Hey, this should be a joke for you guys. Don’t pretend you didn’t fend off an undead army just as huge, but twice as dangerous,” Maura said. “We’re still pretty fucking beat from trying to absorb this damn cascade.”

      Nathan winced. They had warned him that any attempt to absorb the cascade would fail, but he’d ordered them to try anyway. The Twins might show no tiredness, but he suspected Maura wasn’t lying.

      Unlike himself, who had expended relatively little power while fighting off Artemis.

      “Sen, focus on the heavies and be ready for greater demons to appear,” he ordered. “Sunstorm, check with Janice to see if she’s concerned about any part of the wall and help her. Fei… well, I think you know what to do.”

      Fei smirked and her entire body burst into blue flames. Squeals of surprise escaped the nearby soldiers, but the catgirl remained unharmed.

      Nathan nodded at her, then turned to his side. “Ciana, I need you to…”

      He cut off as he saw the empty space beside him. Immediately, he ran a hand over his face as a chill set into his body. The other Champions gazed at him with a mix of sympathy and grimness.

      For years now, Ciana had been an ever-present companion who refused to leave him alone, even when he rested at night. She’d chosen to dedicate her life to his protection.

      And while fighting Artemis, she’d nearly given her life. Ciana lay in a field hospital back in Prophet’s Hope, now missing an arm and clinging to life. Nathan’s unicorn knight had become a reminder of how close he’d come to failure.

      At least she was alive, he told himself, as flashes of her corpse from his original world rose to his mind.

      “You know what to do,” he grunted, voice deeper than usual.

      “Got it,” Fei said and shot the Twins a look.

      Then she and Sunstorm vanished, although the explosions of blue flame rippling through the demons made Fei’s new location evident.

      “Why is the kitty giving us the stink eye?” Maura whined.

      “Because the two of you have no tact,” Sen said. “If you’re not going to fight, make yourselves useful by waving your tits at Nathan to cheer him up or something.”

      “We can do that,” Maura and Laura said together.

      “Not now,” Nathan said.

      But he appreciated the attempt at levity. Perhaps it looked silly to onlookers, given the surrounding danger, but if he faced every danger with the attitude that the world might end, he’d have gone gray by now.

      A torrent of blue flames tore through entire ranks of the demonic horde below them. Fei danced along the length of the barrier, hurling blasts of fire using her sapphires. With how closely packed the demons were, a single plume of flame took out as many as the siege weapons collectively slew. The beasts melted like wax.

      Terror seemed to grip the ranks of the demons near the growing inferno. Yet the constant summoning of new demons pressed them forward. Whenever a demon touched one already ablaze, he lit up like a candle as well.

      Soon, Fei had lit a raging wildfire among the enemies. The battlefield burned an incandescent blue. Awe spread across the faces of the defenders, many of whom stopped firing arrows or siege weapons out of shock.

      More fireworks reminded them that the battle had only begun. Swarms of arrows descended on the dying demons.

      “I really do think the kitty could defeat this Messenger by herself,” Laura said.

      Except Maura guffawed. “As if. You’re just saying that because she cut you in half once. There are so many ways to defeat her. She runs dry in like a minute if she’s not melting people and absorbing their magic, so just stop throwing fodder at her. And that regen ability in her third sapphire won’t stop me from slicing her in half.”

      “She can absorb magic,” Laura said.

      “Yeah, and Siv nearly blew her up anyway. The kitty can absorb magic the same way we can, and there’s a limit to her capacity.”

      Nathan had to admit he appreciated the assessment. Fei’s immense power had become a crutch for him lately. Her magic-eating flames cut through barriers, absorbed offensive spells, and melted entire armies. Her second sapphire allowed her to absorb magic with them, making her a nigh-unstoppable power, and her third granted her regeneration and immunity to non-magical attacks.

      At a glance, one might assume Fei was invulnerable. If Maura felt otherwise, that meant Nathan needed to keep Fei’s ego in check. He liked his catgirl in one piece.

      Unfortunately, while this side of the battle went well, that only increased the pressure on the side of the barrier farthest from Fei. The horde grew lopsided as Fei consumed one half of the battle front. A thousand fists and weapons still beat down on the weakening barrier. Nathan saw the silver glow dim. Soon it would crack, then shatter.

      “Sen, help me support the other flank,” Nathan said.

      He raised his sword before pointing it toward the far side of the barrier. A pair of green squares snapped into existence along the blade’s length, bursting with magical power. Nathan prepared a supercharged fourth rank wind spell.

      Following his lead, Sen shouldered her greatsword and held her arms out. A matching spell frame appeared around each arm, as she cast two supercharged fourth rank spells. Fire ones, naturally. Sen was capable of nothing else.

      “You’re showing me up.” Nathan chuckled as he finished his spell.

      “Ifrit wants me to hold off on using stronger spells,” Sen said, exhaustion seeping into her tone.

      “What, tired already, pipsqueak?” Maura asked. “What happened to your shittalk from earlier?”

      “I’m still helping, unlike you two. Do you have any idea how fucking hard it was to cast spells strong enough to even hurt Artemis? I needed to…” Sen trailed off with a glance at Nathan.

      “We’ll talk about this later, once things settle down,” he said.

      Then he unleashed his spell. The air shimmered along the line between his sword and the demons. Then that shimmer reached the monsters, only for dozens of them to be blown apart instantly. As chunks of their bodies rained down, the spell exploded on the ground, and a gaping hole formed in the horde.

      For only a second, as yet more demons splashed through the blood and gore of their supposed comrades.

      Sen’s spell fired off a moment later, sending a pair of molten lava orbs hurtling across the battlefield. They crushed demons on impact, then burst apart into a sea of lava that consumed dozens of demons each. The lava remained in place.

      Ordinarily, this would deny the demons the use of that ground and give the barrier a reprieve. Yet the horde merely pushed forward. A thousand demons perished in an attempt to swallow the lava with their very bodies.

      “This is insane,” Sen muttered. “I’ve never seen anything this crazy.”

      “I have,” Nathan said, expression hardening.

      Kadria. The succubus Messenger who had defeated him in his original world, only to bring him here to save Doumahr.

      So far, the tactics matched to an eerie extent. A vast battlefield, an endless sea of demons, including many heavies.

      Two things differentiated the assault. First, Kadria had used three portal rifts in her assault. Second, a sea of greater demons like behemoths had accompanied the waves.

      As if somebody had read his mind, the portal rift shimmered. Nathan tensed, as this often dictated something was changing in the invasion.

      Hulking blue beasts, each fifty feet tall with a thick shell of steel and a single black horn. Enormous claws replaced its hands, and each talon was the length of a tall man.

      “Well, there are the behemoths,” he muttered. “Is there a reason this Messenger is copying Kadria’s attack style?”

      “Uh…” Maura bit her lip. “I dunno. Didn’t think the idiot behind this portal had the strength to summon a horde like this. Sis?”

      “Our former employer is lending a hand. He’s less restrained now that the slut-goddess is back, so I bet he’s handing out power like candy,” Laura said. “The Messenger should still be a pushover, but…”

      “Will this affect ordinary invasions?” Nathan asked, worry gripping his mind.

      “Maybe? We don’t know too much about this.”

      Maura shook her head however. “Portals are basically automatic. If the boss could direct his power through them by himself, he’d trigger invasions constantly and wouldn’t need to rely on stuff like cascades. Why would he need Messengers?”

      “Good,” Nathan grunted out.

      He’d been worried that this battle might be the least of his worries.

      “Um, this is all well and good, but there are like twenty of those things,” Sen said. “Killing one of these things takes one of us to focus it down. They’ll crack the barrier like an egg.”

      She leaned back and took up a pose, as if she was throwing a javelin. A fifth rank spell glowed around her arm.

      “Sen…” Nathan warned, then shook his head.

      The time to hold back had long since passed. He understood Sen’s actions, even if they endangered her.

      A golden pentagon surrounded his sword as he prepared his own fifth rank spell. That of a spatial slash capable of cutting through steel columns.

      Sen reared back as her spell finished, then hurled what appeared to be air. A flaming lance, a good six feet long, hurtled through the air in front of her. Harmless embers trailed after it.

      It slammed right into a behemoth, penetrating its armored hide. The monstrous beast screeched in pain as it beat at its own chest with its claws. Deafening bangs shook Nathan as the talons slammed into steel.

      Then lava exploded from the lance. The behemoth’s many beady black eyes bulged and it collapsed to the ground, crushing hundreds.

      Nathan’s spell proved less impressive. He simple swung his sword toward a behemoth in a cutting motion. Then the beast split in two. Its eyes blinked as it crashed to the rocky wasteland, as if the monster didn’t understand it was dead.

      Another behemoth split apart in the distance. Sunstorm’s work, as her second onyx granted her the same spatial slash ability. Fei’s flames lashed toward the behemoths but fell short, instead incinerating a hundred demons or more.

      A beam of light shot out from a ritual circle, slamming into a beast. Yet the behemoth roared and began to charge forward.

      “They need to use penetrating spells. Haven’t they fought behemoths before?” Nathan snapped.

      The terror spreading among the defenders suggested the answer was no. Or at least, they hadn’t seen more than one or two.

      “Bastion Nathan, what do we do?” one of the archer captains yelped, her bow shaking in her arms.

      He nearly barked out orders for the archers to pull back, then remembered where he was and who was in command. While cutting down the charging behemoth with a spatial slash, he looked around for Janice.

      In the distance, he saw her standing with the two other Champions responsible for defending the fortress. Her sword pointed toward a behemoth as a sixth rank spell glowed around it.

      Unlike most Champions, Janice was a trained sorceress who had accepted the position for reasons unknown. Her spellwork likely made her a match for Narime in terms of raw destruction.

      Or at least the Narime from his old world.

      But none of the defenders seemed to know what to do. Ballista bolts and flaming boulders shattered harmlessly on the metal shells protecting the behemoths as they thundered toward the barrier.

      Even as Nathan and his Champions took down a third of the behemoths within a minute, far more remained. Even two or three might bring down the barrier and let the demons rush through.

      “Shit. I need to get to Janice and—”

      “The fuck are you talking about? Just order the damn soldiers around,” Maura snapped. “Why are you waiting for some old bint to realize the wall is lost?”

      Not the words he needed the defenders to hear. Especially because Nathan knew that the moment he ordered anyone to retreat, panic would set in.

      The order needed to come from Janice. She controlled the defenders and presumably had a retreat signal among her fireworks.

      Rather than try to run over to Janice, he played things smart. Using mental magic, he prodded Sunstorm.

      In a puff of darkness, she appeared beside him.

      “Nathan?” she asked.

      “Tell Janice that she needs to pull the soldiers back to the next layer of walls,” he said. “The moment the behemoths shatter the barrier, thousands of demons will start climbing this wall. To say nothing of what the behemoths will do.”

      “Got it.” Then Sunstorm vanished in another burst of darkness.

      He glanced over to see Janice’s spell finally reach its apex. The glow from the spell frame seemed blinding.

      A rushing sound, like that of the sea, greeted his ears. Nathan looked back at the battlefield.

      Amid an entire quadrant of the clearing, a swirling darkness appeared.

      No, not darkness. The sea itself opened up where the ground had been in a gargantuan whirlpool. Mud and rock swirled around its circumference. Demons screamed in terror and surprise as the current gripped them and pulled them around, their bodies bashing into one another.

      Even the behemoths stumbled. One slammed into the ground and began to spin with the demons. The spell tore at its armor and body, shredding it utterly. Then the spinning beast slammed into another. And another.

      Soon, the battlefield had been split in two. On one half, an inferno of blue fire consumed everything in sight, including the one behemoth foolish enough to enter it. And the other half tumbled into Janice’s great whirlpool, their bodies being torn asunder before they reached the center, whereupon the pressure of the spell utterly crushed them.

      “Holy shit. Is that the water version of Inferno Tornado?” Sen asked, jaw agape.

      “You didn’t think fire magic was the only element capable of mass destruction, did you?” Nathan asked.

      Even so, he had to admit that the scale of devastation vastly outclassed what he expected of most magic-users. Janice reminded him of the power of trigems, and that they possessed both immense power and experience. While he had more trigems than anyone else on Doumahr, possibly in history, none of them held the same experience as the current veterans, many of whom had fought in Kurai.

      Janice had even defeated a Messenger, presumably with weaker defenses than currently present.

      “Shame she can’t do that much and is so slow at casting,” Maura said. “The old warhorse can nuke an entire army, but she needs too much windup.”

      “Not now,” Nathan grunted out.

      As the demonic horde finally halted, a series of green fireworks burst overhead. Over and over again.

      Sighs of relief escaped the nearby defenders. The captains began barking orders to pull back from the wall, and masses of uniformed soldiers rushed down stairs and across the gap between this wall and the one behind it. An orderly retreat.

      Nathan remained, as did Janice and the other Champions. By the time the whirlpool died down, only the greatest warriors stood atop the walls.

      Plus the Twins, he supposed.

      “Oi,” Maura muttered in response to his joke.

      “I didn’t say anything,” he said.

      “Yeah, but I can tell when you’re making fun of us. Your emotions and surface thoughts are still super easy to read.”

      Annoying. He thought he’d vastly improved his mental defenses, yet the succubi still read him like a book.

      The portal shimmered again. Presumably, the attacking Messenger knew she’d lost her best weapon with the deaths of her behemoths.

      Nothing seemed to appear. But, finally, the mass of heavies moved forward.

      “She’s here, isn’t she?” Nathan asked.

      “Oh, yeah. You should—” Maura began to say.

      Her words cut off as a thwump rose up from beneath them. Plumes of dirt, rock, and dust swallowed Nathan’s vision, at least beyond the barrier.

      Then light followed, turning the far side of the barrier into a miniature sun. A roaring sound prevented him from hearing anything. Flames burst from the light, rising hundreds of feet into the air in a distinctive mushroom shape.

      Deep in his soul, Nathan knew they were in tremendous danger. Cracks shot across the entire barrier like a pane of glass shattering.

      In a moment like this, Ciana would hold her shield out to summon her impervious barrier.

      Without her, Nathan needed to do the dirty work. He roared with power, pulled from his many binding stones across the Empire. Magic surged through his veins as he drew on ascended magic in the domain of another Bastion, which sapped his reserves at a terrifying speed.

      No time for a spell frame, he realized. He needed to summon a barrier around them within an instant, purely on instinct.

      The barrier collapsed without a sound, consumed utterly by the sound and fury of the explosion beyond it. That light overtook Nathan and the others. Around them, the wall vanished. Any defender who hadn’t reached the second layer of walls was done for.

      Sen clung to him, although he struggled to see her amid the light. His raw power pushed against the immense explosive force pressing down on them. Maybe the Twins were nearby, maybe they weren’t.

      Nathan prayed that Fei had been nowhere nearby. Or that her gem abilities allowed her to shrug this off. Given the explosion hadn’t shattered the barrier instantly, perhaps Fei was fine.

      Seconds passed. Violent seconds, given the force pressing down on him.

      Eventually, it passed. He regained his vision, although he blinked spots out of his eyes. Voices began to reach him. Those of Sen, the Twins, and even Fei.

      “Nathan!” Fei wailed, shaking him.

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      At some point, he’d fallen to his knees. When had Fei gotten here?

      For that matter, when had Fei stripped? A moment passed as Nathan stared at her naked body, which remained coated in her blue fire, before he realized that the explosive force had likely shredded her armor and uniform. Only her regenerative ability allowed her to survive.

      “I think we need to get off this wall,” Sen said, looking around at the emptiness surrounding them.

      The entire stretch of wall for hundreds of feet around them had vanished. A crater replaced it, even as this strange world filled in the earth. Nathan and the others stood on a small platform that he’d protected.

      Janice, Sunstorm, and the other two Champions gawked at them from an untouched patch of wall.

      Below them stood a single woman, wearing some sort of lacquered wooden armor and wielding a long spear. A familiar Messenger that Nathan had defeated once before.

      Yet he never saw her display this level of power, even outside of the portal.

      Roars rose from the demonic horde, which rushed behind their demonic general. Nathan came back to his senses.

      The Messenger had struck, vaporizing the outer wall, and letting the demons through.
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      “That idiot gets one shot at her nuke and she blows it on the fucking wall?” Maura drawled, flipping her long hair over one shoulder.

      “She did target Nathan,” Laura said.

      “And look what good that did. No wonder chumps like her never end a world. They’re morons.”

      As Nathan’s senses returned and he took in the devastation that followed the explosive blast that had leveled the wall and barrier, he tried to follow the conversation. Sen and Fei made no such attempts. Rather, Sen filled the space where the wall had stood with a searing barrier of flames, while Fei tried to reach the charging horde with her own bursts of fire.

      “One shot? You mean she could have used that ability in my world?” Nathan asked, leaning against the remaining battlements.

      The tiny piece of platform he stood upon wavered, and he knew they needed to get off it before it collapsed. He ordered everyone down. Fei picked up Sen and leaped down, ignoring her yelps. Nathan jumped down himself. The Twins floated after them.

      As he fell, he looked over the retreating soldiers. Almost all of them had made it to the second layer of walls, save a few stragglers. A single knight dressed in what he guessed to be the uniform of the ducal guard scrabbled away from the edge of the crater. She must have barely survived the explosion.

      The landing shook Nathan’s bones a touch more than he expected. Placing a hand over his chest, he recalled that he lacked Ciana’s protective ability. For over a year now, his unicorn knight had shared her enhanced durability with him using her monogem ability. The distance between them meant he needed to be extra careful in this fight.

      “Duh,” Maura said once she descended. “The boss can’t make this dunce stronger. If he could, then why would we need to use binding stones to get all buff and shit? She gets one nuclear boom every time she invades. It’s a teeny weensy one in here, and a city-ending cataclysm once she escapes. Figures she’d blow it in here.”

      “I’m surprised the boss didn’t give her two, for extra irony,” Laura said.

      Nathan didn’t understand what was ironic, but felt he was better off not knowing.

      For that matter, he felt immensely glad that this Messenger hadn’t let off that “nuke” in Waier. The weak version could level a palace. Given Messengers increased in strength exponentially outside the portal, “city-ending” was an apt estimate.

      The roars of the approaching demons rose in his ears. Sen’s wall of flames barely held them up. What did give them pause was a hailstorm of ice shards, each the size of his fist. Holes appeared in the many demons, shortly before their bodies vanished along with their lives. Janice stood atop her remaining section of her wall, two of her three sapphires glowing as she channeled a fifth rank spell.

      Fei joined in the chaos with her flames. Her nudity hardly bothered her as she dashed off and vaporized the other half of the horde that rushed through Sen’s wall. Although once she stopped, Nathan conjured up a uniform on her head for her to put on. Her red face when she looked back at him suggested she hadn’t noticed her current state.

      Nathan’s eyes watched for something other than the demons or his favorite kitty’s breasts, however.

      After a few seconds, that something made itself known. The armored Messenger waded through Sen’s flame, utterly unharmed. Her long spear reminded Nathan of Kurai, as did her appearance. She looked like Narime, except without the tails and fox ears. That likely meant she was from Earth’s parallel to where Narime came from.

      Ironically, that wasn’t the Kurai Peninsula. The mystic foxes hailed from a long-lost continent to the far south. Sunstorm and Seraph were the true natives to Kurai, and possessed somewhat different features to Narime and this mysterious Messenger.

      Nathan’s eyes met the Messenger’s. She scowled at him.

      Somehow, he knew she remembered him.

      “You. I suppose it is only right that I am given the chance to rectify the stain on my honor,” the Messenger said.

      Abruptly, her name came back to him. Or at least the one she’d given him last time.

      “Tomoe, right?” Nathan said, gathering magic in preparation for a spell.

      A flash of triumph crossed the woman’s face. Only to be shattered once the Twins laughed above her.

      “Tomoe!” Maura cackled. “Claiming glory that isn’t yours, you complete failure? Nathan, I’m pretty sure her name’s something like Momoko. She’s just some schoolgirl. Not a famous samurai.”

      Tomoe, or whatever her name was, shook with fury. She glared up at the succubi circling above her. “I’d heard you two would be here. That you’d been brought low by a mere Bastion and turned rogue due to giving in to your baser lusts. You’re a failure to our master, as he can’t send the real versions of you here to clean up your mess.”

      Laura gagged. “As if that’s the real reason. The boss just doesn’t want Nathan to fuck any more of us onto his side.”

      “You’re always so disgraceful. I’ll take great pleasure in handing your heads to our master after I burn this pathetic world to the ground.”

      “Baby steps, Momoko,” Maura taunted.

      While the Messengers spat barbs at one another, the Champions focused on keeping the horde at bay. Sen added two more walls of fire, while Janice and the other two Waier Champions pulled back to the far wall. Nathan waved them toward that wall, but they stopped short of it, even as a barrier activated.

      Now they were cut off from the defenders. The Champions had committed themselves to fending off the Messenger. For what little that mattered. Nathan could teleport to the other side if necessary.

      Tomoe spun her spear while glaring at Maura. An ominous power rose from her, tingling Nathan’s magical senses.

      Even though she aimed at the succubus, Nathan automatically began casting a fifth rank spatial slash. The Twins simply grinned as a shroud of darkness covered their bodies.

      Tomoe’s body shot toward Maura in a flash of light. A solid afterimage remained behind, so realistic that it had fooled Nathan in his fight with her in his original world.

      Apparently it fooled Sen, as a lava lance obliterated it and spewed molten rock everywhere. Nathan cursed and leaped backward to keep clear.

      Above him, Tomoe slammed into Maura, spearpoint first. Except she failed to penetrate the shroud whatsoever. Her blade stopped dead, holding her in place.

      Or maybe that was Laura, who laughed as she held her arms toward Tomoe. Some sort of spatial spell extended from her arms toward the other Messenger.

      “You know, I’ve been shittalked for not doing anything today,” Maura said, her voice echoing across the clearing. Menace filled her tone. “But maybe I should show off a little for my budding dark lord. Remind him of the difference between shitstains like you and actual Messengers.”

      Maura’s red eyes gleamed, and she slashed Tomoe’s body with her darkness-covered arms. A shriek escaped Tomoe. She fell to the ground, blood pouring from her body and splashing all over the ground. Some even struck Nathan.

      He rubbed it off. His spell remained ready.

      After all, the immense power in Tomoe remained present.

      Laura’s laughter stopped as the Twins stared down at Tomoe’s body in silence.

      A burst of darkness next to Nathan indicated Sunstorm had arrived. “Is that really the Messenger who nearly conquered Waier? If the Twins—”

      With a bestial roar that would haunt Nathan’s dreams, Tomoe shot to her feet. Her torso had been slashed open clear to her ribs, revealing her internal organs and causing blood to continuously gush from her devastated body. Yet it was her eyes that worried Nathan the most.

      Not a speck of the woman from earlier remained in them.

      “Nathan, get away!” Maura snapped.

      She and Laura swung at Tomoe and carved great gouges in the ground, easily dozens of feet deep. Bright white light burst up from the chasms. Gore burst from Tomoe’s body, but far less than those spatial slashes should have created.

      He’d seen what they could do. Hell, he used a similar technique. Another Messenger, Thanatos, had been carved apart by spatial slashes like those more than once.

      Tomoe’s head snapped toward Nathan. Those eerie eyes locked onto his and he felt a similar feeling from just a few hours ago.

      One that told him he was being hunted.

      “Hell no,” Sunstorm growled as she shoved Nathan aside and blasted Tomoe with a spatial slash of her own.

      It did little more than irritate the berserk Messenger, who surged toward Sunstorm blindingly fast. A cloud of pitch-black darkness burst from Sunstorm, enshrouding both her and Nathan. He cursed and unleashed his own spell at where he expected Tomoe to be, for what little it might do.

      Then he reflexively visualized a nearby area of the clearing and teleported himself there. The darkness vanished, and he found himself standing only a few feet away from Fei. A blazing blue inferno of mobile demonic candles surrounded him.

      “Nathan!” the catgirl squawked, whirling. “But if you’re here, then—”

      Tomoe’s bestial cry interrupted her as she tore free from Sunstorm’s distraction. Her hyper-focus on Nathan forced her to charge him at her terrifying speed.

      Or it would be terrifying if he hadn’t faced an opponent ten times faster earlier today.

      In the distance, Sen began to cast a sixth rank spell. He recognized it as the fire pillar spell she’d used against Artemis. That had been one of the few spells capable of harming the nigh-immortal Messenger.

      “I said no,” Sunstorm growled as she appeared in front of Tomoe.

      Once again, she snapped off her spatial slash. Once again, it did absolutely nothing. Even the Twins struggled to stall their fellow Messenger, spitting curses in the process.

      “Two fucking elites in one day,” Maura shouted. “This is bullshit! Shouldn’t there be a cooldown?”

      Nathan nearly made sense of those words, but now wasn’t the time to focus on the nonsense the Twins spouted. He needed to remain alive.

      Focusing on teleportation again, he grabbed Fei and reached for Sunstorm.

      “Go!” Sunstorm snapped, dodging his grip. “I’ll be fine.”

      Choosing to trust in his Champion, Nathan teleported away with Fei. She yelped when they reappeared beneath the remaining patch of wall.

      To his surprise, Janice had returned. The other two Champions were nowhere to be seen, but instead a wall of glowing water washed away the demons attempting to charge the wall. Janice turned to face him, shock in her eyes. She shook her head.

      “Griem said the Nationalists had been wrong about you, but I think even he underestimated you,” Janice said. “What is this insanity? Even when I fought this Messenger before, she hardly seemed this… mad.”

      “But she used the explosive ability?” Nathan asked.

      “Indeed. It’s what seriously wounded me. I barely took her out with my trigem ability.” Janice rubbed her wrists, as if something had happened to them in the previous battle. “She was rash, but not insane.”

      As if to punctuate that point, another berserk scream ripped through the battlefield. Nathan looked over to see Tomoe slashing at Sunstorm with massive swings, albeit ones lacking in skill. Sunstorm moved like the wind and dodged the attacks effortlessly. The Twins had given up on fighting Tomoe, and instead took Fei’s place as demon fighters.

      Then Tomoe’s spear glowed. Her next swing at Sunstorm looked like a blur of light.

      The assassin’s body exploded into leaves, right before a burst of darkness covered the area. Sunstorm reappeared next to Sen, the jade in her chest glowing. Her trigem ability allowed her to survive mortal blows. Although Nathan would need to top it up before she could survive another.

      “Do you have a plan?” Janice asked.

      “No, but I think somebody else does,” Nathan admitted, his eyes shooting to Sen. “Otherwise, I suspect enough of Fei’s flames will work. Whatever magic is powering her body has to run out eventually. I do have one more trick, though.”

      If direct attacks with elemental or spatial magic wouldn’t work, Nathan’s best bet was to try mental magic. Against Artemis, it had proven surprisingly useful.

      He recalled the magical technique. A mental lightning strike, directed at his enemy’s mental presence. At worst, it should stun Tomoe. At best, it might seriously harm her and allow the others to bring her down.

      While the Messenger raged and looked for him, finally spotting him and charging him once again, he focused his spell. Fei’s flames and a burst of ice spears from Janice caused Tomoe to vanish temporarily.

      But he found her mental presence. Then he hurled his lightning bolt at her, expecting it to explode against her mind and send her into spasms.

      It never reached her. Instead, some other presence shielded her. One vastly more powerful than Nathan had dealt with, save for the times he’d drawn the attention of Doumahr’s goddess—or whatever he summoned by speaking Omria’s name.

      “Shit, two elites,” he breathed.

      The meaning of Maura’s ranting reached him. He wasn’t battling Tomoe, but another Messenger controlling her. Or empowering her, in this case. A puppet master.

      Despite the failure of his mental attack, Tomoe still stopped dead. Life returned to her eyes temporarily. She looked around in confusion. Then pain wracked her body and she collapsed to the ground.

      “What… is…” she gasped out around mouthfuls of blood.

      Then her eyes faded back to those eerie empty orbs. She stood up. Or, rather, the puppet of Tomoe stood up.

      Sunstorm appeared next to Nathan. “We just need to hold her down a little longer.”

      “Got it,” he said.

      Unfortunately, so did the puppet. Tomoe’s head snapped toward Sen, twisting at an impossible angle with a crack of bones. The spellblade kept casting. She trusted in Nathan and the others to protect her.

      Fei and Sunstorm dashed off, attempting to slow Tomoe with their attacks. Even Janice understood, summoning up a pair of supercharged fourth rank ice spells intended to freeze Tomoe in place.

      Yet the Messenger burst forward, hardly slowed as she raced toward Sen in the distance. Demons rushed around them, with little holding them back. Nathan ignored them. Once Tomoe fell, the demons would go with them.

      Rather, he needed to keep Sen safe. Nothing he’d tried so far worked. He also couldn’t teleport Sen away, as it would disturb her spellcasting.

      Something clicked in his mind at that thought. If he couldn’t teleport Sen away, why not teleport Tomoe? Grabbing her might not be possible, given she would send his head flying across the battlefield with a flick of her wrist.

      But he’d seen a similar enough technique in the past. He began preparing a supercharged fifth rank spell. As he hadn’t cast this spell before, he didn’t know how powerful the spell frame needed to be, but he knew he needed something bigger than the spatial slash.

      Seconds passed. Valuable seconds, as Tomoe continued to blitz through Fei, Janice, and Sunstorm. The Twins returned and managed to hold Tomoe in place for a precious few moments with their bodies.

      Nathan knew he owed Maura dearly for helping so much today. They rarely pitched in like this, because they didn’t have much reason to. If he wanted the Twins to act like his Champions, he needed to treat them like them.

      Especially as it was their efforts that kept Tomoe just short of Sen. Nathan felt the power rushing through his body, filling his spell frame. Maybe he didn’t have enough.

      He needed to try anyway. He slashed his sword at Tomoe, cutting through her torso.

      And, more importantly, the clearing between her and Sen.

      Instantly, the messenger froze. She felt the powerful spatial magic fire off. Yet nothing happened. Her neck spun to face him and those empty eyes considered him. Some being that wasn’t Tomoe stared at him through those eyes.

      Then she looked back at Sen and charged her with a bloodcurdling scream. With just a handful of steps, Tomoe would tear apart the fragile spellblade.

      The moment her foot crossed the line Nathan had cut in the air with his sword, Tomoe vanished. Her scream continued to echo, but from behind them.

      Mindlessly, Tomoe charged across the clearing toward Sen. Everyone stared at her, dumbfounded. Nobody stopped her as she ran right up to Sen and, once again, teleported hundreds of feet away.

      Sen’s spell approached completion. He felt the immense power within it, just as he had the last two times she’d cast these unknown spells she’d been using recently.

      This time, Tomoe stopped charging. Those eyes of her stared right at Nathan.

      Somehow, he knew the being controlling her was giving him some acknowledgement of victory.

      With a scream of fury, Sen unleashed her spell. Her greatsword wreathed itself in white-hot fire as she slammed it into the ground in front of her. A scream of pain ripped out of the woman.

      A furious torrent of flames erupted from beneath Tomoe, consuming her instantly as it tore a hundred feet into the sky. For several seconds, Nathan saw only white-hot fury blazing in a vortex.

      Sen collapsed to her feet. Her greatsword returned to normal and the pillar of fire vanished. All that remained of Tomoe was a set of blackened bones, standing in place for a mere second. The fact so much remained was proof of the immense power being pumped into Tomoe’s body. Then even the bones faded away.

      Shrieks rose from the remaining demons as they began to burst into white light. The portal rift snapped shut as if it had never been here.

      Another invasion defeated.

      Cheers rose from the defenders. Ragged breaths escaped Sen in the distance. Her hair couldn’t get much whiter at this point, yet Nathan knew she was drawing on too much of Ifrit’s power to be healthy.

      Before he could get close to her, the Twins descended in front of him with uncharacteristically grim faces.

      “Not so fast,” Laura said. “We know the chump behind this.”

      “An elite Messenger. I heard Maura ranting earlier,” Nathan said. “We’ll have time later to—”

      “Not later, now,” Maura snapped. “This isn’t some random dickweed waving his cock around, Nathan. This guy’s all about destabilization and scheming bullshit. Do you remember ages ago how I told you that Messengers can send agents in? Pet humans to do their dirty work and lay the groundwork for future invasions? Well, this elite specializes in them.”

      A chill ran down Nathan’s spine.

      He did recall their explanation of agents, as he’d always worried some might have infiltrated his ranks. Up until now, he’d been told that the active Messengers eschewed agents.

      Now he faced one that actively used them.

      “Janice, I need you to close off the gate and prevent anyone from leaving,” he told the nearby trigem.

      She frowned at him. “That’s not a request I’d normally honor, but I feel you’ve earned it. Especially as it’s standard practice here. I don’t allow anyone who enters the portal world to leave it until I give the order to leave, due to the possibility of battling a succubus.” Janice gave the Twins a pointed look.

      They stuck their tongues out in response.

      Janice chose to ignore them and walk toward the wall. With the demons gone, the defenders deactivate the defensive barrier. Knights in the uniform of the ducal guard swept out to accompany the two other Champions, who bowed to Nathan and thanked him for defeating the Messenger.

      “Now’s not the time for thanks,” he said, aware that Sen had carried the day.

      Fei, Sen, and Sunstorm crowded together. The assassin spotted him with Janice and blinked over. She remained silent as Janice took command of her knights.

      “Have all units form up. The wounded can still report to infirmaries, but everyone must remain inside the portal,” Janice ordered. “We may have an intruder. Nobody leaves for any reason until I order otherwise.”

      The confused faces of the knights suggested somebody already had.

      “Um, General, didn’t you order Captain Roth to leave earlier?” one officer asked, speaking up where the other knights simply shuffled nervously. “She barely escaped that blast and took a unit of archducal guard to the palace, saying that you’d ordered her to take Archduke von Salms to safety. Given the situation…”

      Janice cursed. “I gave no such orders.”

      Nathan’s mind returned to the knight wearing this uniform who had been far behind her comrades. No doubt she had been the agent, sneaking through in the chaos of Tomoe’s assault. She hadn’t been able to get through until the barrier had gone down.

      “We need to assume this is an assassination attempt, Janice,” Nathan said. “A Messenger is sending an agent directly for the archduke and, I assume, your Bastion.”
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      “I know,” Janice grunted. “There might be more, though, and I know the city. Given the head start they have, I’ll need to take shortcuts to beat her to the palace. If you root out others here—”

      Nathan bit back a laugh, as it would be insulting. “We’re not wasting time on foot. Keep everyone on lockdown while we deal with this. Sunstorm, tell Sen and Fei to rest until we return. Meet me at the exit.”

      Sunstorm teleported without another word, leaving Nathan to prepare his own teleportation spell. The Twins snickered at Janice’s confusion.

      “Do you need to bring anyone else? I can bring a small squad if you trust anyone.” He paused, then looked at the Twins. “Can you even detect any agents?”

      “Duh. This dipshit elite—call him Bauer, although I think his first name is Jack or something—uses mental magic to control everyone. While he’s good at it, he can’t hold a candle to actual succubi.” They puffed out their oversized chests, which should have caused them to topple over.

      “So there aren’t any nearby?”

      “Nah. We’d have told you to kill them if so.”

      Janice and the other Champions scowled, but remained silent.

      “Then we can take a unit of your knights if you want them,” Nathan told Janice. “But be quick.”

      Without another word to him, Janice picked out a dozen knights, including the officer who had reported the agent to begin with.

      “Then we’ll move to the portal—”

      Nathan cut them off with his teleportation spell. By now, he’d worked out the kinks and could move a group of people without much effort. They reappeared by the exit from the portal.

      Squeaks of surprise escaped the knights. They looked around, weapons raised, before realizing where they were.

      “I understand now,” Janice said, narrowing her eyes. “You plan to teleport us to the palace.”

      “Yes. Head start or not, the palace is a decent jaunt from the castle. We’ll reach Otto first,” he said, using Archduke von Salms’ first name.

      She simply nodded. Seconds passed as they waited for Sunstorm to arrive. Afterward, they stepped into the grand hall of the castle.

      Little had changed since he arrived here an hour or so ago. A small unit of guards remained by the doors, along with the immobile statues that guarded the gate into the portal itself.

      Nathan ordered everyone to form up in the center of the hall, then began to cast another teleportation spell.

      “Wait, do you even know where we’re going?” Maura interrupted. “You can blind teleport using leylines, but doing it without one will put you in a wall. I might be able to survive becoming one with a ton of rock, but you need to breathe, despite your growing…” she trailed off with a glance at the surrounding knights. “Girth.”

      Janice glared at the succubus.

      “Thanks,” he drawled, aware that Maura complimented his penis as a way to avoid bringing up the sensitive topic of his growing inhumanity. “And I do.”

      Explaining why was a difficult topic among the current audience. Waier had become one of Trafaumh’s holdings, as it had remained largely untouched by the demonic invasion that felled the Empire. He’d visited it multiple times in his lifetime and knew both the castle and palace very well.

      Somehow, the succubi automatically understood. Maura nodded and backed off.

      He finished his teleportation spell. One hall vanished and another appeared. A solid crystal throne stood on a raised dais on the far end, but was the only furnishing in the chamber. Three pairs of solid steel doors barred the entrances. A small assortment of well-dressed men and women stood around the throne, although the best dressed man sat on it.

      The moment they appeared, fifty knights in ducal guard uniforms raised their weapons and shouted at Nathan. Spell frames appeared around weapons and chaos nearly broke out.

      “Stand down,” Janice snapped.

      “Janice!” an unfamiliar man gasped out, striding over from the throne. Bastion Herman, Nathan surmised. “What are you doing here? How did you—”

      “Bastion Nathan assisted us in defeating the Messenger, but there’s a new threat on the way,” Janice said. “An assassination attempt directed at either you or the archduke.” She paused and bowed at the man on the throne. “Your Grace.”

      Archduke Otto von Salms raised a hand and the guards calmed. In Nathan’s mind, Otto wasn’t memorable for his looks, but for his position and wealth. He was maybe a decade older than Nathan, but as archduke he controlled nearly a third of the Empire’s territory west of the Gharrick Mountains. His dark eyes considered Nathan for several long moments.

      His wife merely glared. She was an eerily similar image to Empress Alice, although a little younger and far less pretty. Otto had attempted to take Alice’s hand in marriage in the past, and appeared to have never gotten over his failure.

      The fact Nathan counted Otto as an ally said much, given Alice was Nathan’s fiancé.

      “Given your method of arrival, I assume you believe there’s a plot afoot, Lord Nathan?”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Nathan said, choosing to be polite given he was in Otto’s domain. “The Messenger is sending an agent after you. One that has disguised itself as a member of your ducal guard.”

      “Archducal guard,” Otto corrected mildly. “But I understand. All too well.”

      His expression darkened. Nathan saw Herman and Janice both stiffen, as they interpreted Otto’s reaction negatively.

      Before they could do anything, the front doors burst open. Twenty knights burst in, led by the same woman Nathan had seen escaping the blast in the portal.

      “Your Grace, we need to escape immediately. The Messenger… has…” The agent froze, her eyes scanning the room. “General Janice, how are you here? What is the meaning of this?”

      “Seize her,” Janice said coldly.

      The knights accompanying the agent stood there, dumbfounded, while those that Nathan had teleported tackled her to the ground. Everyone else watched in confusion.

      “Given your statement of confidence earlier, Bastion Nathan, I assume you can assure me that my captain is, in fact, some sort of doppelganger or agent of darkness?” Janice asked, face taut.

      “Janice, wait,” Herman snapped. “Under what basis are we doing this?”

      “Captain Roth claimed that I ordered her to evacuate you and the archduke. I did no such thing. Regardless of Bastion Nathan’s claims, that’s suspicious.”

      While Herman bit his lip and nodded, Nathan looked at the Twins. They simply rolled their eyes.

      “Duh,” Maura said. “She’s got Messenger stink all over her. Bauer has her mind in a vice. Dunno what happened to the original—probably targeted by Momoko—but this isn’t her. She’s oozing with power.”

      Nathan reached out with his own mental magic and felt that same ominous presence surrounding Captain Roth.

      That also confirmed Maura’s statement that Bauer lacked the skill of the succubi.

      Sure, this sort of mental magic impressed Nathan, but it failed to compare to even Kadria’s efforts. And Kadria sucked at mental magic. She’d managed to keep her influence over Fyre hidden until he probed Fyre’s core, and even then he hadn’t been sure of what he’d been dealing with. Kadria had even misled him to believe she wasn’t the one responsible.

      So this Bauer lacked subtlety. Ironic, given Nathan recalled being skeptical of the Twins’ ability to be subtle.

      “General Janice, you would believe this heretical scum over me,” Roth screamed. “They’re Messengers, and he’s consorting with them!”

      Janice’s expression turned thunderous. But she wasn’t the one who corrected the agent.

      “No, dear doppelganger, we don’t believe a heretic over you,” Otto said, leaning his head on one palm. “We believe a hero of the Empire over you, a woman who has disobeyed orders from your general and lied to your subordinates in order to breach my inner sanctum. Bastion Nathan is in Empress Alice’s highest confidences, and given his role in suppressing multiple demonic breaches that threatened the Empire, he is almost beyond reproach.”

      Herman nodded. Nathan hid his surprise, given that both Janice and her Bastion had reacted negatively based on Otto’s cryptic comment earlier.

      “But…” Roth’s eyes widened in terror.

      She looked at Nathan, then the Twins.

      Finally, her gaze focused on Otto. She appeared lost.

      An odd feeling told Nathan otherwise. He reached for his sword, gathering magic.

      Before he could draw his blade, Roth flexed her inhuman strength. The knights holding her down flew across the room, clattering off the stonework. She shot to her feet and roared across the room. Nathan followed her, but he doubted anyone else did. Otto barely blinked even as Roth crossed half the room.

      Sunstorm appeared in front of the traitor in a puff of darkness. Her twin swords crossed in front of her body as both of her onyxes glowed. Roth’s eyes widened.

      Then Roth’s body froze, crackling with energy as she spasmed and her skin blackened and bubbled. A gurgle barely escaped her before she collapsed to the ground.

      Janice stood, sword pointed at the fallen Messenger agent, and her three sapphires glowed.

      She’d perished before Nathan got the chance to learn her powers, but he now knew that her trigem ability involved some sort of devastating offensive gem ability. Presumably, her first two strengthened or sped up her spellcasting, given her earlier performance.

      “I appreciate the assistance, Champion, but I am more than capable of ensuring the safety of the archduke in his own domain,” Janice said, inclining her head to Sunstorm. “But your swiftness is respected. It’s not often I get to fight alongside other trigems. Let alone two today.”

      A breath escaped Otto as he straightened in his chair. His wife let out a strangled squeal and nearly fainted. With a gesture, Otto had her escorted out of the room by some knights. Then he rose and walked over to the fallen agent.

      He bit his lip. “She is dead, right?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Maura drawled. “Not a single neuron firing in that skull of hers.”

      “Lord Nathan, could you order your pets to speak only when spoken to,” Otto said, annoyance crossing his face.

      “Ooh, so we’re seen as pets,” Maura said with a grin.

      “That’s hot,” Laura said.

      Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose and buzzed both of them with mental magic. They merely smirked at him.

      When Laura opened her mouth to taunt him, he chose not to be nice this time. His next use of mental magic sent them sprawling to the ground.

      He really thought he’d moved past the point where he needed to discipline them like this.

      “Better,” Otto said, completely unshaken by Nathan’s ability to disable the Twins without saying a word. “Herman, this is a matter of utmost secrecy. I need to discuss more with Lord Nathan.”

      Herman seemed to understand what that meant. He gave a half-bow, then issued orders to the knights. Almost all of them cleared out of the room, leaving only a handful behind. Janice ordered those that had been teleported here to remain outside for her and Nathan.

      Once their numbers had dwindled, Otto sighed. “Nathan, this is quite the catastrophe. Two breaches in a matter of months, a cascade, and now a direct attempt on my life. Was this truly an attack by a Messenger, or a ploy by Falmir?”

      Ah, so that’s what Otto had meant earlier. Nathan relaxed.

      “This isn’t related to Maylis or the succubus who turned her against the Empire,” he said.

      Herman and Janice grimaced. Very few people knew the truth of why Maylis had fallen. Otto knew because of his position, and the risk that Beatrice might attempt something similar again. The succubus countermeasures indicated he’d taken the threat seriously.

      “You’re saying the Messengers are genuinely sharp enough to attempt to kill me, even where they fail at an invasion?” Otto asked.

      “You said this is top secret, Otto. Well, what I’m telling you now is even more secret,” Nathan said. “Both this invasion and the one that caused the cascade have been caused by Messengers so powerful that only the goddess herself stopped them in the past. Or at least, that’s what Astra tells me.”

      “Shit,” Herman breathed out. “They’re reacting to the prophet.”

      “Of course they are,” Otto muttered bitterly. He began to pace. “Humanity is regaining the light and power that allowed us to build the greatest Empire Doumahr has ever known. The demons know that if they can’t stop us now, they won’t ever succeed. This means the other invasions might be as bad. Herman—”

      “None of the other portals in our territory was ready for a Messenger invasion,” Herman said. “I’ll assume the worst, however.”

      “Good. Nathan, where’s Her Holiness?”

      It took Nathan a second to realize Otto meant Fyre. He hadn’t realized the man was quite this religious.

      Then again, Nathan had been like this in the past. To the general public, he came across just as faithful.

      “Returning from Soreaux,” he half-lied.

      Because while Fyre was supposedly returning from Trafaumh’s capital, Nathan didn’t really know where she was right now.

      “Then—”

      “Otto, that’s not all,” Nathan said. “Falmir has invaded Trafaumh. Alice put you on alert that they might strike our borders as well, but the Imperial Spymaster doesn’t believe that’s happened. We do know that Falmir has instigated a rebellion in western Trafaumh and is marching on Soreaux with their armies.”

      Silence descended.

      “Demons and war,” Janice said. “It truly does sound like the descension of Omria, then. When she united humanity and led us to crush those who opposed us.”

      “Except we were crushing beastkin, not humans,” Otto said.

      “The prophet is a beastkin,” Nathan said.

      “True.” Otto’s face turned into a mask. “I have no patience for Falmir’s warmongering or their false prophet. Tell Alice that my armies will be ready on the borders and that I’ll ensure the security of all binding stones here. But the western border is…”

      “The Nationalists are still there and the cascade hasn’t reached that far.”

      Herman snorted. “We’re trusting in Tharban after what happened down south? You’re the last person I thought to trust in the Warhound, Nathan.”

      “No,” Nathan said. “But it means we have an army on that border and we’ll know if something happens. I’ll let Alice know, Otto. Given the chaos and the likelihood I’ll be marching on Soreaux myself, she’ll appreciate it.”

      Otto’s expression softened. “Excellent. Omria’s blessing, Nathan. Although I suppose you have that.”

      Nathan and Janice left while Otto and Herman began discussing deployments. Little of interest happened back in the portal, although Nathan had the Twins scan the remaining soldiers for any possible agents. Sen and Fei confirmed nobody had left.

      “Whatever comes, Bastion, I doubt we’ll be on the same front,” Janice said, saluting him with a fist over her chest. “But it was an honor to fight alongside you and your Champions today. Thank you for defending Waier.”

      Given Nathan had endangered it by causing the cascade in the first place, he found the thanks a little poisonous. Instead, he simply nodded.

      “The worst is still to come, unfortunately,” he said.

      “War.”

      “War,” he agreed. “I don’t think Falmir will stop at anything less.”

      With that, he exited the portal and gathered his Champions. Plus the Twins, who hadn’t spoken a word since he used mental magic on them.

      He gave them an odd look. They returned it. Then they poked him with mental magic, still silent. Fei giggled at their expressions and poked Maura’s cheek, which caused the succubus to bat away the catgirl.

      “Can you really not speak?” he asked.

      The succubi bared their teeth at him, but remained silent.

      “Um, I rescind my earlier order?” he said, uncertainly.

      Not a peep.

      Strange. He couldn’t even recall ordering them to remain silent. Sure, he’d intended for them to shut up around Otto, but hadn’t directly said as much. Rather, he’d just slapped them around with mental magic with that in mind.

      Recalling earlier instances of how he’d ordered the Twins with his voice, he repeated his words with more force. “I rescind my earlier order.”

      Both succubi sighed, then shivered.

      “Fucked if I know if I’ll get used to that,” Maura said. “Like, I’m used to being ordered around, but not being a literal fucking pet. Your orders have always been kind of temporary before, but this one stuck. Hell, you never even said it aloud. Try not to order us to do anything stupid, right? I think we’re way more susceptible due to the whole mind parasite thing.”

      “Or maybe we just like it this way.” Laura giggled.

      “Seems that way,” Sunstorm drawled. “I think we’ve spent enough time here. Although I wouldn’t mind being told what the fuck has gone down, I think everyone needs to find out. And while I’m beat, I bet there are other portals in danger.”

      Nathan nodded. “We need to return to Aleich and check with Reine and Seraph. If we’re lucky, this might be it.”

      “Except Trafaumh.”

      He looked at Sen, who leaned against him, half-asleep.

      “No. We need to rest,” he said quietly. “The Order of Trafaumh may need to fend for itself for a night.”

      He hated saying that. Especially as he knew that a breach might destroy everything he’d worked to achieve.

      Yet if he ran himself ragged, he couldn’t hope to stop a powerful Messenger. Two elites had struck against him already. What if a third took advantage of the chaos? This one, Bauer, had been far weaker than Artemis, but strong enough to overcome multiple trigems.

      In fact, without Sen’s aid, he wondered how he’d have stopped the berserk Tomoe. He might need to improve his ascended magic.

      Or, perhaps, to increase the number of allies capable of stopping something like Tomoe. Fyre probably could. But he had a certain Messenger in mind. One who had remained on the sidelines until now.

      “Let’s go home,” he said. “To Aleich.”
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      “Where is everyone?” Charlotte asked as she wandered into the small hall that dominated the fortress of the Reaches’ Guard.

      Princess Charlotte, the prophet of the Holy Kingdom of Falmir and its current regent, flounced onto the glass throne sitting in one end of the hall. Not a single guard or servant reacted to her arrival. Likely because none of them seemed to be around.

      She wore the same low-cut navy blue dress that she’d worn during her failed attempt to “aid” the Empire with its recent Messenger breach. The heavy gold trim only emphasized her curves, especially given the deep slits up to her waist, its backless nature, and the fact her impressive breasts practically spilled out of the top. Long brown hair trailed down her back in delicate curls.

      Yet nobody was around to appreciate her appearance, and especially not the man she wanted to the most. Not that he was ever around. But one day, Nathan would be by her side. She’d been bouncing between worlds for exactly that reason. Now, with genuine power in her grasp, she’d finally achieve her goal.

      If only things were so easy. The voice in her head that granted her access to Omria’s power—or whatever it was that Charlotte used—had yet to shut up after her tiff with Fyre. Battling the dumb horse in the skies above Soreaux had been exhilarating.

      The memories warmed her, despite how empty the hall remained. She recalled singing hymns and calling up chants from the believers in the city while the very stones emanated with her power. And while she hated that Fyre had done the same, the performance had almost felt like a competition. The sort of thing she’d once participated in as a child, as both women drew in the crowds with skill and grace, rather than bloody violence.

      Of course, Charlotte knew that many of her competitions had been won through the threat of violence. The appearance of the princess losing to some petty noble with a pretty face and a cute voice galled her parents.

      But this time, no such advantages availed her. While she’d ignored the voice’s advice and confronted Fyre like this, she at least heeded it when it warned her not to attack the other prophet. The horse had done the same, forcing them to compete on pure skill.

      Charlotte hadn’t lost, of course. It had been a draw. And, sure, maybe she had wished to blow Fyre’s head off after the first few bouts of singing. Maybe once she finally claimed her Nathan, she’d enjoy the sight of the foolish horse being railed while she held her down.

      Gulping, Charlotte shifted her thoughts away from the bedroom.

      “This is pointless,” she muttered, rising from the throne.

      She scanned the fortress. True to her expectations, only a handful of people were present. They appeared to all be servants.

      What had happened while she’d been away? Sure, she might have spent a bit of time in her palatial bedroom back in Fertheim after failing to take Soreaux but—

      No, she didn’t fail. The voice pestered her as she questioned herself.

      There are no mistakes, no failures, the voice whispered. It’s all going according to your plan.

      Plan? What plan?

      Abruptly, Charlotte remembered that she had planned to invade Trafaumh after proving that she was the superior prophet. Except that hadn’t gone to plan at all. While she’d definitely shown that she outclassed the horse in every way, Charlotte had been competing against someone with unfair advantages.

      Fyre possessed multiple channels for Omria’s power and had been closer to them. The Imperial Palace in Aleich stood as Omria’s strongest bastion of power—in more ways than one—and Fyre controlled the flow of magic from it as well as the Pearlescent Canyon. Soreaux had been under contest, but only barely eluded Fyre’s grasp.

      According to the voice, the Inquisition prevented any prophet from outright claiming the power. Among all the other lies that the Order of Trafaumh told about Omria, chief among them was that the goddess was beyond their understanding. They’d been tapping into her magic for decades, if crudely.

      That left only a handful of sites, and the voice was cagey about most of them.

      Age frays all threads, the voice said.

      “What does that even mean?” Charlotte asked aloud, anger slipping into her tone.

      Fortunately, nobody heard her outburst.

      It is safest to limit your strength to recent nodes. He might seize you, otherwise, the voice explained.

      Whoever this “he” was eluded Charlotte’s understanding. And what did recent even mean in this context?

      Of the seven channeling sites that the voice identified, only three of them had been created by the last incarnation of Omria. The Imperial Palace in Aleich, Soreaux, and Fertheim’s royal palace.

      Although Charlotte didn’t remember ever reading about the royal palace being constructed by Omria herself. Supposedly, it had been constructed after the Empire drove the beastkin from the land and freed the humans oppressed by the warlike tribes that once dominated the continent. But if so, why didn’t history talk of this?

      No matter.

      The other four sites had clear links to Omria. The Spires had been constructed as the ancient home of the faeries when Omria gave a damn about them. Fyre would surely claim the Spires the moment she understood the truth of being a prophet. Similarly, the Pearlescent Canyon was where she had descended to Doumahr in that era.

      Not quite, the voice muttered, but refused to elaborate.

      The other two sites were in Arcadia, and beyond the reach of both prophets. The Elysian Tower and Lake Styx were sacred sites to the faeries, and they’d react violently if other races even got close.

      But if other channeling sites existed, surely Charlotte could only benefit from them? She had far greater power than the horse, but that advantage waned with every sacred site that her opponent claimed. One could be perfect and still lose if their opponent was big and ugly enough.

      The voice refused to rise to the bait. How annoying.

      Checking the fortress again, Charlotte found one person of interest. Despite Beatrice’s attempts to hide herself, her nature as a Messenger gave herself away.

      With a thought, Charlotte teleported into her bedroom. Unlike the one in Fertheim, this one lacked the true magnificence of a royal princess’s suite. Sure, Charlotte could do it up, but why? She didn’t sleep here. Her real bed was only a thought away.

      A familiar figure lounged on the bed, wearing little more than some black lingerie with cutouts in all the right—or perhaps wrong—places. She cradled an oversized holy blade against her nearly naked body. Long blonde locks ran down her pale skin and her horse ears pricked up upon seeing Charlotte arrive.

      “I thought you’d never get here,” Fyre moaned.

      Charlotte froze. Instinctively, she reached for her power. Her opponent was right here and stupid enough to think that their little duet meant she gave a damn. But like hell would Charlotte miss a chance to vaporize the dumb horse and claim Nathan for her own.

      And with her gone, that other one will—the voice crooned in her ear.

      Then reality slapped Charlotte in the face and she felt as though somebody had dumped ice over her body.

      She’d come here to find Beatrice, right? Fyre wasn’t laying in front of her, attempting to seduce her. How could she even get in here? For that matter, if the other prophet could sneak in, wouldn’t Nathan be here as well?

      Fury rose within Charlotte as she realized she’d been tricked. With a thought, she reached out to rip Beatrice and her false appearance apart. Maybe she’d think twice after Charlotte flayed her alive.

      “Shit, shit, shit, it’s me!” Beatrice yelped, shooting up to the roof. “Don’t fucking kill me!”

      Fyre’s appearance melted away and was replaced by that of a rather plain, dumpy looking noble in a black dress. Charlotte clicked her tongue.

      Killing Beatrice a few hundred times would be nice, but the chance had passed. Instead, the princess placed a hand against one hip.

      “What are you doing here? I thought I assigned you to Soreaux. If we don’t sabotage the Regal Council, they’ll recognize the horse long before we can move,” Charlotte said.

      The expression that rose to Beatrice’s face was an odd mixture of confusion and disdain. “Uh, you told me to return. And we’re already moving. Did you spend too long masturbating in your bedroom? I remember seeing all sorts of health warnings about doing that too much. Maybe your brain leaked out in all the—”

      “Shut up,” Charlotte snapped.

      Beatrice raised her hands. “Don’t be so snippy. You were right all along. Picking a fight with the other prophet worked miracles. Not only did it freeze the descension rites being conducted by the Order, but it’s triggered a cascade. The eastern half of Trafaumh, including Soreaux, is cut off. So, as you ordered, I sent in Oliver as well as a few other Bastions. The Empire raised their guard, so it’s not like we can invade them anyway.”

      Several long seconds passed as Charlotte attempted to understand what she’d heard.

      “I ordered this?” she asked.

      “Of course. Do you think I’d start a war with Trafaumh myself?”

      “We’re not going to war,” Charlotte corrected. “We’re freeing the nobles and true believers from the oppressive yoke of the Inquisition.”

      “Oh, we sure are. In fact, those nobles are so happy we’re helping that they’ve started waving your flag around. All we need to do is clean up before Trafaumh gets their shit together. And, uh, hope that no other Messengers come through. Whichever one caused this cascade is fucking huge. I didn’t expect another elite to show themselves so soon after Atlas. My employer took off the kid gloves fast.”

      Charlotte barely understood Beatrice’s words but didn’t care. The voice seemed unconcerned.

      Had she truly forgotten giving out the orders? This did match her plan and invading during a cascade seemed like the sort of thing she’d do.

      Rubbing her forehead, Charlotte barely recalled doing such a thing. She’d used her communication mirrors and…

      “Wait, a Messenger caused the cascade?” Her heart leaped in her throat. “Who was responsible? From where? Is Nathan alright?”

      “Probably? It was his fortress that caused the cascade.” Beatrice grinned. “All the better for us if your lover boy is too busy licking his wounds. We can—”

      Charlotte didn’t bother waiting to hear the rest. She teleported away and appeared inside a secluded room. No doors or windows existed here. A few mirrors stood on stands nearby. She attempted to use a familiar one.

      These communication mirrors allowed for instant conversation between the pair. Cascades could interfere with them, as their connection ran through the leylines. The lack of an answer indicated that Nathan either still refused her attempts to talk to him or that he was inside the cascade’s effect.

      She ordered herself to calm down. If Nathan had closed his portal and caused the cascade, then that meant he was still alive. She even checked with the voice about whether there was a way to change worlds to confirm his existence.

      No need, the voice said. I can feel his taint in Doumahr.

      “He’s not tainting Doumahr,” Charlotte muttered. “But that’s good. It means Beatrice is right. Nathan will be busy recovering from his battle, the Empire is on guard for an invasion, and Trafaumh is in chaos. The time to strike is now.”

      Or an hour ago, apparently. Somehow, Charlotte had already taken action.

      Was Beatrice lying to her? Again, the voice refused Charlotte’s attempts to shift worlds to one where the orders hadn’t been given.

      The refusal chafed at her, but Charlotte couldn’t easily shift worlds herself. The confusing kaleidoscope of alternate realities was beyond her comprehension. The voice needed to control her mind during the transition in order to protect her.

      Unable to go back and work out what she’d done in the past, she decided to push forward. If her armies had invaded, surely she could see them at work, right?

      With a wave of a hand, her mirrors lit up with images of fortresses, grassland, and towns. She didn’t need a physical medium to scry, but sometimes it helped. Especially when she wanted to view multiple locations at once. The headaches she’d gotten last time had been foul.

      Charlotte glanced over the mirrors and a smile lit up her face.

      In the grassland, a huge host of Falmirian knights marched across the Far Reaches, right where Falmir and Trafaumh bordered each other. Gorgeous sapphire banners rose above their ranks, while golden lights hovered high above their forces, illuminating the darkness. Their numbers seemed endless.

      Soldiers packed into the towns, decked out in armor and uniforms common to Trafaumh. Yet they waved banners of the Holy Kingdom of Falmir. Bellows declaring secession from the Order and the Inquisition rung out through the night. Charlotte’s name echoed off the densely packed houses and artisan stonework.

      Despite the efforts of black-clad soldiers of the Inquisition, it seemed the rebellious nobles of Trafaumh were winning handily. Heavily armored holy knights in service to the clergy battled on both sides.

      A fortress burned even as the Inquisition held off a vicious assault on its walls. Holy knights shouting Charlotte’s name poured out from the keep, cutting down their former comrades. Not a single soldier from Falmir itself had even gotten within a trebuchet shot.

      One might describe this as utter chaos. Charlotte felt it beautiful.

      Realizing that watching accomplished nothing, Charlotte searched for her puppy, Oliver. The Bastion ostensibly leading Falmir’s army.

      Although her memories suggested she’d handed over command to another Bastion.

      Just shy of the border stood an encampment. She wasted no time teleporting inside the command tent in it. Oliver and another man who looked somewhat like him stood over a table. Both men had unkempt black hair, but the older man possessed a neatly trimmed graying beard.

      Both of them froze when she appeared, before Oliver burst into a bright smile.

      “Your Royal Highness, you’re joining us on the march?” Oliver asked, sounding exactly like the puppy Charlotte imagined him as.

      The other man rolled his eyes, before saluting with a half-bow. “Your Royal Highness, forgive my impertinent son.”

      Oh, right. That’s who this man was. Earl Adam Martel, a powerful and loyal bastion of the kingdom. Although the loyalty was only to whoever held the power at the time. She recalled handing over command to him now.

      Charlotte kept her expression steady as she recalled the man’s betrayal of her family and even his own son. If she didn’t need the old bastard, she’d incinerate him on the spot.

      But in this world, Oliver retained his father’s support. In fact, her puppy had become a Bastion entirely because of nepotism, unlike Nathan who had actively run away from his home in a teenage act of rebellion. Perhaps that was why Oliver remained a puppy, whereas Nathan held the majesty and splendor of a great wolf.

      “It’s no matter,” Charlotte said. “And no, Oliver, I’m not joining you. I need a report on our progress and what we’ve encountered so far.”

      Surprisingly, Adam nodded in approval at her words, while Oliver barely hid his downcast expression.

      “We’ve faced no resistance, Your Royal Highness,” Adam said. “What few Inquisition soldiers we’ve encountered have fled on sight. Marquis de Vandapp has welcomed us with open arms and is in the process of chasing the Inquisition out of his march. Come morning, we expect his private army to join us when we lay siege to Chateau d’Jarle.”

      Charlotte nodded. She vaguely recalled the fortress from the briefings Gareth had given Oliver prior to the invasion. “That’s the Inquisition’s main stronghold in the region, correct? What about the local cathedral?”

      “It’s not just their main stronghold. It’s the frontier mustering point of the Inquisitorial Corps, the Inquisition’s elite soldiers. They’ve been reinforcing it lately. If we can take it, then the next real line of opposition won’t be for nearly two hundred miles,” Adam corrected. “And don’t worry about the cathedrals. The archbishops have already fallen into line, according to the nobles we’ve been speaking to over the wireless.”

      The man gestured at a bulky device that dominated half the tent. While it appeared archaic to Charlotte, she knew it was cutting edge for the time period. All the brass wiring and exposed crystals were proof of that. Mages put together portable wirelesses with a focus on maintainability.

      “If we’ll face that little resistance, how long do you think it will take to reach Soreaux?” she asked.

      The senior Bastion shook his head. “That’s not going to happen. As fortunate as the timing is for our invasion—”

      “Liberation,” Oliver corrected.

      “Sure. Our liberation.”

      Something told Charlotte that Adam didn’t care much for sophistry.

      “What do you mean it’s not going to happen?” she pressed, her voice raising an octave despite her attempt to remain calm.

      Adam didn’t react to her shrillness when he responded, “For one, we’d need to march some 500 miles to reach Soreaux. Even across good roads, flat terrain, and facing no opposition, that would take us two weeks.”

      A wince escaped Charlotte. “I… Well, I did ask how long it would take to reach Soreaux. So you’re saying two weeks?”

      “No, that’s not what I’m saying,” Adam said, frowning. “If we’re lucky, it’ll take us two weeks to suppress the Inquisition out of western Trafaumh. And that’s only because we have the support of almost every major noble here and have been preparing for this invasion for months now. The problem comes after. Due to the cascade.”

      “Why? It’ll distract their armies, certainly, but cascades are resolved within hours and days. Surely—”

      “Your Highness, this is the second-largest cascade I’ve witnessed in my life,” Adam snapped. He paused and recomposed himself with a sigh. “My apologies.”

      “You are excused,” Charlotte muttered.

      Oliver glared at his father, but was roundly ignored. “Large or not, Trafaumh is one of the great powers of the world. They can suppress a mere cascade!”

      “Maybe,” Adam said. “There have only been three other cascades approaching this magnitude in living memory. In order, they are the ones in Kurai, the Spires, and Mortiswatch. The less said about Kurai, the better, especially as nobody knows how it fell before we all arrived there and I have no desire to relive that blasted hellscape.”

      Like so many other Bastions of a certain age, Adam Martel was a veteran of the force sent to suppress the Messenger that destroyed Kurai. Charlotte recalled that Falmir had lost nearly every Bastion they sent there. Where the Empire and Trafaumh had countless surviving veteran Bastions, Falmir possessed only a precious few like Gareth and Adam.

      “You’re not suggesting this is like Kurai, are you, father?” Oliver asked.

      “As I said, the less said, the better.”

      Charlotte nodded. “What about the other cascades? My understanding is that they were all dealt with rather quickly.”

      “Is it?” Adam raised an eyebrow. “The one from the Spires knocked out communications for days, and that was a single cascade. Because the Federation and the Empire expected war to break out at any moment, they suppressed the invasions, yet the aftermath lingered. Mortiswatch proves how troubling a cascade of this size is.”

      “Your point, Earl?” Charlotte’s temper frayed.

      “A large cascade causes more cascades and even breaches because many fortresses aren’t prepared for massive demonic invasions. The Empire is still mopping up the demons from the Mortiswatch cascade. While this means the Inquisition will face a communications blackout for longer, it also means—”

      “I asked, what is your point!”

      Adam remained silent, as if resisting the urge to chide a child. While Charlotte glared at him, his expression matched that of a stone.

      She wished to hit him or demean him, or do something. Anything to remind him of his place compared to hers.

      But she needed him. More than her adorable puppy, Oliver, even. Yes, she wanted Oliver to be the one to wave Falmir’s flag atop Soreaux’s citadel, but he couldn’t lead the army there.

      Adam Martel possessed everything Charlotte needed to win this war. Land and soldiers to muster an army. Powerful Champions to defeat Inquisition Bastions, although he lacked a trigem. Decades of experience as a Bastion and general.

      And, most importantly, Trafaumh’s rebellious nobles adored him. Adam Martel was a fellow noble. Somebody to aspire to, whose family stood apart from religious chains, and even influenced the monarchy due to their ancestor’s role in the battle of the Torruvium Fields. Nathan had never cared for his family history, but it had played a role in the mind of Charlotte’s father when he had sent Nathan into the Empire all those worlds ago.

      Keeping all that in mind, Charlotte swallowed her pride. She patted down her dress and pretended nothing had happened.

      After nearly a half-minute of awkward silence, Adam continued, “By the time we reach eastern Trafaumh, we’re likely to face demons in the open. Whether Trafaumh is capable of suppressing a breach or not is irrelevant. Almost none of our soldiers are trained to battle demons, and they’re not expecting to face any. They’ll be massacred without greater support from Bastions or…”

      “Or…” Charlotte asked, genuinely uncertain.

      “Some sort of support from yourself, Your Holiness,” Adam said, shifting from side to side in a manner entirely unlike the dour man.

      Ah, so he lacked much faith in her abilities, yet knew she was capable of something. “I understand. Leave that to me. Now, tell me what we’re dealing with in the near term.”

      Adam pursed his lips before pointing at the map. Charlotte looked down at the figures sitting atop it, unsure what she was expected to see.

      “Nobles loyal to us are seizing control of everything in the western half of the country,” he explained. “Other than assisting them with Inquisition holdouts, we can move swiftly toward the rivers that split eastern and western Trafaumh. But short of the teleportation spell you used a month ago at Castle Karlam, we’ll run into heavy resistance trying to cross.”

      Charlotte finally understood what she was looking at. Trafaumh was cut in half by a series of rivers that ran north toward the ocean. She’d never thought much of the fact, but the map laid out a different reality.

      West of the river, blue wooden figures greatly outnumbered the black figures. The blue figures were her soldiers and the nobles who supported her. Naturally, the black figures comprised the Inquisition.

      But east of it, the situation flipped.

      “You think we’ll be stopped by the Inquisition’s armies along the rivers,” she said.

      “I don’t think, I know,” Adam grunted. “Almost every major bridge and ford is fortified. And if we try to go around, through the few that aren’t defended, we’ll have our supply lines cut off. Not to mention that there’s a trigem nearby. While the Bastion there is no Dominic, we’ll need some damn fine planning to defeat a trigem without effectively losing the war.”

      “I can handle that,” Charlotte said. “What about the cascade? Shouldn’t that frustrate their deployment?”

      “The Inquisition has backup communication methods. Even if the wireless, communication mirrors, and relay paper don’t work due to how strong this cascade is, they’ll still talk to each other. Every country has some form of backup communication for cascades. The mountains are lined with signal towers. Plus signal spells, messengers on fast horses, and even carrier pigeons. Within a few days, they’ll be mobilizing according to plan.”

      “They planned for us to invade them?”

      Adam snorted. “Technically, these backups existed in case of cascades. But we all plan for war, Your Highness. The Empire’s been waking from its long slumber and fired up its war machine. Even if we’re moving first, war was inevitable. Humans once stood as a single power, and we’ll do so again.”

      “A holy power,” Charlotte added. “Omria blessed the Empire and made it great, and now she’ll do so to Falmir.”

      “I’ll take all the blessings I can get, Your Highness.”

      Not much of a believer. Ironic that Nathan and Oliver both came from this man’s loins.

      “Continue with your plan,” Charlotte said. “I’ll speak with Gareth and determine if we can accelerate our advance.”

      “Pike, huh? Well, good luck with him. If you can teleport us to Soreaux and make everything I said pointless, I’ll hand you the city and the heads of every inquisitor inside it. But until then…” Adam inclined his head and tapped on the table.

      Charlotte took his point, even if she found it annoying. This was what generals were for, after all. As much as she wished to let Oliver take the lead, he simply lacked the ability to manage such a massive task himself. Such a vast contrast between him and Nathan. Even the boy Nathan had been when he first invaded the Empire seemed vastly superior to the man supposedly standing in front of her.

      Her puppy’s expression seemed almost lost. She ignored him and teleported away.

      Back in Fertheim, she pondered her next move.

      After a little while, she realized the problem. Claiming the western half of Trafaumh meant nothing. Her power would only increase if she seized Soreaux and proved herself to be the true prophet to the people. Or, realistically, wiped out the Inquisition there so she could claim Soreaux’s magic.

      With it, she’d have the advantage over Fyre and Nathan would have no choice but to realize her greatness. He hated the Inquisition, after all. She could even free all those tormented beastkin below the citadel.

      With her plan in mind, she activated another mirror using her power as the prophet. A rough face with messy hair and permanent stubble appeared. Bags under his eyes indicated his exhaustion.

      “Gareth, I don’t care what you’re doing right now, but I have new plans,” Charlotte crooned. “Do everything you can to destabilize Soreaux. Ensure our agent there paralyzes the city. Once everything is ready, I’ll come there myself. We’ll destroy the Inquisition from both sides at once.”
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      The grand hall of Aleich’s palace held the same overwrought appearance as always. Three levels of balconies spanned the length of the gargantuan hall, all overlooking the oversized throne constructed of steel, glass, and granite at one end. Nobles sorted by status into each level when the Imperial Diet sat, allowing the wealthiest and most prestigious archdukes to look down on their inferiors.

      The spring Diet sat a month ago and the summer session wouldn’t sit until at least July, so the upper levels remained empty. Nathan barely spared them a glance as he teleported into the hall with his Champions and the Twins.

      When he appeared, entire squads of Royal Knights shot toward him, weapons raised. They stopped dead upon recognizing him. After saluting, they quickly returned to their patrols and guard duties.

      A small army of Royal Knights packed into the hall. Dozens formed up by the front gate, while just as many protected the entrances that led deeper into the palace. Although the cascade didn’t threaten Aleich or the palace, the risk of an assassination attempt or coup during the chaos couldn’t be disregarded.

      The failure of the Royal Knights to prevent former Emperor Gorthal’s abduction during the civil war would remain a sore point for decades, Nathan suspected.

      Before Nathan could move anywhere, a dog beastkin Champion trotted up to him. A pair of amethysts shined from her chest.

      “Lord Nathan, I take it Waier is safe?” Kara asked, her long dog ears giving her a dopey appearance that didn’t match her keen mind at all. “The Spymaster said as much, but Seraph wanted confirmation from you directly before removing it from our concerns.”

      He gestured toward one of the hall’s exits. Kara slipped next to him, earning her a dirty look from Fei who shot to his other side and wrapped her arms and breasts around Nathan’s left side. A snort escaped Sen while the Twins made crude gestures.

      Kara simply rolled her eyes and ignored her friend, which somehow annoyed Fei more.

      The two beastkin were old friends. They’d met in the Champion Academy, but Fei had become Nathan’s Champion and recruited Kara as her adjutant later. Despite Fei’s vastly superior position in Nathan’s circle, her actions toward Kara could only be described as “competitive.” Not that Kara seemed to return them.

      “We repelled the Messenger invading Waier, although I’ll need to brief everyone on what happened,” Nathan explained. “I take it Reine is unaware of what happened in the portal?”

      Kara nodded. “She could not see inside it and has been busy assisting us with deploying Champions and soldiers to portals with greater needs.”

      “Any breaches?”

      “None so far. Our portals are all safe, but the risk lay in those controlled by other Bastions. One of Tharban’s portals nearly fell—a mystic fox was only just able to teleport Vala to the portal seconds before the demons reached the binding stone.”

      Stopping dead in his tracks, Nathan tried to process what he’d heard. He ran his fingers over the bridge of his nose. “You don’t mean Narime, right?”

      “No.” Kara grimaced. “She’s awake now and has returned, but… I believe you should meet her yourself. The foxes whisked her away to their territory to heal her, and I genuinely didn’t think we’d…”

      She looked away and ran a hand through her hair.

      “I understand, Kara. We’re lucky that Narime survived and that the mystic foxes lent their aid so swiftly,” he said.

      Damn, he felt exhausted.

      On the other hand, the fact the foxes had chosen to openly support him was an unexpected bounty. They always gave off an unapproachable aura. Much of their race and their secrets had died with the Federation in his original world, due to the ferocity of the demonic invasion.

      Kara led them throughout the palace’s corridors. Far fewer knights lined them than he expected after seeing the hall. When defending Prophet’s Hope against Artemis he’d left a large contingent here for good reason, so this meant Seraph had deployed them to defend other fortresses.

      More than during any other crisis, Nathan realized this was the one. The cascade that might trigger the beginning of the end, much as Siv’s breach at the Gharrick Mountains had led to the inevitable collapse of his old world.

      He’d been on site when Siv breached this time, ending that before it even started. The breaches around Mortiswatch had been stopped before they became too troublesome, aided by Thanatos’s ineptitude.

      But this time? Three separate nations faced Messenger invasions at the same time. Two elite Messengers had attacked back-to-back. Nathan and his Champions had been exhausted before the crisis even started, due to Artemis’s attack. Fyre was nowhere to be seen, unlike prior attacks. And Falmir capped off the problem by invading Trafaumh.

      “I think your boss wants to win,” he muttered to the Twins.

      “No shit, Sherlock,” Maura said.

      “Did you realize that before or after he hit you with the undead kitty and Bauer at the same time the horse slut is busy?” Laura added. “What was it that scruffy asshole said when you confronted him? The titty prophet would throw a huge tantrum after losing three times? Well, our old boss is just as fucking petty, and you’ve shit on his plans a bunch of times as well.”

      “Do you seriously think he even knows anything about me?” Nathan asked.

      The Twins looked at each and frowned.

      “No clue,” Laura admitted.

      “He’s never been unaware of shit going down. And he cut you out of Atlas’s information for some reason.” Maura scratched her head. “But even if he doesn’t care about you, he’s losing. Siv said it herself, right? Usually he flattens a new cycle like a billion times before there’s any trouble. But you’re just hitting home run after homerun. So he’s cheating like fucking crazy.”

      Once again, Nathan felt at a complete loss due to the nonsense that escaped the Twins’ mouths. He also knew better than to ask them to explain further, so simply nodded.

      Kara began to walk forward, then stopped and bit her lip. Her dog tail swished once as she looked off into the distance.

      “Um, Narime’s not the only person who’s awake,” she said quietly.

      The stares of the other Champions bore into him. Nathan knew exactly who Kara was talking about and what she was suggesting.

      “Let’s pay her a visit. Then take me to the command room,” he said.

      Kara nodded, a whisper of a smile on her face. Then she trotted off, forcing him to catch up. Fei finally loosened her grip on Nathan’s side as her ears drooped.

      Once downstairs, they went into one of the multi-purpose guard rooms set aside for the knights. These rooms served as barracks, mess halls, or even sparring halls in poor weather.

      This one had been turned into an emergency infirmary. Row after row of makeshift beds contained wounded knights, almost all of whom were beastkin women. A variety of healers walked along the rows, including a multitude of mystic foxes. Unarmored knights crowded around their friends and general chatter filled the room.

      At least the room sounded lively, rather than a morgue. When he’d left Prophet’s Hope after Artemis’s attack, his soldiers had been struggling with hundreds of wounded verging on death.

      “How are they all here?” he asked Kara quietly.

      While he could teleport around, most couldn’t. The gateway at Prophet’s Hope had been deactivated and the cascade knocked out the rest in the area, preventing easy teleportation of the wounded.

      “The foxes brought the critically injured here for access to healing supplies,” Kara said. “Much of their territory was cut off as well, but some of their villages weren’t. It was easier for them to use the gateway in the palace to ferry supplies.”

      Nathan nodded. He knew that some of the foxes lived near Castle Forselburg, south of the Spires, which had been on the cusp of the cascade’s impact.

      In the far corner lay the woman he came to see. Ciana, a duogem Champion and unicorn beastkin that had acted as Nathan’s bodyguard for years. She’d died to protect him in his old world and nearly perished fighting Artemis. Her long platinum-blonde hair splayed out beneath her instead of being neatly tied up in her typical high ponytail. A simple tunic covered her body instead of her Royal Champion uniform and made her lithe figure and modest bust apparent.

      A pair of wolfgirl knights kneeled next to her, chatting with bright faces, even as Ciana held what looked like a handbound book against her chest with one arm.

      Her only arm, in fact.

      A bandaged stump poked out from the left side of her tunic. She’d lost it defending Nathan against Artemis.

      As Nathan crossed the hall, a hush fell over it. He regretted that his presence immediately silenced the pleasant atmosphere of the knights chatting to each other. Remembering his position, he made sure to check up on other royal knights. Given the sheer number fighting under him now, he couldn’t hope to know every one of them.

      Yet he recognized more than he wished he did. Some were lieutenants who had joined as fresh recruits back when he’d first fought the Federation for Anna years ago, and had risen in rank alongside him. Their faces flushed and eyes glowed when he spoke to them by name and wished them well.

      Some possessed wounds too grievous to ever fight again. Healing magic accomplished many miracles, but restoring sight or missing limbs remained beyond it. Others appeared to almost be fighting fit already, and he knew that the hard part would be keeping them here.

      Finally, he reached Ciana. For some reason, the book had vanished and the wolfgirl knights slipped away with smirks.

      The moment he got close to Ciana, an onslaught of emotions barraged Nathan’s senses. Relief, love, and intense despair. Her face betrayed none of the latter as she smiled brightly up at him.

      “You’re back! And safe,” Ciana said, leaning up in her bed.

      “You don’t need to sit up,” he said, worried about the emotions pouring across their mental link.

      For much of the past year, Ciana’s emotions intruded on his mind. He’d learned how to block them out but when she felt deeply emotional, he found it impossible. Supposedly, the link worked both ways.

      “I’m fine, Nathan,” she chided. “The healers have done everything they can. I’d already have joined Seraph but Alice ordered me to stay here.”

      The sour expression on Ciana’s face made her thoughts on that order clear.

      “I gave that order, and Alice only repeated it,” he said drily. “You need to rest Ciana. All of us do.”

      “You’re not resting,” she muttered with a dark expression. Her iridescent horn glowed with a deep darkness. “Are you heading off to fight off another Messenger? Or defend Trafaumh now?”

      “Hopefully not.” He ruffled her hair and she leaned into his touch, pushing one of her horse ears toward his fingers. “I mean it. So long as the Empire isn’t on the cusp of a breach, we’re resting. Trafaumh will need to fend for itself for a night.”

      “A night…” Ciana looked to her left side bitterly, then back at him. Her smile returned, if a little dimmer than usual. “Can I join you when you go to the control room?”

      He almost said no. But that feeling of despair amped up to an almost overwhelming level.

      Given the topic, Nathan knew exactly why Ciana felt that way. Losing an arm meant retirement. Especially in battles as difficult as fighting Messengers. He refused to send her to her death if she lacked an arm and couldn’t muster her full strength.

      Ciana knew this was the end. He should as well, but had refused to face that fact so far.

      Almost his entire life, he’d fought with Ciana’s shield in front of him.

      “If the healer confirms that you are fine, then yes,” he said.

      Ciana’s face lit up like the sun and she practically bounded out of bed. Fei, Sen, and Sunstorm shot to her side, but mostly in an attempt to force her back into bed.

      A futile effort due to Ciana’s gems. Fei was the only member of the trio to possess a strength enhancement and it paled compared to Ciana’s power. While Ciana officially held an endurance enhancement, she borrowed Nathan’s strength and speed, and was therefore one of his strongest Champions. If she wanted to, she could send her friends flying.

      Before she did so out of frustration, Nathan summoned a healer. Several, in fact, as even the mystic foxes shot over the moment he showed any interest.

      Ciana hadn’t lied. A mystic fox gave her a clean bill of health, save for the missing limb.

      “I’ve already given Seraph a comprehensive medical report,” the fox healer leading the infirmary explained after taking him aside. “This is the first time since Kurai we’ve needed to deploy like this, so we’re a little rusty, but I believe we’ve done the best we can.”

      “I’m more than happy with the help you’re providing. I hadn’t expected this much.”

      She bit her lip. “That response tells me that we’ve held back for too long. No matter. Be sure to speak to Narime soon, Lord Nathan.”

      “Of course. Given her wounds—”

      “Not about that. Although I’m sure she’d love to see you.” A smirk rose to the fox’s face. “Rather, there’s something of great importance that she needs to talk to you about. Something that I suspect our clan should have approached you about months ago.”

      Ominous.

      After Ciana dressed in her uniform—with some help from Fei—they walked to their original destination: Alice’s bedroom.
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      A squad of knights guarded Alice’s bedroom, including a monogem Champion. Nathan paid no heed to the bedroom itself, however. The important part was the dark blue door on one wall. Bright, glowing runes covered it, and it lacked any doorknob or visible method of opening it.

      When he approached, it slid open to reveal a white void. He and his Champions stepped through it.

      Beyond lay Nathan’s mental world. Or, to be specific, one of the mental fortresses that he’d constructed using spatial and mental magic inside of his mind. According to the succubi who taught him how to use mental magic, the difference was important.

      No, he still didn’t fully understand how he could enter his own mind or even bring others into it. But it worked, prevented others from scrying on him when he was here, and that was what mattered.

      His mental fortress took on the form of the control room from his old world, by which point magical science had advanced far further in the face of utter annihilation. Banks of glowing terminals stood in rows along the walls and a massive monitor hung on the far wall, displaying an image of Soreaux.

      Night had long since fallen and the holy city of light seemed eerily quiet. Torchlight took the place of the magical lamps that usually illuminated Soreaux.

      Ignoring the image, he focused on the women standing around a central metallic console. A holographic map hovered between them displaying Champion movements and, presumably, invasions at various binding stones.

      The first three women were as expected. Reine, his spymaster, wore a baggy robe that covered her curvy figure and wolf’s tail, but her eyes stood out. In place of irises, golden wings stared out at nothing. Reine had been the subject of Trafaumh’s experiments to create a new prophet, and while being physically blind, she possessed the ability to scry anywhere in the world.

      Alice stood beside her, blonde hair streaming down the fancy black and red gown she’d worn to an afternoon outing with Nathan before this crisis. Worry gripped her blue eyes as she crossed her arms over her modest breasts, but she remained calm. An engagement ring glittered on one finger, reminding everyone of her imminent wedding with Nathan.

      And then there was Seraph. Olive-skinned, lithe, busty, and utterly in command of the situation. Three gems resided in her chest—one sapphire and two jades. She glanced at Nathan as he entered but didn’t stop speaking to the others. The other two seemed less interested now that Nathan had arrived, unfortunately, so she sighed and stopped.

      But Nathan had expected to find three women here, not four, and expressed as much. “Anna, I thought you’d be busy in Amica.”

      “I am busy, but my archduchy isn’t the one that needs assistance, Nathan,” Anna said, placing one hand on a hip.

      An engagement ring also glittered on her hand. Nathan had two fiancées, after all.

      Archduchess Anna von Clair controlled or influenced roughly half of the Empire’s territory between her holdings and those of the Amican dukes she worked with. Despite her current power, she’d been an overlooked countess in the boonies when Nathan first met her. Her long dirty blonde hair hung in ringlets, but her face held a slightly more mature beauty due to being roughly Nathan’s age.

      Not that he compared the two. They’d smother him in his sleep if he did. Although Alice probably would have had half the nobles in Aleich lined up to marry her if she’d worn more dresses before meeting Nathan.

      “Even if the cascade hasn’t reached Amica in the east, word will,” Nathan said. “Panic will spread.”

      “In the morning, maybe,” Anna said. “Right now, most nobles are going to sleep and those who have realized aren’t going to tell anyone. The best thing I can do is help manage the crisis in front of us. Especially as I’m the one who deals with the dark elves along the Houkeem Desert.”

      “One thing at a time,” Seraph interrupted.

      “Agreed,” Alice said.

      Then she swept Nathan into a hug. The other women tried not to glare at her, although Nathan was smart enough to move around the table and share the affection.

      Even if Waier hadn’t been the same risk as Artemis’s attack, he understood their reactions.

      He also noticed the concerned looks they shot Ciana, even if they said nothing. His unicorn knight ignored everyone and stuck to his side. Her missing arm stuck out like a sore thumb, but she refused to let it bother her.

      “Seraph, I can confirm Waier is safe,” Nathan explained after greetings. “The portal’s shut down and Otto is redirecting his forces to nearby portals. He’s also aware that Falmir has invaded Trafaumh.”

      Seraph nodded and fiddled with the table. Before leaving, Nathan had adjusted the console so that it possessed the functionality it held in his old world. That enabled others to use it as a map or projector and even modify the display.

      “What’s he doing about it?” Alice asked.

      “Deploying his armies to the border.”

      “That’s it?” Her face remained a mask.

      “That’s what he asked me to pass on to you.”

      She nodded, then relief crossed her face. “I’ll admit, I worried Otto might try something. We’ll still need to watch his soldiers, but if he understands that we’re not attacking Falmir yet, then he’s still trustworthy.”

      A moment passed before Nathan understood the problem. “You thought he might attack Falmir immediately?”

      “If Falmir takes control of western Trafaumh, that means Otto’s archduchy borders an enemy of the Empire. He’s just expended enormous financial reserves paying reparations after the civil war and paying soldiers to crush demons that spilled forth from Mortiswatch. While his political star is rising, he’s deeply vulnerable.”

      “Offense is the best defense,” Seraph said. “If he lets Falmir entrench themselves, it will be his territory invaded next and he might not be able to stop them.”

      “Could Falmir stop us if we attacked them first?” Kara asked.

      Everyone looked at the dog beastkin, who winced, but stood her ground.

      A few months ago, the idea that Kara might speak up during a discussion like this was patently absurd. Fei or Sen, maybe, as they knew where they stood with Nathan. But even if Kara had an opinion, she’d never voice it directly to those as powerful as Alice or Anna.

      The change was her position. Kara was now one of Anna’s baroness’s, and one of the few beastkin nobles in the Empire. She likely spent a lot more time talking frankly with Anna about political matters these days.

      “I said one thing at a time, but…” Seraph sighed. “Reine, what’s your assessment of Falmir’s forces?”

      The monitor on the side shifted to displaying a growing encampment of Falmir’s soldiers. Despite the late hour, soldiers continued to pour in and they hadn’t finished erecting fortifications. They’d marched until late in order to start this invasion.

      “Falmir’s army is significantly larger than the one they deployed at the Torruvium Fields a few months ago,” Reine said. “However, it consists primarily of levies and the private armies of nobles loyal to Princess Charlotte. Almost every Bastion remains in the south, near Castle Karlam.”

      “That means they’re invading Trafaumh with only a handful of Bastions.” Nathan crossed his arms. “Even if they have a bunch of rebellious nobles on their side, that seems unwise. Almost every Bastion is a member of the Inquisition. They control the military, after all.”

      “I believe that some Bastions may have changed sides.”

      He cursed and ran a hand through his hair. “Which means Baudelaire’s control over the Inquisition is far from absolute. No wonder she didn’t just execute all the nobles when I thought she had the chance.”

      Everyone shot him surprised looks, but he simply shrugged.

      “Falmir’s military might isn’t the problem,” Alice said. “Although those numbers are large enough that Otto might pause, even if he’d have a trigem and they wouldn’t. It’s political. Trafaumh haven’t given us permission to enter their territory and we have no diplomatic agreement to aid them in case of invasion. We lack a casus belli to declare war on Falmir.”

      “Charlotte teleported an army inside our territory during the Mortiswatch cascade,” Kara said.

      “Yes, and then pulled back when we confronted her. There’s a standing agreement that nations can violate territorial sovereignty in order to suppress breaches, but that’s it. And there aren’t any breaches in Trafaumh.”

      Yet.

      “What’s Falmir’s casus belli?” Kara asked.

      “That Trafaumh’s nobles have defected and called Falmir into their territory. Officially, they haven’t declared war even if it’s a blatant violation of Trafaumh’s sovereignty.” Alice’s expression tightened. “So they don’t have a casus belli.”

      “Um, what’s a casus belli? It sounds like food,” Fei interrupted.

      “A justification for war,” Maura said. “It’s some old Latin term.”

      “They’re not speaking Latin, Sis,” Laura drawled.

      Maura blinked, then shrugged. “Then whatever damn tongue it translates from.”

      Nathan sighed. “They’re right, even if most of what they just said is nonsense. It’s an old faerie word, although it also has connotations with holy war to us. Almost every casus belli recorded in history is tied to the goddess. Supposedly the faeries had one when they wiped out whatever ancient race lived in the Soaring Peaks in Falmir.”

      “Then Fyre can—” Kara began to say

      “I will not proclaim holy war and send the Empire over the edge into outright zealotry,” Alice snapped, then recomposed herself. “I’m sorry, Kara, but this is a difficult discussion I’ve had with numerous members of the Diet’s Crusader faction. When we battle Falmir—and it is a matter of when, not if—it will almost certainly be in response to their aggression or due to an alliance with Trafaumh. There’ll be no going back otherwise.”

      Kara nodded, her cheeks pink from the chastisement. Her tail drooped.

      “It’s fine, Kara,” Anna quickly said. “It doesn’t hurt to ask these questions. I’ve had to. We don’t have Alice’s life growing up in the palace, Seraph’s decades in the shadows of Kurai and the Federation, or Nathan’s know-it-all-ism.”

      “Hey,” he muttered.

      Kara giggled.

      The conversation shifted back to the state of the Empire. Seraph ran through the current status of the cascade and the Empire’s many binding stones under threat.

      “Almost all our binding stones are under control.” She pointed at the green binding stones on the map. “Invasions have been quashed. Milgar is in a similar state. We haven’t heard from the Spires, but they haven’t triggered a cascade and no demons have been sighted nearby.”

      “Astra’s gems are still active,” Nathan said. “Assume that Astra’s just busy fighting.”

      “Or the invasion hasn’t struck yet. Several fortresses are still waiting. Is that normal?”

      He nodded. “Cascades take anywhere from an hour to two days to cause an invasion. Usually smaller invasions take longer, but I get the impression that Messengers can intentionally delay their invasions.”

      When he looked at the Twins, they nodded.

      “You bet your well-muscled ass we can,” Laura said, looking at said body part.

      “It’s annoying, though. Like trying to hold back an orgasm. Easy to let it slip out when you’re not ready, or fuck up and lose the wave entirely,” Maura said.

      “That sounds like a you problem,” Sunstorm said.

      “Oh, it definitely is. Amateurs fuck it up, but we decide when and how we invade.” She grinned. “That’s how we snuck in so early. Rode that cascade from the Spires before we should even have been allowed to invade.”

      “Back to the matter at hand,” Seraph said, raising her voice.

      Everyone looked back at her. Several binding stones on the map glowed red, drawing their attention.

      “These are those still in danger?” he asked. Then frowned, as he saw amber stones. “Or are the yellow ones?”

      “Yellow means it’s either being invaded or that we’ve reinforced it but are waiting for an invasion,” she said. “Red means we don’t know or believe it’s in danger.”

      Nathan realized he controlled none of the red binding stones.

      “Otto should have the resources to handle his binding stones, and they were distant enough that I don’t see any surprise Messenger invasions,” he said. “Kara told me something happened to one of Tharban’s stones.”

      Seraph looked at Reine, who frowned.

      “While I cannot see into the portals, I can see what happens in the fortresses. Panic spread through one shortly before demons broke out. While we secured Tharban’s binding stones behind wards due to his absence, it was only a matter of time before they reached it.”

      “And?” He looked at Seraph.

      “Vala had suppressed the invasion at Straub,” she said. “I had some foxes teleport her and the other Champions to stop them. We’ve been responding to other fires that way. Nurevia’s assisting Milgar’s Bastions the same way.”

      The discussion over the safety of the Empire wrapped up in just a few more minutes, as Nathan confirmed the details of the remaining red dots.

      “Based on what you’re saying, I don’t think I need to go back out there,” he summarized.

      “No. The plan was to avoid relying on you or Astra. The two of you were fighting the only known Messenger invasions, after all. You might have been tied up all night.” Seraph tapped on the controls for the console and the map shifted north. “Besides, I knew that you’d be worried about something else.”

      “Knew, huh?” He hid a smile.

      Seraph didn’t. “Yes. You’ve been building defenses and preparing for something like this for years. But you worry about everything, and that means the thing you’re concerned about the most is what you can’t control. Trafaumh.”

      She’d moved the map to cover the area of Trafaumh covered by the cascade. Every binding stone in the region glowed bright red.

      “Have any of them—” he began to ask, looking at Reine.

      “There are no confirmed breaches. The situation is the same as it was when you left for Waier. The Inquisition has responded to the cascade in force, likely using pre-planned deployment orders. But all magical technology reliant on ambient magic has failed, including horseless carriages and elevators. This is delaying their response.”

      “So nothing’s fallen yet,” he corrected.

      Nods all around.

      “The cascade is severe enough to have even disabled relay paper, so I have yet to receive any updates from my agents in the field,” Reine continued. “I am entirely reliant on my eyes. While I can see much, I cannot be everywhere, and I cannot easily surmise the mood.”

      “But I can guess,” Seraph said.

      “As can I,” Alice added, while Anna nodded. “At least for the nobles. Baudelaire has shut herself up in Soreaux’s citadel along with the clergy, beyond even Reine’s reach. Between the battle of prophets and a major cascade, the Inquisition’s rule is on a cliff’s edge and they know it.”

      “The soldiers know this is a disaster as well,” Seraph said. “By now, the news about Mortiswatch has already spread far and wide. Only an idiot wouldn’t have noticed the increasing frequency of major cascades and invasions. Let alone the fact they coincided with the arrival of the prophets. Their zealotry means they believe they’re fighting off the apocalypse.”

      Nathan resisted the urge to point out that they were, in fact, doing exactly that.

      Somehow, the looks on everyone’s faces suggested they knew he was thinking it anyway.

      “Well, if Lord Cynicism won’t say it, I will. They are fighting off the damn apocalypse,” Maura said. “I’m pretty sure armies of demons spewing forth from Hell is part of the definition.”

      “Thank you,” he said drily.

      His eyes scanned over the map of Trafaumh. He knew these fortresses and cities well. Better than the Empire’s even. Not a chance in Hell he’d let them burn a second time.

      Yet he knew better than to run himself absolutely ragged. If he died while pushing himself, then that was it.

      “If the Empire is safe and Trafaumh hasn’t collapsed, then I think this is the best we’re going to do for now,” he said, leaning back. “Unless a crisis breaks out, rotate out Champions as necessary.”

      Seraph frowned, while everyone else nodded. Her expression tightened when she saw Fei, Sen, and Sunstorm sigh in relief at once. The map transformed back into the old that encompassed all of Doumahr, with multicolored dots all over it.

      “I expected you to move on Trafaumh tonight,” Seraph said, her tone low and cautious.

      “I considered it,” he admitted.

      Her eyes met Fei’s, who grimaced and looked at Sen. The utter lack of brown hair combined with the utter exhaustion on her face gave away the problem.

      “Something happened at Waier,” Seraph said. “Reine caught the end of something in Otto’s little throne room, but we missed the meat of it.”

      Nathan briefly explained what had happened. Namely Bauer’s control over Tomoe and the agent that tried to assassinate Otto. He left out the cryptic behavior by Otto.

      Most importantly, recalling the events reminded him that he needed to talk to Sen. He fixed her with a gentle gaze as she squirmed. Everyone else had realized her importance in the battle, especially after similar events with Artemis.

      “Again, your magic was one of the only things that stopped an elite Messenger,” Nathan said. “Even I couldn’t help, unlike against Artemis.”

      “We still need to talk about her,” Seraph said.

      “I know.” A sigh escaped him. He’d avoided debriefing everyone about Artemis after the battle in favor of responding to the cascade. “Sen, what exactly is that magic you’re using? You used it against Thanatos as well.”

      She bit her lip. “I think I need to talk about this with you in private. But I can tell you that it draws on Ifrit’s power directly.”

      “Everything you do draws on Ifrit’s power.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t get it.”

      “Um, he really doesn’t want me to talk about this with a wider audience.” Sen’s eyes locked onto the Twins, but she then scanned the room. “He trusts you. Nobody else. From what he’s told me, this is actually dangerous.”

      Anger welled up in Nathan. Not at Sen, but Ifrit. He’d gotten her to begin casting spells that genuinely endangered her and had done so without even talking to Nathan at all.

      Then Nathan caught Sen’s gaze and, somehow, understood what she actually meant.

      These spells weren’t dangerous to Sen. Or, at least, weren’t only dangerous to her. They were dangerous to Ifrit.

      What in the name of Omria was she even casting?

      “This is the third of these elite Messengers,” Alice said quietly, changing the topic. “You told me very little about the one that was truly behind the recent breach, but he’s been followed by two more. This doesn’t match your memories, does it?”

      “We never pushed the demons hard enough to make them hit us this hard,” Nathan said.

      “Seriously?” Anna asked incredulously. She waved a hand at the holographic map, the monitor, and the banks of glowing machines around them. “You had insane magical technology like this, right? Even without Reine. When I quelled the rebellion in Amica, it took weeks, and most of that was because of how much we struggled to understand what was going on. How could you do that much worse?”

      The Twins guffawed, but Nathan ignored them.

      Instead, his face hardened as he looked at the map. It was easy to imagine it transforming into the wasteland that his world had been left as, after demons and Messengers had torn through binding stone after binding stone.

      “Nathan!” Anna shouted in shock, staring at the map. Everyone else did the same.

      Oh. He hadn’t imagined it.

      The map had shifted, showing what was left of his world by the end of it. Only Falmir still stood, as the rest of Doumahr turned dark. All of those multicolored dots in the Empire and Trafaumh vanished. Seraph stood stock still, paralyzed.

      His Champions murmured as they soaked in the reality he’d lived. Ciana’s wide eyes belied the horror that hammered over the mental link.

      “This is all that was left?” Seraph closed her eyes. “By the time you left?”

      “Yes.” He tapped a finger against his old fortress, the Reaches’ Guard. “After the republicans overthrew the royal family, I was exiled up here. By that point, pretty much everyone else was dead. A couple of other trigems still existed in the hands of loyalist Bastions, but they lacked the experience I had. Falmir kept losing Bastions to Messenger breaches and eventually stopped risking their trigems.”

      “There’s barely anything left,” Anna muttered. “Even Falmir lost territory. Didn’t they conquer the Empire?”

      “Trafaumh and Falmir split the Empire between themselves after Siv’s invasion. But yes, over the course of years of Messenger breaches, it was all lost. After Trafaumh’s fall to Thanatos, a weaker Messenger took out Kaufberg, Mortiswatch, and the remainder of the western Empire’s former territory. We drew a defensive line along the Karlam river.”

      Nathan ran a finger along a river that partially bordered the Empire and Falmir and led into Lake Unitas. A fortress glowed above the river, named Castle Karlam. Massive forces massed around it.

      With a thought, he shifted back to the current map. Falmir’s armies remained in place at Castle Karlam, reminding him of how easily they could invade.

      “Didn’t you hold Castle Karlam once?” Sen asked, frowning. “I feel that’s right.”

      “It was my first binding stone. The border forts with the Empire were scarcely used before it fell, but my deployment there was intentional.” His eyes bore into his old home. “Oliver controls it now, along with the Reaches’ Guard.”

      The Twins appeared behind him, pressing their tits against his back. Ciana grunted as they pushed against her and her glare suggested she might physically throw them aside in a moment.

      “You know, it’s kind of a weird coincidence that the titty prophet likes this Oliver moron,” Laura said.

      “Oh yeah, coincidence. Let’s go with that.” Maura giggled in his ear. “But, really, why is that cow-uddered slut so laser-focused on this world’s version of you? She’s even given him the same fortresses that you controlled.”

      “Version?” Anna asked, utterly confused.

      “Oliver is me,” Nathan grunted out. “Kind of. I don’t really get it, as I’m Nathan Straub—”

      “Nathan von Straub,” Anna automatically corrected. She’d been doing that lately, as the addition of the “von” was new.

      As if she hadn’t interrupted him, Nathan continued, “But Oliver Martel is effectively identical to Nathan Martel. The main difference, from what Vala’s explained, is that Oliver is less estranged from his father.”

      A long pause.

      “So, you get Tharban, and Oliver gets an actual father? Isn’t that a bit unfair?” Sen eventually said.

      He laughed. “Unfair? Hardly. My old man is an asshole. A true noble, through and through. He’s not the monster that Tharban is, but ol’ Adam Martel is cut from the same political cloth. I can only imagine how he’s chafing at Charlotte’s rise to power.”

      “Adam Martel…” Reine bit her lip and refused to look at him. Or maybe she was staring at him with her scrying, as he’d ensured the monitor display couldn’t show anything inside the mental fortress. “He is one of the few Bastions leading the advance into Trafaumh.”

      “Of fucking course,” Nathan muttered, running a hand through his hair. “Along with who?”

      “Oliver Martel and a Kate Harris. All three possess—”

      “Duogems, yeah. I know Kate. She died defending the Gharrick Mountains. Never confirmed it, but I’m all but certain she’s my old man’s mistress. I thought they were at Castle Karlam.”

      “They were. It is likely Charlotte mobilized them to the Reaches’ Guard at the last minute to hide her true intentions.”

      Maybe. Nathan found that odd. Why not bring more Bastions with her in that case? What about the armies? She would have burned immense power teleporting so many soldiers to the border, given his father would have his own soldiers.

      Adam Martel was an earl, which was roughly equivalent to a duke in the Empire and the highest rank of any noble unrelated to the royal family. He possessed an immense private army, which he used to both defend his own binding stones and further his political aims. Given he remained alive, those hadn’t included regicide in this world.

      “Whatever the reason, we’re in luck. When we need to deal with Falmir, they only have Bastions in charge of duogems,” Nathan said.

      “Correction, Gareth Pike has a trigem,” Reine said.

      He stared at her. Then sighed. “Who? Erica?”

      “Yes.” She tilted her head and he saw her robe move, suggesting her tail had wagged. “Why did you not guess Beth? I would assume a Bastion would prioritize the combatant who could keep them the safest, and they appear to be the closest.”

      “Beth’s his first Champion, but he trigemmed Erica first,” he said. “At the time, he’d said that when you can’t even see your enemy’s heels in a race, it’s pointless to focus on endurance. It took me a while to realize he was talking about the power gap between us and the Messengers.”

      Ciana winced as he spoke but recovered quickly.

      Seraph narrowed her eyes. “A lot of your wisdom is Gareth’s, isn’t it?”

      “He was a veteran of Kurai, and I was a dumb, arrogant moron who got lucky against Siv. The only smart thing I did for a long time was listen to him, even if I sometimes took months or years to understand his wisdom,” Nathan said.

      “And this Oliver guy doesn’t even do that,” Maura chirped. “I wonder what happens when you blow your alternate version up?”

      “Maybe ask the goat?” Laura suggested.

      “Once we find out where Fyre is,” he said. “Reine?”

      The wolfgirl shook her head. “I have utterly failed to find her since the duel. Given her power and how we know it can interfere with my vision, it is likely she does not wish to be found.”

      With confirmation that Fyre didn’t appear to be returning, he pulsed her over the mental link he had with her. Several times. Maybe if she knew he was looking for her, she’d show herself.

      Because he had a feeling that she might be wallowing in self-pity somewhere.

      Oddly enough, the pulses terminated somewhere close. Almost as if Fyre was right on top of him. Puzzled, he tried to find her using mental magic but failed to make heads or tails of where she might be.

      Nathan had been about to wrap up when he noticed an odd expression on Kara’s face. Although she stared at the glowing hologram in front of her, her expression remained distant. Staring at something she’d seen minutes ago.

      Belatedly, he realized that he’d never explained his background to Kara. Horror rose within him.

      “Shit, Kara, I’m sorry,” he blurted out, running a hand through his hair. “You must have no idea what I was talking about earlier. We’ll step aside for a minute again—”

      Her expression returned to the present and she blinked a few times. She tilted her head to the side, expressing open confusion. Other Champions covered their mouths. He swore he heard laughter from them.

      “Um, Kara?” he asked. “You did notice what we were discussing about Falmir and… everything earlier?”

      “It was hard to miss, my lord,” she said, voice more sarcastic than it had ever been. “I was simply unaware of the precise scale of how terrible it had been. While I had gleaned that you came from some terrible future or knew what was going to happen, I didn’t realize you’d witnessed the almost complete destruction of Doumahr.”

      “Gleaned…” Nathan grimaced, realizing why his Champions laughed at him. “I think I know why you and Fei are friends.”

      “What?” Fei asked.

      Even Kara narrowed her eyes, as if annoyed.

      “Fei worked out that Nathan knew something about the future before he told us,” Sen explained. “Honestly, I thought he’d already told you given how you acted. You fooled us pretty well.”

      “Such amazing operational security,” Seraph drawled, but her annoyed expression suggested punishments might be on the way for those Champions who had leaked Nathan’s past.

      “Kara, who else knows?” he asked.

      “Um, I didn’t tell anyone,” Kara mumbled, ears drooping and tail wagging slowly.

      Quite a few, he guessed. Nathan sucked at keeping secrets then.

      How many believed he was the true prophet, like Reine? Possibly too many. Kara’s adoration had no limits, even though he wasn’t sleeping with her.

      “In any case, I think we’re done here. Narime needs to talk to me and I need to see her anyway,” he said. “Everyone needs to get some rest. Including you, Seraph.”

      She shot him a wan smile. “Will you make sure I get it, Nathan?”

      “Is that a request?”

      A gulp. “Perhaps. I’m not sure I can just walk away in this sort of situation.”

      “Then I’ll be back to force you away and let Kara take over.” He looked at the dog beastkin. “Kara, go sleep.”

      “Of course, my lord.” Kara bounded off.

      He filed out with almost all of his Champions. The Twins vanished somewhere between deciding to leave and actually leaving, as they likely retreated to their own mental fortress. With the amount of work they’d put in today, he felt a complete lack of surprise that they wanted to slack off.

      Once back outside, he tracked Narime’s gems to her bedroom. The time had come to see what his one and only mystic fox Champion had finally decided to reveal to him.
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      Nathan’s teleportation network ensured that his Champions could easily move between his various fortresses, but each of them considered specific places to be their “home.” So they tended to sleep there more often and built up a more elaborate bedroom. He forced them to maintain a bedroom in the palace and Gharrick Pass, however.

      In Narime’s case, she preferred Castle Forselburg. Her ability to teleport meant she rarely stayed in the palace. Even so, she had a room here. Nathan barely remembered visiting her palace bedroom, and the one time he did it had been almost barren.

      His memories turned out to be largely accurate. He knocked as he entered and saw that the only personal items were clothes and books. Narime lay atop her bed, reading. She hissed when he entered.

      “You’re supposed to knock,” she snapped, covering up her chest.

      But he’d caught a glimpse of the pale skin she’d attempted to hide. She wore little more than a plain white robe with a loose sash, and it had slid open to reveal the long, thin scar from the wound Artemis had given her. The bone-carving gash that left her on death’s door had been reduced to something barely noticeable.

      Yet for somebody as beautiful as Narime, Nathan knew it stung.

      He considered all his Champions—and his fiancées—to be beautiful, but Narime hovered near the top, if not at the peak. Alluring pale skin, delicate curves, an impressive bust, and silky silver hair that he loved running his hands through before falling asleep. To say nothing of her fluffy fox ears or the six voluminous tails.

      Wait, no. He blinked and counted again.

      “Seven?” he asked, dumbfounded.

      “Yes, seven.” She sighed. Her tails fanned out, as if to make it easier for him to count them out. “I’ve been furious at my body for refusing to gift me a seventh tail even though I’ve been due for years now. Especially as you said I had seven when we met in your world. Now it comes to me after my time of need.”

      “The war isn’t over yet.” He approached her bed, then sat on the edge.

      Ciana remained outside after closing the door. His other Champions had peeled away on the way here, aware that Narime’s conversation was likely a personal one.

      Narime’s eyes flickered to the door regardless. Heeding her intentions, he cast several wards over the room to block eavesdropping.

      She sighed once he finished and then crept across the bed. Her body wrapped around his from behind. Poking her head up from below him, she drummed her fingers on his thighs. He frowned at her.

      “See, you don’t like it when I do it to you, do you?” she teased.

      “It’s pleasant, actually.”

      She huffed, then did it to his crotch. The response it got was a little more than just pleasant and she laughed.

      “You’re right that the war isn’t over, yet I am furious at what took place,” she said. “This is the defining moment of the current era. The response of my kin makes that clear. The last time we responded like this was the Fall of Kurai, and by then it was too late to make a difference. Countless foxes died futilely attempting to save a nation that had already fallen.”

      He brushed some hair from her face. Unlike his other Champions, Narime didn’t lean into his touch. She seemed lost in thought. Or focused, perhaps.

      “The battle is far from your fault,” he said. “I was deeply unprepared for an assault of that magnitude. Even knowing how powerful elite Messengers were, Artemis was far greater than I’d imagined.”

      “Yet you could harm her,” Narime said, bitterness coating her voice. “Seraph told me. The only people who even inconvenienced the monster were you, Sen, and Astra. Do you know why?”

      He shook his head. Silence overtook the room.

      While he left her to her thoughts, he basked in the feeling of her tails tickling his back. Perhaps he was imagining it, but the extra one truly added to the luxuriousness.

      A giggle escaped her, and her tails closed around him. “You’re hopeless, you know that?”

      “I’m allowed to enjoy you.”

      “My tails, you mean.”

      “They’re attached to you,” he defended.

      She snorted. “Would you still love me without my tails?”

      He placed a finger against his lips in mock deliberation. Her tails wrapped themselves around his face and he laughed as she pretended to smother him.

      Narime shifted into his lap, facing him while allowing her tails to wander around his sides. He became keenly aware of her lack of underwear. Also of the scar running down her chest when her robe slipped open.

      Her face flushed, but he caught her hands before she tightened her sash.

      “Is it permanent?” he asked in a hushed tone.

      Her downcast expression answered him. That genuinely surprised him, given the new healing spells she’d learned. Then again, scars weren’t uncommon on Doumahr. Most of his Champions bore some. He paid little attention to them, even if he sometimes idly traced Fei’s many scars from her pre-Champion days.

      “I’ll live,” Narime eventually grunted. She spread her palms in fingers in front of him, revealing long white lines along them and her fingers. “The fact I’ve regained full use of my hands is a miracle. I was told that if my chest wound went a half-inch deeper then I wouldn’t have had a chance.”

      Nathan stared at those scars, recalling the scene of Artemis ignoring the efforts of other Champions as she tore apart Narime.

      “You said that the battle isn’t my fault? Well, it’s also not your fault,” Narime said, her voice sounding a little distant.

      After a long moment, something struck his cheek. He rubbed it and saw her glaring at him, tears at the edges of her eyes.

      “I’m talking to you, Nathan. Listen to me!” she snapped.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I just—”

      “Started blaming yourself? Just as you can predict me, I can do the same to you.” She gripped his hands with her own. Her fingers rubbed over his knuckles. “Months ago, we walked together, and I said that I wanted to help you more. That it shouldn’t just be you carrying my burden.”

      “You aren’t—”

      “Shut up and let me talk, Nathan.”

      He did exactly that.

      “I said that I’m furious that I fell short, but I understand that I can’t change the past. At most, I’ll look at what I couldn’t accomplish and attempt to rectify that. With a seventh tail and my new third gem, there may be spells I can use that were once beyond me.”

      Still silent, he nodded.

      “But for months now, whenever you’ve faced even the slightest hint of failure or a setback, you’ve pulled your head in like a turtle. I can’t pretend to have seen what you have—”

      “No, you saw Kurai. You understand the pain,” he admitted.

      Biting her lip, Narime continued, “Fair. But that only makes my point more pertinent. When you battled Siv, you understood that any of us might die when fighting her. You made decisions that, while necessary, may have cost any of us our lives. Your ability to do that, while still looking forward, is what has let you succeed so far. But you can’t keep taking everything on yourself. It’s our role to defend ourselves. To use the power you’ve given us.”

      “I’m giving the orders,” he said.

      “You can’t fight our battles, Nathan. There is going to come a time when you’ll face a choice between letting us do what we need to and protecting us while letting Doumahr burn. I know you’ll make the right choice.”

      Not if he could damn well help it.

      Narime’s gaze bore into him. She almost certainly knew what he had been thinking.

      “I will,” he said. “But after today, you’ll forgive me for doing everything I can to avoid that happening.”

      She sighed and leaned forward. Her head leaned against his chest, causing her ears to flick against him. “I’ll take it, I suppose. Maybe I should have started browbeating you like this sooner. I feel I’ve let you lead me around by the nose for too long, while I was utterly starstruck.”

      “You? Starstruck?”

      “Oh, yes. How could I be amazed by the man who knows me so well? Who makes me feel things in bed I’ve only dreamed of? Understands and teaches me magic beyond my wildest dreams?” She smirked. “I don’t mean to give you a big head, but you are my mate, Nathan. I’ve been quite picky in life.”

      He resisted the urge to point out that she’d also accepted his younger self, and he felt quite negatively about his behavior in his old world. She’d probably slap him if he said as much.

      “But enough of this. There’ll be time to unravel the mystery of Artemis and, if you’re here, it means I was right and Seraph was wrong.” Narime puffed out her chest, which caused her entire robe to fall open, revealing it.

      Nathan did it up for her. “About whether I’d advance on Trafaumh tonight?”

      “Indeed. Seraph expected you to lose your head and rush Trafaumh out of fear of a breach. I knew you’d be too worried about the rest of us and be unwilling to advance.”

      He frowned. “Somehow, I feel the two of you are in agreement that I’d rush into Trafaumh if nobody was wounded.”

      Her stare told him he was right. A wince escaped him, and he rubbed the back of his neck.

      Rising, Narime wandered over to her closet. A variety of her battle robes hung inside and she picked out a violet set with red flower petals on it. Nathan happily watched her change. As always, Narime enjoyed putting on a show for him, including slipping on her underwear while facing him.

      “I take it we’re going somewhere?” he asked. “I was told you needed to tell me something.”

      “It’s more accurate to say you need to speak to someone.” She tied her long hair up with a pair of sapphire hair clips—the non-magical kind. “Ordinarily, this sort of visit would involve a dozen mystic fox warriors ensuring you were blindfolded and warded so you couldn’t leak the location. But your spatial magic vastly outclasses any fox’s. It would be pointless.”

      “I can still promise,” he said.

      “I took that as given,” she said, a touch condescendingly. “Unless told otherwise, don’t breathe a word about who or what you see on this visit.”

      “But I can talk about what we discuss?”

      She snorted. “If you couldn’t, it would be pointless. Although I’ll be curious whether you learn anything, given what the Twins know.”

      With a wave of her hand, Narime gestured for him to help tighten her robe. Not that she needed the help. Most likely she wanted an excuse to wrap her tails around him or simply be close now that she was mostly dressed and couldn’t show off as much.

      “That depends on who I’m about to meet,” he said around the seven balls of fluff wrapping around his body. “The Twins have only been around since the secession started. But Kadria, who you haven’t met yet, arrived when the foxes were the goddess’s chosen.”

      Narime shot him an indecipherable look. After a few moments, she turned. “Will we ever meet this Kadria?”

      A dark look crossed his face. “Soon.”

      “Ah. She’s annoyed you.”

      “I’m at the end of my patience regarding my dealings with her. While she’s the only reason we’ve gotten so far, she’s also burned a lot of good will on my part. At this point, the Twins are arguably more reliable.”

      “Unsurprising. Maura’s so obviously in love with you that it almost hurts at times.”

      He stared at Narime. She raised an eyebrow, then burst into laughter.

      “Have you not realized? Or are you merely surprised that somebody else might notice?”

      “The latter.” His cheeks reddened. “I dealt with Maura’s… crush a couple of months ago.”

      “No, not a crush. She’s head over heels. I suspected as much a while ago, given the difference in behavior between her and her sister. They’ve had many chances to betray you and refused all of them, not to mention that Laura snipes at Maura about you constantly.”

      Still giggling, Narime opened the door. Ciana poked her head in.

      “I’m sorry, Ciana, but I’m not sure you can come with us this time,” Narime said, biting her lip. She’d likely forgotten the unicorn knight. “I don’t think I have permission to bring anyone else.”

      “I’ll know anyway,” Ciana said, her expression turning to stone.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “If I want to, I can monitor Nathan’s surface thoughts. That includes a lot of what he’s currently witnessing. It goes beyond watching who he’s fucking.” Ciana’s gaze appeared inscrutable as she stared at Narime, but even an idiot would understand the meaning behind it.

      If Narime tried to keep Ciana away from Nathan right now, there’d be a fight.

      The tails of both women rose.

      Nathan laid a hand on both of their shoulders. “Enough.”

      They both froze. A mixture of panic and excitement shot across the mental link with Ciana.

      “Not like that,” he said, exasperated with his seemingly uncontrollable mental magic. “You can move and talk and…”

      “It’s fine now,” Narime said, rolling her shoulders. “You should do something about that. If you use that power around others, they’ll be burning effigies within hours.”

      “I know. Anyway, Ciana can come. You know as well as I do that she won’t betray us.”

      The fox sighed, her ears drooping. “That’s not the problem, but… Fine. It’ll likely just irritate the elders.”

      Unlike Nathan, Narime couldn’t easily teleport within the palace. They left the immediate grounds first.

      “It’ll take two hops,” she explained, with a pointed look at Ciana.

      “Only two?” Nathan asked.

      “Shouldn’t you be familiar with my teleportation?” Narime asked. “I have seven tails now.”

      A few moments passed as he processed what she meant. “Oh, right. The distance you can travel increases exponentially with each tail. I’ve gotten so used to six tails.”

      The first teleport brought them somewhere unfamiliar. A random field. Nathan used the stars and the silhouette of the Gharrick Mountains to place himself in south-western Amica, north of Carence.

      Then they appeared in a courtyard covered with gravel and shaded by cherry blossom trees. Given it was the start of summer, none of them were flowering. Between the canopy and the tall, painted walls, Nathan couldn’t visually tell where they were.

      His spatial magic told him they were on the very southern tip of Amica, the closest point to the Kurai Peninsula. The appearance of the place matched that of old paintings of Kurai. No doubt it was some sort of headquarters or secret holding of Narime’s mystic fox clan.

      “The Houkeem Desert is a stone’s throw away,” he said, looking directly toward it through the building next to them. “No wonder I saw so little of your clan in my world.”

      Narime bit her lip. “Yes. Based on your description of how things played out, that’s what I had expected. Follow me. It might be best to remain silent until we reach our destination. You’ll know it once you see her.”

      Her, huh?

      They strode through quiet, empty corridors constructed in a fashion Nathan had never seen before. Strange wooden paneling lined the narrow halls, while the creaky floorboards ensured even the quietest steps were heard. He spotted hints of tails at intersections and doors that shut before they arrived, but never met anyone.

      No windows, either.

      Eventually, Narime led them to a pair of sliding doors with a painted scene of multiple animals and races all sitting together by a pond. The sun resided in the center, but its beams reminded him of religious iconography.

      When she paused to let him consider the artwork, he knew it meant something more.

      A mythical dragon, some sort of tiny, winged pixie, a human, both an elf and dark elf, and a fox lay by the lake. In the corner, penned off, was a variety of other animals. Cats, wolves, dogs, cattle—

      “These are the races of Doumahr,” he said quietly. “Not literally, unless you can turn into a fox and beastkin secretly become furrier.”

      Ciana picked at her skin and came away without any fur. Narime rolled her eyes at the other woman.

      “Yes, that’s been the assumption everyone else has made once they learn that our kind came here from a distant place that no longer exists,” Narime said. “Tarako has never explained it in full, however. The fact a dragon from myth is there is a curiosity.”

      Nathan blinked. He opened his mouth to ask the obvious question, but she didn’t let him.

      Instead, she slid open the doors.

      Beyond it kneeled roughly twenty mystic foxes, all but one of whom possessed six or seven tails. None had eight.

      A single fox waved nine long bronze tails at Nathan with an impudent grin. She sat at the far end, clearly superior in rank to every other fox in the room. Three gems glittered just above her slim bust, looking almost like sapphires but slightly off. She looked maybe 20, but appearance said nothing of a fox’s age, but her form-fitting clothes revealed her trim, muscular figure. And her short stature.

      Nathan knew his history well. Especially that related to Champions, and trigem Champions. There was one who stood out among all of them.

      Tarako, the nine-tailed trigem Champion of Kurai, with her trademark Nine-Tail Slash that supposedly struck nine times at once. Countless stories filled up bookstores, ranging in genre from romance to erotica to adventure. Fei used to idolize her.

      “Wait, you’re real?” Nathan blurted out.
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      A cackle escaped Tarako and she collapsed into a leaning posture, laying lengthwise along the straw mat flooring. As if expecting Nathan’s reaction, a collective sigh filled the room from the foxes. Even Narime joined in.

      “Oh, so you know me from all the books, do you?” Tarako asked, her voice somehow both elegant and bratty at the same time. Nathan felt an instinctive urge to take her down a notch despite her fame and status. “What sort? You don’t look the romantic type—no offense—and somebody of your fame isn’t a starry-eyed adventurer.” Glee filled her eyes. “Is it all the smut?”

      “Chief, could you please—” one of the older foxes interrupted, his face and tone the very image of exasperation.

      “I haven’t been your chief for a very, very long time.” The legendary fox patted the mats in front of her, as if gesturing Nathan to sit on them. “Join us. Narime’s been in my ear for months now and the stories she tells of you are as fascinating as they are full of holes. I can’t wait to evaluate the legendary Messenger tamer. And prophet tamer, one might say.”

      While Narime began to walk forward stiffly, as if all too aware of the gazes of the other foxes, Nathan remained put.

      Not because he didn’t trust Narime, but rather that he found the reveal of this fictional fox to be too good to be true. Who, or what, was Tarako?

      To satiate his curiosity, he gingerly reached out with mental magic for her. Not to breach her mind, but to see what he found. After his recent encounter with Tomoe, as well as his own growing manipulative abilities, he worried there might be something lurking here. A fox that had slipped in the henhouse.

      There, on the borders of Tarako’s mind, he found a mental tether that extended out to her power source. This tether should be to her Bastion, who supplied her with power from a binding stone.

      Yet, Nathan knew from personal experience that this particular tether was to an entirely different class of being.

      “It’s usually polite to greet others with a simple ‘hello’ at minimum,” Tarako said, all signs of brattiness evaporating from her voice. “I do worry that rather than taming those succubi, that they tamed you, now.”

      Every fox in the room stiffened. Ciana reached for her sword, only to realize she hadn’t brought one as it had been shattered battling Artemis and she hadn’t replaced it. Instead, she tried to unshoulder her shield.

      “You’re like Astra and the Hound,” Nathan said, ignoring the threat. “At least one of your gems is powered by the same things that empower the Messengers.”

      “How dare you—” a fox elder snapped, his tails weaving behind him as he rose to his feet.

      “Did I allow you to intervene?” Tarako snapped, her voice like a thunder crack.

      Her glare brought the fox back to his knees, and the rest of the group bowed their heads. Nobody moved.

      She turned her eyes to Nathan. Her fingers ran over the middle gem. “I can’t remember the last time somebody has recognized the power within this stone. No wonder Narime has been enraptured by you.”

      “You knew about the things behind the Messengers? And even Astra?” Narime asked, her voice rising with her fury.

      But the other foxes seemed confused. At worst, they glared at Narime for daring to question Tarako. Nathan knew a fight was inevitable.

      So did the legendary fox, once she gazed over the room.

      “Everyone, leave us!” Tarako ordered. “I will speak with Nathan and Narime alone.” She raised an eyebrow at Ciana, who attempted to shield Nathan from her. “And, I suppose, his adorable unicorn.”

      Without another word, the other fox elders filed out of the room. As they did so, Tarako sat cross-legged and her tails shifted with magic. Cupboards slammed open along the sides. A low table flew out and landed in front of her, followed by a comically large bottle of sake and four small cups.

      Before Nathan even sat down, Tarako had filled each cup over the brim. Transparent liquid splashed across the wooden tabletop as she happily sipped her own serving.

      “I assume you all drink,” she said.

      “Um,” Ciana mumbled. She definitely drank, but Nathan suspected she wanted to remain sober while protecting him.

      “More for me then.” Tarako snatched up Ciana’s cup and gulped down its contents in one go. “Do the stories still include my iron liver, by the way?”

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      She scowled at him. “Really? You don’t even read the smut? Narime told me that it was very popular in the palace.”

      If he didn’t know better, Nathan might guess he had left this plane of existence. At least judging from Narime and Ciana’s unwillingness to even look at him.

      “I read some of the children’s versions when I was young. A long time ago…” he trailed off, realizing that those stories were still rather contemporary.

      To him, the memories of reading tales of Tarako’s deeds defending Kurai from demonic hordes and devilish generals were twenty years ago. But those books were maybe ten years old. Ciana and Fei likely read the same ones, or similar enough.

      “I sense something is awry.” Tarako waited patiently for him to pick up his lost thought.

      “It’s not important.” He shook his head. “But that gem of yours is. Do you know what powers it?”

      “I do. Do you? You suggested something quite disturbing, and I’ve suspected such beings existed for much of my long life, but I can assure you that my gemstone is of benign origin.”

      “Yet it’s not naturally powered,” Narime said. “You don’t have a Bastion. You’ve always said that you cannot fight alongside us for that reason.”

      Nathan blinked. “Wait, your gems aren’t dim.”

      Tarako laughed. Her tails shifted and, suddenly, two of her gems dulled, like those of Champions without Bastions. Only the middle one remained active. “It’s trivial to deceive others with our magic, you see? Including other foxes.”

      “Of course,” Narime muttered.

      “But before I answer any of your questions, I want this discussion to be a level playing field,” the legendary fox continued. “I am all but certain of the source of your knowledge now. Almost every individual I’ve met who has learned the truth, or approached it, has been some variation of insane or deeply deceived. You seem to be neither. Or convinced of such. Why are you convinced the Messengers aren’t lying to you?”

      So she knew he’d learned everything from Messengers. Nathan sipped his sake. Then nearly spit it out.

      “Damn, this is cheap shit,” he said.

      “I’m old. I got used to it a long time ago,” Tarako said. “So?”

      “The simple answer is that I’m not. That’s why I’ve needed to distrust most of what they tell me. But a lot of it has played out as they said it would, or other Messengers have confirmed it, or I’ve had other ways to confirm the truth. For instance, they told me that Doumahr used to be far larger. Narime confirmed that herself. The same goes for the goddess’s magic being nearly identical to Messenger magic.”

      Tarako grimaced at that comment, then sighed. “Well, it seems you might be genuine. Unfortunate. Especially as I really didn’t want there to be something behind the Messengers.”

      A long sip of her sake broke up her words. They waited.

      “The terms of our conversation are simple. I’ll tell you everything I know about my history and that of my race’s, including what I know of Omria and the Messengers. You tell me your story and what you know,” she said.

      “I know a lot,” he said.

      “Do you know how many civilizations Omria has been the goddess of?”

      “At least four.”

      “I’ve seen her as goddess of five and have evidence of a sixth.”

      Well, shit. Tarako wasn’t fictional.

      She was immortal, orders of magnitude older than Astra, and had seen more of this world than even Kadria claimed to.

      “Deal,” Nathan said. “I take it I go first?”

      “It would help. To be honest, my race is bound to help you as is. You have nothing to lose by walking away, other than missing out on my stories. I need everything. But I’m also the only person left who knows a damn thing about how things actually work who isn’t some demonic invader.” Tarako raised her cup with a grin.

      She held it in the air. After a few seconds, he realized she wanted to toast to their agreement. He clinked his cup against hers and they drank.

      “I come from an alternate version of Doumahr where the demons win,” he said, causing Tarako to freeze while refilling her sake.

      Narime helpfully took the bottle from her senior before it overflowed and made a mess.

      He continued, “The Empire fell when the Federation triggered a Messenger invasion along the Gharrick Mountains. Years later—around now, actually—the Federation and Arcadia fell to a mixture of internal strife, Messengers, and a massive demonic onslaught via the Houkeem Desert. Trafaumh eventually fell as well. Only Falmir remained. I was essentially the only Bastion left with enough experience and trigems capable of fending off Messengers.”

      A complex expression crossed Tarako’s face. One that spoke of sorrow, yet also familiarity. Her gaze seemed distant. Lost in time and thought, as if recalling events that he had barely even alluded to and she hadn’t even witnessed.

      Had the terrors of his own world been the same witnessed by each civilization of the past, as the Messengers tore them down one-by-one?

      “And then?” she asked.

      “A Messenger defeated me. Slew all of my Champions and shattered my fortress. One of my last resorts prevented her from claiming total victory, so she instead offered me something else. The chance to come to a different world and stop it from ending.”

      “And you believed her?”

      “The alternative was death, and even if she killed me, the binding stone would still detonate.”

      Tarako’s look of resignation tinged with horror told him that she knew exactly what detonating a binding stone meant. Perhaps Nathan had been right that Omria had forbidden the technique for a reason.

      “Well, I suppose it worked out,” she said, finally sipping her sake again. “Now you’re here, using your expertise and foreknowledge to stop… Hmm.”

      “You caught on fast.”

      “Only one of those events even came close to happening. I assume your mysterious appearance along the Federation border was purposeful. Yet by changing history, you made all of your other knowledge useless. Except perhaps Arcadia. They’re still a tinderbox.”

      “The succubus who set them off is currently working for Charlotte,” he said drily.

      “And that’s a good thing how, exactly?” Tarako gave him a sidelong look. “I know Omria all too well. She treats the races she discards like toys she’s outgrown. Then again, there aren’t many humans in Arcadia. If she were a beastkin…” A grin crossed her face. “I feel quite stupid now. I had wondered how two prophets emerged, when that had never happened before. Especially as both seemed genuine. I don’t know what you’re doing, but yours is the real one, isn’t it?”

      Nathan frowned. This conversation moved at a pace he barely followed.

      But he knew that Tarako understood the system of cycles and Omria’s reincarnations like the back of her hand. She made leaps of logic that he’d required to be explained to him, yet failed to follow.

      “The real one?” he asked.

      “There’s only one race left on Doumahr that Omria can use. She’s never gone back to an old one. Somehow, you found a prophet in the beastkin first, and now she’s back with the humans. I won’t pretend to understand how or why any of this works. But I think you broke something.”

      “That, uh, was the plan.” He scratched the back of his neck while Narime glared at him.

      Had he ever fully explained the intent behind creating Fyre, or Kadria’s nonsense? While he explained various elements of the insanity that took place, much of it never reached his Champions.

      Not entirely because he intended to keep them in the dark. He sometimes struggled to put the matters into words, which would make explaining anything extremely difficult.

      “So you made your own prophet. And then, somehow, another one appeared.” Tarako grimaced. “I’ll admit, that still confuses me. While I don’t believe in Omria, I believe in her power. There’s only one of her, and she always comes back somehow. Now you’ve brought back two of her.”

      “Not quite.”

      “Nathan,” Narime said, a touch sharply. “While I know that you often have good reason to keep your secrets, I get the feeling this isn’t the time.”

      “Look, it’s more that I don’t know how to explain it properly.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Fyre is the goddess. So is Charlotte. The difference is that Fyre is still Fyre, but Charlotte is taking on somebody else’s personality.”

      “Omria’s. The personality of the prophet fades away over time. Maybe a few years. Maybe a few decades,” Tarako explained. “Why don’t you say her name, by the way? It’s quite noticeable.”

      “I can’t.”

      “It’s a word.”

      “Not like that,” he said. “Whenever I say her name, an immense mental presence attempts to smother me. Fyre can chase it away, which is one of the reasons I believe she’s genuine.”

      “A… mental presence.” The legendary fox frowned. “I felt you doing something earlier. That mental magic is yours, not the succubi you work with?”

      “Yes. I’ve developed it as a way to improve my abilities as a Bastion.”

      She clicked her tongue. “So you even worked out that part, huh? Teaching Bastions mental magic caused so many problems that Omria crippled her teachings eventually. But I’ve never heard of a Bastion being afraid of saying her name.”

      “Really? I was told that my usage of ascended magic, including mental magic, was the cause.”

      “If that was the case, no mystic fox Bastion could ever have spoken her name.” Tarako gave him an odd look between sips. “But that suggests you use even more ascended magic. Something humans can’t do. Part of the reason Omria chose the foxes when she did was that we can.”

      Nathan ticked off his fingers. “Mental, spatial, life… I guess whatever wards count as, given the Messengers seem weirded out by them. Naturally, there’s also the typical Bastion stuff of reshaping matter.”

      A low whistle left Tarako’s lips. “That is something, yes. I still don’t understand the presence.”

      “I think it relates to what the goddess is.” His gaze hardened. “To be honest, my gut feeling about its intentions is that it wanted to take control of me. Given Charlotte’s behavior, I’m even more certain now. Why destroy me when she could use me as a puppet for a simple mistake?”

      “Omria never showed any such behavior.”

      “Really? Because what I know about her origin suggests otherwise.”

      Tarako refilled her sake cup, then waited for him to lower his before pouring more. Narime joined in the round at the last second.

      “You won’t like what I have to say,” he warned when she gestured for him to speak.

      “I haven’t liked much of what I’ve seen over the millennia,” Tarako said.

      “The goddess was a Messenger once. A succubus that escaped here, seized some strange power that I’m convinced is entwined with the binding stones and allows her to reincarnate, and is now being hunted by her former employer.” Nathan pressed on, despite Tarako’s widening eyes and slackening jaw. “Behind the Messengers is some sort of primordial, extradimensional deity that transcends time and space. He consumes worlds as food. More than that, he consumes multiverses.”

      “You mean the idea that reality can be split into an infinite number of possibilities,” Tarako said.

      “Why do you know this?” he asked, dumbfounded.

      “We specialize in spatial magic. It’s a basic concept,” Narime explained. “Also, it would have helped if you’d started with this when you first explained how you came here. You never time traveled, did you? Rather, this is an alternate world in the multiverse of possibilities. That explains much.”

      “I’m glad it does for you,” Ciana muttered. “I am so lost.”

      Nathan wanted to agree with Ciana, and he was supposed to be explaining things to Tarako.

      “So, Omria is a Messenger.” Tarako gulped down a cup of sake, refilled it, gulped it down, and poured more. “I’d always suspected as much. I guess this is where my story begins.”

      Narime’s and Ciana’s ears pricked up. Nathan leaned back and sipped his drink, and wished he had a beer instead of cheap swill.

      “You know of the Soaring Peaks?” Tarako asked. “A race once lived here known as dragons. Huge, flying lizards full of magic and capable of breathing fire. They were Omria’s chosen before my kind. When she spurned them, they grew to hate her. Eventually, they helped the demons destroy the Elven Khanates and drive the elves west, to what we now call Doumahr. Furious, Omria returned, transformed the faeries into the bloodthirsty savages they are today, and slaughtered every dragon remaining.”

      If the Twins had been here, they would have cracked some awful joke.

      Instead, Nathan and the others sat in stunned silence. He choked down some sake. What the hell could he say to that?

      “But lets step back in time a few tens of millennia. I haven’t seen the entire history of my kind, but I’m old,” Tarako continued without letting them recover. “When I was born, the dragons were Omria’s chosen. They ruled a continent across the ocean to the south, twice the size of Doumahr, and barely came here. Omria limited expansion because unsealing binding stones attracted demons. She wanted Doumahr to remain pristine.”

      Suddenly, the entire reason why Omria permanently sealed binding stones made sense. If the race she sponsored wasn’t present somewhere, she didn’t want demons rampaging around there.

      And, Nathan realized, whenever a race fell it only lost a set amount of land.

      “The dragons hated us. Foxes are the only race to naturally use ascended magic, even if Bastions and Champions are vastly stronger. We lived on a large-ish island—if small compared to a continent—converted to Omria, and stayed out of trouble. I grew up and watched as the world I knew burned. The proud dragons died in the millions when Omria’s incarnation perished. Many of my teachers still went and futilely defended the race that spat in their faces for their entire lives. We believed it was the apocalypse.”

      “Why wasn’t it?” Narime asked, a tremor in her voice. “Why were we spared?”

      “I have two possible answers. One is the ‘official’ answer Omria gave us when she reincarnated. That the dragon’s pride overshadowed us. They banned us from having Bastions, so the demons couldn’t invade our island.” Tarako closed her eyes.

      “And?” Nathan asked. “The second?”

      He already knew it before she said it.

      “That Omria prevented us from having Bastions because she wanted us to still be around after the dragons lost.”

      Nailed it.

      “As it was, the dragons didn’t perish. Their civilization burned in a sea of hellfire and their continent vanished, remaining only in our memories and history books. What few dragons remained flew north, to Doumahr, but lacked the ability to unseal the binding stones. For a century or so, life returned to normal. Very few demons troubled us. Then, eventually, she returned.”

      “The goddess,” Nathan said.

      Tarako nodded. “Our prophet was a firebrand who hated the way our society had bent the knee to the dragons, but also how we favored the number of tails in society.” Tarako waved her own tails, but also gestured around the room. “A fox’s tails mean more than age. More tails means you live longer, but are more powerful. At least, ordinarily.”

      “Champions live forever,” he said. “And you just said it. Gems greatly outclass your ascended magic.”

      She smiled bitterly. “Precisely. It wrought havoc among our nascent society. Our creator finally left us, as they had been dutifully creating new foxes like me for over a thousand years, but Omria ordered them gone. Before leaving, dozens of Champions were gifted with special gems, imbued with his power, and vastly stronger than those of anything a regular Bastion could create.”

      Her fingers traced her active gem once again.

      This time, a question rose to Nathan’s lips. But not the ordinary one. “What is that gemstone? It’s not sapphire, even if it looks it.”

      “It’s a variety of zoisite that was only mined on our island and was named after it. It no longer exists, and I am forbidden to ever speak it again,” Tarako said, sorrow drowning her voice. “To my knowledge, no deposits of zoisite exist on Doumahr. The last was lost somewhere in the Far Reaches.”

      He already regretted asking. So he asked the other, more obvious question. “Your creator… You’re saying foxes aren’t from here?”

      “No. I don’t know the specifics. But I wasn’t born. Instead, I was created with magic. The secret of my creation will die with me, however. Ask no more about it.” Her eyes turned to stone as she looked at him. “To answer your third question, yes, this is my Nine-Tail Slash.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Let’s get back to your story.”

      A nod. Her energy began to return to her body as she gulped down a helping of sake. Ciana refilled her cup and Tarako grinned in thanks.

      “Our story is quite boring, to be honest. We became prideful, like the dragons. Omria had been interested in us because of our magic, but it made little difference. The same problems appeared. Our prophet acted the same as the old incarnation, only favoring foxes instead of dragons. Eventually, we began to falter as the demons grew in strength and Messenger attacks struck with greater ferocity. Our capital fell, along with Omria.”

      “Then you came to Kurai,” Nathan said quietly, interrupting, but he’d heard this part.

      She nodded, looking at Narime.

      “This is the part I’ve heard,” Narime admitted. “But not the rest of the details. In fact, I don’t even know about these Elven Khanates. Why is this a secret?”

      “Once, there were dozens of Champions like me. Each capable of vanquishing a Messenger easily with our creator’s power.” Tarako’s gem gleamed, but she didn’t use her ability. “I’m the only one left. To everyone else, I’m the legendary Tarako. They draw faith from me. The idea is that we can defeat the invaders. If they knew that we failed, time and time again, even with fifty Tarakos, what would they think?”

      Narime gulped and stared into her sake. “So… why now? Why only move now?”

      “Because, if we don’t, we all die,” Tarako said. “Let me continue.”

      Silence.

      “By now, all that remained was Doumahr, plus the great steppe to the east. The elves occupied the steppe, living in expansive, nomadic tribes. Despite that, they weren’t much different. Same prophet. Millennia more of Omria’s nonsense. We knew the truth now. As I said, the dragons caused the end this time, as the unsealing of the local binding stones allowed them to regain some of their true might.”

      “So the goddess let the dragons access binding stones but not the foxes?” Ciana asked with a frown.

      “No, we all had access,” Tarako said. Then she blinked. “Oh, you meant during the time she was the dragons’ prophet? Heh. Yes, there is some deep hypocrisy there. I doubt she cared much about the fate of the dragons at the time. An oversight of hers. The betrayal of the dragons likely spared my kind complete destruction from Messenger invasions, now that we had our own Bastions. By now, we’d rebuilt our society on the old ways. But with our reduced numbers and humbling, we needed help.”

      Something prodded Nathan. A strange comment from Kadria. “Humans.”

      “Oh?” Tarako raised an eyebrow. “I’m certain Narime doesn’t know this part of the story.”

      “A Messenger told me you… uplifted humans.”

      “A curious term. We began to teach humanity our ways, save for magic. This then spread from Kurai to the mainland. Not too well, though. Your kind were terrified of the dragons overhead and the marauding beastkin tribes that stole your food and women.” Tarako paused. “Probably your men, too, given how wolf beastkin are.”

      Ciana snorted water across the table.

      “There’s one other oddity I uncovered while the elves built their Khanates. They tried to convince Omria to unite the elves and dark elves, who were their subterranean kin who lived in the various mountains nearby. Omria refused, and in fact forced them to remain separate using her teachings.”

      “What? Why?” he asked.

      “Guess.”

      An inkling of an idea formed in his mind. “You said that the beastkin were the last race Omria had available. Does that mean…”

      “You said I’m sharp, but you should give yourself some credit.” Tarako’s tail shifted and another bottle of sake flew over. This one was far smaller, with crystalline blue glass. “Try some of the nice stuff, on me.”

      He sipped it. Smooth and fruity. “Thanks.”

      “But, yes, that’s my suspicion. She treated the dark elves like she did us and the dragons. Discarded toys. They’d served their purpose. I’m certain Omria had already used the dark elves as her chosen race before foxes even walked this world. As these dark elves were weak and helpless, she wanted nothing to do with them. The only reason she let us and the dragons do our own thing was because we didn’t need protection, whereas the dark elves on Doumahr had never been exposed to Bastions or Champions. Or, if they had, they’d long since forgotten.”

      If Nathan’s faith remained even vaguely intact, it would have shattered into a billion pieces by now. Fortunately, he had nothing remaining to shatter. So he enjoyed the sake.

      Narime seemed far more tortured. He rubbed her back in circles and she leaned against him, attempting to process what she heard.

      “Honestly, there’s not much to say on the faeries. The strangest part is that Omria just… vanished.” Tarako scowled. “She was slain the past three times, but just pissed off this time. The only benefit, again, was that it prevented the Messenger invasions from growing too horrendous. The faeries mostly just lost islands. Which leads us to today.”

      “No, to Kurai,” Nathan corrected. “Siv’s strong, but Astra told me that she’s been defeated countless times. If you’re so old, you’ve definitely fought her before and won. How did you lose so easily? You definitely know all about cascades and Messenger invasion tactics. Everything I know about fighting them is old news to you.”

      “Is it?” Tarako shook her head. “Their tactics change with ours. We never used gateways, because we can teleport. The dragons could fly at immense speeds. The elves and faeries never learned. Humans are behind the curve on gemstone carving, but have vastly more Champions and Bastions. Omria’s teachings also advanced as she learned from her mistakes.”

      “What about Siv?” he asked.

      “I know her well. She’s probably the only fodder Messenger who sticks around between civilizations. Cut her down fifty times. Got smashed once and had a drink with her, even. She’s an odd one.” Tarako stared into the distance. “When I found her in a wasteland full of the corpses of people I’d trained, I could hardly believe it. My Nine-Tail Slash had always cut her down in one blow before. This time, she used some strange skin-shedding technique to shrug it off and nearly killed me in return.”

      “You couldn’t beat her,” Narime asked, horrified.

      “And you did. That’s the danger of underestimating a breach. We used to allow for controlled cascades and non-Messenger breaches in Kurai to avoid portals remaining open for millennia. The country was ancient by the time the Anfang Empire emerged. We’d watched both the elves and faeries rise and fall. The Guardians grew complacent. I grew complacent.”

      “I’m sorry,” Narime whispered, sounding and appearing very small. Her tails curled in around herself.

      “It’s everyone’s fault that Kurai fell, Narime,” Tarako said. “Just as it’s nobody’s fault. I do wish it had been one of those awful elites, though.”

      A chill fell upon the room. Ciana, Narime, and Nathan looked at each other. Then at Tarako.

      She smirked at them. “And now today’s topic. You don’t need to tell me everything that’s happening. The increasing frequency of cascades, the emergence of a prophet, the appearance of Messengers—it’s a cycle I’ve seen before. And with Omria’s reemergence comes them. The elites. They strike at the start and the end.”

      “You know about them,” Nathan said flatly.

      “Of course. They destroy nations and slaughter even the most powerful Bastions.” She gulped down some sake. “The armored warlord. The dandy. The cold fox-wolf woman. The goat succubus.”

      Nathan gulped at the mention of a goat succubus.

      “Fox-wolf woman?” Ciana gasped out, eyes wide.

      “She’s like us, but… not.” Tarako frowned. “Hard to explain. She doesn’t appear often.”

      “Oh. Not who I thought.”

      “So you definitely know what I’m talking about then.”

      “Yes,” Narime said. “We’ve encountered… three? Although only two directly. One matches your description.”

      “Atlas is the armored warlord. Bauer might be the dandy based entirely on the name and gender. Artemis is new, based on what Atlas told us,” Nathan said. “Kadria is the succubus, but she’s working with me.”

      “With you?” Tarako snapped. “She destroyed…”

      Freezing, Tarako calmed herself, then poured a healthy helping of the good sake. She gulped it down.

      “You have history,” he said.

      “I have history with all four. Atlas destroyed the dragons and helped the fox-wolf wipe out the elves. The dandy attacked everyone when the prophets appeared. The fox-wolf also finished us off. But the succubus…” She glared at Nathan. “You called her Kadria? She razed our capital and killed Omria. I was there. She nearly killed me and my Bastion.”

      Nathan gulped. Any word he said might be his last. “I said that Messengers are working for something, right? What makes you think they’re doing that voluntarily.”

      “Keep talking.”

      “She and the succubi Twins I’ve ‘tamed’ want out. But make no mistake, I’m in charge.” At least, he was now.

      “She was the one who brought you here.”

      “Yes. But things have changed now that Fyre’s here. She’s independent and loyal to me.”

      Biting her lip, Tarako leaned backward. “Maybe. I might need to take a chance on you anyway. You’re the only other Bastion I’ve met who has ever achieved five trigems. The other died fighting Kadria. Overextended himself for that battle and died of a stroke trying to supply them.”

      A stroke… “You mean she killed him with mental magic. She does that.”

      Tarako stared at him. Then slapped herself in the face. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      “Mental magic is an offensive weapon as well. Kadria excels at that, but sucks at manipulation. The Twins are the opposite.”

      “And you?”

      “I’m not answering that.”

      She grinned at him, then cackled. “Well, maybe I’ll find out. Because there’s a reason I wanted you here other than to swap stories. As you can see, I’ve ordered the foxes to help out. I saw that the elites were moving. With your power and prowess, we might have a chance. But I’m powerless as is, and the Messengers moved too soon for our efforts with von Milgar to work out.”

      Efforts… “You’ve been pushing for noble ranks so you can get some Bastions to take on fox Champions.”

      “Of course. More importantly, I hoped for one that might bring me into the fray.” She fixed him with a look. “I’d ask you to help me, but as you already have five, I’ll need you to recommend—”

      Narime and Ciana snorted.

      “You wanted a recommendation?” Narime asked.

      “You think Nathan can’t handle a sixth trigem?” Ciana chirped with a grin. “Are you sure you haven’t drunk too much?”

      “Maybe that Bastion didn’t suffer a stroke, but nobody else has ever had more than four trigems for any length of time,” Tarako insisted.

      “Nobody else has been using mental magic—” he began to say.

      “Every Bastion used mental magic to bind their Champions.” She rolled her eyes. “You’re not special for doing that, even if you might be more talented in doing so. Much more talented, given all the other ascended magic you’re using.”

      Tarako pursed her lips and looked him up and down.

      “Why are they so convinced you can handle more than five trigems, anyway?” she asked.

      “It’s easier if I just show you. Why don’t I take you back to the palace to reactivate your gems,” he said.

      Tarako stared at him, her tails falling to the floor. “You think you can reactivate my gems now? Just like that? You understand how powerful I am, right? How complicated a process it is to rejuvenate the power of a trigem and reconnect with my core?”

      “Astra’s Bastion was dead when I claimed her,” he said.

      “Oh.”

      With the legendary fox sufficiently cowed, Nathan returned with her to the palace. They used teleportation and managed to avoid attracting much attention. Most of his Champions were busy, after all. If he let any of them spot Tarako, all hell would break loose. Fei might explode.

      “This feeling is somehow familiar, but so strange,” Tarako said as she tested out her reactivated gem abilities. “Don’t get too caught up about the noises I made earlier, boyo. I’m a thousand times older than you, and you’re far too serious for me.”

      Nathan had used the traditional method for claiming a Champion—primarily because he actually didn’t trust himself to use a non-sexual method for a trigem—and Tarako had reacted as sweetly as any other Champion. At least until she’d returned to her senses.

      “I happen to like his seriousness,” Narime said, crossing her arms in annoyance.

      “You’re in your peak, Narime. Of course you do. But when you’ve been around the world so many times, you want some naïve hero type that can be shaped.” Tarako eyed Nathan. “I’m too old to be shaped myself.”

      “That’s fine,” he said, aware that Tarako was setting her boundaries. “I only sleep with a small number of my Champions, relative to how many I have.”

      “So I’ve heard.” The fox shrugged, as if disappointed he hadn’t chased her further. “In any case, I’ll need to return to the clan headquarters for tonight. Even if I’m not the chief, I still set events in motion today. They’ll panic if I just leave. You’re marching tomorrow?”

      “Yes. Trafaumh is in danger of breaching.” If it hadn’t already.

      “I’ll return then. If there are Messengers and demons to be vanquished, my Nine-Tail Slash will send them back to the Seven Hells they dared crawl out from.” She tilted her head and grinned from ear to ear. “Did I get the quote right?”

      She had. Memories of her spewing that line over and over in the books he’d read in his childhood filled his mind. Despite himself, his face flushed, and he looked away.

      Narime tutted while Tarako giggled at his reaction.

      Once the legendary fox teleported away from the palace, Nathan finished up for the night. Narime joined him and Kara in the control room, as they chased Seraph out. The fox planned to help coordinate the remaining operations.

      When Nathan returned to his bedroom along with Ciana, he felt ready to collapse. Except he found Sen waiting for him on the edge of his bed.

      She smiled shyly at him. “Um, hi. I think we need to talk about Ifrit.”
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      Despite his exhaustion, Nathan made time for Sen. He’d put off talking to her about her magic for far too long.

      They moved to the couches in his bedroom. Ciana hugged Nathan from one side, pressing her head into the crook of his neck. Once she started clinging to him, Sen followed suit and crept into his lap. This discussion would take place with his arms full of women.

      Not the worst way to close out a horrendously long day. A shame about the serious discussion he needed to have.

      “Are we talking about Ifrit or your new spells?” Nathan asked.

      “Um, both.” Sen grimaced.

      “Let me clarify. Is this a problem with Ifrit?”

      Her mouth transformed into an “O” shape. “Noooo. More of a ‘you’ll probably be pissed’ situation, if I know you. And I do know you. Like, I wanted to avoid clinging to you so soon because you’d start getting hard if I rubbed my ass against you, but Ciana started already, so…”

      “Focus, please.”

      She shot him an impish smile while rubbing her butt against his crotch. After he pretended to shove her off his lap, she stopped teasing.

      Her smile vanished. She began twirling her white hair. Which only drew his attention to it.

      One of his fingers caught a lock of her hair. “There’s not a speck of brown left. You’re white to your roots now. This took close to a decade before, but only three years here. And I never saw you nearly collapse in exhaustion like you have when casting those spells.”

      “Yeah, that’s not surprising.” Her voice was soft.

      “Sen…”

      She sighed and leaned against his chest.

      Ciana remained quiet, content to lean against his side. Nathan thought she might be dozing, but she smiled up at him when he looked at her. Her one good arm rubbed his back.

      If he wasn’t careful, they’d put him to sleep.

      “Ages ago… Well, not really, but a couple of years ago, after we first defeated the Federation, I asked Ifrit for advice on how to be strong enough to fight Messengers,” Sen said. “We’d just fought the Twins and I could do nothing against them. None of us could. My best spells were useless against them. They deflected Seraph’s and Fei’s attacks as though fending off angry peasants. If Laura hadn’t gotten cocky, we would have lost.”

      Nathan really didn’t need a reminder of how close a call his battle with the Twins had been. While some of his Champions gave the duo shit over their performance these days, the fact remained that Laura had vaporized his defenses and beaten everyone up by herself.

      “He gave me a lot of advice, and I told you about it a while ago,” Sen continued.

      He nodded. “I remember. About relying on skill and his reserve of power. Penetrating barriers, deceiving enemies and the like. Wasn’t that conversation recent?”

      “I talk to him all the time about this.” But she scratched the back of her head. “He warned me away from this path. Told me about the price you’d pay by using ascended magic so much. But more and more Messengers kept coming, and I felt less and less useful. That’s why I stopped focusing on training as a spellblade and dove into spellcraft. If I spread myself thin, I’d never have a chance of scratching Messengers.”

      “Ah.” He brushed some of Sen’s hair behind one ear, causing her to lean into his touch. “You should have told me.”

      “I worried that you’d worry about me,” she mumbled. “I said I know you, right? You’ve spent so much time worrying about me and everyone else. If I started dumping my worries on you, it would defeat the purpose of becoming strong. I want to help you, Nathan. After years of leaning on you and clinging to you, I want to be the one to help you through a dark time, and to be the one who stands up and fends off the monsters threatening us.”

      A chill ran down his spine at her proclamation. He couldn’t describe why, but it deeply worried him.

      Which, ironically, proved her point. She smirked up at him, although with only a hint of her usual attitude.

      “Told you,” she said.

      He sighed and bent down. Their foreheads pressed together.

      “I’m your Bastion, Sen. It’s my job to worry about you,” he said.

      “Maybe,” she said. “But I told you when I first became possessed that I could take care of myself and that I’d hit you if you spent too much time thinking. I reckon I’ll need to invent a spell to slap you in the back of the head every minute now.”

      Mean.

      But probably true.

      Sen turned in his lap until she awkwardly sat cross-legged on top of him. His arms steadied her and pulled her into a half-hug. She wrapped her arms around his neck, staring up at him.

      Then she looked sideways at Ciana, who stared back.

      “Enjoying the show?” Sen asked.

      “Mmmhmm,” Ciana hummed back. “I understood completely. It’s our duty to protect Nathan, sometimes from himself, so that he can protect Doumahr and everyone else. He’ll burn out otherwise.”

      Sen giggled. “I should’ve known you’d understand.”

      Nathan was being bullied. His Champions were bullying him, and they laughed at him in the process.

      “I understand why, but now I need to know more about these spells,” he said.

      “Ah.” Sen looked down and leaned her forehead against his chest. “So, you’ve seen the big, super spells I used against Thanatos, Artemis, and Tomoe?”

      “Yes.” Those were exactly the ones that worried him.

      “Each of them is an ancient ritual spell recorded by the Lodges,” she admitted. “The sorcerers claim that the goddess created them as anti-demon weapons, to be used by the mage towers when humanity came under threat. But there’s a catch.”

      “Let me guess. They require a spirit to help cast them.”

      Sen nodded. “The instructions recorded in the Lodges indicate multiple possessed are used when they cast the spells, presumably with weaker ifrits or other spirits than the one in my head. But my Ifrit says something different to the Lodge. That these spells are his. They were given away in partnerships, intended to slay Messengers.”

      “… did Ifrit say who he gave them away to? Or what race?”

      “Huh? I mean, no, but wouldn’t that be other possessed, or Bastions and—” Sen cut off suddenly.

      And her expression shifted to an unusually calm one. When she next spoke, it was as if she’d swallowed a bucket full of molten gravel.

      “It’s been some time, Nathan,” Ifrit said, speaking through Sen’s body. “And I believe you know far more than the last time we spoke in detail.”

      “Ifrit. I’d ask you to join me for drinks more often, but I think Sen would murder me if you gave her a hangover,” Nathan replied.

      Ifrit chuckled. “I complain at her enough about her hangovers and the aftermath of coitus, so it would be remiss of me to abuse my host’s body. But enough trivialities. You’ve learned of the long, distant past of Doumahr, haven’t you?”

      “The goddess has burned through multiple races before the faeries, yes. Elves, foxes, and even a lost race of dragons. Possibly the dark elves, too.” Nathan’s expression darkened as he spoke.

      “Hmm, given that list, I wager you’ve been in contact with more than the succubus I believe brought you here. There’s only one living person who might know that particular list of races.” Ifrit raised an eyebrow. “Have you met the nine-tailed menace?”

      “… you know Tarako?”

      “That’s a yes, then. And I certainly do. Do not forget that spirits are primordial in the truest sense of the word. Our existence and magic predate the woman who lays claim to the magic of this world now, so we’ve witnessed the extent of history. But it is not our role to speak it. We are not humanity’s witness, or anyone’s. We exist so long as the land and elements do. When it goes, so too do we.”

      “Shouldn’t you tell me everything then? To protect those elements?” Nathan asked.

      He wanted to feel angry at Ifrit for hiding so much information from him and Sen. But he couldn’t.

      After all, he’d always known that Ifrit knew far more than he let on. The fact he’d instantly caught on to his dimensional travel was proof enough. Ifrit never told him such things in his old world. Why would he suddenly speak up about history now?

      “Death is as much a part of nature as life.” Ifrit closed his eyes. “One day, existence shall cease. My fire burns until then. I lend my flames to those who can bear them, because that is how fire blazes, not because I hold some attachment to living. That is why, although I nudged young Sen away from her current path, I have granted her wish. It may consume her, as fire often does its vessel, but we must all blaze our own trail. Just as you have.”

      That chill from earlier returned. Unlike before, it shook Nathan to his core.

      When he blinked, Sen looked back at him. Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. She smiled at him.

      “He wasn’t supposed to tell you that part,” she mumbled. “I wanted to hedge around the cost.”

      “These spells are going to kill you,” Nathan asked, struggling to keep his voice steady. “Sen, I only just got you back. I can’t—”

      “Nathan! I want to protect you,” Sen wailed, gripping his jacket. “We couldn’t harm Thanatos, and my head filled with those dark thoughts. Vague memories of all those he killed in our old world. Artemis attacked, and nearly killed all of us. How can I stand back and throw around little lava lances that do nothing when everyone else is dying?”

      They held each other for a long minute. Ciana leaned in on the hug, her horn shining an unusually bright white.

      If Nathan lost Sen again… He couldn’t bear to think of it. She’d been with him as long as almost anyone he’d known. Just like Ciana, Sen was a constant in his life.

      It had been Sen that had tempted Nathan to accept Kadria’s awful deal and make a mistake. Only after Sunstorm had he realized that he should have refused her.

      But while Nathan told himself over and over that he’d never cross that line again, and had stuck to it while dealing with Vala, he thought about that fact while holding Sen.

      If he faced a choice between a bandit Sen, who hated him and would never want to be with him, and making that horrific choice again…

      Something hit him in the head and he blinked.

      Sen glared up at him. “I told you not to think so hard about stupid things. Don’t make me invent that spell that slaps you every minute, Nathan.”

      “Sen…”

      “I’m here. I’m happy, content, and we’re in love,” she said. “Everything that’s happened, has happened, and it’s worked out. So stop moping about the past. I had Ifrit teach me how to use these spells, but he’s also helping me cast them. When I draw on his power, I merge with him. That prevents my body from collapsing when casting them. But there’s a price.”

      “Other than your life?” he asked, dismissing his dark thoughts from earlier.

      She nodded and brushed some hair over one ear. “Your ascended magic has been changing you. Making you less human, and don’t deny it. Everyone sees it and feels it. You’re inexhaustible. Just look at you today. Battle to battle without slowing down. In bed, you used to rely on magic to keep going and get it up over and over. Now you never get soft, even when a few of us drag you into the shower for a foursome in the morning.”

      For some reason, losing his refractory period had not been an issue in Nathan’s life. Probably because it had been the only thing standing between erectile dysfunction and a happy sex life, what with the sheer number of lovers he had.

      He calmed down and kissed Sen. She smiled against his lips.

      “I’m still Sen, and I don’t plan to die,” she said softly. “This just means I’ll be a little different. Um, I don’t know what the physical effects might be. You joked I might grow horns one day due to Ifrit. That might become real.”

      “I did warn you,” he joked.

      She punched him in the chest.

      The serious topic finally passed. They held one another for several minutes more. Sen desired the closeness, while Nathan wanted to know that she wasn’t going anywhere, after the scare he felt earlier.

      He’d come to this world, changed the course of history, conquered nations, and battled world-destroying monsters—all to bring back those he loved. Even if he knew he risked their lives in battle, the thought that they might truly die shook him to his core.

      Aware that he was still shaken, Sen jumped up. She poked his nose.

      “What was that for?” he asked, scratching his face.

      “To annoy you. Also, I want to have some fun. But…” She looked at Ciana and winced. “I know how important tonight is to you, Ciana. This is your night. So cuddle up with Nathan and rest.”

      Ciana scowled at her friend. “I’m fine. Tired, but I can join in.”

      “Oh?” Sen grinned. “Maybe I should come back with some fun stuff and see if you’re still up for it.”

      Before either Nathan or Ciana could say anything, Sen dashed off.

      The unicorn looked at him, then her horn darkened. “Oh. She’s talking about butt stuff.”

      “You walked into this one,” Nathan said.

      “Don’t say that,” Ciana whined.

      He stood, only for her to drag herself up with him. If Sen was returning, he might as well get ready for some fun. She often took a little while, for reasons that should be obvious given her preferred mode of play.

      By the time he’d finished his shower with Ciana, with no horseplay, Sen had returned.

      The sorceress lay on his bed, completely naked. Her shoulder-length white hair lay in a curtain on the bedsheet while her red eyes locked onto his crotch, as he had left his clothes in the bedroom. Dainty little breasts heaved as she watched his erection grow. Her lithe legs writhed restlessly. A little pink slit ran along her crotch.

      But it was the fluffy little tail twitching along the bottom of the bed that caught his attention. It had white fur and was a deep white, with a fluffy core that looked similar to Reine’s tail. The tail led into her ass.

      “Decided to join the ranks of the beastkin?” Nathan joked as he approached the bed.

      Ciana followed behind him.

      Sen’s tail shifted as he walked. It took him a moment to realize the movement of the tail didn’t match her breathing. Rather, it moved with the muscles in her ass, almost giving the appearance of an actual tail.

      “I figured you might enjoy the sight,” Sen teased. “Plus, if you’re fucking Ciana as well, it’s easier if you stick with one hole.”

      “I don’t mind,” Ciana said.

      Nathan and Ciana crept onto the bed on either side of Sen. Both of their fingers traced a path along Sen’s slit, causing the sorceress to gasp with pleasure.

      “Holy shit, Ciana,” Sen gasped out. “When did you become such a minx?”

      Probably when Ciana noticed how hard Nathan got when watching her play with Fyre. She glanced at him, then leaned close to Sen.

      Their lips pressed together as Ciana and Sen moaned down each other’s throats, while Nathan’s fingers slid inside Sen’s pussy. He felt Ciana rub at Sen’s itty bitty clit. Juices gushed over his hands and onto the bed.

      When Ciana pulled away, Sen blinked several times, as if to recover.

      “Well, if you don’t mind, I did bring a small plug,” Sen said.

      Somehow, Nathan doubted Ciana expected that. Her emotions turned to uncertainty over the mental link. But she bit her lip and looked at him again.

      “Ciana, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” he assured her.

      “But Nathan would absolutely love it if you got into anal sex,” Sen added.

      “Sen,” he warned.

      “Oh, come on, Nathan. Admit it.” She grinned at him. “Imagine having Ciana head down, ass up on this bed, hands on her ass as she stretches herself wide. You press your cock against her tight little button while she heaves and moans, ready for you to ram your fat, girthy dick into her gut.”

      He gulped. Both women stared at his length, which was very firmly at full mast.

      “Maybe we can talk about it afterward,” Ciana mumbled, face red.

      “Great.” Sen’s eyes lit up. “That means I have you and Fei onboard. And Fyre will probably play along if you’re doing it. With everybody else, I can probably convince Choe, too.”

      “Sen, what are you talking about?” Nathan asked.

      “I’ve been trying to get everyone to join in on a big anal orgy. Just imagine the look on Fei’s face when you split her ass open with that massive cock of yours.”

      He could imagine that. It made him harder.

      Or maybe that was Sen’s hand stroking his cock.

      “Nathan, enough talk, stick it in,” she whined. “I want to feel you ramming against my womb while I have a thick plug in my ass.”

      Ciana clicked her tongue, then swung her body over Sen’s. The sorceress squawked.

      “Hey!” Sen said.

      “I said I’d join in,” Ciana said.

      Nathan wasn’t one to deny his girls. Especially when both of them were dripping wet and offering their pussies to him like this.

      “Who first?” he asked.

      They glared at him for asking.

      So he simply hilted himself in Ciana without another word. A gasp escaped her as her whole body quaked with pleasure. Her one good arm shook, but failed to keep her upright. She fell against Sen’s body with a slap.

      Nathan started thrusting. Her tight hole wrapped around his cock as her ass rippled each time his legs bumped against them. He kept a tight grip on her waist.

      “You teased me earlier. Now it’s my turn,” Sen said.

      Then she pulled Ciana into another kiss. Their tongues wrestled with each other while Nathan slammed his cock into Ciana’s womb, and his fingers slid along Sen’s slit. Both women moaned, allowing their noises of pleasure to be swallowed by the other.

      Ciana broke the kiss and arched her back. “I’m coming! Nathan, fill me. Fill my womb.”

      Like he had anything else in mind. His thrusting increased in intensity while Ciana’s insides constricted around his length, trying to draw out his climax.

      Then he pressed himself against her and gave her what she wanted. Thick gobs of his seed flooded her pussy. Ciana squealed as the warmth filled her, and she rubbed herself against Sen’s body.

      Nathan pulled out of Ciana before she fully cooled down, but another woman was waiting. Sen smiled at him. That smile turned into an open-mouth picture of ecstasy as he split her pussy open with his cock.

      “You’re so big,” Sen moaned. “I can feel you rubbing against the thing in my ass, too. I’m so fucking full.”

      Sen’s eyes lost focus as the pleasure from both holes overwhelmed her senses. Wet slaps filled the room as he slammed himself into hers and Ciana’s bodies over and over. A frothy mix of his cum and her juices poured onto the bed.

      “I’m going to come so hard.” Sen’s entire body shook as Nathan pushed her well over the bounds of pleasure she was used to. “I can’t hold it.”

      Nathan was used to this. He sped up as her body quaked and allowed his own muscles to relax. His climax rapidly approached.

      Soon, the two of them basked in a mutual orgasm. Thick ropes of warm seed shot into Sen, filling her extra full.

      Nathan felt something move in her. A wet pop escaped her that wasn’t due to his cock sliding out of her. Her back arched, and a strangled scream escaped her mouth.

      The tail plug had popped out due to the sheer power of the orgasm. Magic gleamed on it, ensuring it remained perfectly clean.

      But right below Sen’s pussy, where Nathan plugged her with his cock, was her freshly gaping ass. It twitched, trying to latch onto the plug that had just shot out.

      “Fuck,” Sen gasped. “I haven’t come that hard before.”

      “Well, how about this time?” Nathan asked.

      He slid his cock out of her pussy, then lined it up with her gaping ass. Sen never had troubles fitting him, even with the larger size that the Twins preferred, but today would be extra easy.

      She bit her lip when his tip pressed against her butt. “Oh. Holy shit. You’re going to—”

      His cock bottomed out in her ass. With so much natural lube on it from their earlier sex, plus the stuff from the plug, he barely even needed to try. Sen’s body pulsed around his length.

      She writhed and squealed in pleasure, tongue lolling out of her mouth as he pushed her over the edge right after an orgasm. Nathan’s hands gripped her waist. He began slapping his legs against her ass again, but this time while balls deep in her rear.

      It didn’t take long for him to pump her butt full of creamy filling. She twitched as he slid out.

      A nice blob of white poured out following his cock. He pushed it back in.

      “Nathan, don’t tease me after all that,” Sen moaned. “I can barely move.”

      “Good. I’m fucking exhausted,” he admitted. “I’m not as inexhaustible as you said.”

      “Liar. You’d totally do Ciana up the ass if she let you.”

      “Maybe later,” Ciana said sleepily, barely paying attention as she lay atop Sen.

      “We’re cleaning up before sleeping,” Nathan said. “There is way too much fucking mess.”

      Fortunately, they truly were too tired to mess around in the shower. The moment his head hit the pillow, he was ready to fall asleep.

      Sen’s and Ciana’s arms wrapped around his. Within seconds, he surrendered to slumber and the sweet warmth of his lovers.
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      The smell of food and Fei’s rumbling tummy awoke him. At least, he assumed it was Fei’s tummy. He stirred slowly, aware of the draining warmth of his bed. Chatter echoed in his ears.

      After all the action with Sen and Ciana last night, he half-expected to sleep the entire day. Not that he could with the cascade ongoing.

      Missing the company of the Champions who had warmed him all night long, he finally joined the waking world. Nathan sat up.

      Then he stared at the small gathering taking place a half-dozen feet from his bed. How long had he dozed for?

      “Good morning,” he said, voice too husky to express the dryness he tried to inflect into it.

      Fei, Ciana, Sen, Sunstorm, and Reine sat in the small parlor attached to his bedroom. He slept in a palatial room separated from Alice’s by a wall and a door, but it contained amenities such as a complete set of sofas and a side table. At present, his Champions used them to lay out a huge breakfast spread.

      “Good morning,” Ciana chirped as she shot to her feet.

      Before she could get too far, Sunstorm cut her off. The one-armed unicorn glared at the other Champion, but Sunstorm refused to relent.

      “You’re not wrangling with a plate of hot food like that,” she said. “Nathan can get his own food.”

      Hurt splashed across Ciana’s expression for the briefest of instants, before she schooled her expression. She looked at Nathan. Perhaps she expected support.

      He rose to his feet, glad that he’d worn some underwear given the company. Reine’s eyes still raked over his shirtless body, and her tail wagged happily. Her presence was new to any morning gathering. He suspected somebody had dragged her here to prevent the spymaster from overworking herself.

      “I’ll shower, then worry about food,” he said, dodging the argument. “I like to be clean when I eat.”

      He looked pointedly at Fei, whose face was a mess of mustard and jam from the sausages and bread she’d been stuffing herself with. A pile of sausages and cold cuts so large that it threatened the table’s stability had been piled onto one plate. Her other plates contained bread, sauces, and enough cheese to make a small wheel. All she lacked was a crate of eggs.

      The catgirl swallowed the food in her mouth, then said, “I showered.”

      “Exactly my point,” he said.

      Giggles escaped the other girls, while Fei glared at him. The effect was ruined by the way her cheeks puffed out when she filled them with an entire sausage.

      Nathan entered his bathroom and began to shower. His mind occupied itself with his plans for the day, as well as possible problems moving into Trafaumh, while his body automatically scrubbed itself clean.

      The door opened and somebody entered. Ciana appeared across from him with a neatly pressed uniform, which she lay on the change table, beside the basket that held his discarded clothes.

      “I’ve said before that I can prepare my own clothes,” he said, performing their usual routine.

      “I know. But I like doing this,” Ciana said, immediately deviating.

      He looked at her as she ran her fingers over his uniform. Usually, she’d dance around his words or simply pretend that her assistance counted anyway. Even back in his old world, he’d prodded Ciana over the way she acted like his personal servant. Her omnipresence had been like a security blanket.

      “Ciana?” he asked.

      “We’re marching to Trafaumh today?” she asked, still not facing him.

      “I’m not sure if we’ll be marching, but yes. Given the speed we need to move at, it’s more probable that I’ll teleport the largest force I can manage without collapsing.”

      She nodded. As she walked past him again, he allowed himself to calm down.

      Then she stopped right outside the shower stall. Her lips moved, as she spoke so quietly he swore she didn’t intend for him to hear her.

      “Are you going to leave me behind?”

      Nathan shot forward and pulled Ciana into a hug. A squeal burst from her as she froze up. Her ears and tail rose in panic, and she seemed at a complete loss for what to do.

      “Of course not,” he said.

      “I, Nathan, what,” she gasped out. “You’re getting water everywhere, I need to clean that up and—”

      As he should have expected, she used her panic and his current state as an excuse to try to escape. But his strength matched her and she refused to use enough to actually harm him. Instead, she whined as he held her, her face cherry red as she pressed it against his bare chest.

      “Ciana, you are always going to be one of the most important people in my life,” he told her, pulling away to look at her face. “Nothing will change that. We will find a way to make things work. Prosthetics exist, and maybe I’ll find a way to make them combat-capable.”

      While magical prosthetics could match or exceed a regular soldier’s capabilities, the same wasn’t true of a Champion. They simply lacked the magical capacity. Especially as they might conflict with the magic coming out of a gem. Nathan might be promising something impossible.

      But he needed to give Ciana hope. And he genuinely refused to give up on her.

      She rubbed her face against his chest again. “Thank you. So much.”

      By the time she’d calmed down, the floor and her uniform truly were a mess. He cast a water spell to suck up all the freestanding water, although she’d need to change uniforms regardless.

      He finished cleaning and dressed. By the time he emerged, everything appeared as expected. Ciana looked as she had when he entered the bathroom. Nobody teased her or him about what had clearly happened, as she would have emerged soaking wet.

      “How soon are we heading out, Nathan? It’s already 8AM, but I don’t know if that matters as I doubt we’re marching,” Sunstorm asked.

      “As soon as I confirm everything. It’ll likely be a few hours,” he said. “Reine, do you know the current status of Trafaumh and the Empire?”

      For some reason, Fei shot him an annoyed look.

      “There have been no breaches so far,” she said. “But I was ordered by both Fei and Seraph to minimize the use of my eyes while I rested. Has that order been rescinded?”

      Nathan looked at Fei, who shrugged.

      “She needs to rest as well,” she said.

      “It’s fine.” He paused and thanked Ciana for the plate of food that she and Sunstorm had put together for him. “Reine, do you ever minimize your scrying?”

      “It is impossible. I am always scrying.”

      “I figured as much. Fei, you and Seraph had the right idea, but you basically ordered Reine to shut her eyes. Forcing her to sleep and eat is one thing, but pointlessly preventing her from using her vision is different.”

      “Sorry,” Fei mumbled.

      “I said it’s fine. Now, Reine, what do you know?”

      Reine nibbled on a hard boiled egg as she stared into nothing with those eerie eyes of hers. “Fyre’s location is still unknown. The Empire’s borders remain safe. I believe the Spires have defeated their invasions, as they have ceased their fireworks display. Trafaumh is difficult to read, but I have seen no signs of breaches.”

      “And I can’t feel any new cascades,” Nathan said after checking. While he did so, he also probed Fyre again.

      She still felt oddly close. That gave him an idea of where she might be. If Reine failed to scry her and Fyre had yet to appear anywhere, there might be only one place she could be.

      “We’ll send Narime to collect Astra and Nurevia,” he continued. “Otherwise, Fei, Sen, Sunstorm? Find Seraph and work with her to gather a large enough military force to enter Trafaumh and assist them with suppressing portal invasions and potential breaches. This is like the Mortiswatch situation. Only bring knights capable of fighting demons, and only those available within a few hours.”

      “We were ahead of you last night.” Fei grinned triumphantly.

      “But some of those knights might have been sent elsewhere by Kara to put out fires,” Sen warned. “Vala and her knight-killers might not be available.”

      Nathan frowned. “If they’re not, or are too tired, have them rest. I’d like to catch Vala before I leave, but if I don’t, she needs to know that I need her unit at their best for when we fight Falmir. That might happen as soon as we reach Soreaux.”

      They stared at him.

      “Lord Nathan, Falmir’s army is currently weeks away from Soreaux. To reach it, they must—” Reine tried to say.

      “Charlotte can teleport, the same as we can. Plus, we know she has Gareth in the city. Vala is our secret weapon.” Nathan held no illusions about the blood he’d spill in Soreaux.

      And that some of it might be of Trafaumh’s erstwhile defenders.

      After breakfast, he finally took the opportunity to follow up on his suspicion about Fyre. Fei and the others could give Seraph his orders.

      “I think you should remain here,” he told Ciana.

      She stared at him as if that suggestion was utterly insane.

      “I mean it. If Fyre’s hiding, then she might not be ready to face others.”

      Despite her current mood, Ciana nodded. Yet she still followed him.

      He entered Alice’s bedroom a few minutes after the rest of them had presumably entered. His fiancée sat in her room. A huge wireless device stood beside her, emitting the familiar voice of some noble Nathan should remember but couldn’t.

      After he pointed at the door, she blew him a kiss and waved him off. Ciana gave him an odd look as he walked toward the mental door. He’d just sent everyone here, after all. Why come here by himself?

      But when he walked through the door, he arrived in an entirely different room. Ciana had at least remained in Alice’s bedroom.

      A replica of the Imperial Palace’s true throne room surrounded them. The glittering throne occupied the far wall, a map table matching the one in the control room dominated the center, and a large water feature trickled in the corner. Bookcases, an office table, and an eating area filled out other corners.

      Fyre lay across the throne, her head resting on one arm and her legs dangling over the other. She looked oddly similar to Ciana, but prettier. A horse beastkin with blonde hair and a modest bust. A pair of white angel wings stretched out from her back and spiral horns matching Ciana’s reached for the heavens. Even her uniform matched the unicorn’s, but had religious iconography in place of Imperial regalia.

      She stared blankly at Nathan as she entered. Perhaps she didn’t realize he was real.

      After he prodded her over their mental link, she shot upright and sat on the arm of the throne. Color filled her face.

      “How’d you know I was here?” Fyre asked.

      “I should be the one asking questions,” he drawled. “This is my secure mental fortress. The one that people can’t get inside without my permission. How’d you slip in here?”

      She bit her lip. “I… I felt what happened after my duel with Charlotte. The cascade is my fault. I know. I wanted to disappear, but knew that I couldn’t because I’ve sworn to give you my everything. So I wanted to be somewhere only you could find me. Somehow, I just… ended up here when I teleported.”

      “So you panicked after you felt the cascade.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose while walking across the throne room. His boots clicked on the marble flooring. “What makes you so sure you caused it?”

      “This is the third time, isn’t it? The canyon, then Mortiswatch, now here. I let Siv through, then Charlotte attracted Atlas. This time, we’re both at fault. I should have known better. Kadria screamed at me not to take her bait.”

      Fyre tried to smile at him, but her expression seemed to collapse in the process. All he saw was a small, vulnerable woman reaching out to him for help.

      Unable to leave her be, he sat on the throne and pulled her into his lap. She nestled against him. Her horns jutted against his neck uncomfortably before he helped her find a suitable position.

      “I heard Charlotte appeared above the city and made it glow with song,” Nathan said. “You’re battling her over legitimacy as the true prophet, so ignoring her wasn’t an option. Even ignoring that, wouldn’t she have triggered the invasion anyway?”

      “Maybe.” Fyre pressed herself against him. “But I did fight her. And because I did, I wasn’t there to help you. Or to help Ciana. Her arm…” She sniffed. “How can I face her?”

      “The same way you always have. Commiserate over spying on me during sex using your mental link.”

      She snorted, then glared up at him with red eyes. “We don’t do it all the time.”

      “You spent months lurking outside my bedroom every night, only to duck off whenever I got too hot and heavy with someone,” he said.

      “I mean, you get hot and heavy with everyone in your bedroom.” Fyre grinned. “I’m still waiting for you to fuck the Twins out there.”

      He frowned. “Why ‘out there?’”

      “I don’t know. When you’re in here, it’s harder for us to monitor you. Maybe because this place is a mental fortress, so your defenses are up.” Her eyes wandered across the smooth stone walls that rose up into an infinite abyss above them. “I like this chamber. Can I… come here in the future? I know it’s private, but—”

      “It’s fine,” he said. “You’re not the only one who can break in. Now that my main mental fortress is being used as a command room, I’ll likely make a separate private space than this, too.”

      Fyre bit her lip. “Thanks. It did feel a little too crowded there. I’d like some sort of parlor or small garden we could relax in with you. Maybe with a little hot spring, and a heart-shaped bed that we can slip into after a chat.”

      “Are you imagining a honeymoon suite or a mental getaway?”

      “Both?” She giggled.

      They sat in silence for a good minute. Fyre began humming as she played with his collar and her tail wagged against his legs.

      A question continued to bother him.

      “I expected more resistance,” he said slowly. “You vanished, yet made yourself easy to find. I get the feeling you’ve had enough time to recover, especially if you can overhear my conversations over the past day. So why have you waited here for me?”

      Her eyes stared up at him, full of vulnerability. “I needed to know that you need me. That you’d come find me before rushing off to battle again, even if nobody knew where I was and I told you nothing. If I’m just a prophet to you—a way to channel Omria’s power—you could take Soreaux and just have me claim it later. But you didn’t. It… makes my heart flutter. You do care for me as more than just a tool, don’t you?”

      A few months ago, Nathan knew he couldn’t answer this honestly. He’d struggled with Fyre’s behavior during the civil war. Afterward, he’d repeatedly pushed her to help him, knowing that she remained obsessed with him, but never returned the love.

      But when he reached out and tickled her horse ears, causing her to bounce in his lap while giggling, it was with a clear mind.

      “Yes,” he said. “You’re difficult almost all the time, but I do love you. I came looking for you out of concern, not just because I’d lost a useful sword.”

      “Technically, you’re the one with the useful sword.” Her eyes glowed as she shifted in his lap.

      But he stopped her. “Not now. I don’t have that much time.”

      Pouting, she slid free from him. Fyre then wandered over to the map table. He watched her for nearly a minute as she soaked in the current state of Doumahr. Somehow, this table reflected the one Seraph had been using in the control room, even though he’d never set it do as much.

      “I overheard that we’re going to Trafaumh today,” Fyre eventually said. “Should I go get ready?”

      “Yes. But before that, I need to know what happened with the Regal Council and the clergy. At least before Charlotte arrived.” He leaned his head on one hand as he considered the problem. “It’s impossible to know what we’ll run into upon arriving in Soreaux, but if the Order remains intact, then we’ll need to play by their rules.”

      “Really?” Her expression darkened. “The descension rites had effectively been completed. Lots of priests kept trying to stall them, but the Bishop Errante pushed them aside. He reminded me of Gorthal. Deeply passionate about Omria, but I can’t tell whether his belief is because he’s genuinely that religious or if he’s projecting his own life and ideals through his faith.”

      This conversation felt dangerous to Nathan. Mostly because he’d been a faithful follower of Omria himself in the past, and even now he struggled with the effective abandonment of his faith.

      Knowing that Omria was actually a succubus who had used and abandoned countless races in an eternal war against her former employer took the wind out of his religious sails.

      Yet, deep down, he wanted something to believe in.

      What was it that Tarako had said?

      She didn’t believe in Omria, but did believe in her power? Was that what Nathan felt now? That what Omria stood for mattered more than what she truly was?

      “I’m sorry. I triggered some troublesome thoughts,” Fyre said with a grimace, breaking him from his introspection. “I just meant to say that I think we can trust the Bishop Errante. He’s vastly different to the corrupt priests that surround him, as I don’t know if any of them truly believe. They’re trying to deny me because it’s inconvenient for them.”

      “It’s fine.” He finally stood and approached her. “In that case, if we arrive in Soreaux and the Regal Council is still operational, we’ll pressure them to recognize you.”

      “And if it’s not?”

      Nathan’s face shrouded in darkness. An odd glimmer rose in Fyre’s eyes and her lips quirked upward.

      “It depends on who’s taken power,” he said. “But I’m not leaving Soreaux unless it’s a staunch ally or vassal of the Empire. Anything less is risking Falmir swiping it out from under us.”

      “And if that means deposing the Inquisition…?”

      “I’ll do it. Although the question is less the Inquisition, and those trying to replace them.” He ran a hand over his face. “I’m terrified this will be a repeat of the Spires all over again with Sureev. Except this time, I’ll know the people involved and the consequences of intervening.”

      Fyre rubbed his back. This wasn’t a topic he cared to elaborate on.

      “We’ll also need you to visit the Spires,” he said, changing the topic. “Charlotte’s attempt to seize Soreaux confirms that there are places of power important to the goddess. She seems to have made a move on the Spires.”

      “Are we heading there before Trafaumh?”

      He shook his head. “The dark elves will tie you up for days in ceremony and bureaucracy. We don’t have that time. Anyway, go get ready. I’ll follow soon.”

      Despite throwing him a wary look, Fyre left through the rune-encrusted door that controlled entrance and exit.

      Nathan leaned over the map table for what felt like hours. Without a watch or other way to tell time, he might actually have been in here for that long. In truth, he suspected only a few minutes to pass.

      Something changed in the room. His senses barely detected it.

      No, not his senses. An odd feeling in his mind. Somebody had messed with the mental defenses hiding this place.

      “Do you have anything important to add before I head north?” he asked aloud.

      A voice answered him. Feminine and more than a little annoyed. “I’d hoped we might have an actual discussion given what’s taken place. Last we spoke, you seemed calm. Why are you directing your fury at me?”

      He whirled on the source of the voice. “You said all of my former Champions were dead! That was Jafeila in there! My Jafeila! The same gems, the same background, the same haunted souls that she called up as soldiers to fight as undead. She even held the same dislike for Narime. At the end, she even told me that I’m her Nathan. You lied to me!”

      A bronze-skinned succubus sat on the lip of the water feature, wearing little more than thin strips of black cloth over her nether regions and an entire jewelry store’s worth of hoops and bangles. Despite being the same race as the Twins, her figure was almost their polar opposite. Lithe curves and bottom-heavy. Her eyes were violet with red pupils. Notably, she had four curly horns instead of two.

      She was Kadria, the elite Messenger who had effectively destroyed his old world and brought him to this one.

      Her expression turned stony as he glared at her. “Perhaps I’ve lied or misled you in the past. I won’t deny that, even if I will argue until entropy consumes us, that it was the right thing. But I did not lie about that.”

      “Really? Then where is she from?”

      “You’re not in the mood for a calm discussion about this. But recall that the multiverse is infinite. I used that infinite nature to draw forth the memories and emotions for two of your Champions. Those two idiots offered the same to one of your dark elf puppets. There is no way to truly bring back the women you knew. But there are countless more that exist in alternate worlds. Evidently, the partner saw fit to recruit Fei from one.”

      “Jafeila,” he corrected. “They’re different.”

      He tried to quell his fury. The multiverse nonsense seemed too complicated for him to handle right now. Was Kadria simply using sophistry to redirect his anger?

      Whatever the case, screaming at her didn’t help. Even if he struggled with the succubus’s constant need for secrecy and condescension.

      “Does the name matter that much?” Kadria asked.

      “Yes. Fei is the dopey, loyal Champion of the Empire who has never known much in the way of trauma. Her innocence is part of who she is. Jafeila lost hers when the Empire fell and her village died.”

      For some reason, Kadria looked away with a complicated expression. “That’s fair. In that case, I’ll be more upfront. I don’t know this Artemis. Based on Atlas’s comments earlier, she’s new.”

      “I figured that much at least.”

      “My educated guess, with no data to support it, is that she was recruited from the ruins of your world. An infinite number of possibilities branched off when you lost. No doubt I killed you in some, or you refused my deal. Perhaps, in some, Jafeila survives where you do not. And now she is Artemis, named after a hunting god from my world.”

      Hunting… “That fits Jafeila. And her behavior toward me.”

      Artemis had seemed to be hunting for him. Or at least a Nathan that matched her expectations.

      Running a hand through his hair, Nathan tried to mentally grasp what he understood. “So she is my old Champion. But she’s also not.”

      “You’ve told your catgirl the same thing multiple times: she is her own person, made as such due to the decisions and events that shape her. Artemis has the distant past of Jafeila, but she isn’t her. Do not let that blind you when you battle her again.”

      He gulped. “I get it. I can’t afford to stay my blade.”

      “Exactly.” Then Kadria grinned lewdly. “Although if you can find a way to tame the kitty the succubus way, I won’t mind. You’d have a two-for-one deal with the two kitties.”

      Groaning, he tried to change the topic. “Different Messenger. Bauer?”

      She shook her head. “He was around before I came here. Obviously, as he arrived here before I did. But I don’t know him that well. A bit of a loner. The Twins got along with him because they share a resentment for our old world.”

      “So you know that much.”

      “I know that Bauer is dangerous. We become Messengers for a reason. Usually to escape a terrible life or achieve stolen dreams. But Bauer had everything and still took up the poisoned chalice. He’s driven by hatred and fury. This isn’t a job to him. He despises humanity and everything like it. Whatever happened to him prior to becoming a Messenger broke him.”

      Now that Nathan had calmed down, he began to process what Kadria was telling him. He walked over to her.

      That caused the succubus to blink across the room so she sat on his throne.

      “Claiming your position in life?” he drawled.

      “Oh, I hold no illusions about where I stand relative to you.” She made a lewd gesture with one hand in front of her mouth. “But we’re still partners, and doesn’t that mean I get my own throne? Or can at least sit in yours until you bounce me up and down on your cock?”

      “Partners, huh?” He walked back up to the map table. “I told you last time—”

      “That you want me on Doumahr. I know. Easier said than done. You do realize that Messengers need portals to invade through, right? I can piggy-back on your binding stones, but the portal requirement is a hard one.”

      “I have countless portals.”

      “None of which can sustain an elite Messenger like me naturally.”

      “Atlas—”

      As if expecting this turn of topic, Kadria snapped her fingers. Several binding stones lit up on the map.

      Soreaux, the Spires, Waier, Mortiswatch, Kaufberg, and Aleich.

      “There are two ways for Messengers to invade. The natural method uses energy that builds up in the binding stones, then slips in through them. The stronger the Messenger, the more energy. Hence why we rarely attack outside the oldest, biggest binding stones.”

      “Which comprises the ones you’ve highlighted. Or at least, the nearby ones.”

      “Yes. My old employer can lean on the scales, however. We still need an invasion, but he lowers the energy requirements. It’s basically a priority queue, and Atlas used it to sneak through. The Twins manipulated it when they first snuck in, but they were massively depowered because they didn’t do it officially.”

      Nathan nodded. This made sense so far. “Can’t you do the same thing?”

      “I tried. I’m locked out.” She sighed and leaned her head over the edge of the throne. “That means only the traditional method works. And you’ll need to have control of the portal when I come through, or else all hell breaks loose.”

      “Agreed. But there are still options.” He looked at the highlighted binding stones. “Aleich—”

      “Is still controlled by Beatrice.”

      Shit. He’d forgotten. “The Spires, then?”

      “Do you really think the dark elves will appreciate a Messenger waltzing through one of their portals to work with you?” Kadria laughed.

      “Short of taking over Waier or the south-western Empire…” Nathan narrowed his eyes. “Soreaux. You’re suggesting I take over the binding stone of Trafaumh’s capital in the chaos and bring you through it.”

      The clap Kadria gave him was her usual mocking variety. “Clap. Clap. Clap. Sorry, but I thought that was obvious. You already know that Dominic is opposed to Baudelaire. Odds are you’ll end up facing him, or somebody else will take him out for you. I don’t know if you need to permanently control the binding stone once I’m through, so if I slip through in the chaos, it’s fine.”

      “What about the Messenger currently in control of it?”

      A mocking smile rose on her face. “Oh, I’m sure you’ll be more than capable of taking care of anyone that gets in our way. But you’ll have me by your side soon enough. And then you’ll be able to introduce me to that wonderful bed of yours in the palace. The sheets look positively divine. The sort that I’d love to wrap myself up in as I drain out after you rail the shit out of me.”

      For a woman who’d spent years pushing him away sexually, Kadria made no bones about her desire for him now.

      Nathan admitted that he appreciated it. By the time he finished his march on Soreaux, he’d resolve countless issues. Including the loyalty of one little succubus tempting him to forget about his work.
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      Once Nathan escaped Kadria’s clutches, he found himself back in Alice’s bedroom. Whatever conversation she’d been having over the wireless appeared over and she now sat next to Ciana on the end of the bed.

      “I take it you found Fyre?” Ciana asked.

      He frowned at her. “She didn’t come through here? I thought she…”

      Trailing off, he probed for his missing prophet over their mental link.

      Only to find that link to point directly at his fiancée, smiling innocently while kicking her dainty little feet above the carpet. He stared at her.

      “Is something wrong, Nathan?” Alice asked.

      Her voice sounded perfect, although the intonation was just slightly awry. As if somebody had stolen Alice’s voice but lacked the decades of her upbringing and vocal training an Imperial Princess would have undergone.

      Fyre, after all, had been raised as a slave. While she’d spent plenty of time around nobility and had Kadria’s voice in her ear to help her with fiery speeches, that didn’t allow her to instantly match the exact way Alice spoke. Even the way they stressed their syllables differed.

      Ironically, this made him wonder how succubi like Beatrice and their agents got through so easily.

      “Fyre, why do you look like Alice?” he asked in as neutral a tone as he could manage.

      Fyre—still in the appearance of Alice—pouted at him. “Aw. You worked it out too fast. I thought I’d hidden the mental link, too.”

      “You can’t hide that from me. Champions are subordinate to Bastions.”

      “Yes, but I’m Omria. Surely I can hide from you if I want to. I did during the civil war.” She seemed genuinely annoyed while Ciana giggled.

      “Well, you can’t anymore.” Nathan paused, then checked his link. “It’s because of the palace, I think. You’re constantly drawing power from it through the link. That’s why I could find you inside my mind.”

      Fyre tilted her head, but didn’t pretend to understand.

      “You haven’t answered my question,” he reminded her.

      “I wanted to see how you’d react if Ciana and I offered to have some premarital fun with you,” Fyre said with a wicked grin. “Well?”

      “Not while you look like that,” he said. “Don’t ever use this trick in front of the others. We’re now dealing with multiple Messengers who will try to deceive us like this, and you’ll sow discord.”

      “I get it.”

      “Do you?” Ciana asked, poking her friend in the side.

      The unicorn’s horn shined with darkness. It had been oscillating between light and dark with some regularity since she lost her arm, likely due to her fluctuating emotional state.

      “Yes, I do,” Fyre snapped. Her body melted, as Alice’s appearance sloughed away into light and gave way to the winged horsegirl Nathan was used to. “Don’t look like that, Nathan. I just used an illusion. Charlotte used a bunch when I fought her, so I got a good look at how they worked.”

      “You couldn’t use them before?” he asked.

      She waved a hand in the air from side-to-side. “Sort of. She’s better at creating and modifying stuff, so that’s what I’ve been doing.” Fyre’s hands stroked one of her horns, which caused Ciana to stroke the other.

      A gasp escaped the prophet and she bit her lip. The unicorn smirked at the reaction she caused and her sidelong look at Nathan suggested he might need to put a lid on any further petting before Ciana dragged him onto the bed.

      He stepped forward and pushed the two apart. Ciana pouted at him, while Fyre shuffled to one side to make room for him to sit down. Once he did so, they cuddled up against him.

      “By ‘she,’ you mean Kadria,” he confirmed with Fyre.

      She nodded. “Yes. I think my powers are affected by what she’s good at. Charlotte can use those annoying glamours that bewitch people at a glance, but I can’t even make my voice enchanting. I’m better at… I guess I’d call it reshaping reality? She uses all these fancy terms for it, but they don’t feel right.”

      “You mean the schools of ascended magic.”

      “Kind of. I get those, but there’s something different about what I can do.” Fyre stretched her fingers out and stared into space. “She told you something similar, right? That reshaping was different to regular life magic. My spatial and life magic comes from her. But I think I’m getting my affinity for reshaping stuff from you. Or maybe I had it in me all along. I honestly don’t know.”

      The topic grew almost too cerebral for Nathan. Especially as Fyre barely understood it herself.

      Standing up, he brushed invisible dust off himself. Both women followed his lead. They understood his message.

      “Where did Alice go?” he asked Ciana.

      “Nobles across the Empire are waking up and discovering that Doumahr is in peril,” Ciana said. “She’s calling an emergency session of the Princes College.”

      He grimaced. “Summoning the dukes and archdukes to explain that we’re about to march into Trafaumh, huh?”

      “Yes. I assume you’ll want to catch her before we leave?”

      “Obviously.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I’m not used to this sort of political oversight.”

      “Is there really any oversight?” Fyre asked. “Will anyone stop you?”

      He shot her a sharp look, but she remained undaunted and instead flexed her wings.

      “I’m yours, Nathan. And Alice is, as well,” she said, red eyes glowing dimly. “If you ask, nobody can stand in your way.”

      For some reason, he could almost hear the Twins cackling in his head. They’d always talked about turning him into some dark lord that ruled Doumahr. Fyre seemed on board.

      Hence why he responded in a low tone, “It’s not about who can or will stand in my way. It’s the principle. Just as Alice doesn’t want to steep Doumahr in a brutal holy war, I need lines that I won’t cross. I’ve preserved the Empire and its rule of law. If I toss it all aside and place myself above it, then what’s been the point of everything?”

      “Saving Doumahr?”

      “Maybe. But what did I save?”

      She bit her lip and looked to the side.

      “When we cross the border, we’re going to run into Marquise de Rosewald. She has some strong opinions about the difference between simply winning and winning while preserving the values that you fought for.”

      “What if I’m not entirely sure of what I’m fighting for?” Fyre mumbled.

      “Then you wouldn’t be the prophet,” he said flatly.

      She winced. “Maybe. I just… I know what I want. But I also want you, Nathan.”

      “Then work out a way to achieve both of those, just like I’m trying to save Doumahr without losing myself or what I love.”

      He reached out and ruffled her hair and ears. Her tail wagged in time to each movement of his hand, even as her eyes remained downcast.

      Looking at Ciana while keeping his hand busy, he asked, “Have you heard from Fei or anyone else?”

      She shook her head in return.

      “I’ll just have to check on them the hard way. Fyre, find Alice and stick to her. She might need your support as the prophet while dealing with the dukes and archdukes.” He stared her down when she pouted. “I mean it. We’ll be heading to Trafaumh within hours, so this is the least you can do to help her.”

      “Fine,” Fyre whined, before trotting out of the bedroom.

      A couple of Royal Knights poked their heads into the room, as if confused as to how the prophet had gotten in. Or perhaps they thought they might see the aftermath of some royal orgy, given they had likely seen Alice and Fyre exit the Empress’s bedroom this morning. They flushed when Nathan looked at them.

      He looked back at his mental doorway, but stopped short of entering it. Reaching out over his mental links, he confirmed that Seraph was nearby. His other Champions had already split up, with some hundreds of miles away. Likely gathering the knights for their march.

      “Let’s go. I need to take care of something before we leave,” he told Ciana.

      This time when he walked through his mental door, he entered the usual control room. Only Kara and Reine stood around the central console. The monitor flickered across various fortresses, all of which appeared to be Imperial holdings.

      “My Lord, good morning,” Kara chirped as she saluted. “I trust you slept well?”

      “Well enough to march,” he said. “Just you?”

      “I relieved Seraph a couple of hours ago. All invasions inside our borders have been crushed without any breaches, so I’m allowing most Champions and aides to rest or focus on local efforts.”

      Ciana frowned and her ears flapped. “So what’s left? Other than Trafaumh.”

      “Archduke von Salms is mustering his forces near the border, where Trafaumh’s rebels are, but we need to ensure his fortresses remain safe in case of further cascades,” Kara answered. “There is also the risk that the cascades currently taking place in Trafaumh may cause further invasions in our territory.”

      Nathan shook his head. “We don’t need to worry about that. Once a portal has fended off an invasion, it can’t see another for a week or two. The demonic energy effectively flows through without being absorbed, as if the original cascade was still taking place. There is a risk that a lot of cascades might threaten the rest of the Empire, however.”

      For some reason, Reine and Kara shot him concerned looks. His eyes narrowed.

      “Reine, you’ve seen something,” he suggested.

      She nodded. She’d slipped on her baggy robe at some point, but kept the hood down. Her wolf ears twitched nervously.

      “Knowledge on repeated cascades is scarce, so I will bow to your wisdom on this matter,” she said.

      “Get to the point,” he said, then winced at his harsh tone. “Sorry. I just don’t need you to suck up to me. We’re in unknown territory here, with these elite Messengers and the prophets. If something doesn’t match what I think, just tell me.”

      Reine nodded, unfazed by his outburst. The monitor shifted to display a fortress in Trafaumh. A familiar one, held by Deverese Monet, Nathan’s friend and rival from his old world. In this world, Deverese appeared to detest Nathan.

      Not a single soul stood outside the castle. The bright sunlight gleamed off the gothic outcroppings and cramped stonework.

      Nathan frowned as he recognized the issue. “Deverese’s fortress is a stone’s throw from Prophet’s Hope. He would have been hit by an invasion within a few hours. There’s also no way he’s completely abandoned it, given it’s a major frontier fortress in a march that borders the Empire.”

      “I can confirm that there has been no exodus of Inquisition soldiers,” Reine said. “Instead, a battalion arrived overnight to reinforce Bastion Deverese. Many other fortresses are in a similar state, and some actually returned to normal before the soldiers scrambled back inside.”

      “Back inside…?”

      “My assumption was that additional cascades occurred overnight, as we had assumed, and that the Inquisition is either fighting or preparing for more demonic invasions. But you just said—”

      “Forget what I said.” Nathan ran a hand through his hair. “Damn. It’s possible the Inquisition is being overly cautious. They won’t know that cascades can’t trigger multiple invasions and communications are too slow. On the other hand, everything about this invasion and cascade is wrong.”

      A tremendously powerful Messenger, Artemis, had somehow invaded a young portal that just saw another Messenger invasion months prior. The prophets had triggered everything in the first place. The cascade that resulted from shutting out Artemis was somehow larger than the one from closing one of the oldest portals on Doumahr.

      Nothing made sense, so why would this? Nathan felt as though his enemy was changing the rules on the fly to suit himself.

      Belatedly, he felt as if he should have asked Kadria about what the hell was going on. Failing that, he needed to see if Tarako knew something. She’d seen multiple prophets come and go, and somehow knew that this particular cascade was special. Perhaps the ancient fox knew something.

      “Kara, you were right, keep shoring up our defenses,” he told his loyal Champion.

      She nodded, her tail whirring behind her.

      “With that said, it sounds like there’s nothing immediately important to take care of.”

      Kara frowned. “Well, no. But—”

      Ignoring her, Nathan strode up to the central console and reached beneath it. His hands withdrew an ornate chest. Within it dwelled every Champion gem in his possession. Enough wealth to buy a country with, especially in the middle of war.

      “Both of you, come with me,” he ordered Kara and Reine.

      They stared at him, but didn’t budge an inch as he walked toward the exit.

      “Don’t just stare at me like confused puppies. Come on,” he said.

      Reine tilted her head. “I am confused, but I have not been a puppy for many years.”

      “He didn’t mean it literally,” Kara said. She gripped the Spymaster’s shoulders and began to push her toward the exit.

      Once confident he was being followed, he reentered Alice’s bedroom. In there, he found Seraph. She raised an eyebrow at the chest in his arms.

      “Need me to take over for Kara?” she asked even before the dog beastkin appeared.

      “No. Gathering our forces is more important. Has Narime returned with Nurevia yet?” he asked her without stopping.

      They formed a posse while walking through the palace corridors. A small team of Royal Knights elected to join them. Nathan made his way toward the courtyard in the rear of the palace complex.

      Typically, he gemmed his Champions in the overgrown gardens, but that would take more time than he cared to waste today. Most of the knights were busy elsewhere and the nobility had been shooed away. The anti-scrying wards Nathan used on the palace itself would keep prying eyes and ears away.

      Seraph nodded at his question. “There’s another new arrival that I’ve held my tongue over. Mostly because I know that Narime doesn’t have a sister.”

      “Is that how she’s decided to hide herself? Although I’m surprised she bothered,” Nathan mused.

      He received a sharp look for his vagueness, but simply shrugged.

      “What about Vala? And Astra?” he continued.

      “Vala is back, but absolutely exhausted. I can understand what you see in her now, but I also worry that she’s self-destructive,” Seraph said. “Astra’s glaring at Narime’s ‘sister.’ I take it they know each other.”

      “I assume so, but didn’t ask.” He hid his concern about the comments on Vala’s self-destructive nature.

      Because Vala had never acted like that before. She’d wanted to prove herself and sometimes struggled to handle all the beastkin and talented Champions around her, but Nathan’s meddling with history had utterly changed the woman he loved.

      Once he reached the courtyard, he dumped the chest on the ground. He summoned Nurevia with a message over the mental link. Or tried, as he wasn’t sure how well any of his Champions picked up on his mental messages save Fyre. Seraph and Ciana had reacted to his emotional state and mental prodding even before he’d actively used mental magic, but the rest were still learning.

      Evidently something worked, as the dark elf appeared within a few minutes. She wasn’t alone, however. A familiar fox and Astra accompanied her, although Narime had gone missing. The fox only had six tails and kept her gems hidden using some sort of illusion.

      He had wanted to nab Sen at the same time, but she was currently elsewhere.

      While the others approached, he opened up the chest and thumbed through the gems. As the Empire had been preparing for war, his collection had grown, but most of it consisted of the standard gems. Amethysts, diamonds, sapphires, rubies, and even garnets and opals.

      Not that he planned to use any garnets or opals on his Champions. He held onto them just in case.

      Four gems stood out, however. Beautiful, purple alexandrite gemstones that held a luster unlike anything else Nathan had ever seen in any Champion.

      Except, perhaps, in the fox who leaned over the chest next to him.

      “What are you doing?” Seraph hissed, grabbing Tarako’s arm in an attempt to yank her away from the chest.

      Tarako didn’t budge, and Seraph’s eyes bulged. Even with Tarako’s gems hidden, if Seraph hadn’t known she was a Champion before, she likely knew now.

      Naturally, she danced backward and drew her tonfas. This caused Nathan’s other Champions to ready their own weapons. Astra merely glared at Tarako, who smirked.

      “Oh my, is this how you welcome your newest ally,” Tarako teased.

      “Nathan, what the hell is going on?” Seraph asked, confusion apparent in her eyes. “This fox is clearly a Champion, but you’re not reacting.”

      “Calm down. I met her last night and claimed her.”

      “Claimed…” Astra repeated, her green eyes narrowing. “Did you truly make this thing yours?”

      Tarako cackled. “I see there’s still no love lost between us. But Nathan let slip a little tidbit about you last night, dear Astra. We’re not so different, apparently. Although I do wonder why Omria—”

      The moment she said the goddess’s name, the fox froze and her illusion shattered. Her nine tails stood bolt upright and a shuddering breath escaped her. The zoisite gems gleamed with an unnatural light.

      Nathan’s attention turned inward, however. That otherworldly presence returned swifter than ever. He felt it press against his mental wards, as if trying to shatter them with its sheer bulk and smother him.

      Magic pulsed from the palace and along his link with Fyre, and the being vanished once again. A mixture of annoyance and worry shrouded his mind from the horsegirl for several seconds, before she left his mind alone.

      Well, at least he knew that he didn’t need to be with Fyre to be safe from Omria, or whatever that thing was.

      “Shit,” Tarako breathed out, eyes wide and terrified. “Is that her? Or what you think is her?”

      “You felt that?” he asked her.

      “How could I not? It was like the essence of the world itself swept across us, except it was…” She bit her lip. “I can’t explain it. I’ve spent more time than I care to admit in the presence of prophets, including when they use their powers. That felt like them, but distilled down. And not in a good way.”

      While Tarako panicked about her mistake, every other Champion lost their shit about something else entirely.

      “Nathan, is that who I think it is?” Seraph breathed out, pointing at Tarako with a shaking finger.

      Kara’s tail and ears rose so high she seemed to be trying to float, while Reine seemed frozen solid. Nurevia looked between Astra and Tarako in a mixture of confusion and exasperation.

      “This is Tarako, who is both who you think she is and not,” Nathan said.

      “Nine-Tail Slash Tarako,” Seraph choked out. “That Tarako. The one with entire myths about her in Kurai and lines of fiction over here.”

      “Yes, that’s me,” Tarako chirped. “I’m guessing from the reactions that you’re all fans?”

      “Fan isn’t quite the word I’d use,” Nurevia said.

      “I am no fan,” Astra ground out.

      “Oh, hush you.” The fox rolled her eyes. “Besides, I’m the one with reams of smut written about me and you aren’t, so boo to you.”

      A strangled noise escaped Kara.

      “Tarako, please don’t make things more confusing,” Nathan said. “Narime introduced us last night and given the dire situation, we’re working together until—”

      “Until?” Tarako shot him a look. “I don’t remember there being any time limits.”

      Undeterred, he pressed on. “We’re working together to deal with the current mess. I’ll explain some of what I learned last night later, but you can get some of it from Tarako herself.”

      “Hmm. How much do they know about you?”

      “Enough.”

      “Got it.” Her tails nodded along with her head. “Anyway, I think I understand a little better why you don’t say the goddess’s name. The only other being that ever refused to was…” A strange expression overcame Tarako and she seemed to look at Nathan differently. “Huh.” Her fingers ran over her gems, particularly the one granted to her by her creator.

      Nathan took the opportunity to move on. “Before we move on Trafaumh, I need to hand out some gems. I won’t have the chance to do this to two of you for a while, otherwise.”

      His assembled Champions calmed down and sheathed their still drawn weapons, before lining up. Except Tarako, who tried to stand beside Nathan.

      After some mental prodding, she at least took some steps to the side and stood with Seraph and Astra. The fox rubbed her temples in annoyance. Meanwhile, Astra put a dozen feet between herself and Tarako.

      “As you all know, I’m about to march into Trafaumh to deal with both the cascade and Falmir’s invasion. It might be weeks or months before I can spend much time here,” he explained.

      “But you can teleport around,” Nurevia said.

      “Yes, hence ‘much time,’” he drawled.

      The dark elf winced. Like Astra, she had the same dark skin of her race and loved showing off her delicious curves with an outfit that screamed for her to take superficial injuries in combat. Shoulder-length lavender hair shimmered in the sun, but her purple eyes seemed better adjusted to being outside than her kin. Many of those at Krepost Forselle had visibly struggled with being outside for any length of time.

      “I’m going to work in reverse order of complexity,” Nathan continued. “That means you’ll be last, Reine. Your gem is extremely special.”

      Reine’s robe shifted, indicating her tail wagged vigorously inside it.

      “It certainly is,” Tarako said. “Even among foxes and dragons, alexandrite was difficult to work with, and even harder to acclimate to. You realize you’re condemning your cute wolfgirl to life as a monogem, right, Nathan?”

      Hushed whispers escaped once she spoke of dragons, but he ignored them.

      “I’m confident in my abilities as a Bastion,” he said.

      “It’s not about being a Bastion,” Tarako insisted. “Every gemstone reflects a different element of magic from… the goddess.” She bit her tongue to avoid saying Omria’s name. “Shorter-lived races can’t acclimate to gems that work with purer sources of her power.”

      “Purer?”

      She tapped her own gems. “Zoisite handles gem abilities far more powerful than anything a sapphire can handle, such as my Nine-Tail Slash. Emeralds are the life magic gem, capable of healing magic on par with immortality. Alexandrite? It allows the user to channel the very power of the prophet. Or so we believe.”

      Emeralds and life magic, huh? Nathan tried not to look at Ciana, who instinctively rubbed the side with her missing arm.

      He recalled that Astra was often mythologized as possessing emeralds, likely due to her long lifespan. Humanity lacked the ability to work with emeralds anymore, but some had existed in myth. Presumably, Omria created them herself or they’d been purchased from the faeries.

      “Inquisitor Baudelaire told me a similar story about alexandrite. That the faeries believe it’s a pure conduit of the goddess’s power. She used some to create a relic with mental magic,” he said.

      “That cane of hers, yes?” Tarako clicked her tongue. “I refused to have anything to do with Trafaumh once I saw that thing. Yet it seems you know how she creates those relics. I can guess why. But, yes, I agree with that belief. Alexandrite is special.”

      “Well, so is Reine.” He looked pointedly at her eyes.

      The wolfgirl flushed and turned away, but the fox merely grimaced.

      “While I abhor the things done to her, shoving the harvested power of dead Champions into someone doesn’t make them capable of handling that power,” Tarako insisted.

      “Trust me,” he said.

      She crossed her arms. “Does it matter if I do?”

      “I’d prefer if I don’t have to constantly tell you every reason I do something, if you’re going to dredge up ten thousand years of history to tell me how wrong I am.”

      “This is more like twenty thousand, but fair. Give me some hint, at least.”

      He looked at the assembled Champions. They appeared to be a mixture of confused and annoyed, mostly at Tarako for drawing this out.

      “While I never saw it, I have multiple Messengers who have told me that Reine is often the key to Trafaumh’s experiments if Maylis fails to bring her to the Empire,” Nathan said. “Baudelaire effectively creates a false prophet. Fyre even confirmed that Reine has some sort of connection to her and reacts whenever she uses her power in close proximity.”

      Tarako’s jaw dropped, which wasn’t the sight Nathan expected to see today.

      Unfortunately, he’d also shocked his other Champions. While he’d known about Reine’s alternate path in history for some time now, he’d never talked about it. Seraph looked away, rubbing her arms.

      Yeah, he needed to have a good chat with his closest subordinate about this and many other things. Nathan had been keeping too many secrets, and Tarako’s ability to force him to reveal them due to her own knowledge put his other Champions at a disadvantage.

      “Alright, I’ll trust you,” Tarako begrudgingly admitted. “I don’t like this whole alternate worlds trick you can pull.”

      “Get used to it,” Astra grunted.

      “Is that sympathy?”

      “No.”

      Rolling his eyes, Nathan tried to focus on his work. “Kara, you first.”

      Kara trotted up. She rocked back and forth on her tiptoes. “Um, I’m happy with just an amethyst. I never even expected to become a trigem at all. This is almost a dream.”

      “Are you happy with one, or do you actually want one?” he asked. “I can give you whatever you want, except the alexandrite.”

      She bit her lip, then shook her head. “The amethyst is fine.”

      In the corner, Tarako muttered something about mixing and matching gems and how this shouldn’t be possible. Seraph simply tapped on the sapphire in her chest, nested between her jades.

      “Kara,” Nathan pressed.

      “I…” For some reason, the dog beastkin looked at Ciana. She gulped. “I’ve always dreamed of having diamonds. The amethysts work so well whenever I’m actually fighting demons, but…”

      He waited patiently.

      “Diamonds, amethysts, and sapphires form the trinity of Champions, right? The bulwark, the fighter, and the mage.” Kara looked at the stonework by her feet. “Maybe I’m a fighter. But I see myself as your bulwark, my lord. That I’ll always be by your side and supporting you, even if you’re elsewhere, so that no matter what happens, there’ll be something to return to. It might not be the right gem, but I’ve always felt it should be mine.”

      How funny that Fei burned with jealousy that Kara took “her” amethysts, while Kara herself desired the diamonds that Ciana wore. The unicorn gave Kara a gentle smile.

      “I understand. He’s somebody you want to support with everything, and that means you need to be able to give even more with your gems, right?” Ciana asked.

      Kara nodded repeatedly, her long dog ears flapping up and down wildly.

      “Done,” Nathan said. “It’s a good choice, too. A diamond will ensure you’re independent and can take care of yourself while I’m away.”

      Her face lit up. All that remained was sorting out exactly what power she wanted, which took a few minutes. Unlike Fei, who needed a detailed explanation, Kara knew her strengths and weaknesses inside and out, so Nathan just needed to offer some ideas and then conduct the ceremony.

      Once finished, his subordinate ran her fingers over her third gem in disbelief. “When I left the academy years ago and failed to be chosen as a Champion, I never even thought I’d become one at all. Yet alone a legendary trigem. I can’t thank you enough, my lord.”

      “You deserve it.”

      She bounced back into position, only for Nurevia to take her place.

      “An amethyst,” the dark elf said, striking a pose as if daring him to disagree.

      “Somehow, I expected nothing else,” he said drily.

      She blinked at him. “What, not going to disagree?”

      “No. You’re all about strength and brawn. Barely thinking, and definitely not protecting yourself.”

      “Hey! I do think.”

      “About dicks,” Astra added.

      “Maybe a little,” Nurevia grumbled. “I’m being stereotyped.”

      “Uh huh. Do you even know what sort of power you want?” he asked.

      “One that lets me kill things. Don’t start explaining all these options. You’re the Bastion. Come up with something useful.”

      Giggles escaped the other Champions, while Astra mimed strangling her compatriot. It truly was a mime, as her gems didn’t glow. Her psychokinesis meant Astra could strangle Nurevia from afar without trying.

      “I’ll give you what you want.” Nathan grabbed an amethyst and approached her. “I thought that’s what you wanted in life? For a man to dominate you and give you what you want?”

      As he loomed over her, gem in hand, Nurevia stared up at him and gulped. “A little. But I think my desires are a little more specific these days.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah.” She placed her hands on his hands. “They’re mostly about you dominating me. So stick it in me.”

      He did exactly that. The gem, that is.

      Her mind proved to still be a bit of a mess from his time in Straub, but he pushed through it to cement the gem. But seeing her state reminded him that he needed to keep an eye on her. For some reason, images on Artemis showed up in her thoughts and emotions quite a bit. The dangerous Messenger lingered in Nurevia’s mind.

      Picking a gem power proved difficult. Amethysts excelled at physical power, but Nurevia preferred ranged combat. As much as he hated Tharban, the old bear was a pretty good Bastion to be able to give Nurevia a duogem ability that enabled her to be effective at range. Nathan needed to capitalize on that.

      More than that, he wanted to best the old bastard.

      Fortunately, an idea eventually came to him while he floated in her mind.

      He returned to reality to find Nurevia practically grinding against him. Astra yanked her off him with psychokinesis.

      “Oh, fuck off,” Nurevia yelped. “Let me enjoy the moment.”

      All three of her gems glowed as she pointed at Astra. Nothing happened.

      “The fuck? Is this thing defective?” she asked, glaring down at her boobs. Her gems began to glow again. “Nathan, I need you to—”

      Whatever she tried to say was lost to a burst of gibberish. Nurevia’s head and hands moved in a blur of motion faster even than Artemis’s movements yesterday, and Nathan feared that the dark elf’s hair might catch fire.

      Then her gems returned to normal. She blinked, noticing the confusion on everyone’s faces.

      “What?” she asked. “Did something happen?”

      “Did you just give an amethyst trigem time dilation?” Tarako asked, her eyes glazing over.

      So she even knew about that Bastion power.

      “Not quite,” he said. “She just moves really fast, but there is some measure of time dilation involved so she can keep up with her own speed.”

      “Speed?” Nurevia’s gems glowed and she turned into a blur of movement. “Oh. Oh, I think I get it. You’re blinking really slowly. And the wind barely moves your hair. Holy shit, I…” She screwed up her face. “Um, how does this affect my crossbows?”

      The dark elf drew her handheld repeater crossbows.

      “They should work. The magic extends to them, and you can’t hold on to the effect for more than a couple of seconds,” Nathan explained. “Just be careful. Not all Messengers are affected by time dilation. Beatrice will probably be immune when we fight her. I don’t know about Artemis or Bauer. Siv isn’t.”

      “Lots of knowledge about Messenger weaknesses, too,” Tarako muttered.

      Seraph placed a hand on the fox’s shoulder. “Seems you didn’t know what you got into.”

      “I figured he was powerful, but he knows more than anyone ever has in history.” The fox bit her lip. “This is different than I expected.”

      Speaking of different…

      “Reine, your turn,” Nathan said.
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      “Are you sure?” Reine asked while creeping forward a single step at a time.

      Tarako guffawed. “And you gave me guff about questioning you. Even your loyal subordinate is wary.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Reine mumbled.

      She balled her robe in her fists, but remained facing forward. Nathan suspected her scrying might be directed at the ground. It’s not as though Reine had a reason to physically point her face downward, after all.

      “Lord Nathan’s decisions are always guided by his brilliant insight,” Reine said. “I just worry he’s being rash, given the troubles currently facing us. If it helps, I am more than happy to wait until later.”

      “No. You’ve acclimated to your Champion enhancement and the alexandrite is ready. If I sense even the slightest problem, I’ll abort the ceremony, but we’re trying it now.” Nathan took a step forward and reached out to reassure her.

      Reine leaned forward and pushed her head into his hand, her ears lowering as he rubbed against her. The other beastkin barely hid their jealousy.

      “Anyway, give me a few minutes to draw up a ritual circle,” he said. “You’ll need to remove your robe in the meantime.”

      She tilted her head at him. “You haven’t used a circle for monogem ceremonies before.”

      “I have sometimes, when I don’t want to risk anything going wrong. A circle allows me to focus my magic better, and I’d like all the help I can get given Tarako’s warning.”

      The fox kept her face studiously neutral.

      That concerned him. While she’d said little more on the topic since her earlier outburst, Nathan still got the feeling she disapproved. That suggested something might be awry.

      Reine shrugged off her baggy robe while he slowly drew a large ritual circle on the stonework. Her dress was one of those that Narime had been forcing on her, which worked well for the ceremony given it revealed her substantial cleavage and enough skin to insert a gem.

      Partway through drawing the circle, Nathan paused. He’d been automatically drawing the usual one he used for trigems, which almost felt like overkill.

      Yet he hardly knew what he was handling here. He’d expected the difficulty of using alexandrite to be the gem itself, not the ceremony. No gem had ever been that different in his experience. Tarako’s words shook him, as he realized he might be treading new ground.

      Unfortunately, nobody could provide him with the advice he needed. The reason Tarako had needed him was precisely because no other Bastion had the capability of supporting her, so who might know enough to help him gem Reine with alexandrite?

      Three people abruptly came to mind. One might not be too useful at the moment, given the way Kadria refused to teach him outright and instead prodded him to teach himself.

      But a pair of lazy Messengers who had vanished last night had taught Nathan almost everything he knew about mental and spatial magic, and supposedly excelled at manipulating magic. He had a hunch they might know more about handling gems than they’d let on.

      “Give me a little longer,” he said aloud.

      Then he prodded the Twins over their mental link. No response. Not that he could ever be certain with them, as while he could intrude on their minds at will, they possessed powerful barriers and had reinforced the link multiple times. While they could spy on him at will, he needed to actively monitor them to accomplish the same.

      But he didn’t want them to lounge around. So he gave them a much more powerful shove. This time, he felt them buzz him in response. A mixture of annoyance and lust filtered across the link.

      The more he used his mental links, the more he began to feel the emotions of the various women connected across them. Perhaps this was how Seraph, Ciana, and Fyre could monitor his emotions and thoughts. He’d simply ignored the possibility until now.

      By the time Nathan finished his circle, the Twins appeared. They lazily floated across the courtyard from the rear palace entrance. Grimaces rose to the faces of the assembled Champions. Tarako raised an eyebrow at them.

      “Do you really let them just wander around unchained?” the fox asked.

      “I thought I’d sensed something moldy and unpleasant join us last night,” Laura said as she descended, screwing up her face as if around something foul smelling.

      “Why’s the hag here?” Maura whined as she leaned against Nathan, her tits pressing against his side. “You realize her pussy is drier than the Sahara, right?”

      “The what?” he asked.

      “The Houkeem,” Maura corrected, referring to the massive desert to the east.

      “I might be a hag, but I bet I know how to handle him better than you oversized cows,” Tarako said, narrowing her eyes and pushing out her chest.

      Not the smartest motion, given Tarako and the Twins were almost polar opposites when it came to body shapes. Tarako reminded Nathan of Kadria, which might explain why the dopey succubi hated the fox.

      The Twins reared back and covered their mouths with their hands, before the most obnoxious laugh escaped them.

      “Ohohohoh, quite the claim,” Laura said, her voice more obnoxious than usual.

      “You got that right. I hope Nathan never wastes his time on you. You’ll be crying about how his dick will break you and snap you in half.” Maura sneered. “Although maybe that wouldn’t be too bad to watch.”

      “I could say the same about watching him use the two of you like cheap—” Tarako began to say, her eyes aflame.

      “Stop, please,” Nathan interrupted, exasperated.

      Fortunately, nobody seized up due to some unexpected mental command. Likely because he’d tacked on the “please.”

      “I don’t even know why you don’t get along. Heck, I don’t even know why Astra dislikes you, Tarako. You’re proving less popular than I expected,” he said.

      “Hey! Everyone else loves me. Don’t blame me because the dark elf bought into Om… the goddess’s sourness toward me,” Tarako said.

      “Not sourness. Distrust,” Astra said.

      “Sure. Whatever you say.” The fox rolled her eyes. “She always disliked those foxes who bore my creator’s mark. Although it’s curious to learn that Astra holds a similar power, and the goddess liked her.”

      Astra grimaced and looked away.

      “Yup. Totally curious.” Maura smirked.

      “Totally not because the slut goddess was sympathetic. Nope.”

      “Lies,” Astra muttered. “She was a friend.”

      “Oh, I know that. But she chose you for a friend, over an entire civilization of humans. A dark elf from a race that she detested.” Tarako’s expression tightened. “The legendary Astra, bridge between humanity and the dark elves, and the last living memory of the goddess. It always bothered me. Still does, knowing that what drew her to you is a poisoned chalice you almost certainly should never have drank from.”

      Astra snarled something in dark elf, and her opals glowed. Nurevia visibly flinched and her hands twitched in the direction of her crossbows.

      Yet Tarako remained unmoved.

      “I don’t think any of us can cast stones about poisoned chalices,” Nathan said.

      “Perhaps,” Tarako said. “I’m drinking from yours right now, after all.”

      “Is that how you view it?”

      She smiled darkly. “Absolutely. Now that I’ve met these pets of yours, I’m more convinced than ever that victory is possible, yet I’m more uncertain of what comes afterward than ever. It’s a strange feeling after so many repetitive cycles.”

      “Don’t pretend you understand the cycles,” Maura snapped. “This hag is a fraud. She understands a sliver of what’s going on.”

      Nathan understood that. Yet Tarako did know a lot about Doumahr and the Messengers, even if she wasn’t an expert on the dimensional nonsense.

      “So why do you hate her?” he asked.

      Maura snorted. “We don’t hate her. That suggests we think of her as more than a particularly annoying insect.”

      “She’s just really annoying,” Laura said.

      He stared at them. The Twins sighed.

      “Look, the goat told you about how she hated the Hound, right? And none of us like when wolfy here munches on magic grass and ascends to some higher realm or whatever bullshit Trafaumh does to make her so dangerous,” Maura said.

      “Magic grass?” Reine asked, her expression the picture of confusion.

      “She’s our equivalent,” Maura continued. “Watch.”

      The succubus raised one arm, wreathing it in darkness. A shout rose in Nathan’s throat and he reached for his sword. Seraph’s tonfas shot into her hands.

      That arm snapped down toward Tarako.

      All three of the fox’s gems glowed. In the blink of an eye, so fast that Nathan struggled to follow, several things happened in quick succession.

      An ornate short sword appeared on Tarako’s hip. Her arm blurred to it, and the air in front of her shimmered. Wind blasted across the courtyard in response, lifting up skirts, loose clothing, and leaves.

      A thin cloud of darkness appeared across Maura’s body, only to burst apart. The succubus scowled once her arm lowered and remained still.

      Nathan gulped. He’d felt the spatial magic that rippled across the courtyard faster than he could possibly react.

      Abruptly, Maura’s dress exploded into ribbons, leaving her naked. Nine thin white lines ran across her bronzed skin. Each cut remained too shallow to bleed, but deep enough to be visible.

      Tarako’s sword vanished as she bristled with barely contained fury. “I should reduce you to bloody ribbons for attempting that. It’s only respect for Nathan and the knowledge that you’re little more than his fuck pets and minions that I stayed my hand.”

      “Strong words for his newest minion,” Maura said, more than a touch bitterly. She waved her hand and her black dress reformed on her body. A tinge of fear remained visible in her eyes, however.

      Nathan finally let go of the breath he’d been holding since Maura raised her arm. “That was the Nine Tail Slash.”

      “Yes. Like it?” Tarako tried to regain her usual perky demeanor and smirked at him. “Not how I planned to reveal it, but it works.”

      “It’s a spatial attack.”

      “The most annoying one,” Laura said.

      “Yup. Nine simultaneous spatial slashes. Makes that stupid Tsubame Gaeshi sword legend from my world look like a joke.” Maura ground her teeth together. “It’s combined with her ridiculous speed enhancement and all those magic swords in her pocket dimension to make her annoying as shit.”

      “You talk as if you’ve fought me before. Yet we’ve never met.” Tarako narrowed her eyes. “This is because of the alternate worlds Nathan spoke of. You’ve killed me before. And I’ve killed you.”

      A few of the Champions seemed confused, but Nathan didn’t have the time to correct things.

      “Other versions. Although we rarely beat you if you actually have all your gems active. Your mind’s a fortress thanks to the ancient training you have and your spatial magic is better than ours,” Maura said. “If we win it’s because you show weakness when we take control of one of your disciples, or we catch you by surprise and you can’t slice us up. Koji came up with most of his bullshit to ensure he could handle you.”

      “Koji?”

      “Thanatos. The Messenger who attacked the Spires during the civil war and who breached near Mortiswatch,” Nathan explained.

      “Ah. I recall him. The loudmouth.” Tarako frowned. “I… see. He had immunity to spatial attacks, could teleport, possessed magic-absorbing flames, and could turn off ascended magic. Yes. That’s a set of skills built to defeat me.”

      “You never told me that Thanatos built his skills around fighting Tarako,” he told the Twins.

      “You never asked,” Laura said.

      “Also, it’s not like his magic didn’t work against other threats. This hag is just one of the major stumbling blocks when we’re wrecking the place.” Maura shrugged. “We can handle the Hound. Koji deals with this hag. Beatrice has Arcadia and Falmir on lockdown. If the Frenchies are ever a threat, the goat usually dealt with them. I think the goat can deal with most problems, annoyingly. ”

      Nathan’s Champions shifted uncomfortably. The ease with which the Twins talked about how the Messengers dismantled Doumahr troubled them. It spoke to the systematization of the destruction of their world, over and over again.

      Even he found it difficult to hear, and they’d told him about it before.

      “I’ll be blunt. Are there any other superweapons I don’t know about? I could really use some,” he said drily.

      Maura rolled her eyes. “Oh, yeah, I can tell. You have us, the goat, a prophet, a billion trigems, can mix-and-match gems, an entire Empire at your beck-and-call, half of Doumahr’s binding stones, and two living legends.”

      “There aren’t any,” Laura said. “Unless the goat’s holding out on you, but she’s given you your prophet.”

      Nathan nodded slowly. For now, he’d have to accept that.

      “Hey, you never said how anyone handles Astra.” Nurevia patted the other dark elf on the shoulder, before getting elbowed for touching her. “She’s immortal. How do you beat her?”

      “Um.” Maura looked at her sister, who shrugged. “We don’t. Avoiding her is best. She vanishes or dies sometimes, but I have no clue how. If that crazy kitty we fought can’t hurt her, what makes you think we can?”

      Nathan frowned. Astra had died in his world when the Spires detonated their binding stones. Was that the level of destruction required to truly harm her?

      “We’ve gone off topic,” he said. “Maura, Laura, I need your help with gemming Reine.”

      “Last time I checked, you were the specialist at sticking things in chicks, while we excelled at taking them.” Maura patted his crotch for good measure. “And while I’m interested in a lot of things, that’s not something I care to change.”

      “Not what I meant.”

      “Oh, come on. At least play along a little. I missed the hag moaning sweetly like a bitch in heat when you claimed her, after all.”

      Tarako looked at Seraph as if to ask, “are they always like this?” Seraph nodded grimly, and the fox sighed.

      “I know how to gem Champions. It’s all about mental tethers and providing a conduit between my binding stones and their gems,” Nathan explained, pretending that Maura hadn’t said anything. “Mental stability is also important, although it’s less so now.”

      “So, what do you want from us?” Laura asked, hand on one hip.

      “This alexandrite gem supposedly channels power from the goddess better. I’m worried about what that means.”

      The succubus narrowed her eyes. For some reason, Maura remained silent and let her sister think.

      “Not sure I’d put it that way, but maybe the goat would have a different opinion.” Laura bit her lip. “I’m not familiar with it, as nobody has used alexandrite since we arrived. Given how the relics are used, that’s probably accurate.”

      “You’re oddly serious all of a sudden,” Seraph said.

      “I know my shit. I just don’t need to apply myself.” Laura huffed and flicked her long hair over one shoulder. “Anyway, I’m guessing alexandrite is a bitch to use because the average Bastion can’t feed enough of his juice to his Champion to keep up with its demands. You’re you, so it’s probably fine.”

      “And if it’s not?” Nathan asked.

      She shrugged. “If the bottle isn’t enough, what do you do? Go straight for the tap. There’s no way a dedicated tether between a Champion and a binding stone can’t keep up. Aren’t you planning to use one for your plans to turn Champions into Bastions?”

      “Maybe.” He scratched his head. “The idea was more to force a direct connection. I’ve been providing separate supplies of magic to Champions when I gave them multiple types of gems, but I’m worried even that might not be enough.”

      “Look, it’s not the fucking tether that’s the problem,” Laura snapped, annoyed that she felt she had to repeat herself. “You use the same mental magic to connect yourself to binding stones that you do to Champions, right? The pipe’s big enough. The problem is that you need to play logistics manager and parcel out all the binding stone power to your Champions. If one needs more, she’s shit out of luck.”

      He finally cottoned on. “You mean power the alexandrite directly from a binding stone, instead of through me.”

      “Yes.” Laura shook her head in disbelief.

      “I get it.” He raised his hands. “It’s just not something I’d usually think of, even though I know gems run on binding stone power. I’ll need to…” he trailed off.

      Honestly, he wasn’t sure what he needed to do. The binding stones were immensely powerful sources of magic and connecting it directly to a gem seemed foolhardy. What if Reine drew on too much?

      He knew the likely result.

      A failed gemming ceremony shattered the mind of a Champion, turning them into a mindless husk that could do little more than obey simple orders. Assuming they even survived.

      The solution came to Nathan swiftly enough, mostly from Laura’s use of language.

      Pipes. He’d seen plenty, including in breweries and inventions by sorcerers. They could split off in junctions, or even merge.

      What Nathan wanted was a merge in his tether that he could control. That way Reine possessed a direct connection to the binding stone, but Nathan could cut it off for her safety.

      He explained the idea to Laura, who raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Pretty sure that’s how Bauer and our boss mess with stuff,” she said. “When they hook their tendrils into someone’s mind, they always want control, but keep a hand on the valve that controls the power. Bauer opened it up on Tomoe. And the boss limits our power until we grab a binding stone and can blend in with the locals.”

      Tarako scratched her head. “I’m not sure that’s as easy as you make it sound. Establishing a connection to a Champion is a deeply complicated and personal ritual for a Bastion and—”

      “Oh, shut up, hag, and let Nathan show off,” Maura snapped.

      Glares were exchanged between the pair, and Nathan swore a fight might break out.

      “I’ll try this method,” he said. “I actually figured it’d be about the ritual more than the mental connection.”

      “I mean, it might be.” Laura shrugged. “But I can’t see why. You’ve made all your advancements in creating Champions through mental magic, right? Plus understanding how everything actually works. That’s because the actual magic behind it is super simple. If it wasn’t there’s no chance Neanderthals like your old man could be Bastions. Instead, it’s about applying the advanced theory.”

      Her reasoning appeared solid to him. Once again, Laura had proved to be the brains of the Twins and revealed that, when she cared to, she could match Kadria in her understanding of how magic worked. The difference appeared to be that Kadria focused more on how Doumahr and Omria functioned, whereas the Twins excelled at magic itself.

      Even though he knew they’d always intended to support him in an attempt to turn him to darkness, the casual way the Twins revealed their true power and knowledge bothered him. Unlike Kadria, who fought tooth and nail to keep her secrets from Nathan, the Twins offered them up on a platter if he simply asked.

      He supposed that was the point. Whenever he ran into a problem, who did he ask for help?

      Who had he just asked for help, in fact?

      “Thanks,” he told the Twins.

      Maura scratched her cheek and blushed. “Don’t mention it.”

      “I’m the one who helped, dimwit,” Laura drawled. She smirked at Nathan. “Do mention it. It’s always so cute to see Sis like this.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “I’m sure Nathan would happily fuck you if you asked. Even in front of—”

      Before the two could begin openly fighting each other, he gave them both mental slaps. They pouted at him, but hovered over to the sidelines obediently.

      “Reine, step into the circle. I’m ready now,” he told his Spymaster.

      While her tail wagged wildly behind her, Reine showed few other signs of nervousness. She stared blankly at Nathan as he approached her. As always, he had no clue what she stared at with those golden winged eyes of hers.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked her.

      “Confident,” she said. “I trust you with everything.”

      He smiled at her, and she smiled back. Her cheeks reddened.

      “The first gem ability—” he began to say.

      “Cannot be chosen. I recall from monitoring earlier ceremonies.” Reine nodded. “I shall instead focus on the sort of Champion I wish to be and how I want to support you. Especially as neither of us know exactly how this gem might support my abilities.”

      “Thank you for understanding. Now, hold still. The first time always hurts the most.”

      The beautifully carved purple gemstone slid into Reine’s collarbone without a hitch. Her eyes teared up, yet she barely twitched or showed any reaction. Not even the slightest shake affected her body. As it sank into her flesh, it glowed like a purple sun as he pushed a little power into it.

      Then the insertion was done. Reine’s fingers tapped against the gem.

      “I’m ready,” she said, voice steady.

      Nathan nodded, keeping his own expression unchanged. Her endurance unnerved him. He felt a deep hatred toward Trafaumh and Baudelaire for whatever torture they had put Reine through that allowed her to suffer the pain of the gemming ceremony while barely reacting.

      For the first time since he’d first enhanced her, he dove into Reine’s mind. Just like last time, she kept her emotions and thoughts eerily stable. A mental tether connected her mental core to his own mind. No others existed.

      Nathan followed the plan he’d discussed with Laura. Establishing a three-way tether between his mind, Reine’s gem, and a cluster of binding stones proved easy enough. He chose multiple binding stones at once just in case one ran dry and Reine needed power from another.

      While conducting the work, he realized he might be able to apply this method elsewhere. Many other things needed an excess of power to run, and he couldn’t always be relied on to power it 24/7. Gems could hold immense amounts of magic, but magical batteries had limits otherwise. Many smaller magical devices relied on ambient magic because there was no way to power them otherwise.

      Prosthetics were one area of research that struggled. They remained clunky and weak, regardless of the materials used to construct them. Their small size limited the magic that could power them. Ambient magic collectors could only be shrunk down so far, and they collected far less. There was a reason wireless devices remained immense, particularly the mobile variety.

      But Nathan imagined the possibilities of a prosthetic powered by a binding stone. He could make one with his reality bending powers, but it would be uncontrollable by the Champion.

      Which remained the true insurmountable wall for his idea. Even if he powered the prosthetic, how could he connect it and the magic within it to Ciana?

      But he kept the idea firmly in the back of his mind.

      Shaking his head free of errant thoughts, he felt confident he’d connected the tether correctly and focused on the gem itself. He pulled Reine’s thoughts and emotions together to craft her ability. Once finished, he left her mind and returned to reality.

      Once back, Reine leaned against his chest. Her alexandrite gleamed in her collarbone, clearly active.

      “Reine?” he asked gently.

      “I’m fine.” Her ears twitched. “I just felt your presence deep within me, much like when Fyre uses her powers nearby, but… far nicer. Hers is like a spike driven into my heart, but yours is like a pleasant breeze through my soul.”

      Pretty words, but Nathan had no clue what they might mean. He ruffled her hair instead.

      Tarako clapped nearby. “I’m genuinely impressed. You actually did it, whatever her power might be.”

      “You’re still surprised?” Seraph asked.

      “Of course. I said that alexandrites are rare. Gemming ceremonies using them typically end in tragedy. Shattered minds and lost futures. Even if a Bastion created a monogem, creating a duogem might fail. Om… Sorry, the goddess never bothered teaching the elves or humans how to use them. I think she only bothered with the faeries due to her hatred of the dragons.”

      Nathan’s expression turned stony. “I suspected as much. But the process was far more dangerous than you admitted. Yet you said nothing.”

      “I didn’t want to scare you away from trying.” Tarako shrugged. “Narime’s impression of you tells me you’re the type to take risks, but you’re unwilling to make sacrifices. In my experience, attempting to use alexandrites is no different to a sacrifice.”

      “Yeah, well, welcome to the rest of your life,” Maura said as she leaned against Nathan’s side.

      “Yup. You’ll learn your place soon enough, hag.” Laura joined in on his opposite side.

      “I truly wish I could slice you two apart,” Tarako said.

      “Don’t,” he said.

      Tarako blinked, then tilted her head. “Was that intentional?”

      He grimaced. “No. I’ll… explain that later.”

      Only some of his Champions knew about his growing mental presence and uncontrollable outbursts of magic. He really needed to work out how to control it.

      Given the broad grins on the faces of the Twins, he doubted they’d help him here. This felt too much like something they wanted to happen. Kadria might, however. Once she entered Doumahr she’d loathe being under his direct control if he so much as ordered her around.

      “Ah.” Tarako nodded. “It’s no trouble. Merely confirmation of my suspicions.”

      “Which you won’t share?”

      “In this case, I think it’s better that I’m utterly certain before I breathe a word of them. My apologies. The day may never come that I talk of them.”

      That boded poorly.

      Shaking his head, he focused on Reine. “Can you feel your gem?”

      “Indeed. It feels… like an old friend. A limb I didn’t know I had.” Reine peeled herself off him and stepped away. “I’m not entirely sure what it does, but there’s some instinctual recognition of the power. As if I already know how to use it.”

      “That’s because I implanted the knowledge as part of the ritual. It’s an important part so that a Champion doesn’t accidentally activate a gem ability that might kill themselves,” Nathan said. “Gem abilities can’t hurt their own Bastion, but they can hurt other Champions and themselves. Imagine if a Champion received Sunstorm’s spatial slash without understanding it and cut their own arm off or killed somebody by accident.”

      Every Champion save Tarako blinked at once. They hadn’t realized the reason they automatically knew how to use their gems upon receiving them.

      “In any case, your ability is… frankly ridiculous.” Nathan ran a hand through his hair. “Seeing is believing. Look somewhere with your vision and then use your ability.”

      Reine faced him, and he knew she was looking at him with her scrying. He waited and placed his hands on his hips.

      Then she smirked, and her tail wagged playfully.

      “I know what your ability does,” he drawled. “Don’t mess with me like that.”

      “I don’t know what I can do, but I have enough knowledge to know that I shouldn’t use it while looking at people. You were insufficiently specific, I feel,” she teased.

      “Get a move on, Reine.”

      She nodded and her expression turned serious.

      Her alexandrite glowed brilliantly.

      The next moment a tear in reality tore apart the space beside Reine. It stood twice her height and roughly six feet wide.

      Unlike demonic portals however, Nathan saw the other side. A dirt road and plain, with a fortress in the distance. Imperial flags waved in the distance and he saw a few soldiers patrolling the battlements.

      Reine’s breathing quickened. “This is identical to your teleportation magic. Like the unbound gateways you sometimes create for short-range travel, instead of teleporting. Except I’ve created this gateway over a length of hundreds of miles.”

      “Yes. Somehow, I was able to craft teleportation magic connected to the scrying magic in your divine eyes,” he explained. “I don’t fully understand it. Your divine eyes are almost like gems themselves, I think. Your emotions wanted to support me in situations like last night, when only me and the foxes could provide direct support in the cascade. Now you can.”

      “This is amazing. With this, I can send you and your army to Trafaumh and ensure reinforcements can arrive, without you overtaxing yourself.” Reine practically vibrated with excitement as her tail attempted to take off. “I shall ensure your word and power as prophet shall—” She abruptly cut off and her face reddened.

      “Prophet?” Nurevia asked, grinning from ear to ear.

      Even the Twins raised an eyebrow.

      “Quite the sycophant,” Tarako chirped. “Deserved, I supposed, given the power you just granted her.”

      Nathan sighed. It had been a while since Reine had referred to him as the “true” prophet, particularly after learning the truth. Whatever she believed about Omria appeared to have warped in his presence even more.

      “I’ll still teleport the main force north today,” he said. “Seraph, I assume we’re nearly ready?”

      “Fei seemed confident we would be. You should have time to check in on Alice before we march. Or teleport, as the case will be,” Seraph answered.

      He nodded, but Reine glowered at him.

      “No. I shall use my power to whisk you north,” she insisted.

      “Reine—”

      “No. This power has been granted to me for a reason. You have been overtaxing yourself and must battle even more threats imminently. When you teleported an army to Mortiswatch, you nearly collapsed. The amount of binding stone power you used then has barely recovered, yet you’ve been burning it to protect Prophet’s Hope and fight off the cascade. How much do you have left?”

      “More than enough. I haven’t felt the slightest resistance while using magic at all,” he said.

      For some reason, the Twins shot him an odd look. Tarako merely nodded grimly.

      “Uh, that’s weird,” Maura said. “You’ve been going absolutely fucking nuts with ascended magic, Nathan. Spatial and mental magic everywhere, building huge defenses, closing the portal on the evil titty kitty, and lots of teleportation. Plus topping up tons of gems constantly. Don’t think we haven’t noticed all the power you keep sliding them.”

      He shrugged. It had become second nature to keep his Champions topped up using mental magic these days, particularly with so many.

      “Look, I’m certain I’m fine. I’ll even check, just to make you happy,” he said.

      For the first time in a long, long time—in fact, he struggled to remember the last time he’d properly dove into his mental world to check on his binding stones—he checked on his binding stone tethers and their reserves. A huge mental presence loomed in his mind and he tapped into it.

      Only to freeze on the spot. A lump formed in his throat.

      What the fuck was going on?

      More than half of his binding stones were bone dry. He rapidly realized the only binding stones with any power in them were those that had been affected by the cascade, as they’d been topped up. The rest barely had a drop of magic in them.

      In that case, he’d almost certainly run out of binding stone power while battling Artemis. Yet he’d felt nothing.

      When had this happened? How had this happened?

      More importantly, for how long had he been casting so much powerful magic without relying on his binding stones?

      No, even worse, where was he drawing all his power from? When he shut the portal on Artemis, he’d needed an immense amount of magic. He’d been certain he drew it from his binding stones. If not them, where had it come from? And had the same thing occurred while fighting Thanatos, as he’d thought he’d used almost all his binding stone power just teleporting to Mortiswatch?

      “Nathan?” Ciana asked, gripping his arm with her single hand. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he said.

      “Yeah, that’s the expression of a guy who found a lot of nothing.” Maura glared at him. “I can feel the terror pouring off you, big guy. The fuck did you find?”

      “It’s not important.”

      “Fine. Clam up. I’ll spy on you when you talk to the goat about it.”

      He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll worry about it when I have the slightest clue what I found. For now, Reine, you win. Practice your new ability for a bit, then join Seraph and the others with the troops.”

      She perked up. “Of course, Lord Nathan.”

      “We’re leaving, then?” Seraph asked.

      “I’ll double-check that Alice has the approval of the Princes College and give a speech to tide everyone over,” he ordered.

      Then frowned as he realized that Alice was likely dealing with the Amican dukes, given Milgar and Otto were affected by the cascade and Lotte was too young to officially act as archduchess. Then he shook his head.

      “Get everyone ready,” he said. “We’ll teleport to Trafaumh the moment we’re assembled. Hopefully we get there before the demons do.”
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      Close to a thousand knights milled about in the fields outside Aleich. They wore a mixture of Royal Knight and Imperial Army uniforms, given Nathan’s elite units were split between the two. Officially, the soldiers in his service served the Imperial Army and only those defending Aleich counted as Royal Knights.

      Unofficially, the lines had blurred so heavily that the uniforms often meant very little. Nathan had appointed a swathe of his own loyal officers to the Royal Knights in the aftermath of Maylis’s betrayal, and the divisions trained and fought together regularly. His Champions further confused matters, as all of them counted as Royal Champions.

      During the cascade, Kara had eagerly sent Royal Knights across the Empire to put out fires. The only exception granted was to ensure enough of them remained in the palace to protect Alice.

      Usually, this wouldn’t matter. In the coming days and weeks, it might.

      “Lia, do we have enough spare equipment and uniforms for the Royal Knights?” Nathan asked Seraph.

      The two of them stood off to the side. A set of anti-scrying wards ensured he could use her true name with impunity, although she still shot him a slightly annoyed look. Unlike Sunstorm, who rarely did more than pout when he called her Choe in public, Seraph greatly disliked the possibility of anyone else learning her true name.

      “Possibly.” Seraph frowned. “I’ll admit that I’m not entirely certain, especially as there’s a gap between the levels of enchanted equipment in use by the knights. We’ve recruited in huge numbers during and following the civil war, and you don’t have the time to be making enchanted equipment yourself.”

      “I know. We purchase the gear for the knights now. Is that a problem?” he asked.

      “We have a minimum quality, but the knights squabble over anything you made. When you transferred entire units across to the Royal Knights, almost all of them gave up handcrafted equipment. No expense is spared to defend the Empress after all, so they got an upgrade.”

      Finally, he understood her point. “So the answer to my question is yes, but they’ll be using vastly worse equipment and many of them will be grumpy.”

      “Yes.” She gave him a thin smile. “Why are you worried about the Royal Knights anyway?”

      He tapped the royal emblem on her shoulder. “We’re entering Trafaumh, a nation that seceded precisely because of their dislike of Alice’s position. The Imperial Army is one thing, but the sight of Royal Knights in their glowing golden armor will inflame tensions.”

      “You think the Inquisition will attack us because of our uniform?”

      “I think it will make it more difficult to negotiate. Many are going to see us as symbols, rather than soldiers.”

      Seraph nodded slowly before turning away from him. They stood without saying a word for some time.

      In the distance, they watched as a small army of knights swarmed a mass of fluffy tails. Tarako’s bronze tails fanned out protectively while her cackles echoed across the field, drawing more and more knights to her presence.

      Despite how far away she was, Nathan still heard Fei.

      “It’s you, it’s you, it’s you, it’s really you!” Fei shouted.

      Not that the other knights—almost all of whom were beastkin women like Fei—acted much differently. Tarako’s fame preceded her.

      “Was it really wise to let her distract the knights?” Seraph asked.

      “Would you rather she do it in the middle of a battle?”

      “Fair.” She nodded. “Fei is going to tear you a new one when she learns you could have given her the Nine-Tail Slash.”

      He grimaced. “I have no clue how Tarako’s powers even work. Her trigem power is at least a seventh rank spell. If anything, I’m now curious as to whether I can rebind existing gems to make them stronger.”

      “One step at a time, Nathan,” Seraph said drily. “You’ve been training me to become a Bastion, are busy mixing and matching gems, and still need to find a solution to Ciana’s arm.”

      The unicorn stood a dozen feet away, studiously pretending she couldn’t overhear them. She remained the reason for Seraph’s annoyance that Nathan had used her real name. Not that it mattered, as Ciana had eavesdropped on it in the past.

      Along with several others, as Seraph had learned over time. Although even the Twins knew better than to tease Seraph over that fact. As much as they needled various Champions, they avoided deeply personal topics.

      “Back to our original topic,” Seraph said abruptly. “I think you’re overthinking things.”

      “About the Royal Knights?”

      She nodded and rubbed his arm. “Maybe that would have mattered in the past. Perhaps even your past. But now? You’re the symbol, Nathan. Even more famous than Fyre, the literal prophet of the goddess. People usually learn the names of trigems, because of their fame. Rarely, somebody like Tharban becomes infamous due to their monstrosity. But I guarantee every Champion and Bastion knows you.”

      “I was known in my world as well,” he said bitterly.

      “For your own ability, or as a symbol?”

      A frown marred his expression. “The latter… I think. You’re right. I think the only politician that ever saw me for my own potential was…” he trailed off at the realization.

      Because, beyond all else, it troubled him greatly.

      “Who?” Seraph raised an eyebrow. “More to the point, why do only the politicians matter?”

      “Because they call the shots, Lia.” He chuckled. “I was in that meeting with Alice and Fyre just then. Reminded me of the gap between me and my darling fiancées when it comes to politics. They butter me up about how well I handle politics, then I watch her bulldoze the Amican Dukes over Trafaumh.”

      “She is born to both archducal and imperial dynasties. If she couldn’t handle herself among powerful nobles, something has gone horribly wrong.” Seraph’s eyes narrowed. “Well? You didn’t tell me who.”

      Nathan sighed as Seraph refused to let the topic drop. “Baudelaire. Brutal dictator or not, she understood what prevented complete destruction of Doumahr, even if it involved working with a Bastion from a nation constantly warring with her. I suspect that if the situation had been reversed and Falmir had fallen, while Trafaumh remained, she would have welcomed me with open arms.”

      “Yet you seem to utterly detest her.”

      “I know who and what she is, as well as what she’s capable of. Baudelaire will stop at nothing to accomplish her aims. More worryingly…” He rubbed his arms, only for Seraph to catch his hands.

      “Is this something you should worry about?” she asked, looking him in the eyes.

      “Yes.” He met her gaze. “Because I often question what I will stop at to protect Doumahr. Look at the people I work with, the magic I’m using, and the things I’m doing. To some, there may be little difference between the dungeons beneath Trafaumh and what I did to Tharban.”

      “I don’t think you’ve brutally tortured countless beastkin.”

      “Maybe not. But don’t you think the nobility might value those beastkin the same as a single noble?” He grimaced. “Baudelaire’s aims and mine align. I’m worried about what will happen when we reach Soreaux, because I’ve always had to make the pragmatic choice. And in this case…”

      “It might be to retain the brutal dictator.” Seraph leaned against him. “Narime and I talk, you know?”

      “I never knew,” he said drily. “It’s not like the two of you tell me this every few months, when it’s clear I haven’t been open enough with one or both of you.”

      She pinched his side. “At least you’re self-aware. But I’ll echo her comments from the end of last year. Your old world burned because Bastions stood by and let people like Baudelaire do ‘what was necessary’ instead of what was right. You’ve been doing everything you can to balance that, instead of simply turning a blind eye and trusting leaders like a fool, when you have the power to fix things.”

      “What if I decide Baudelaire has the right idea?”

      Seraph laughed. “I don’t think you’ll ever decide that. But if you decide that she is the lesser of two evils? Nathan, I love you and support you because you’re able to make the difficult decisions without fooling yourself. You’re not Torneus, who nearly lost control of everything fighting the Empire and couldn’t see that he’d forsaken the things he loved. Or like the Guardians of Kurai, who became blind to their own complacency.”

      “Not a supporter of our newest member?”

      “I… dislike the idea that she kept so many secrets from her kin, including Narime, simply out of defeatism.” Her expression darkened. “You keep secrets as well, but I know that if I press you about them, you’ll tell me. Often I wonder if you simply forget to tell us everything.”

      He winced. “A little. Sometimes it’s because I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “Like the difference between timelines and worlds?” she asked drily. “Don’t bother. Narime gave me an update on it, and I’ll admit I don’t fully understand it. If you’re fine with it, as Champions we can keep each other up-to-date on everything you tell one of us.”

      “Do that. I don’t intend to silo secrets, but it can be difficult to tell everyone repeatedly, especially as not everyone is going to follow some of the more intricate details.”

      “Sen drew the short straw on explaining things to Fei, so don’t worry about that.”

      Ironically, Nathan felt that Fei would be the least of their worries.

      As if sensing their discussion was nearing their natural end, Reine trotted up to them. She’d returned to a baggy black robe and even slipped on her old porcelain mask. The featureless black mask had been missing from her face for months now, and Nathan found the silver eyes painted on it eerie.

      “Vala has returned with her unit of knight-killers,” Reine said before stopping just short of him. “Otherwise, I believe this is our immediately available capacity to assist Trafaumh. I will work with Kara to mobilize Archduke von Milgar’s forces swiftly so that we can free up more of our elite knights for your purposes.”

      “Don’t stretch yourself,” Nathan warned.

      “You have granted me a gem ability. It would be remiss of me not to use it to its fullest potential,” Reine said.

      “You also don’t know how quickly it will drain you.” Seraph crossed her arms. “Nathan is right. You are vital to our efforts for more than just moving soldiers. More knights will be useful, but not if you collapse and your scrying becomes unavailable. If you want to be as useful as you desire, don’t push yourself to collapse. And you won’t know what will make you collapse until you have more experience.”

      Nathan looked at Seraph, a rebuke in his throat for her rather callous words to Reine.

      Yet his spymaster merely nodded and spoke before he could. “I understand. You are correct, Seraph, and I shall bow to your experience until I have gathered more of my own.”

      The sidelong look from Seraph suggested she knew he had been about to chide her, and he winced.

      And then Reine’s voice spoke in Nathan’s mind, causing him to jump. I do not mind her harsh words, Lord Nathan. She is correct and sometimes I need the reminder of my relative inexperience so that I do not act too rashly.

      He stared at her. Naturally, all that stared back were those featureless painted silver eyes. Although he saw the back of her robe shift, as if her tail had wagged nervously.

      Tentatively, he reached for the mental tether he’d formed with her and felt it thrumming with power. More so than even the sympathetic gem tether he’d formed with Ciana.

      No, he realized. The link with Ciana felt different to this. Subtly so.

      The links to his Champions served multiple purposes, but primarily were about supplying them with power for their gems. To do this, he tied them to their emotions and minds. With Ciana, her mind had become so bound to the tether that she beamed her emotions and thoughts across the link constantly, as if she struggled to distinguish his mind apart from her own.

      He worried that sympathetic link meant Ciana’s mind might shatter if he ever broke it.

      His link with Reine felt just as active, but he couldn’t feel her emotions beaming across it constantly. Instead, it seemed as if a constant thrum of magic pulsing along it from his binding stones and her alexandrite somehow reciprocated.

      There was one other link that matched this behavior. Fyre’s. When she’d first become the prophet, she’d constantly pressed at his mind until he’d eventually let her in. She could do all sorts of strange things through the connection to him: supply power to his Champions in battle; connect to his binding stones, such as the palace; and even communicate mentally with him.

      Just like Reine was right now. Was the alexandrite granting Reine an identical connection to the prophet? Nathan was deeply uncertain.

      He tried replying to her like he did with Fyre when communicating mentally. Not that he did so very often. It took him a few attempts.

      When did you realize you could do this? he asked her mentally.

      She tilted her head at him. Almost immediately after you gave me my gem. I take it this is unusual?

      Yes. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “It’ll be useful, though. I plan to visit Marquise de Rosewald first, and if I can talk to you over the mental link then we can minimize the time the portal is open.”

      “I see. That was not the original plan.”

      “It is a good idea, though,” Seraph interrupted, although with a raised eyebrow. If she was confused by where he’d picked up the conversation thread, she kept a lid on it. “What brought this on?”

      “The fact Reine can teleport anywhere. I’m limited to places either on leylines or that I’ve been before.” Nathan looked pointedly at his spymaster. “We’re less constrained now.”

      The shifting of Reine’s robes suggested her tail moved quite wildly in response to his praise.

      Assembling for his diplomatic visit took a few minutes. Ciana insisted on accompanying him, although nobody questioned her. Rather than a sword and shield, she carried an ostentatious greatsword that Nathan hadn’t seen since Leopold’s funeral. It was a powerful relic weapon, although he didn’t know what it was capable of.

      While Trafaumh possessed countless relics, many had been lost in the defense of the Gharrick Mountains. Deverese refused to use them, so Nathan rarely saw them in action. No doubt his former rival knew the origins of the relics and avoided them.

      Sen finally dragged Fei over to join them, with the cat beastkin spitting and clawing the entire time.

      “But I still haven’t found out how she defeated the nine golems of Horthrumgar,” Fei whined as Sen physically dragged her.

      Fortunately, Fei wasn’t seriously resisting. The kitty could hurl Sen across the field without even trying if she wanted to, even if Ciana’s strength outclassed her tenfold in turn.

      “I don’t even think Horthrumgar exists,” Sen said.

      “It’s a mythical city that supposedly exists on an island in the Far Reaches,” Nathan explained. “We’re pretty sure something like it exists, as explorers found it again shortly before the secession, but nobody knows who built it or what it’s for. It’s fodder for lots of stories and myths. The assumption is that it’s an old city of the First Peoples, but…”

      He frowned. Knowing what he knew now about Omria and the civilizations she’d churned through, it seemed questionable to call the faeries “the First Peoples.”

      “Even Kurai has myths about it,” Seraph said. “It’s far from the only ancient city. I assume most of them are leftovers from former civilizations.”

      “Then Tarako might—” Fei perked up.

      Tarako appeared behind the catgirl. “I haven’t been to Horthrumgar since Om…” She screwed up her face. “I’m never going to get used to not being able to use her name. Anyway, the last time I went there was when the old cow leveled it in a fit of rage.”

      Everyone stared at her.

      “You can’t say that without elaborating,” Sen said. “Although Ifrit seems to know what you’re talking about.”

      “Of course he does. If the spirit in your head is the one I think he is, I’ve met him a bunch of times. He’s seen more empires fall than I have.” Tarako seemed to stare through Sen. “Anyway, Horthrumgar is an old draconic citadel. The faeries claimed it and abandoned it when the old cow abandoned them.”

      “So the nine golems?” Fei asked, practically vibrating with excitement. Her tail turned invisible as it spun around behind her.

      “The dragons had a whole host of summoned guardians. They were so few in number that they relied almost exclusively on summons.” Tarako shrugged. “Oversized mana tanks. Useful against demons, but useless in war and against Messengers.”

      “Awwww.”

      “Enough. Are you coming with?” Nathan asked.

      Fei stiffened, and Nathan reflexively severed the mental command he’d unwittingly given her. Tarako shot him another curious look, although he saw her tails shiver.

      “Is everyone here aware of what you’re doing with your voice?” Tarako asked.

      “It’s new,” Fei said, biting her lip. “Last night was the first time.”

      “I only started doing it to the Messengers months ago,” he clarified. “It’s spread to everyone now. I have no clue why or how. I don’t even feel the magic activating, and the succubi are useless at helping.”

      “Given their interest in you is transparent, I can imagine why they won’t help you rein your power in.” The fox clicked her tongue. “I’d be less concerned if you hadn’t hammered on my barriers twice as hard this time. Anyway, are you picking a fight?”

      “No. This is—”

      “Then I’ll remain behind and drink some sake. It’s better if my kin don’t think I’m taking too proactive a role, or they’ll think I’m their chief again.”

      “Aren’t you?” Seraph asked. “You have your gems back. Why not take the reins?”

      “Because I’ll be their god-empress for life if they let me.” Tarako rolled her eyes. “I prefer my retirement.”

      With his retinue gathered, Nathan left the legendary fox alone and directed Reine to open a portal.

      The slit she tore in space shuddered as it expanded to roughly fit three people through it at once. Looking through it, Nathan saw a dirt courtyard and a keep.

      He immediately knew they’d be in for some “excitement” on the other side. Before anyone realized what might be awaiting them, he ushered his Champions through.

      “Fei, Seraph, with me. Sen, help Sunstorm gather the knights. I expect we’ll be back in under thirty minutes,” he ordered.

      Sen gave him a breezy salute as he followed the other Champions through. Ciana trooped after him, while a small team of knights gathered in a panic at the sight of him leaving.

      Once he stepped through, the portal closed after him, preventing anyone from following.

      And stopping any of the panicking soldiers on this side from charging through. A dozen guards wearing Rosewald’s emblem on their tabards charged, halberds raised. Their commanding officer wore the black uniform of the Inquisition.

      “Intruders! Heretics! Demons!” the inquisitorial soldier shouted. “Your heads shall—” He cut off abruptly, his eyes nearly bursting from his skull.

      Every other soldier stopped dead alongside him. But the damage was done. Shouts of panic and bells rung out along the walls around them.

      Reine had portaled them directly inside the courtyard of Marquise de Rosewald’s castle. The locals didn’t take kindly to Nathan’s surprise visit.
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      “I’m not here to fight, Corporal,” Nathan said, raising his hands disarmingly.

      The Inquisition corporal seemed incapable of speech. Nathan wasn’t even sure if the man had heard him over the cacophony sounding around them.

      Rosewald’s castle was exactly what one might expect of the area. Compact, heavily fortified, tall, covered in turrets and arrow slits, and old enough to make its architectural provenance difficult to ascertain yet too new to date back to the ancient Empire. The keep stood on a hill overlooking a large town in Rosewald’s march, only a stone’s throw away from the Pearlescent Canyon and Prophet’s Hope. A pair of layered stone walls was presumably intended to keep invaders away—whether they be demons or Imperial soldiers.

      Right now, they’d failed miserably, and the soldiers screamed bloody murder as a result. Alarms rang out. Armored boots clattered on steps as dozens more of Rosewald’s private guards charged toward Nathan.

      In turn, every one stopped dead upon seeing their visitors.

      Fei twirled her scimitar uncertainly, confusion writ across her face. Neither Seraph nor Ciana reacted.

      “Um, are we fighting or not?” Fei asked.

      “Do you intend on massacring our allies?” Seraph asked drily. “Put your weapon away, Fei.”

      Abruptly, Fei realized every soldier was staring at her. Or, more accurately, her gems and beastkin features.

      Because while both Fei and Seraph were trigems, only one of the pair were widely recognized. The sapphire trigem cat beastkin capable of torching entire armies of demons and soldiers alike while dancing across battlefields, who was also the first beastkin countess in the Empire, was known far and wide.

      Nathan didn’t bring Fei for her non-existent negotiating skills. He brought her because people recognized her. And her ears and tails would remind Trafaumh of what he fought for, even if they might not appreciate that.

      Perhaps he should have brought Fyre, but he worried about relying too heavily on the power of the prophet to convince Trafaumh. Particularly in this encounter.

      “As I was saying,” Nathan continued, “I’m here to speak with Marquise de Rosewald about the current crisis gripping Doumahr. Is she in?”

      The Inquisition corporal snapped back to life and saluted stiffly. “Revered Bastion Nathan, welcome to Trafaumh. We are currently in the middle of a great emergency and the Inquisition has—”

      “I know exactly what is happening,” Nathan interrupted. “I’ve spent the past day battling Messengers and demons across the Empire. And I’m here to keep doing that. Is Rosewald here or not? I’m here as a diplomatic nicety, not to waste time on bureaucratic nonsense.”

      Gulping, the corporal nodded. “I… Yes. She is presently with Inquisitor Haverman in her solar. If you’ll allow me, I shall escort you and your Champions there, post-haste.”

      The soldier bowed so deeply that Nathan worried he might fall over. Immediately, the gathered soldiers formed ranks and slammed their halberds into the ground, allowing passage between them to the keep’s front gate.

      After a short journey through the keep’s interior and up multiple flights of stairs, they were led to a private set of rooms. The guards here wore better armor. Finally, at the very entrance to their destination, Nathan recognized one of the guards from his previous visit to Soreaux. He’d been one of the bodyguards on the night he’d visited Rosewald. The spellblade, if Nathan recalled.

      “So you’re behind the ruckus outside,” the spellblade said. “I hope you’re here to help our lady deal with this disaster.”

      “I’m a Bastion. My job is to deal with disasters.”

      “You might view things that way.” Despite his cynical words, he inclined his head and opened the door. “Lady de Rosewald, Revered Bastion Nathan von Straub is here.”

      “Straub?” an elderly voice squawked. “Here?”

      “Hush, Cedric,” Rosewald said.

      Nathan entered, his Champions following.

      The solar turned out to be little more than Rosewald’s study. Or perhaps a fancy sitting room. The term referred to a private room used by the Lord or Lady of the House to get away from guests and servants. This one appeared to be used to help Rosewald manage her affairs, which spoke to her dutifulness.

      Rosewald herself had scarcely changed since Nathan met her months ago. A stern-faced woman in her 40s who favored fashionable, if conservative, clothes. The greatest change was that she’d let her long brown hair down. She looked as if she’d barely slept.

      Next to her stood an elderly man in the black and red robes of an inquisitor. Nathan guessed his name to be Cedric Haverman, based on what he’d heard from the others. The name didn’t ring any bells. No doubt he was assigned to manage Rosewald’s march.

      “I’d ask how you got here, but I feel it’s a waste of time,” Rosewald asked. “I am hoping it’s to help and not as a harbinger of invasion or as a messenger of a war declaration. Although I had expected you to be too busy with your own problems to offer much.”

      Haverman’s eyes bulged. For some reason, the inquisitor looked past Nathan, as if searching for something. Or someone. Nathan spotted the elderly man clinging to something beneath the red cape that covered his chest. An idol of Omria, most likely.

      “I’m afraid the prophet is busy assisting Her Majesty with managing the current crisis in the Empire,” Nathan said, causing Haverman to almost visibly slump. “But she will hopefully join us, assuming our talks are productive.”

      “Are we going to cut to the chase? You were unusually straightforward last time we spoke,” Rosewald said, voice straining with politeness.

      Nathan saw the map laid out over a large table behind her. The wooden figures and pins spread out across it created a haphazard image. One of a noble and inquisitor struggling to keep up with the unfolding cascade. They’d likely been up all night attempting to make sense of what was going on, while attempting to provide military assistance to Bastions and work out if they needed to evacuate.

      “The cascade ripped through the Empire as well, but we were better positioned to respond and have it in hand,” Nathan said. “I won’t elaborate on how. What matters is that Trafaumh is in the most danger, and it’s worsening by the hour. I want to help, and ideally with some political support on this side of the border.”

      Haverman shook his head. “While your drive to lend aid is welcome, the Order of Trafaumh has been independent from the Anfang Empire for centuries now. I cannot allow the Imperial Army to enter our borders when our own defenses have yet to fail.”

      “Cedric, you cannot be serious—” Rosewald snapped.

      “Neither of you know how bad things are,” Nathan said. “It’s not just a cascade. Falmir has invaded from the west.”

      Both Rosewald’s and Haverman’s faces paled. The inquisitor looked back at the map, as if mentally picturing what might be occurring.

      “Then the Empire…”

      “They’re not invading you,” Rosewald said slowly. “Deverese told me that the cascade didn’t reach Aleich. That mad princess stopped short of invading during the Mortiswatch incident, so she wouldn’t pick a fight with the Empire in an even worse situation for her. No. This is about our mutual friends. Or, to be more accurate. My former friends.”

      Nathan nodded. “Many of Trafaumh’s nobles are rebelling and siding with Falmir. It’s likely this is the justification around not declaring war, assuming Falmir even understands the ramifications around not doing so.”

      “This is madness. Half of Doumahr is battling demons and they’re waging war,” Haverman said. He gripped his idol tightly enough that he wrenched it free from his cape.

      The idol bore a pair of wolf’s ears, much like the one Fyre had blessed for Rosewald’s maid in Soreaux.

      “Hence why I want to help. The Inquisition is stretched tightly and this cascade is unlike any other,” Nathan pressed. “I’m coming north with or without your permission. I’ve seen too many breaches as is and the devastation they wreak on people. Every one I can stop is countless lives saved.”

      “And that’s all you’re here for?” Rosewald asked, her face unreadable. “To battle demons?”

      He stared back with an expression that was equally unreadable. “Until Soreaux.”

      “That’s not quite the same thing, Nathan.”

      “No. But I think we’re both aware of the problem.”

      As Rosewald and Nathan stared each other down, Seraph looked around the room. While none of the guards could hope to intervene and do anything, they felt the tension.

      “Perhaps we can illuminate some of what’s happened,” Seraph suggested with a sidelong look at Nathan.

      He inclined his head at her, while Rosewald simply nodded.

      “We know Falmir is fomenting rebellion in Soreaux. We caught them in the act during our last visit, but they haven’t stopped. The coming days will be everything for them. I say that as somebody who used to handle similar jobs.” Seraph’s expression hardened. “Falmir knows that if Fyre reaches Soreaux, they lose. She’ll be recognized as the true prophet.”

      “Unless they overthrow the Inquisition. Overrunning the citadel in a few days is a tall order,” Rosewald said.

      “Do you think they’ll do it without help from Falmir?”

      The noble bit her lip. “I see. Then do you plan to overthrow the Inquisition yourselves?”

      “That depends on what we walk in on,” Nathan said.

      “How can you—” Haverman began to say.

      “Cedric, don’t,” Rosewald said.

      Nathan sighed. “There’s a very good chance we’re going to arrive with the prophet, only to witness utter brutality. There may be no stepping back from the brink if the Inquisition retaliates with a massacre. Even if the choice they face is to commit an atrocity or to let their authority crumble, can the prophet let their violence against her people slide?”

      “I understand. You know my stance on the situation,” Rosewald said. “At least within my march, I can lend my authority when you cross the border.”

      Haverman said nothing. He merely stared at his idol.

      “That will be sooner than you think. For the time being, I’ll handle any Bastions I run into. But if you can begin mustering your own soldiers to march toward Soreaux or to plug any breaches, that would help,” Nathan said.

      “You want me to march on the capital?” Rosewald asked, incredulous.

      “If the Inquisition is in danger,” Haverman abruptly said, before trailing off. He coughed. “No, if the prophet of Omria is entering Trafaumh and requires our aid as she crushes demons and heretics, it is our responsibility to accompany her. Whatever the Inquisition’s orders, we have recognized her. My faith demands that I follow.”

      The look in Haverman’s eyes as he locked gazes with Nathan was a familiar one. That of zealotry. He recognized it from the civil war in the Empire, when so many beastkin had taken up arms for Fyre.

      Now, more than just beastkin fought for her. Hopefully, she realized that.

      “I need to return to the Empire. I’ll be assisting Deverese at his fortresses shortly and once the region is clear, both I and Fyre will join you,” Nathan said.

      Rosewald and Haverman nodded.

      The same corporal from earlier led them outside. By then, Nathan had prodded Reine into portaling them back. They vanished without another word.

      Little had changed outside Aleich. Knights formed up in platoons, awaiting an order to march. By now, they’d gotten used to teleportation and knew they wouldn’t be literally marching several hundred miles north.

      Crowds formed nearby from the populace of the city, held back by the Imperial soldiers defending the city. The loudest section erupted near Fyre, who finished a muted speech by her standards as Nathan walked through the portal. While a unit of Royal Knights screened his arrival, more than a few onlookers spotted his return from nearby hills or standing on the shoulders of others.

      “I think everyone will know you can teleport,” Seraph said.

      “It’s not the secret it used to be,” he admitted. “If our enemies and rivals know about it, I may as well let the people know.”

      Tarako tittered from nearby, now hidden in her six-tailed disguise. Other than Reine, none of his Champions hovered nearby. He looked in the distance to see them gathered in front of the knights or keeping an eye on Fyre. Nurevia and Astra in particular seemed to be lingering near the prophet.

      Given Nathan held no doubts about the dark elves’ loyalty, he suspected they were concerned about an assassination attempt. The same might need to be said about Reine.

      “Is that truly wise?” Tarako asked, pulling him from his thoughts. “Not everyone will react well to your supreme power.”

      “I can just say that I’m blessed by the prophet,” Nathan said. “I’m acting as her… I was going to say champion, but that’s not quite right.”

      “It’s the other way around, yes.” The fox giggled and sipped from a small cup of sake as she sat on the grass. “I wish you luck.”

      “You say that as if it’s not your problem.”

      “I’m helping you defeat demons, not manage public relations.”

      Fair point.

      Reine crept up to him and Nathan noticed Tarako’s gaze wander.

      Perhaps he’d been too hasty to question whether his Champions were protecting Reine. Tarako seemed to understand the risk, as although she enjoyed her sake, her twitching ears and tails suggested she remained alert.

      “I’m ready to construct the portal for the knights at your command,” Reine said. “But there is a Champion who wishes to come with us.”

      Nathan blinked, confused as to what she might mean. Too many seconds passed before he finally realized who that person might be.

      He caught the gazes of his other Champions and turned. Vala stood a dozen feet behind him, leaning on her battle-axe while in full uniform.

      In his old world, Vala had been his first Champion and arguably his closest. Here, she struggled to trust him even though she longed for the glory and power he granted her. A single diamond glittered from her collarbone, rather than the garnet she’d worn during her service to Falmir.

      Vala’s appearance differed greatly from most Champions. She towered above most of them, and possessed powerful muscles and thighs that could shatter skulls without magical aid. Of course, Vala could crush much more than skulls with magic. Her bushy brown hair hung in a high ponytail. A deep tiredness dwelled in her eyes, projecting her exhaustion.

      “You haven’t slept,” Nathan said, feeling a familiar annoyance with a Vala that wasn’t standing in front of him.

      “You’re chiding me like you’re my mother,” Vala said, but her tone sounded lighter than it had ever been while speaking to him. “Isn’t it a good thing that I’m doing my job?” Defensiveness now.

      “Yes. But I’m certain I also gave orders to rest.”

      “You’re heading to Trafaumh. I’m staying behind.” Hurt surfaced in those eyes.

      Nathan wondered if she’d seen Nurevia’s or Kara’s extra gem and realized that she’d also missed her chance to become a duogem. Not that he’d have risked gemming her in this state.

      “I’m certain I also gave orders about that, too,” he said, keeping his tone light but allowing a hint of gentle exasperation to leak through. “How’s your unit doing, Vala?”

      “They’re fine. Blooded and rearing for a real fight.”

      “Uh huh. And fighting demons non-stop for hours on end, across multiple invasions, wasn’t a real fight?”

      Her expression remained unchanged, even as the other Champions exchanged wary looks. Tarako sipped her sake with a curious expression.

      “None of us fought a Messenger. You fought two in the same night. Some of you nearly died.” Vala’s eyes locked onto Ciana and Nathan saw the fierce approval in them.

      “You don’t want this,” Ciana said, voice almost deathly quiet. The coldness in her eyes surprised even Nathan.

      Vala looked away with reddening cheeks. “Maybe not, but… Fucking hell. I’ll just say it, then. I don’t care how important plugging portals and shit is back here. I want to be out there, fighting where it matters. I want you to fucking trust me!” She took a step forward and raised a fist at Nathan for a moment, fury filling her voice and eyes.

      Nathan took a deep breath and resisted the urge to rub the bridge of his nose. The mannerism wouldn’t help matters. “I get the feeling you didn’t listen to your orders. Vala, you are coming with us. Same with your entire unit.”

      “What? But I was told—”

      “To rest. Because I’m going to need you in Soreaux, when we’re likely fighting Falmir’s elite agents or Dominic’s best knights. Do you remember what you’re training your unit to be?”

      Vala gulped. Her face paled as she looked down for a moment, before forcing herself to return his gaze. “Knight-killers. When I first chose to become your Champion, you wanted to know how to train soldiers capable of defeating your own knights. This is… It’s happening.”

      “Yes. I have an entire army full of knights who can fight demons. I only have a single unit trained exclusively to slay other knights, and you’re leading them.”

      Nathan stepped forward and saw Vala flinch as he did so. As such, he stopped.

      She bit her lip. “Sorry. It’s reflexive. You’re…”

      “Reflexive?” He felt his temper rise, but not at Vala.

      “My pa would hit me when he got in a mood. You have his demeanor. Stoic, I mean.” For some reason Vala’s entire body turned red. “Not that I mean… Shit. You’re not really like him, but I just…”

      Nathan let himself relax and a laugh escaped him, starting in his belly and rumbling through his entire chest. Everyone stared at him as if he was mad.

      Wiping a tear from his eye, he waved off their concern. “Sorry. It’s just that you reminded me of a conversation from a long time ago. Anna once told me I reminded her of her father, and I told her to never say that again. Maybe you should take that advice?”

      Vala smiled. “Yeah. I think I will. You mean Archduchess von Clair, right? One of your fiancees?”

      He nodded. “Like I said, it was from a long time ago. Our first meeting, actually.”

      “Funny.”

      “That’s why I laughed.”

      Sighing, Vala leaned on her battle-axe again. “I’ll get some sleep then. Once I let my knights know what’s going down, that is. Are we moving around with these fancy new gateways?”

      Nathan briefly updated her on their plan so that she wasn’t entirely in the dark, then allowed her to see herself off.

      Then he turned to face Reine. At some point, the Twins had appeared behind the spymaster. Tarako barely spared them a glance, although the fox intently watched Fyre as she approached with the dark elves.

      “You know, there’s such an easy solution for her,” Maura teased.

      “Always available,” Laura said.

      “Somehow, I feel this is a darkness best left alone,” Tarako said.

      “It is,” Nathan said flatly.

      Nurevia’s long ears twitched as she approached. “I’ve heard this offer before. You made it to me back in Straub. Said I could become the Nurevia that Nathan used to know. Hell, I’m pretty sure Sen and Sunstorm have talked about this shit.”

      Tarako’s ears twitched, but she remained silent.

      But it was Fei who spoke up first, “We’re our own persons. Especially Sen and Choe.”

      “Yeah, but you can be another person if you don’t like who you are now.” Maura waved her hands in the air. “Or if Nathan doesn’t, really.”

      “Or if he’s going to kill you and—” Laura began to say.

      “Enough,” Seraph snapped. “Nathan, why do you let the two of them openly sabotage you like this? Especially when you know they’ll stop on command.”

      “Because he knows they might want it.” Maura leered at him.

      Nathan kept one eye on Nurevia as he answered, as the dark elf seemed to shrink in on herself, “No, it’s because if I order you to stop doing something openly, you’ll find a way to do it subtly. You’re easier to manage this way.”

      “Taking the bull by the horns,” Tarako said. “Seems you’re not one for easy solutions.”

      “I tried them. Turns out that the easy path comes with interest.”

      “Shortcuts often involve paying some price in the future. Cut corners when building a house, and you need to rebuild it properly eventually. Assuming it wasn’t washed away in a flood due to your negligence.”

      Nathan wasn’t sure if Tarako understood what the Twins were offering to do. But at least she seemed to hold no overt ill will.

      “It’s time to go,” he said. “Reine, prepare the gateway. Tarako, I need you to keep an eye on her when we go through.”

      “You’re leaving her behind?” Reine asked, and he could almost see the horror through her mask.

      Tarako cackled. “No, silly girl. He’s taking you with him. Did you think he would leave you behind given you’re responsible for moving his armies and are such a tantalizing target for his foes?”

      “But—”

      “I had planned to leave you here, as you could hole up in my mental fortress,” Nathan said, earning him an odd look from Tarako who didn’t know about his mental world. “But you can only create your gateways between where you’re physically standing and where you’re looking. Did you forget that?”

      Reine stared at him for far too long. Then she mumbled, “Sorry. I did.”

      “Stick close to Tarako or whoever I assign as your guard. Now that Gareth has Erica as a trigem, Falmir has a powerful assassin. You’re a high priority target. I refuse to lose you or anyone else because you stray too far from your protection.”

      Nathan did wonder how he might protect Reine better. Her new ability put her in harm’s way, unless he kept sending his soldiers back and forth to Aleich.

      But even then, she’d be forced to stand around outside to direct them. A sitting duck. If she remained by his side, he could easily assign Astra or Tarako to protect her, while keeping the trigem available to fight Messengers.

      “I’m ready,” Reine said.

      With those words, she summoned the largest gateway so far.

      A whirling portal burst into existence in front of the knights, standing dozens of feet wide. An entire platoon could walk through at once.

      On the other side stood one of Trafaumh’s fortresses. The very same one that Reine had showed him earlier. Deverese’s one that stood just north of Prophet’s Hope, bereft of visible defenders and likely in the middle of a demonic invasion.

      “Time to march,” Nathan ordered. “We have demons to fight.”
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      Nathan wisely chose to enter the portal first, along with almost every single one of his elite Champions.

      That thought brought a wry smile to his face. His enemies had elite Messengers, and he had elite Champions. Almost all of them were trigems, too, or comparatively as strong. This was also the first time in months that he’d gone anywhere with almost everyone by his side.

      There’d always been some reason someone had to remain behind. Fyre had been at Soreaux when he fought Artemis and he’d split everyone up after the battle. Not since he’d slain Thanatos had he brought the full strength of his Champions to bear.

      “Stick with us, Reine,” he told her as she walked through with them. “Did you feel anything strange when you walked through?”

      She shook her head. “I tested whether the gateway would collapse while you were busy with Rosewald. It seems to be fixed in place until I create another one or willfully remove it.”

      “Good to know. Now let’s get clear so the knights can come through. Fei, help the soldiers assemble out here.”

      The catgirl snapped off a salute before dashing back through the gateway. Getting his army through would take longer than if he teleported and require more logistics, if far less than marching.

      But once his knights did it once or twice, they’d be used to it and wouldn’t need babysitting. Reine’s portal allowed a platoon through at once. That meant his knights would need to march through, clear this side, and then assemble far enough away that more soldiers could follow them without causing chaos. Everyone could see through the portal, so maybe he was overthinking things, but moving soldiers via gateway was new to him.

      “Let Fei and the officers handle the soldiers,” Seraph said. “I think we need to worry about the empty fortress.”

      “It’s not empty,” Fyre said, staring up at Deverese’s castle with an unnerving gaze. “I can sense soldiers inside.”

      “I’d hope so. Fort Arrinsy would be Trafaumh’s closest binding stone to the Pearlescent Canyon now that I’ve seized Prophet’s Hope,” Nathan said. “I imagine Deverese would have caused a cascade rather than let it fall.”

      “Short-sighted,” Astra said.

      Despite Nathan’s words, Fort Arrinsy wasn’t much to look at. It looked more like a single tall, round tower that rose six or seven stories into the air with a tall wall around it that protected the residents. A road led from the fort to a town at the bottom of the foothills, and farmland stretched out beyond.

      If he cared to, he could enhance his vision and likely see the many peasants busy working their fields, unaware of the chaos unfolding around them. Although some might have seen the armies moving overnight and this morning.

      “If it’s so important, shouldn’t it be bigger?” Narime asked.

      The group of Champions began to approach the empty fortress while the knights slowly assembled behind them. Still no black-clad soldiers appeared on the walls, even as a foreign army appeared from thin air.

      “It was in my world,” Nathan admitted. “This is Deverese’s base of operations. He built it up over the years. But he hasn’t had the time yet. In his early years, he focused on fighting us in the war over the Canyon. Then he got picked by Baudelaire as her man-at-arms and has been building up other fortresses, training new Champions, and protecting new binding stones.”

      “I’d say that you made Gharrick Pass far more majestic in less time, but that’s unfair,” Narime said.

      “Very.”

      After taking another glance at the barren, rocky terrain around them, Nathan checked on the leylines.

      They remained overloaded with demonic energy. Reine had been right that new cascades had been triggered overnight, as there couldn’t be this much residual energy from last night. It had all been soaked up during the invasions he and his Champions had fought off.

      He checked Prophet’s Hope and found that it had absorbed a healthy amount of energy, but remained far from an invasion. Its capacity likely stood far higher than most portals. No doubt due to how powerful Artemis was.

      Farther south, he sensed nothing. Straub and his fortresses closer to Aleich seemed unaffected by whatever cascade had ripped through Trafaumh.

      “Whatever cascade hit overnight occurred farther north,” he said. “I can’t tell what direction it came from, as the leylines are too overloaded from two cascades so close together. The flow of magic in Trafaumh is a disaster. Sen, I forgot to ask, but did the Lodge lend us any sorcerers?”

      Sen shook her head. “I spoke with Harrum, but he said that the Sorcerer’s Lodge couldn’t risk intervening in literal war. The civil war had been a gamble for them as it was.”

      “That makes sense,” Narime said. “The Lodges are supposed to stand above politics and their ability to work with one another is reliant on that, even if they are loyal to their nations. If sorcerers not affiliated with the military fight in wars, it would be devastating.”

      “Disloyal,” Astra said.

      “Yeah, I gotta agree with Astra here. They’re our sorcerers. What’s the point of letting them hold on to those ivory towers if they won’t use them to help us when the world is burning?” Sunstorm asked.

      “Because even with a prophet in my pocket, pissing off the largest collection of sorcerers isn’t a smart thing to do,” Nathan said, ignoring the way Fyre tried to get closer to him—presumably to pat one of his pockets for effect. “We also still need assistance from sorcerers in other countries. Even Falmir, at least until Charlotte shuts them down.”

      While they talked, Reine seemed more zoned out than usual. Her body seemed frozen stock still, as if she appeared to be struggling to move and think at the same time. Tarako kept a hand on the wolfgirl as she idly drank sake from a cup that never seemed to run empty.

      “By the way, where are you getting all that sake?” he asked the fox.

      She blinked at him, then looked at the cup. One of her zoisites glowed and sake filled the container to the brim before she sipped it.

      “A gem ability,” he said.

      “Indeed. Not to summon sake, but to control a pocket dimension. I have an enormous volume of sake that I thought lost to time. It’s still good. My ability separates it from time and space, after all.” She hummed happily.

      “Don’t get drunk.”

      She waved him off.

      Reine abruptly sprang to life. “There is a possible breach in the far north.”

      A shudder ran through everyone present. One word reminded them of their dire situation and how little time they had.

      “Possible?” Seraph asked. “From what I’ve seen, breaches are huge glowing explosions in reality from Hell itself. How can you be so uncertain?”

      “The circumstances remind me of the Mortiswatch breach. People are evacuating the surrounding area, but there is an eerily ‘normal’ patch of many square miles around one of the older fortresses in the area.”

      “Tortoffen,” Nathan said without hesitation. “The huge spire maybe a few dozen miles south-east of the Far Reaches?”

      To his surprise, Reine shook his head. “Tortoffen is like this castle and likely fending off some sort of invasion. This is a lesser fort farther east.”

      Nathan checked the leylines. The Twins and Fyre zoned out as well.

      But all four of them looked at each other in confusion.

      “I can’t sense anything other than the cascade,” he admitted.

      “No strange fog or likely signs of spatial manipulation,” Maura said.

      “She agrees,” Fyre said.

      Reine bit her lip and bowed. “My apologies. I might be jumping at shadows.”

      “No. Keep an eye on it between everything else. If the Inquisition is evacuating the area, but not the villages immediately around that fort, something is wrong. It could be a sign of rebellion or something more sinister.”

      A possibility occurred in the back of Nathan’s mind, but he kept it to himself. Once he started seriously considering it, they’d be unable to rule out anything.

      “Also keep an eye on Tortoffen. If this is a breach, possibly of a Messenger, that’s the likely next target,” he added.

      “Just like how Thanatos immediately sought out Mortiswatch. Yes, I understand.” Reine nodded multiple times. “Is Tortoffen that important? I thought it was merely a relic of a time when the Empire battled beastkin tribes?”

      “It’s old. Old fortresses can summon powerful Messengers. It’s one of the few portals old enough to match Soreaux, especially as a Messenger got through and leveled the capital five hundred years ago.”

      While few binding stones could support Messengers on the level of Kadria, many more could support ones dangerous enough to devastate swathes of Trafaumh.

      Which brought Nathan’s fears to the forefront. He stared up at Fort Arrinsy in front of him.

      “We need to prepare for the worst,” he said. “Narime, I saw the foxes assembling earlier. How many came with us?”

      “Maybe a hundred. Half are healers, with limited fighting ability. More will likely join us once the casualties of the cascade are properly dealt with. The rest are general enforcers and purifiers,” Narime explained. “You should assume the enforcers aren’t that much better than our knights, but the purifiers are equivalent to an ungemmed Champion that specializes in sorcery.”

      “In other words, they’re artillery.”

      “A crude way to put it,” Tarako chimed in. “But yes. The old ways of our clan died with Kurai, but enough purifiers survived to be useful. They excel at slaying vast quantities of demons with our spiritual flames and elemental magic.”

      He nodded, plans forming in his head. “This is one of the densest areas of Trafaumh when it comes to binding stones, much like the region around Aleich. Especially as they unsealed most of them following the secession. They’re young portals, but with equally young Bastions, especially after the recent war with the Empire. The Inquisition is stretched thin. Any one of these portals could breach, even to mere demons, and tens of thousands will die.”

      Nobody said a word. They’d seen what happened following Thanatos’s breach.

      Even the Twins remained silent, even if they didn’t particularly care.

      “I have seven trigems here, plus a trigem equivalent, two Messengers, and a prophet,” he said, then grimaced as he had left Ciana out. She simply smiled at him. “Any one of you could single-handedly stem an invasion with ease. But if we all bunch up and focus on a castle at a time, we’ll run out of time.”

      “You need us to work with Reine, Narime, and Tarako to teleport to nearby binding stones and suppress each invasion,” Seraph said. “That’s obvious enough. Most of us assumed this was just the planning stage. In fact, I assumed you were going to send us to each one directly from the palace.”

      He shook his head. “The risk of Trafaumh’s Bastions treating us like enemies is too high. I can bully my way through some, and Fyre probably can as well. But the rest of you?”

      “You think we’re going to have trouble?” Maura scoffed.

      Everyone looked at them. Then they looked back at Nathan with raised eyebrows.

      “That’s a whole other issue,” he drawled.

      For some reason, Maura’s entire face turned bright red. She balled her fists. Yet no words escaped her as she simply glared at him.

      “Don’t trust. Can’t trust,” Astra said, smirking at the Twins.

      Silence.

      Nathan caught on to the issue. He’d inadvertently embarrassed Maura. Honestly, he hadn’t expected this reaction given he rather openly pulled her into line so often.

      “I think they’ve earned it,” Narime said. “They’ve had countless chances to betray you, Nathan. So many times to seize their own binding stone and wreak havoc.”

      “You trust them?” Tarako asked, voice neutral.

      “No. But I’m not the one they’re interested in.”

      “Hmm. Fair. There are many I’d never accept tea from, yet I know they never poisoned their masters.” Tarako nodded sagely.

      “Don’t talk as if you understand us.” Laura flicked her hair behind her shoulder.

      “I can see your collars, as metaphorical as they may be.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, we’re not the only bitches with collars.”

      The Twins and Tarako traded glares. Nathan ignored them and decided to move on from this problem.

      “I want to get Deverese’s support before we move out. That gives us three people who can convince other Bastions that we’re on the same side, and he’ll be the most convincing,” he said.

      “Deverese,” Sen repeated. “The bald guy who hates you? Reine told us that he broke his hand punching you in the face.”

      “He might dislike me, but he cares more about Trafaumh. My main concern is that he’ll react poorly if his pride is pricked. We’ll suppress the invasion quickly while everyone else gets ready to move out.”

      Before he could give orders, several of his Champions began talking over each other. In the distance, he saw Fei’s ears perk up.

      By now, several platoons had made it through and seemed to be managing themselves. Fei appeared more interested in eavesdropping by now.

      “One at a time,” he growled.

      Everyone looked at Seraph and Narime, and the fox nodded at Seraph.

      “How do we know there isn’t a Messenger waiting for us in there? If Deverese is your old rival—” Seraph tried to ask.

      “The portal is relatively young and it never got attacked by a Messenger until much later in my world.”

      “But the Messengers know he’s important now, given you’re here.”

      He frowned.

      Her argument made some sense. By now, the Messengers clearly knew about him. Tomoe hadn’t been the slightest bit surprised that he’d been here, unlike Thanatos and Siv. If the outer beings wanted to thwart Nathan, taking out Bastions they knew he could work with was a good start.

      He looked at the Twins, who shrugged.

      “Hard to say,” Laura said. “The monk’s notable by your standards, but that’s not saying much. You’re like Generic Bastion #69. He’s more like a guy who’s mentioned by name in a history article but who has no article of his own.”

      “If it helps, you’re a really hot generic Bastion,” Maura added.

      “Thanks,” he drawled. “Siv got that across to me. So he’s no major historical figure like Tarako.”

      “Oh, hell no. Not even on the level of somebody like Leopold or Maylis, who can be a real pain in the ass. Any random Bastion can get lucky and end up with trigems. There’s a reason he died like a bitch against Koji.”

      Nathan glared at her for that comment, but she simply huffed in reply.

      “Telling it like it is.”

      “As fascinating as this is, it only reinforces Seraph’s point,” Tarako said.

      “Agreed,” Narime said. “If we want to move swiftly, we should assume there’s a Messenger and enter now.”

      “Fine. But I want some of you to prepare to move on the other fortresses, and I’ll call for you if things are bad.” He raised a hand to forestall complaints. “Sen, take over from Fei. You’ve pushed yourself too far against Artemis and Tomoe recently. Tarako—”

      “I’m not playing bodyguard if there’s a Messenger,” Tarako said.

      He sighed. “Astra, protect Reine.”

      The ancient dark elf nodded.

      “Fyre, take Fei with you to another fortress along with a platoon of knights. I doubt any Bastion or Champion will question your aid,” he ordered.

      Fyre didn’t appreciate being sent away, but they understood why.

      With so little time on their side, they needed to move now. Fyre was the only person who could help.

      Although his suspicions proved correct, as Fei balled her fists in the distance and struck a pose that resembled a hissing cat. Her tail stuck up behind her as she glared at him impotently.

      “Could Rosewald help clear up problems?” Seraph asked.

      “Perhaps.” Nathan bit his lip. “Bringing her along might raise more questions than answers if I’m teleporting around with her, though. She’s a noble, after all. Haverman might help but I don’t know where he stands among the Bastions. Deverese is trusted by Baudelaire, however.”

      “Politics,” Sunstorm said.

      “Yes. We might be sabotaging ourselves by bringing somebody that the Bastions have orders to distrust. Especially as Baudelaire knows about Beatrice.”

      That had been the reason he didn’t want to speculate about the “breach” to the north. Any possibility of mental magic could unravel everything.

      While he kept a lid on the Twins, mental magic could destroy everything far too fast to handle. Arcadia had collapsed almost instantly once Beatrice tore it apart from the inside.

      “You have your orders,” he said.

      Proving that she’d been eavesdropping, Fei waved to the knights before booking it toward them. Sen glared at the catgirl as she kicked up a dust cloud charging toward them.

      “You could have at least let me relieve you.” Sen slammed her palm down on Fei’s shoulder, presumably in an attempt to be overly friendly.

      Fei ignored her, preferring to glower at her Bastion. “Why aren’t I going with you?”

      While she flounced down beside Tarako, his other Champions got to work. Astra led Reine down the road toward the assembling knights, while Sen followed behind them. Fyre tapped her foot impatiently, waiting for her “escort” to stop with the puppy dog eyes.

      Or perhaps Fyre wanted to see if they worked on Nathan, so she could copy them.

      “You can handle yourself,” he told Fei. “And you’re recognizable. No matter how big the horde is, it’ll go down easily. I want you and Fyre to clear out as many portals as you can manage, as quickly as possible.”

      As sound as his reasoning might be, Fei cared more about showing off in front of Tarako. Nathan looked at the fox, who cackled.

      “A good Champion should do her duty,” Tarako said.

      Fei puffed up in pride, her tantrum forgotten. “Of course!”

      “Oh, so you listen to her. Should I stop combing out your tail and hair each morning and let her do it?” he asked.

      The catgirl tilted her head. “You didn’t do it this morning. Tarako, would you—”

      “Oh, Nathan offers tail grooming services?” Tarako waved her nine tails toward him while grinning. “It’s been some time since I’ve enjoyed attention from a male. Perhaps after this little problem is over, we can enjoy a long weekend where you give my luxurious tails all the attention they deserve. Centuries of care, almost.”

      Fei’s expression turned studiously neutral. Light seemed incapable of escaping her eyes as she stared at the legendary fox, who merely grinned at her.

      “I’ll see you when I return, Nathan,” Fei said robotically, before saluting with a clunk of a gauntlet against her breastplate.

      Then she grabbed Fyre and darted off. Tarako burst into peals of laughter as the catgirl darted away.

      “She’s a riot,” Tarako said.

      “Careful. She gets mean if anyone intrudes on her patch,” Sunstorm warned.

      “Oh, what’s the worst she could do?”

      The Twins shot looks at each other. Malicious ones. Nathan saw the gears working inside their minds, as they planned to find some way to help their favorite kitten get “revenge” on Tarako.

      With his subordinates enacting his orders, that left Nathan with a smaller, yet still immense number of Champions by any measure.

      Ciana stood beside him as his only duogem. Narime, Seraph, Sunstorm, Nurevia, and Tarako were all trigems, and individually capable of defeating an ordinary invasion or crushing an army.

      Against an ordinary Messenger, he’d likely need two or three of them. Assuming he caught them before they breached.

      Then again, Nathan wasn’t even sure what counted as ordinary anymore. While he’d technically defeated the Twins with only monogems and duogems, they’d been far weaker. How would he fare against them at full power? Assuming he didn’t have Tarako, that is.

      Which, he supposed, made much of his musing pointless. His selection of Champions, combined with his own ascended magic and the bouncy Messengers next to him, allowed him to handle almost anything thrown at him.

      Narime possessed immense magical capability. Seraph could regenerate, capture enemy abilities, and vaporize entire hordes of demons. Sunstorm carved apart enemies of all sizes. Nurevia could now unleash an immensely powerful barrage instantly. Tarako’s power outmatched almost any Champion on Doumahr.

      And the Twins could carve apart most enemies if they lacked a direct counter. They’d nearly instantly killed Tomoe, until Bauer interfered.

      “Yes, we’re going in,” he said.

      Tarako nodded, her sake cup vanishing. Her eyes focused, as if she intended to help.

      Before she could, he began focusing on a spatial magic spell. A golden pentagon appeared in his hand.

      The spell only took him a few seconds. Teleportation had become almost second nature to him.

      The world blinked around them and they reappeared in the courtyard, standing in front of the keep. Sure, he hadn’t needed to teleport them such a short distance, but it saved a lot of time and effort.

      Most of the stone courtyard appeared empty, save for covered supplies and some makeshift barracks. A handful of soldiers in black and red uniforms stood outside the double door gate of the keep. All of them reached for their weapons in a panic when Nathan and his Champions appeared.

      “Halt! This is a fortress of the Inquisition! How did you get in here?” the sergeant in charge yelled as he approached, halberd raised.

      His screaming was interrupted by coughing and spluttering.

      Nathan barely had the time to turn before Tarako let out a loud, “Hurk!”

      The splattering of her vomit on the stonework caused him to jump away, along with the other Champions. At least everyone’s reflexes were on point. Almost nobody got hit. Except Tarako, who remained doubled over. Her illusion had failed as her tails splayed across the ground.

      “That felt… so different to my technique,” she groaned. “Don’t teleport me again.”

      “Really?” Narime asked. “I got used to it pretty fast.”

      “You’re a baby. I have tens of millennia to be used to how my body works. I feel like I left my stomach a hundred feet away. Urgh.” Lines of blue light shimmered across her tails and the vomit vanished from the ground and her body. “Sorry.”

      “Um…” The sergeant stared at them, slowly lowering his weapon. “Your gems…”

      “Sergeant, I’m—”

      “Revered Bastion Nathan von Straub. I’d have to be blind not to know who you are on sight, with the Champions standing by you.” The sergeant straightened, slammed his halberd into the ground, and saluted with his other hand. “But… why are you here?”

      “There’s an invasion isn’t there? Two, I’m guessing.”

      The soldiers seemed almost in awe that he seemed to know.

      “Yes, milord. One last night, and another right now. Regal Bastion Deverese is in there now. I’ll lead you inside right now so you can aid him.”

      Spinning, the sergeant prepared to charge into the keep.

      Only for one of the other soldiers to open his mouth and stop him. “How can we be certain he’s the real deal? Isn’t it too convenient for such a famous Bastion to show up like this? And he just appeared out of nowhere?”

      While caution appeared in the eyes of the soldiers, they also looked at the many gems in his Champions, which all gleamed like the real deal. Their eyes lingered on the Twins, who showed almost negative interest in their leering.

      Ironically, the presence of the succubi almost helped. Nathan’s taming of a pair of Messengers had become famous by now. Showing up with them possibly helped his cause.

      “There’s no magical way I can convince you,” Nathan said. “But even if I’m fake, the fact I’m here at all isn’t something you can stop. I’d greatly prefer it if you take me to Deverese so I can help him stop the invasion, but I’m here to stop any breaches no matter anyway.”

      Grim expressions overtook the soldiers. The sergeant nodded, understanding the gap in his ability to conduct his duty and the power standing in front of him.

      Not that Nathan would have killed the men if they stood against him. If necessary, he could have made them get out of his way with mental magic.

      The sergeant opened the gate. A single large round hall occupied the far side, filled with wounded soldiers. A handful of healers assisted them. The entrance to the portal stood directly opposite them with no visible guards.

      As Nathan walked toward the portal entrance, he asked, “This is from last night?”

      “Yes. There are more in the barracks.” The sergeant grimaced. “Anyone who can still fight is in the portal. A few of us drew lots to keep watch, in case the Inquisition sent more. None of us have a clue when more reinforcements might come.”

      “I thought some came this morning?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because I command the Imperial Spymaster.”

      The sergeant’s face reddened. “Right. Yeah. A couple of companies arrived, but nowhere near enough to replace our casualties. The invasion… I’ve never seen anything like it. The portal changed a month ago to something different, and the horde was ten times what we trained for. If Regal Bastion Deverese and his Champions weren’t so powerful, we’d have been done for, but today…”

      Nathan stopped dead. Everyone else caught it as well.

      “The portal changed?” he asked.

      Then he swore when the sergeant nodded.

      Without waiting another moment, he charged for the entrance. It slammed open when he hit it and then he was inside the portal world.

      Beyond it lay the usual vision he expected. A craggy, volcanic world enclosed by massive cliffs. A hazy sky and eerie light shining up through cracks in the rocky ground. This invasion was as monochrome as always, but reversed in color. Usually, the sky would be pitch-black and the light from the ground white, but the opposite was the case.

      That was the end of what Nathan found familiar.

      High above the clearing rose a series of grand staircases, each wide enough to fit entire platoons of soldiers. They twisted upward to the portal, which hovered in the sky like the floating eyesore it was.

      Yet, just below that portal floated an inky bubble. A woman hovered in it, shrouded in white, feathery wings. An army of demons spewed forth from the ivory platform beneath her, charging down the staircases toward the defenders below.

      A Messenger was attempting to break through. Not just any Messenger, but one completely new to Nathan.
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      Layers of walls and towers lay in ruin, with only a single one remaining. Catapults hurled boulder after boulder into a ceaseless horde of red that stretched as far as the eye could see. Archers fired volleys from the walls alongside summons that hurled spears the size of ballista bolts. The sound of vicious battle echoed off the valley walls.

      Nathan knew Deverese had a detachment of the Inquisitorial Corps, Trafaumh’s elite soldiers and demon slayers. They must be giving their all—including their lives—on the other side of the walls.

      If Deverese had any special lines of defense, much as he had in Nathan’s old world, they’d long since been expended or destroyed. All that remained was the raw spirit and manpower of his soldiers, and the magic of him and his Champions. Nathan felt their magic in the distance.

      But his eyes remained glued to the floating Messenger, high above them all. Demons continued to appear in endless numbers beneath her.

      This wasn’t too new. While ordinary invasions came in waves, Messengers often made use of horde tactics. A Bastion needed to vanquish the Messenger in order to claim victory.

      But usually the Messenger attacked directly. Instead, this angelic looking one kept her distance. Perhaps she felt utterly confident in her numbers?

      Abruptly, her inky bubble deepened its darkness, shrouding the woman from view completely. The rate of appearance of the demons slowed greatly, which caused Nathan to notice something interesting.

      But before he could comment on that, the Messenger’s bubble exploded with darkness. The inky darkness burst. From it came several smaller bubbles, which coalesced into black spears.

      Even from a glance, Nathan knew those weapons were trouble. Something about them made his skin crawl.

      They reminded him of relics, somehow.

      Then the spears shot toward the wall, carving a path across the sky as if hurled by a behemoth.

      “Stop those spears,” Nathan snapped, drawing his sword as he summoned ascended magic as rapidly as possible.

      No time to cast a spell frame. By the time he summoned one for a fifth rank spatial slash, those spears would have struck their targets. Nathan didn’t want to find out what would happen.

      He sincerely doubted Deverese had the power to stop them. Deverese’s best diamond Champion was Ester, who had become a duogem in recent months, but she focused on personal durability, not on battlefield-wide defensive abilities like Ciana.

      Drawing on every ounce of power and skill, Nathan projected a spatial slash across the sky. He felt the power ripple from his sword, almost as strong as when he channeled it through a spell frame.

      Two of the spears exploded into inky black shards. In the distance, he saw the Messenger’s wings unravel, as if in shock.

      While his other Champions joined in, not all of them could help at this distance, or fast enough.

      Tarako’s three gems glowed as her Nine Tail Slash vaporized another spear, but she grimaced. She appeared incapable of repeating the technique in quick succession. Although one of the staircases collapsed, slaying thousands of demons. Her slashes vastly outclassed Nathan’s, including over long distance.

      Sunstorm repeated the same trick as Nathan and Tarako, as all three of them could use spatial slashes.

      That left just one spear. Narime’s hands glowed, but she likely couldn’t cast fast enough to catch it. In this one case, her old trigem ability might have proved superior to her new one.

      Then a torrent of purple crossbow bolts soared through the air, so dense that Nathan wondered if they might overlap each other. They vaporized the last of the spears. Nurevia’s gems glowed as she twirled her handheld repeaters on her fingers.

      Cheers rose from the defenders, and many of the catapult crews and archers turned to see their reinforcements. Upon seeing a veritable army of trigems, their cheers only doubled in ferocity.

      The Messenger seemed upset. She stared at them from where she hovered.

      And the flow of demons regained its old pace.

      Finally, Nathan noted how odd it was.

      Most of the demons seemed to congeal into existence from a small ball of flesh, growing into their full form in a matter of seconds. Then their weapons and armor would appear.

      This stood in vast contrast to what usually happened. Usually, they teleported in, much like Nathan’s ascended magic. These demons seemed to be crafted in place. Although some were still teleporting in.

      “Is this Messenger creating her own demons?” he asked aloud, looking at the Twins.

      Both of them had grimaces on their faces. They’d ignored the spears, but seemed frustrated at the sight of the new Messenger.

      “Good eye,” Tarako said, but her expression was a cloud of darkness. “I haven’t seen a dominion since the fall of the Elven Khanates. She shouldn’t be here.”

      “A dominion?” he asked.

      “That’s her race,” Maura said. “We’re succubi. The angelic bitches are called dominions. They’re not that special, honestly.”

      “Oh? I’d say the opposite. I’ve only ever seen them during the fall of a civilization. Hence why she shouldn’t be here. This is wrong,” Tarako insisted.

      “You’re used to the happy path, foxy. Our old boss wants to win, so he’s sending in his little cult to kick Nathan’s teeth in. I think he’s pissed. This entire onslaught is a huge temper tantrum intended to end this cycle before it really gets going.”

      “You said that before,” Nathan said slowly. “About his tantrum.”

      “Yeah, and it’s happening in front of our eyes. The goat always said that the dominions were used as pruners for worlds on dying cycles. Once the real Messengers do our jobs”—Maura jabbed a thumb into her chest, causing it to bounce—“there’s still an infinite number of worlds to be cleaned up. So the fox is right.”

      “Which means—” Tarako tried to say.

      “Nothing.” Laura rolled her eyes. “Other than that the boss is trying to kill us all and erase us from existence. The idea is to not die, you know?”

      Nathan knew they’d argue until a horde of demons overran them. “Enough. And stop reacting to my mental magic like that.”

      “I can’t help it if you’re going to mindfuck me,” Maura crooned, wiggling her body erotically.

      Sighing, he continued, “Look, let’s debate the dominions later. Tell me what she’s capable of so that we can kill her. I’m guessing she won’t hover up there forever now that she knows we’re here.”

      “Maybe she—”

      Laura interrupted her sister, “Dominions are, like, the opposite of succubi. We excel at manipulating stuff, but they create it. Life magic, reality shaping, crafting magical artifacts on the fly—that sort of shit. But they’re not going to fuck with your mind or teleport around.”

      “That sounds like Thanatos,” Nurevia noted, eyes narrowing.

      “Ol’ salaryman was more specialized. And better. He was like a master blacksmith, whereas these bitches are mass production factories. They’ll have the same shit—mental magic resisting jewelry and anti-spatial magic bands. But way weaker. Break them and you’ll break the slut,” Maura said. “Or you can just cave their faces in directly.”

      Nathan took a step back. “They create. So they’re creating the demon horde?”

      “Yup.” Laura nodded with her whole body. “They can also mess with the portal world. Think of them like mini-bosses.”

      “In all senses of the word,” Maura chirped. “As in, miniature versions of our boss. Really mini, given how shitty they are.”

      One didn’t need to have much emotional intelligence to understand that the Twins disliked the dominions.

      Which likely meant they were underestimating them. The succubi tended to insult and demean everyone, but Nathan had learned that when they were particularly mean, it almost always meant they were the inferior in the relationship. Kadria and Tarako were noteworthy examples.

      Then again, they also acted like this to Thanatos, and Nathan was now strong enough to handle that Messenger.

      “What’s our plan?” Sunstorm asked.

      “A simple one. Keep the walls intact, protect Deverese, and then take the fight to the Messenger,” he said.

      Looking at his assembled Champions, he formed a plan of attack within seconds. While they’d been talking, battle continued. Time meant lives.

      “Narime, you’ll do best on the walls. If anything gets to them or the Messenger launches an attack, you can hopefully stop it with your magic and counter ability,” he said. “Everyone else will be with me until we find Deverese and clear the demons out.”

      “And who goes with you to fight the Messenger?” Tarako asked, hand on her sword.

      Ciana’s face hardened, as if entirely aware that he might leave her behind. Nobody else seemed as worried.

      “That depends on how well Deverese can handle the wall with Narime’s help,” Nathan admitted. “But my gut feeling is to leave you behind, Seraph.”

      Nobody seemed all that surprised, least of all Seraph. She merely nodded.

      “I’d wondered if you’d still make the same decision you did when we fought Siv,” Seraph said.

      “It’s for a different reason this time.” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “You can handle the demons, but also adapt to any tricks the Messenger throws at you. At the same time, I don’t think you’ll make Deverese look completely useless.”

      Giggles rippled through his Champions. Even the Twins smirked.

      “She might not be as blazing hot as your titty kitty, but she can definitely show up baldy. You sure she won’t make him mad?” Maura asked.

      “That’s a risk I’ll take,” Nathan said.

      No matter what he did, Deverese would throw a tantrum. But Seraph could likely handle the entire portal by herself if the Messenger wasn’t here. The only reason he wanted to leave Narime behind was because he didn’t know what might be thrown at them.

      “Any objections?” he asked.

      None were raised.

      They dashed through the ranks of Trafaumh’s defenders and ascended the walls. The soldiers made way for them without complaint, despite their uniforms. Despite the chaos, they understood.

      Or perhaps it was because of the chaos. With the apocalypse staring them in the face, even the Inquisition’s zealots threw aside nationalism.

      Once atop the walls, Nathan took in the true state of the battlefield.

      Rows of collapsed spike pits, burning sand traps, and other attempts to destroy entire hordes of demons lay between him and a ruined layer of walls. A solid wall of soldiers in full plate held the line against the sea of seething monsters trying to tear them apart. Their tabards had long since been torn to pieces, and blood covered most of them. Nathan struggled to tell whose blood it might be.

      Not every soldier was from the Inquisitorial Corps. Telling them apart was difficult, which was the point. Trafaumh’s elites wore functional equipment, even if it was enchanted. Without their insignia, Nathan just saw a mass of soldiers.

      Yet not a single beastkin among them. Even in crisis, Trafaumh only allowed humans to fight and die for their country, save for as Champions.

      And die they did. The soldiers fought atop rock and corpse alike, as there wasn’t time to pull the wounded back or clear the battlefield as comrades fell in the onslaught.

      Deverese and three of his Champions held the entire center, carving a bloody swathe through the approaching monsters. While the Bastion was no sorcerer, he wielded the power of his binding stones with greater expertise than his youth suggested and his relic broadsword gleamed with blood. His scarred face and bald head gave him a truly ferocious appearance.

      Unfortunately, the horde simply washed around them like a river did around a rock.

      Nathan recognized all three Champions, although one was currently seriously wounded. Her amethyst gems wouldn’t be of further use, even if she was still strong enough to cut down any demons that got close enough with her halberd.

      The remaining Champions excelled at horde fighting. Ester stood firm and lithe, even in her heavy armor that hid her beauty while her brown pigtails bounced with each movement. Her comrade, Ysabelle, dominated the battlefield with her flashy, dyed silver hair and ostentatious, frilly uniform that emphasized her bust even in such a grim situation.

      Ester’s diamonds never stopped glowing, as was always the case when she fought, and she carved apart demons with her longsword with reckless abandon. Against demons like this, she was effectively immortal. For that matter, her duogem ability ensured those near her were as well. She should be standing with the regular soldiers, in Nathan’s opinion.

      Lightning rippled from Ysabelle’s rapier as she danced from demon to demon. Each stab disabled a demon, her rubies flashed, and magic arced through dozens more beasts, felling them in turn. Her monogem ability allowed her to store multiple fourth rank spells, which she used to enhance her capabilities as a battlemage, but had almost certainly run dry by now.

      “They seem to be doing fine,” Seraph noted.

      “Ester’s doing the heavy lifting,” Nathan said. “Her duogem ability is similar to Ciana’s monogem, but entirely focused on defense. She takes the pain and damage inflicted on those near her, but it’s reduced by her endurance enhancement and monogem ability. So she’s keeping everyone alive.”

      “Except the amethyst.”

      “She probably got out of range.”

      Maybe Nathan was being mean. But he liked Ester a lot more than most of the Champions in Deverese’s stable. Ester held nothing but loyalty and goodwill toward her Bastion and country, despite her treatment as a child soldier. While he’d taken in a fair number other than Fei, the one he’d always regretted being unable to save from the ruins of Trafaumh had been her.

      But she’d died along with Deverese while battling Thanatos.

      One more person he could save in this world.

      “Keep Ester safe,” he told Seraph quietly.

      She gave him an inscrutable look, but nodded.

      “I take it we’re not merely jumping down there?” Narime asked.

      “No. But—”

      “Incoming,” Nurevia called out, pointing up at the Messenger.

      He felt the dominion’s magic surge at the same time Nurevia spoke and looked up at his true foe.

      Once again, that inky bubble began to solidify. He glared at it. Somehow, he knew it would do more than just spew spears at him this time.

      Tarako’s hand blurred and he saw her gems glow. The bubble shimmered, yet nothing happened. The fox clicked her tongue.

      “As always, seems they’re immune to my technique,” she murmured. “Somebody needs to shatter the bubble first, then I can turn them into sashimi.”

      “That’s sliced fish, right?” Nathan asked idly as he saw the bubble pop again.

      The blackness warped and vanished.

      “Indeed. Above, by the way.”

      He looked up. Comically, a huge form appeared above them.

      “Bastion Deverese, she’s trying it again!” one of the soldiers called out below them.

      “Ysabelle!” Deverese shouted, spinning.

      But Ysabelle simply stared up at the congealing darkness. She clasped her hands together as despair filled her eyes, as the Messenger’s attack turned into some sort of massive object large enough to crush all the soldiers at once.

      Once again, that strange feeling of a relic filled the entire object. Ordinarily, Nathan questioned whether a mere physical object could overwhelm a duogem Champion like Ester, but these relics…

      “Allow me,” Seraph said.

      She blurred into the sky. All eyes caught her red and gold phoenix cheongsam glittering beneath certain death. Her tonfas stretched toward the strange object.

      Then her sapphire glowed and it vanished.

      With a triple somersault, she landed deftly on the ground between the wall of soldiers and Deverese. Her presence distracted the Bastion long enough for some demons to get the drop on him.

      A volley of crossbow bolts vaporized them. Deverese looked up at the wall to see Nathan and his assembled trigems.

      Right as they unleashed hell on the demons.

      A supercharged fifth rank spell burst from Narime’s hands. Torrents of wind reduced hundreds of demons to ribbons of flesh, right before their bodies vanished as their kind always did. Sunstorm’s spatial slash tore through an entire line of charging demons, and Tarako joined in with some sort of lightning slash from a new sword of hers that skewered dozens of foes at once.

      Nathan finished up with a simple wind blast that blew apart what few demons remained in close proximity.

      Even without Fei’s help, they’d turned every demon between this wall and the next two ruined layers into piles of gore within seconds. Not that they’d even tried very hard.

      Any of them could have cast vastly more powerful spells, or lined up better uses of their attacks. This had been a rather lazy use of their abilities. Even Nurevia appeared frustrated, likely because she’d yet to find a good use for her new trigem ability.

      The Messenger seemed to be glaring at the Twins, who had both produced toothpicks from somewhere and were pretending to use them.

      “Narime, you have your orders,” Nathan said. “Everyone else, let’s go.”

      He signaled Seraph, who gave him an “OK” signal back. Deverese appeared red-faced, while Ester waved and Ysabelle bowed. The amethyst appeared utterly lost. More demons would arrive within moments.

      Nathan decided he’d deal with his rival later.

      Right now, he had a Messenger to slay. His hands glowed with a teleportation spell.

      Tarako grimaced. Before he could finish casting it, she vanished. Then he followed her.

      They all appeared on top of the ivory staircase. Congealing balls of flesh surrounded them, rapidly turning into demons. The portal strained their minds and eyes above them, and everyone tried not to look directly into it.

      Except Nathan, who stared directly up at the dominion floating in a bubble above him. She looked back at him. Like every Messenger, she seemed human—save for her wings.

      He saw fear in those eyes.

      “You’re going to die like the rest,” he told her, then pointed his sword at her.
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      “I will not be sullied by the crumbs that have fallen from my master’s mouth,” the dominion screeched from above Nathan and his Champions.

      Up close, he noticed that she wore something akin to a uniform. A platinum and gold vest struggled to contain her impressive chest, as if somebody had intentionally created it two sizes too small, and a black velvet shirt and ruffled skirt barely covered the tops of her limbs. He could even see her plain white panties, as well as several thick glowing metal bands wrapped around her inner thighs.

      But aside from her overly erotic uniform, one more thing stood out to Nathan. A red emblem forming a sigil he felt he should recognize but couldn’t seemed to loomed from the left breast of her vest. Staring at it for a moment caused something to scratch at his mind.

      Every instinct in his mind screamed at him to stop looking at it. He averted his eyes and slammed up mental barriers.

      Then, when he glanced back, he saw nothing adorning her vest. No emblem, no sigil, no nothing.

      “She’s got nice tits, but they’d look nicer wrapped around your cock,” Maura drawled as she waved an arm shrouded in darkness at the dominion.

      As with Tarako’s earlier attack, this spatial slash did nothing as well. The dominion sneered at them, still unmoving. Her inky bubble continued to bob around her.

      Nathan’s other Champions took shots at her as well, save Sunstorm. She knew better than to waste her effort and instead cut down every demon on the platform around them in a few puffs of darkness and some spatial slashes.

      Nurevia peppered the bubble with her crossbow bolts. Lightning burst from one of Tarako’s blades.

      And… that was it. Nathan blinked as he realized he’d left behind everyone else.

      Ciana stood next to him, her greatsword held effortlessly with a single arm. She ignored the monster above them, aware that her abilities weren’t of much use here.

      But Narime or Seraph might have been useful here, he had to admit. Astra could have tried ripping the dominion from her bubble, too. Fei was Fei. Sen had her array of powerful spells from Ifrit.

      But then, he realized that he had still brought three trigems with him, along with the Twins and Ciana. And they were arguably stronger than they’d ever been in his old world.

      If he couldn’t defeat middling Messengers inside portals with this much power, what chance did Nathan have of stopping cascades? If his true enemy, the Twins’ boss, threw another tantrum like this, he might need to face many more Messengers. And he couldn’t trust that he’d have every single Champion by his side in every fight to exploit their weaknesses.

      Belatedly, he realized the obvious.

      He still stood here, sword in hand.

      So he pointed it at the dominion. She sneered at him.

      More demons appeared around them, mostly from the Messenger, and he saw her inky bubble begin to darken. A host of flesh blobs also began congealing. She likely had some plan to finally fight him, instead of simply flashing her panties at him.

      Two green squares of light glittered around his sword. A supercharged fourth range spell.

      “Really? You think a pitiful wind spell from a mere human can pierce defenses crafted by my master?” the dominion spat at him, condescension oozing from every syllable.

      Magic from his binding stones—or wherever he was pulling magic from these days—poured into his spell. He’d always cast his spells using power from the binding stones. Doing so gave them extra oomph, much like how Sen relied on Ifrit for the same thing.

      But, somehow, he knew that things were different now. His spatial slashes had carved apart Artemis despite her seeming immortality. The power of Messengers wasn’t as omnipotent as it used to be.

      He unleashed his spell. A funnel of wind burst from his sword, like a tornado directed along its path. If he’d pointed it at demons, they’d have been ripped apart.

      In the dominion’s case, her bubble contorted on impact. Before she could do little more than widen her eyes in shock, it popped.

      Then the wind blast hit her directly. Despite its ferocity, her skin seemed impervious to his power. She grit her teeth and glared at him. Fury radiated from her as she hovered there, wings curling around her body. But her clothes proved less invulnerable.

      Just as when he used this spell against Thanatos, the wind tore her uniform to ribbons. She hovered there in the aftermath. Several of those black bands had shattered, leaving just one. A tattoo adorning her belly shined in the bright white light emitted from the sky.

      The dominion opened her mouth.

      Sunstorm didn’t bother letting her speak. Two of her onyxes glowed as she snapped her sword upward.

      A thin line ran through the dominion’s entire body. A soft gasp escaped her as she began to fall apart.

      Just like that, they’d…

      Not won. Nathan noticed the lack of response from the demons. Whenever a Messenger fell, a scream instantly rose from the demons. They instinctively knew when their end was coming.

      Especially as the flesh blobs continued to congeal around them.

      Everyone else sensed the issue as well. The Twins clicked their tongues, even as the dominion’s two halves continued to slide apart in the air in slow motion.

      “Always so fucking dramatic. These bitches always love to play up their stupid regeneration,” Maura said.

      She waved a hand at the dominion, attempting to use another spatial slash.

      That got a reaction. The inky bubble snapped back into existence, blocking the attack.

      Instantly, threads of raw, red flesh burst between the two halves of the dominion. Thousands of them snapped her back together. Somewhat akin to the way Artemis had healed herself, but less apparent that the dominion was undead.

      “You cannot hope to harm the spawn of the abyss with such pitiful power,” the dominion said, her body fading into the darkness of her bubble. “I have come from worlds between worlds to see you consumed by that which you cannot hope to understand. The ineffable that holds you within its paw, much as humanity ponders the lives of its prey before stuffing it down its maw.”

      Nathan got the feeling that was a practiced speech. It had to be, given it rhymed.

      “Now, perish!”

      He sensed the threat before he saw it.

      As did Ciana.

      She thrust her greatsword into the air. A gleaming barrier of light sprung up above them, splitting the world in two as she activated her diamonds.

      Above them, a hundred black relic swords emerged from the sky as if summoned from individual portals. The Twins clicked their tongues and made dismissive gestures for some reason. Meanwhile, the dominion reappeared a hundred feet above them, her uniform intact again.

      The swords rained down on them. More appeared to replace those that crashed down on Ciana’s barrier. Explosions burst from each blade as its magic shattered on hers. A deafening cacophony cut off all sound from Nathan’s ears.

      Ciana stood there, greatsword towering above them. She seemed completely fine.

      Concerned, he checked her gems over the link. While she was draining energy reasonably fast, this was nothing compared to past battles.

      This dominion might be strong, but she hardly held a candle against somebody like Siv. Ciana’s barrier had held up against some of the most powerful foes Nathan had ever fought. This was nothing.

      As the rain ended, the demon balls around them shifted to the edges of the ivory platform. After they transformed into towering figures, twice the height of a normal demon heavy, thick black plate armor slammed into place on their bodies and relic weapons gleamed in their hands.

      Nathan wondered if he should call these demon superheavies. They looked the part.

      “Does she really think that giving them better armor makes the mooks more threatening?” Sunstorm drawled, twirling her swords. “That’s the right word, right? Mooks?”

      “You got it,” Laura said.

      With a nod, Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness. She reappeared on one side of the platform. With a glimmer of two onyxes, she carved apart half of the demons. They’d barely even had a chance to admire their new weapons and armor.

      Nurevia followed suit, peppering the new arrivals with her crossbows. Their armor held up against her onslaught better. Unfortunately, the dark elf proved a crack shot. Every joint or opening that allowed a bolt through it became a cause of death. Demons fell just as swiftly as if they were unarmored as Nurevia slowly turned.

      Despite the deaths of their brethren, the demon superheavies let out roars of fury. They began to charge. Or what was left of them.

      Ignoring them, the Twins began to float toward the dominion. Sneering in response, a whirling inferno surrounded the succubi.

      “Is that…” Sunstorm looked up in shock at what she thought might be Sen’s inferno tornado.

      Nathan shook his head. He’d seen the inferno tornado too many times to mistake it for anything else.

      But with this demonstration of fire magic, he now knew that the dominion could use the natural elements, or something close.

      He’d been told that dominions were the opposite of succubi. It seemed that meant they didn’t use ascended magic in the same way.

      Forming a fist, he stared at it and allowed a spell frame to appear and disappear.

      What, exactly, were the natural elements? What even was magic? Was that dominion truly using the same type of magic that regular sorcerers used? Or was she creating fire directly, in the same way that a Champion might with a gem?

      What made that fire different to the natural elements summoned by a sorcerer?

      Now wasn’t the time to ponder the nature of the universe, he realized. Not as the inferno subsided and the Twins appeared from it in armor formed from their usual darkness.

      Demons closed on them. More continued to form rapidly around them. The rain had finally stopped, allowing Ciana to unsummon her barrier.

      The unicorn bared her teeth and darted in front of Nathan. Her greatsword carved through a demon and his black plate with a great rending of steel that nearly caused Nathan to clap his hands over his ears. In response to the demon’s blood, the relic greatsword glowed a bright gold.

      Eyes wide, Ciana froze.

      Then she vanished.

      A moment later, another demon screamed as her greatsword cleaved him apart from behind. Her blade whirled through him and into another. Then she vanished again and tore through more a few feet away. Again and again, she sucked up demon blood with her relic weapon and teleported.

      “Terrifying things,” Tarako said, staring at the glowing blade. “I’m guessing there’s an onyx buried deep underneath all that ceremonial steel.”

      “We’ll talk about the relics later,” Nathan replied. “Can you help me kill our mutual friend?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.” The fox glared up at the angelic Messenger, who continued to duel with the Twins using a variety of elemental spells. “Her regeneration is imperfect. If you can bring down her defenses, I can end her with a single Nine Tail Slash.”

      “Really? I’d worried it was like another Messenger I fought. She proved nearly immortal.”

      “The one who caused this? I need to hear more about her after this. Narime was in no condition to tell me much.”

      Somehow, Nathan knew that would prove an awkward discussion.

      “We’ll only have one shot,” Tarako admitted. “I can only use my Nine Tail Slash once every two minutes. Because I used it earlier, I wasn’t ready when you brought down her defenses. I underestimated you. Again.” Her ears flattened. “My apologies.”

      His heart skipped a beat. “It’s fine.” Grunting, he tried to form a plan. “I doubt she’ll let me pull the same stunt. I’ll need an opening.”

      “Then let me help.” Sunstorm appeared next to him. “Ciana and Nurevia have this handled.”

      Even with a neverending flow of superheavies, Sunstorm was right. Ciana was tearing apart demons in twos and threes every second. Nurevia barely needed to try to keep half the other half of the platform clear.

      But their enemy didn’t care to let them pull off the plan smoothly.

      “I feel you’re forgetting something,” the dominion screeched.

      As she spoke, the Twins charged through her bubble and grabbed the Messenger. Screaming, yet seeming incapable of throwing off her assailants, the dominion writhed impotently. Not that the Twins seemed to know what to do either. The inky bubble continued to darken.

      Then it burst. Not to rain down swords, though.

      Instead, a new mass of demons appeared. Ones focused on Trafaumh’s defenders.

      And the two Champions Nathan had left behind.
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      While demons came in many shapes and forms, they never flew. Nathan had always considered this some sort of hidden compact. As difficult as defending the portals might be, they never tried flying directly over the walls.

      Even flying Messengers like the Twins at least stopped to blow up the Defenders. For whatever reason. Given Laura and Maura’s mental powers, they could easily have darted past everyone, illusioned themselves as soldiers, and hidden in plain sight until the demons were “defeated.” Nathan would have been theirs so easily.

      Which is why the sight of hundreds of bat-like flying monsters swarming toward Deverese, his Champions, Seraph, and Narime struck fear in Nathan’s heart. Especially as he saw the telltale magic of shamans and even the heavy armor of heavies.

      The dominions came with an entire assortment of flying demons. Finally, the enemy was playing to win.

      Had this been a game to them all along?

      A separate army of demon superheavies appeared in the valley between the ivory staircases and the Inquisitorial vanguard. They stood easily three times the number of Trafaumh’s elites.

      Even if Nathan’s own knights had been here, he worried about the losses he’d sustain trying to fend off the dominion’s own warriors. While Ciana cut through the superheavies as though they were little more than regular demons, he worried that ordinary enchanted weapons might prove ineffective.

      Deverese and Seraph seemed to have the same thoughts. He saw both of them bellowing orders to the Inquisitorial Corps. Whatever the religious Bastion thought of Nathan and his Champion, he cared more about not letting his men die in vain. Seraph stood alongside him without any issues.

      Or, at least, she did until Deverese and Ysabelle began backing away with the wounded amethyst. Nathan recalled her name might be Flavie.

      Ester remained resolute. She gripped her longsword in both hands and braced herself beside Seraph, as if expecting the oncoming charge of demons to end both their lives. Her diamonds had finally stopped blazing, as she no longer absorbed the pain and suffering of those around her.

      Seraph’s hand landed on the other Champion. Ester shook it off. Nathan saw the two exchange words, and even saw Deverese shout something. Neither Champion retreated.

      Ysabelle took a step toward them. Cynically, Nathan suspected she wanted to be with them, in case some “miracle” happened and she could take credit.

      Boulders rained down on the superheavies. As he had worried, even great rocks hurled with magically enhanced catapults barely fazed the beasts. Direct hits crushed demons like ants. But a bouncing rock or shards of stone seemed to do nothing. Ordinary arrows bounced off their armor like wooden practice arrows, unless the archer got lucky and hit an opening.

      Yet Seraph remained unworried. She twirled her tonfas. That strengthened Nathan’s resolve, and meant he chose not to intervene himself.

      Because he could easily burn some huge amount of magic and cast some immense spell, taking away precious time that he planned to use to end the dominion alongside Tarako and Sunstorm.

      He reminded himself that whatever he might be capable of doing, Narime could. More than that, Seraph was now a trigem. She’d barely used that ability.

      In fact, he watched as her sapphire gleamed. She pointed a tonfa at the sky above the superheavies.

      The immense black object from earlier reappeared. Except above the approaching army of demonic death.

      Farcically, the demons didn’t even look up. Every single one of them died instantly without even realizing what the descending shadow meant. Crushed beneath their own creator’s weight.

      The flying demons fared little better. Spell frames glowed on Narime’s tails. Moments later, a vicious wind picked up around the approaching swarm. Their wings tore apart first, followed by their limbs, and then their bodies. Little more than a host of body parts hit the ground following Narime’s spell.

      Nathan had worried over nothing. Ordinary demons were no threat to trigems.

      In the meantime, he kept himself busy.

      “Let me go!” the dominion screamed at the Twins, who held her steady.

      “You know, this would be a lot easier if you’d just stop struggling and let us kill you,” Maura said.

      “We’re going to win anyway. We’re at full power and you’re not,” Laura added.

      Lightning rippled along the dominion’s body, but did nothing to the succubi. Likely due to the darkness shielding them.

      But whatever protected the dominion from spatial attacks prevented the Twins from simply killing her. She must have some form of mental protection, too. Or else she’d be long gone by now.

      “Does that count as an opening?” Sunstorm asked Tarako.

      The fox gritted her teeth. “Her protection is still up. Or else the succubi would have finished this.”

      “Good point.”

      The assassin vanished in a puff of darkness.

      Then she appeared above the dominion’s bubble and fell on her body, descending through her protection. The Messenger’s eyes bulged.

      “Don’t mind me,” Sunstorm chirped.

      Her sword slammed right into the dominion’s neck. A scream burst free, even as Sunstorm began to carve. Giggles escaped the Twins as they held their fellow Messenger in place.

      Even Nathan had to note this was a bit much. But he doubted it would finish things. He began casting his supercharged fourth rank spell, preparing to end this. This had gone on long enough.

      Halfway through his spell, dozens of relic blades appeared in the sky. They shot toward Sunstorm and the Twins.

      An instant before they struck, the Twins let go and flew out of the way. Every blade skewered the dominion instead. She turned into a pincushion of her own accord.

      Whereas Sunstorm burst into a pile of leaves. Darkness appeared next to Nathan.

      “Didn’t finish the job,” she muttered.

      “Allow me,” Tarako said.

      A golden spell frame snapped off around one bronze tail. Then she vanished.

      Only to reappear exactly where Sunstorm had been. Swords teleported into her hands and she happily finished what her comrade had started, albeit far faster. The dominion’s entire body burst into flames as she did so, causing Tarako’s form-fitting clothes to smolder.

      Two of Tarako’s zoisites glowed and her entire body turned translucent. Her clothes as well, removing the smoldering of the flames. If Nathan didn’t know better, he’d swear she looked liquid.

      Actually, he didn’t know better. He knew very little about her first two gem abilities.

      Her blades severed the dominion’s head, to little effect, but the fox teleported away.

      She reappeared next to Nathan, who had finished his spell.

      Tossing it at Sunstorm’s feet, Tarako said, “Here. I understand you collect these.”

      “I prefer to take them myself.”

      “You gave me the idea. Just keep it. Maybe lacking a head will limit the dominion’s ability to react.”

      With the way the decapitated body writhed in the air and its wings flapped around wildly, Nathan suspected that might be true. He pointed his sword at it and loosed his spell.

      Only for the body to stop moving and another blast of wind to counter his instantly.

      A cackle escaped the head at their feet. “Did you think that would work, you pathetic fools?”

      Sunstorm put her foot on the dominion’s head, only for it to growl at her.

      “This is just tedious. We’ll need to—” Nathan began to say.

      Then the portal began to rumble. High above them, the tear in reality began to fluctuate.

      This time, when he looked at it, his mind ached.

      For a moment, he worried that this was like whatever Thanatos threatened to do. Maura had panicked back then.

      Except then he looked back at Seraph and Narime and noticed they were growing closer. Second by second, the entrance to Doumahr inched toward them.

      Which meant the portal itself was shrinking.

      And the demons summoned up here could simply skip all the defenses.

      “You could do this all along?” he asked, dumbfounded.

      “It will cost me everything,” the dominion said, voice muffled by Sunstorm’s foot. “But if this is what it takes to defeat you and plunder your pathetic world with master’s footsoldiers, I will take it.”

      That told him nothing. Tarako seemed lost. The Twins descended beside him.

      “This is their bullshit. I told you they can modify the portal, right? Well, they can break the rules like this. Except by fucking with it too much, they’ll burn all their energy and die.” Maura snapped her fingers. “This is the boss’s world, not hers. She’s just playing pretend.”

      “But an army of demons will get through anyway.” Nathan ran a hand through his hair.

      He understood why the dominions worked as cleaners. They weren’t necessarily as dangerous as Messengers like the Twins or Thanatos, but they excelled as actual generals.

      And, should they fail, they could simply cheat and breach anyway. They acted like cockroaches. With an automatic win ability.

      High above them, the dominion’s headless corpse slowly tried to regenerate. Her bubble had reappeared and began to darken again.

      “I’ve had enough of this,” he grumbled. “We need to hit her all at once.”

      “That’s the lamest—” Maura tried to say.

      Before she could finish, he pulsed a mental image of his plan into everyone’s minds over the link. The succubus grimaced. Then she nodded.

      “Go,” he said.

      They shot into the air.

      At that same moment, Tarako and Sunstorm vanished.

      Nathan began casting two spells—the wind spell, plus a new spell. Something from an element he rarely used. A fourth rank earth spell, cast around his feet.

      “Nothing you do will work,” the dominion spat.

      “What’s your name, anyway?”

      “It matters not. I am the master’s pawn and—”

      “Uh huh.” He ignored her ramblings.

      On the surrounding platform, Sunstorm took over from Nurevia by slashing the constantly appearing demons. This allowed the dark elf to finally pay attention elsewhere. She fired a few bolts at the floating dominion, but they did nothing still.

      Tarako appeared above the Messenger again. This time, when her zoisites glowed, her body burst into flame this time. The dominion screeched as her uniform began to char and smolder.

      Unlike Nathan’s spell, Tarako’s lacked the power to truly damage the Messenger’s protections. He’d guessed as much. Something seemed different about his spells and those used by regular Champions.

      Slamming a sword into the dominion’s belly, Tarako channeled lightning into it. While a scream rang out from her decapitated head, little was accomplished.

      The Twins appeared around them and pierced the bubble. Rather than just grab the dominion, they began to pull her toward the ground. Her wings stretched out and held her aloft. The flying abilities of the three Messengers battled in the air, yet the dominion slowly fell to the ground.

      Too slowly. Nathan watched as they rapidly approached the entrance to Doumahr. Soldiers fled in panic. Even Deverese noticed what was happening.

      Narime appeared next to him. “What the hell is happening?”

      “No time to explain,” he said. “We need to—”

      Once again, the inky bubble burst. This time, a pair of supermassive flying demons appeared above them, like great guardians intended to stop them from interfering.

      Narime growled and her arms glowed with a pair of fourth rank spells. Ordinarily, these would be far too weak against a Messenger.

      Yet these were mere demons. Despite the immense size of the foes, they vanished in torrents of lava that cascaded onto the demons below the staircases.

      Just in time for Nathan to use his own spell. The dominion’s head glared up at him.

      Only for Nathan to rocket toward her body, as a platform of earth burst from beneath his body toward hers. Her wind counter burst uselessly in the air around him as he shot through it, then snapped his sword at her at point-blank range.

      As her clothes disintegrated, Tarako leaped over him. Her zoisites glittered as her sword blurred.

      “No!” the dominion screamed.

      A black shield appeared between the dominion and Tarako, as well as masses of earth. The Nine Tail Slash obliterated all of it. When it fell to earth, so did almost her entire body.

      Yet, somehow, she still floated.

      “Not enough,” Tarako snarled before vanishing with her teleportation spell.

      Little more than a torso remained, bearing that belly tattoo and great gouges carved in it. The dominion’s head was regenerating. Likely, enough of the spatial slash had been blocked to matter.

      The bubble began to reappear, along with parts of the limbs. Those black bands began to reform around her chest, instead of her thighs.

      Nathan strongly suspected her protections were inside those objects.

      But as he summoned his own spatial slash, he knew it would take too long. Sunstorm might be enough, but if she wasn’t…

      Furious, he reached for the one form of magic he knew he could use in an instant. A bolt of lightning formed in his mind. As he had against Siv in a time of desperation, and against Artemis just last night, he formed his most powerful mental magic attack.

      Then he slammed it into the dominion’s mental presence.

      Her body spasmed in midair. The black bands stopped reforming and crumbled. Threads of flesh collapsed into blood and gore mid-regeneration.

      Sunstorm appeared an instant later and unleashed her own spatial slash.

      And then a barrage of purple crossbow bolts erased all traces of the dominion. Nathan failed to get clear of the splatter zone.

      Finally, the screech of thousands of desperate demons rang out. The portal world stopped shrinking. Above him, the rift snapped shut.

      He’d defeated one of the “cleaners.” Even without his full assortment of Champions.
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      “Oh, her head disappeared,” Tarako said, once Nathan dropped back down to the ivory platform.

      “They do that,” Sunstorm said.

      His Champions, save Seraph, assembled around him. The echo of rising cheers and whoops from the defenders stretched across the now-empty canyon, leaving them with what might be a picturesque scene if it weren’t for all the destruction.

      Nathan had seen this more times than he cared to admit. The difference was that he rarely needed to take the fight to the Messenger.

      He’d found the dominion more tedious than truly threatening. Could he have said the same a year ago?

      Faced with an unending horde of elite demons, including flying ones, and a ceaseless barrage of powerful magical attacks that required powerful duogem abilities to deflect at a minimum, almost any Bastion would crumble. Slowly, but surely.

      And how could most Bastions hope to fight the dominion? She hovered above her ivory tower, protected from ranged attacks and behind that same horde railing against one’s walls.

      Nathan understood how different his capacity to handle Messengers had become. Not just the number of trigems available to him, but his own flexibility.

      He could teleport across the battlefield instantly, use spatial attacks that carved apart elites and armies alike, and draw on an array of spells. His mental magic had proved itself an increasingly valuable weapon in almost every fight.

      “This has been annoying me for ages,” Nurevia said as she shook out her hands, which were likely stiff after firing her crossbows for so long. “But you two!” She pointed at the Twins. “If you’re so all powerful, how come you can’t body any of the Messengers we fight?”

      Both succubi sneered at the dark elf, but Nathan’s other Champions nodded in agreement.

      “Oh, fuck off, don’t agree with the living body pillow,” Maura snapped. “Koji and the dominions have anti-hag measures, so our spatial techniques don’t work.”

      “Why are they also immune to mental magic?” Nathan asked.

      “They usually aren’t.” Laura grimaced. “But those stupid cultists specialize in crafting things, much like Koji, and would have been warned about us, so mental wards are go. They also likely know about Beatrice. With so much rogue succubi around, do you think the boss is going to take risks? That’s probably why he sent Bauer in first, instead of Shiva. Both you and the slut prophet have plenty of mental tricks up your sleeves.”

      “I’ve noticed you’re calling Thanatos by his name now,” he pointed out.

      “The joke got old.”

      Somehow, he understood that.

      “Shiva…” Tarako’s eyes narrowed. “You mean the fox-wolf.”

      “Yeah.” The Twins nodded. “We haven’t met her since we got put on this job, but worked with her a few times before. She’s like the opposite of Siv. Views this whole shebang as one big vacation. Focuses on having the time of her life and living out her dreams.”

      “Like Thanatos, if I recall his sob story,” Narime said.

      A mixture of expressions rose to everyone’s faces. Mostly smirks and smiles.

      After all, they’d heard Thanatos’s backstory during one of his greatest blunders.

      “Nah. Koji thinks he’s some sort of dark lord become manifest.” Maura shook her hands beside her head, as if to emphasize how silly the idea was. “Shiva gives no shits. She’s here to fight, fuck, and drink, and not necessarily in that order.”

      Nathan blinked, certain he’d misheard. “She’s not a succubus?”

      “Hey, others can enjoy sex. You certainly do.” The succubus leaned against him and felt him up for good measure, her breasts crushing against his chest in the process.

      In the background, Nurevia drummed her fingers against her thighs. Her expression grew more and more annoyed as the conversation drifted away from her question.

      “You haven’t given me any reason to justify why you two don’t suck,” the dark elf said.

      “Oh, come off it. If Nathan had let us take on Siv, we’d have delivered him a quadruple amputee to mount on his wall.” Maura leaned back and puffed out her chest. “And we’d have taken out Tomoe if Bauer didn’t intervene. All of you sucked against the evil titty kitty, so don’t give me shit over her.”

      “Sounds like excuses to me.”

      “No, I’ve been forcing them to hold back,” Nathan interrupted. “Which may not be wise anymore. Until now, allowing Messengers to carve apart armies or win major victories could harm our image in the eyes of our allies. That matters little in war against Falmir and with Trafaumh on the verge of collapse. If I need to have the twins obliterate Falmir’s army to make a point, I will.”

      The ear to ear grins on the faces of the succubi suggested they strongly agreed with his idea. Yet his Champions did little more than nod.

      What else could they do? This was war and they knew it.

      “Let’s rejoin Seraph,” he said.

      Once again, Tarako teleported away before he finished his own spell. He and his Champions appeared near the entrance to Doumahr. Somehow, the fox stood beside them.

      How had she known exactly where he planned to teleport to?

      He found himself without a chance to ask, as roars of approval washed over him. At first only a small number of soldiers spotted his return, but that soon turned into hundreds. Whatever differences there might typically be between the Empire and Trafaumh, the joint victory against the Messenger mattered more in the moment.

      Aware of the attention she might attract, a spell shimmered over Tarako’s form and she returned to her six-tailed disguise. Sunstorm checked on Ciana, who glowered at her friend.

      “I told you I’d be fine,” Ciana muttered.

      “You’re wielding a sword as big as you are with one arm. You think I’m not going to worry?” Sunstorm patted the unicorn on the shoulder. “Sen and Fei aren’t here to worry at you, and I’m not the one to tell you to take it easy. Just make sure you don’t do something foolish in an attempt to prove yourself.”

      “Like you would?”

      “Exactly. I’ve gotten my shit kicked in a few times. That’s why Nathan gave me a gem ability so he didn’t need to keep nursing me back to health.”

      An annoyed expression crossed Ciana’s face while Sunstorm grinned at her. Nathan pretended he wasn’t eavesdropping on the duo.

      But he felt his heart swell at how close Ciana was to Sunstorm, Sen, and Fei. She’d always been a loner in his old world. Jafeila had joined too late to truly become close to many of his original Champions. Sen and Sunstorm had been close, but in a different way to their relationship in this world. That had left Ciana on the outside, as a woman who dedicated her soul to Nathan.

      Here, she still dedicated herself to him, and somehow had gone even further. But her friends stood by her.

      Speaking of friends, Nathan saw Deverese approaching through the ranks of his soldiers. Seraph accompanied him. Ester chattered with the much older Champion, and a relaxed smile graced Seraph’s face. The bitter smile on Ysabelle’s face suggested she regretted pulling back earlier. The amethyst Champion, Flavie, lagged behind, presumably due to her wounds.

      The soldiers parted to let the two Bastions meet. Nathan had made sure to stand clear of the exit so that healers and others moving in and out could move freely. Many of the elites in the Inquisitorial Corps limped toward the exit. As the adrenaline from the battle wore off, their broken bodies and exhausted spirits caught up with them.

      Yet few of them appeared willing to leave just yet. A huddle formed around Nathan and Deverese.

      Narime frowned as she looked around them and her tails fanned out behind her. After crossing the invisible divide between the two Bastions, Seraph laid a hand on Narime’s shoulder. The two exchanged something inaudible and Narime nodded.

      When had the two formed such a close bond? Or perhaps they’d always had it, hidden beneath their bickering.

      “Honored Bastion, thank you for your assistance,” Deverese said, voice like gravel. “But I must ask what an Imperial Bastion and the Empress’s fiancé is doing in Trafaumh with an army of Champions.”

      A hush fell over the soldiers surrounding them. Confusion reigned and some murmurs quickly filled the silence. More than a few officers traded glances, but Nathan noticed the older ones in the Inquisitorial Corps turning exhausted and battle-weary.

      The problem was a subtle one, but obvious to anyone who had spent their life among the pomp and bureaucracy of Trafaumh.

      Deverese had called Nathan by the wrong title, and in doing so, greatly insulted him.

      There were three main terms for Bastions in Trafaumh: Regal, Revered, and Honored. Deverese was a Regal Bastion, because he served Baudelaire in the Regal Council. It was a position similar to being a Royal Champion or Royal Knight.

      But the difference between Revered and Honored Bastions was one of status. Every Bastion served Omria, but the Order of Trafaumh wanted to make their own Bastions sound superior.

      An Honored Bastion was the default, used to refer to almost every Bastion that didn’t serve Trafaumh. The Order felt it was the only true religion that served Omria, after all. So Bastions from other countries were “lesser.”

      By contrast, a Revered Bastion was one in Omria’s good graces. Despite Trafaumh’s arrogance, they extended this title to Bastions they liked or, due to the current situation, those associated with Fyre.

      Nathan was Fyre’s Bastion and publicly associated with her. The Inquisition even recognized Fyre as the true prophet of Omria. The idea that he wasn’t in Omria’s good graces, and therefore deserving of the Revered Bastion title, was absurd. Deverese had always used the title in the past.

      Which meant Deverese was picking a fight. One that started with attacking Nathan’s status in the eyes of Trafaumh’s religious values.

      Rising to this bait would only make matters worse. While most of Nathan’s Champions failed to notice the issue, both foxes and Seraph shot him concerned looks.

      He shrugged. “As I’m sure you’ve noticed, there’s a cascade happening. Multiple, even. If Doumahr is in danger, it’s the role of Bastions to protect it. Especially given the magnitude of this threat.”

      “Trafaumh doesn’t need the protective swaddle of an Empire we rejected centuries ago,” Deverese said. “I know that you entered our land without permission. This is tantamount to war, Honored Bastion. You disgrace Omria and—”

      “Um, Deverese, you really shouldn’t—” Ester interrupted, her voice sharp even as her body shook.

      Given her history, she must be torn between two conflicting sets of orders. Deverese was her Bastion and to be obeyed without question. Yet he was clearly disobeying the principles of the Order.

      “We’ll talk later, Ester.” Deverese waved her off.

      “No, she’s right,” Ysabelle said. “There is no later when it comes to sins, and while you may be my master and Bastion, you edge close to committing your own. Recall that you speak to Revered Bastion Nathan von Straub as a representative of the Regal Council, and that he acts on behalf of the prophet herself.”

      Nathan swore that Deverese’s eyes were going to pop out of his skull. Several seconds passed as the monk took deep breaths and steadied himself.

      “You are right. My apologies, Ester.” Deverese ran a hand down his scarred face. “Revered Bastion Nathan, you stand in a military fortress of the Inquisition and are trespassing on the territory of the Order of Trafaumh. Given current circumstances, I am wont to grant you latitude for your good deeds, but I know you cannot have permission from the Regal Council.”

      “Soreaux’s on the verge of riots, Deverese. The Regal Council is in no position to act,” Nathan replied, intentionally avoiding any use of the correct title. “More than that, your country’s being invaded.”

      “By you!”

      Whatever murmurs rippled through the soldiers vanished, as if swallowed up by the idiocy of Deverese’s statement.

      “Marquise de Rosewald granted me emergency permission to cross the border, given the breakdown in communications and the current state of emergency,” Nathan said coldly. “So no, I’m not invading. Unlike you, I’m aware of what’s happening. Western Trafaumh is in open rebellion as its greedy nobles overthrow the Inquisition. Falmir’s armies have crossed your border en masse.”

      “The heathens have what?” a soldier shouted.

      “Heretics! They’ll burn for this!” an officer added.

      Shouts of fury and shock rang out, while Deverese stared at Nathan dumbfounded. Seconds passed while the monk sorted out his feelings. He slowly straightened up, then looked around. Frustration built up in Deverese’s eyes.

      “If a bunch of heretics have acted against Omria’s will, then they shall be suppressed by us as she wills,” he said. “Just as we are crushing demons in her name. Once we are finished here, Falmir shall understand the consequences for their misdeeds.”

      “Which is why I’m here. I need your help to suppress the remaining invasions nearby, so that we can—”

      “Help? I already told you that we will defend ourselves, as we always have,” Deverese slammed one boot into the ground. He turned while raising his arms into the air, clearly speaking to his soldiers. “Today and last night has been difficult. Demons have beset us in droves. Our will has been tested. But we are Omria’s chosen, and she stands among us once again. It is the Order that has been truly faithful, our rites returned her to us, and it will be by our swords that all heretics will be vanquished, just as we have for centuries past!”

      His voice died away in echoes, bouncing off the valley walls of the portal world.

      Ordinarily, powerful cheering should greet such an incredibly passionate and jingoistic speech. Deverese had given similar speeches in Nathan’s old world plenty of times. They were crowd pleasers. The soldiers loved to be reminded that they were stalwarts, the true faithful, the last thing that stood between good and evil.

      No approval rose in response to Deverese’s speech. Many soldiers nodded grimly. A few clapped half-heartedly for a few moments, before giving up as they read the room.

      Not a single member of the Inquisitorial Corps budged. Not out of disloyalty or a lack of zealotry. Nathan knew their type too well. They’d never disobey Deverese or the Inquisition.

      The problem, once again, was that the soldiers understood Deverese’s intent. He was casting Nathan as the enemy, or at least rejecting his aid.

      Right after they’d all nearly died fighting a Messenger, their commander spurned the Bastion who had turned up with a bunch of trigems and tamed Messengers of his own. A Bastion blessed by Omria herself, in their eyes and those of the Inquisition.

      Hence the lack of support from the elites. Their training and loyalty prevented them from acting against Deverese, but their zealotry caused many of them to glare at their commander. He’d stated that Omria stood among them again, but pitted them against the people that the prophet stood among at this moment.

      “Deverese, let’s take a break and talk,” Ester said. “I think we should wait until we hear from Inquisitor Baudelaire before making any rash decisions.”

      “The wireless is out. We can’t wait,” Deverese said.

      Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. He pushed down his frustration.

      Had his old rival always been this frustrating? Or perhaps Nathan had simply been just as young and stupid, and therefore he hadn’t noticed.

      “Your rites returned her to us?” Tarako said abruptly, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Oh, yes, because the prophet would have been struck powerless had the Order of Trafaumh stated she wasn’t the reincarnation of our goddess. Just like what happened to Princess Charlotte. Oh, wait.”

      Deverese snarled at the fox. “Silence, mutt. I won’t be spoken to like that from someone who only holds status due to her gems.”

      While Nathan would love to say that his Champions’ expressions went blank with fury, the fact was that his present roster showed their anger more visibly. Only Seraph and Sunstorm kept their emotions hidden. Narime’s tails shot upright as her lips and eyes narrowed. Ciana and Nurevia showed their disgust openly.

      Tarako merely cackled. “I’d love to test that when we reach Soreaux. Your mistress will surely recognize me. A word from me would have your head on a chopping block, given how she acted when we met briefly after the fall of Kurai.”

      “Enough, Tarako,” Nathan muttered. “I’m trying to avoid picking a fight here.”

      Despite how soft his intonation had been, he still knew he’d somehow hit her with mental magic. She appeared to shrug it off again.

      “Tarako?” Deverese sneered. “You named one of your Champions after a fictional character? What nonsense is this?”

      Unlike his past comments, this brought laughter to at least a few of his soldiers. The idea of a Champion named Tarako was truly absurd, especially as she’d hidden her tails and one of her gems by now. Far from everyone joined in.

      Ester and Ysabelle in particular stared at the fox in shock. That told Nathan they’d seen her from afar in the battle and knew she was hiding her true form, even if they hadn’t recognized her for who she truly was. A few other soldiers seemed similarly starstruck.

      “Look, Deverese, I don’t give a shit about any of this. There are countless invasions across Trafaumh and an army bearing down on Soreaux. Nobody wants to see a breach and the devastation it will wreak,” Nathan said, trying to cut through the bullshit. “I saw one months ago and don’t wish it even on Falmir. Help me, help Trafaumh. Especially as Rosewald already is.”

      “Trafaumh doesn’t need your help. We will save our people and all the world, along with Omria herself, will see it and know our glory,” Deverese said.

      “Glory? This isn’t about the glory, you idiot,” Nathan snapped, then paused—but only for a moment, as he didn’t want Deverese to interrupt him. “Would glory have helped you win this battle? Would you have crushed that Messenger and saved your soldiers and people?”

      He knew the obvious answer. The fact Deverese hadn’t shut the portal meant he couldn’t, but it would probably still be the excuse.

      “I would have fought to the end, ensuring that we did everything we could to stop the demonic Messenger,” Deverese proclaimed. “That is my duty to the Order, and I would have fought to the last to ensure its light shined brightly to my last breath. We can stand on our own, without the Empire’s overbearing aid.”

      Utter, unrelenting anger bubbled up in Nathan.

      “Deverese!” Ester shouted, taking a step forward as her diamonds glowed.

      Deverese abruptly spun backward and slammed into the ground. His jaw and cheek reddened within seconds, even as he automatically reached up to them.

      At the same time, a strangled squeal rose from Ester and she collapsed to the ground. Ysabelle caught her fellow Champion, panic in her eyes.

      Almost every soldier flinched while reaching for their weapons, but they all held short. Fear filled the eyes of the ordinary ones. The elites waited for an order, aware this might be the end.

      Nathan stood stock still, his arm outstretched, hand balled in a fist. He hadn’t felt a thing. It took him far too long to realize he’d knocked Deverese to the ground.

      Memories of both of his fathers doing the same thing in the past bubbled up in his mind, and he straightened up. Frustration overwhelmed him as he waved his Champions down.

      “You—How dare—” Deverese breathed out.

      “Shut up,” Nathan said, aware that he should be trying to disarm the situation but unable to control his runaway anger. “How fucking stupid can you be? You’d rather fight and die against a Messenger than accept help? What about your soldiers? Your Champions? Fucking hell, do you know how many people would die if that Messenger breached because of your pride? All the glory in Doumahr won’t matter if everyone in Trafaumh is dead and the country is a ruined wasteland. As a Bastion, you serve Omria, you serve Doumahr, and you serve its people. How can you say you’ll leave them to die for your pride!”

      He knew he’d said something he shouldn’t. Yet, even as that presence reached for him, he felt his own power and fury lash out in his mental world.

      Fuck off! I don’t have time for you, he screamed at the presence. Mental magic poured off him, churning through his mental world and wards.

      Somehow, the thing slowed. It seemed to weaken, even as it scratched and lashed at his mind. He felt it try to break through, but his anger held it at bay. Deverese needed to be put in his place, and like hell Nathan would let this annoying thing punish him for one minor slip up for doing so.

      Then Fyre swept in and brushed away the presence. Concern flooded his mind. Likely because of how utterly furious he must feel.

      Worried that she might get the wrong impression, he returned to reality.

      Deverese stared up at him in shock. Maybe Nathan’s words had reached him.

      “Tell me, Deverese, what do you fight for?” Nathan asked.

      The younger Bastion gulped. He nearly glanced backward, but steeled himself. “I fight to protect Trafaumh.”

      “Its image, or its people?”

      “I fight to protect the country I grew up in. The country whose history I am deeply proud of, and that should never be washed away.”

      “And do you think the people of that country would be happy to die for that? Or do you think they’d think of that as being ‘washed away?’”

      “You’re putting words in my mouth—”

      “Deverese, stop!” Ester shouted. “Just stop. This has gone long enough.”

      “Indeed it has.” Ysabelle straightened up. “Whether we fight with Revered Bastion Nathan or not, he fights with the Prophet Fyre, who is recognized by the Inquisition. And if Marquise de Rosewald had granted him entry, then we have absolutely no authority to oppose him. Would it not be best to work with the Marquise, at least?”

      Well, shit, Nathan had forgotten that Ysabelle was so adept at politics. She’d done as well as she did for a reason, after all. Wrangling her way into the upper spheres of nobility as a Champion despite being born as a commoner was no mean feat.

      He judged her harshly due to her strange behavior, but both she and Ester were highly capable.

      “Fine.” Deverese rose. “I will contact Marquise de Rosewald and—”

      The corporal that stood guard outside the fort burst into the portal, along with several other soldiers.

      “Regal Bastion Deverese, alarm!” the corporal screamed. “The signals are lit! There’s a breach along the mountains to the east. Demons are loose in Trafaumh!”
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      The threat of cascades remained one of the oldest and greatest threats to Doumahr. Even before the invention of the wireless, an eruption of wild magic that tore through the leylines and prevented all forms of magical communication could end nations overnight.

      Militaries relied on leadership and communications. Even if a Bastion defended their own portal, that mattered little if one twenty miles away fell and an army of demons spilled out across the land. Every nation developed methods to protect themselves. If they hadn’t, then they’d never have succeeded.

      Most of those in operation dated back to the age when Omria had still walked among the Empire. Cascades barely occurred these days, reducing the knowledge of their countermeasures to little more than footnotes in history and expertise that was often passed on verbally to the next generation. Complacency had set in, particularly with the development of the wireless and defensive barriers around towns and cities.

      Yet not every nation fell victim to folly. The Spires used fireworks to coordinate defensive measures across Forselle Valley, ensuring that any fort that was in danger from a foe—internal or external—was obvious to all. Much of the defensive line along the Houkeem Desert relied on signaling towers that worked day and night.

      And in Trafaumh, the Inquisition never allowed their defenses to fail. Perhaps they had once. But Baudelaire ensured the Order maintained the many protections set in place centuries prior by Omria herself. Trained messengers with fast horses, automated response plans for battalions, fireworks, and signal towers in high-density areas.

      Near Fort Arrinsy and the mountain range by the Pearlescent Canyon, a series of ancient smoke beacons stood to pass information to the many defenders and citizens along the heavily inhabited south-eastern stretch of Trafaumh. Hermit monks maintained them, responding to either a signal being lit from a failing fortress, a visible breach, or any sighting of demons.

      Once Nathan and the others rushed outside, they confirmed the sight of plumes of smoke rising into the clear blue sky. It was late afternoon by now, as the sun began to fall behind the nearby mountains, but the smoke stood out as a black cloud marring Nathan’s vision.

      In the distance, he saw another plume. No doubt more rose, stretching across the range.

      “By Omria,” Ysabelle uttered, covering her mouth with her hands.

      “Do we know where it might be coming from?” Narime asked. “This system seems too crude.”

      Nathan shook his head at the same time as Deverese. Although most eyes fell on Nathan, he allowed the local Bastion to explain matters.

      “The signals merely tell us direction, using the order they were lit,” Deverese grunted out. “The source of the breach might not even be one of the mountain forts. If anyone spotted demons roaming the countryside or if a fortress sent off a message before it fell, we’d light the signals. All we know is that we must go north-west.”

      “That’s all you know,” Nathan corrected. “I have the ability to confirm the location far faster. Are you willing to actually work with me, or will I go put down the demons myself?”

      “I’ll gather my soldiers and do my duty, Revered Bastion.” Deverese refused to look at Nathan. “My orders are clear. There’s a breach somewhere and Fort Arrinsy is secure. I need to ensure my own binding stones haven’t fallen.”

      “You can feel your Champions, can’t you?”

      “That doesn’t mean they aren’t about to fall. I won’t allow a breach from my portals while blindly responding to another.”

      That answered that. Nathan knew he’d get no help from his old rival.

      Honestly, did Deverese even count as his rival anymore? The man barely resembled the Bastion he’d known in his old world. The changes that Nathan had wrought had warped Deverese beyond recognition.

      Shaking his head, Nathan turned to leave.

      “Deverese, you can’t be serious!” Ester snapped. “We know what the Imperial Spymaster can do. All of Trafaumh is in danger. This isn’t what the Inquisition or the Regal Council would do. I… Please, for the sake of the villages and towns here.”

      “We have our orders,” Deverese said robotically.

      Utter confusion warred with anger on Ester’s face. Her gauntlets clinked together as she gripped her sword so tight that her knuckles surely whitened beneath the armor.

      Then she shook her head, her brown pigtails flying around her face. Her red and black plate clanked as she darted over to Nathan.

      “Then I’ll represent the Inquisition,” she declared. “You have your orders, and I have mine, beaten into me since I could barely talk. As a soldier of the Inquisitorial Corps, I serve the Goddess, then the Inquisition, then you. And the desires of the first two are screaming in my ear.”

      “Ester, you can’t—” Deverese began to say, before stopping himself. “Fine. Go. I’ll get a report from you later, and it will be in the hands of the inquisitors then.”

      Déjà vu struck Nathan. He’d heard Deverese say something similar to Jafeila countless times in the past, whenever she’d charged off on her own or found some excuse to join Nathan somewhere.

      Had it ever been loaded with so much bitterness? Nathan suspected he might have missed the undertones in the past. Particularly given Jafeila’s divided loyalties and tendency to return late due to cornering Nathan somewhere for sex after a mission.

      “Let’s go,” he said, pushing the idea of sex firmly from his mind.

      Ester nodded, although her face had paled following Deverese’s words. None of her comrades followed her.

      Although, once again, Nathan knew Ysabelle’s mind churned as she considered following Ester. But if both of Deverese’s best Champions left him, there’d be hell to pay. Either Deverese might be done as a Bastion, or the Inquisition might back him and punish his wayward Champions once all was said and done.

      Nathan checked his link with Reine and saw that she was close to where they’d been earlier.

      “This might feel a little weird at first,” he told Ester.

      She gave him a half-hearted smile. “I’ve seen you do this a couple of times now, and heard all about it in the Inquisition reports. Um. It’s not heretical or anything, right?”

      “I’ve teleported Fyre like this, so I think that’s a no,” he said, hedging around the reality of the situation.

      Because he definitely was committing heresy by any standard. His teleportation magic came right from Messengers, after all.

      His words comforted Ester, and she sheathed her longsword. As Nathan prepared his teleportation spell with a golden spell frame, Ester held her hands against her diamonds.

      Then his spell finished. Tarako flitted ahead again. Once again, she knew exactly where he’d appear.

      “How do you keep doing that?” he asked her, a little annoyed.

      “Teleportation magic isn’t instant,” Tarako said. “You’re a beginner at using spatial magic, so you probably don’t really understand, but you’re sending a signal in the open to where you plan to teleport to.”

      “I’m what?” he asked.

      A memory nudged his mind. Didn’t he use a similar trick to work out where Sunstorm teleported to using her monogem ability? He could sense her an instant before she appeared.

      “Think of the world like a map. When you want to teleport, you first draw a line between you and your destination. Then you’re ‘crunching’ the space along that line to entangle your current position and your destination—although I’m oversimplifying here, because you’re not actually—”

      “You lost me already. Don’t go into that level of detail.” He rubbed his temples. “Entangle?”

      “Uh…” Tarako looked at the Twins, who rolled their eyes.

      “Quantum entanglement is the idea that two objects or locations are the same,” Laura said. “Although the goat would probably flip her shit if I said that to her face, given this was her field of expertise.”

      “I just got more confused,” Nathan said.

      “When you teleport, you’re connecting two spaces. For the briefest of instants, you’re in two locations at once—your origin and your destination. Then you remove yourself from your origin, so you’re only at your destination, and end the spell. That way you’re not actually in two places at once. Gateways create a permanent entanglement,” Laura droned. “And yeah, there’s a tiny signal before anyone teleports. You need to send magic to the destination, after all.”

      “The weird part is that the fluffball can detect it that fast.” Maura glared at Tarako.

      “I’ve forgotten more about spatial magic than you kits have ever learned,” Tarako said.

      “Given you’re a hag, I can actually believe that.”

      Both sides of the argument bared their teeth at one another.

      Nathan decided he had his answer, but didn’t need to let this argument go on any further. Any enemy sufficiently skilled in spatial magic could predict where he might teleport and use that against him. That might get him killed one day if he wasn’t careful.

      Knights milled around him, if far fewer in number. He saw no signs of fortifications, which given the late hour meant that Sen had chosen somewhere else to set up camp.

      Speaking of which, she trotted up to him, a pair of officers from the knights in tow.

      “Where’s Reine?” Nathan asked Sen. “I assume you can see the smoke as well as us.”

      “Already on it.” Sen half-turned and pointed down the road, where a circle of knights stood. “I’ve been working with Reine to dispatch everyone. We have a camp to the north and we brought some regular soldiers through to set it up. Almost everyone else is either with Fyre or responding to the breach.”

      He nodded and began walking toward Reine. Everyone else followed, although Ester took a few moments to follow suit. She looked around with an uncertain expression, as if expecting somebody to question her presence among the Imperial Army.

      “Do we know where the breach is?” he asked.

      “Reine says there’s at least two, but she’s worried more will start popping up. There must be invasions hitting almost every fortress in Trafaumh.”

      “That’s exactly what’s happening.” Nathan checked the leylines as he walked.

      Little had changed, as they remained a complete mess.

      But he did notice that more energy had washed up against Prophet’s Hope. Enough to bring it dangerously close to an invasion.

      Ordinarily, he’d say it couldn’t be invaded, but would that apply against Artemis?

      If she could invade a second time in as many days, how could he hope to win against his enemies? This onslaught was becoming obscene, even by the standards of his old world.

      Cascades stacked upon cascades, far larger than almost anything he usually dealt with. Messengers hitting everything from minor fortresses to portals that had remained open since the times of Omria.

      By Nathan’s count, starting from Artemis, there’d been four Messenger invasions in the past 24 hours.

      Artemis, Tomoe, the one invading the Spires, and now this dominion. Not to mention that Soreaux had likely fought one off. Nothing of this magnitude had ever occurred in his old world.

      “We should have been ready for this,” Ester muttered.

      Sen shot the woman a strange look, then raised an eyebrow at Nathan. Most likely, she’d felt some pang of recognition. The two had known each other in his old world from way back. More than a few times, they’d fought as a pair when Nathan battled alongside Deverese due to how well Ester’s gem abilities paired with a sorceress in need of protection.

      “I don’t think anyone was ready for this,” Seraph said. “Not even Nathan, and he’s been preparing for the worst.”

      He grunted affirmatively.

      Ester bit her lip. “Really? Then why are all of you up here and not battling in the Empire against the same threat?”

      “Because Nathan can teleport across Doumahr with a flick of his wrist, has all of us, and is a bottomless well of energy,” Sunstorm said. Her eyes seemed to sink with exhaustion. “I still have no idea how you’re still going all out after all this.”

      “Everyone else is doing most of the fighting,” he said.

      Which, while true, didn’t speak to the real cause.

      Namely, that Nathan barely felt tired at all.

      Sure, he felt mentally and emotionally drained. A whole whirlpool of nightmarish thoughts threatened to overwhelm him at any moment. This could be the moment he failed, after years of preparation and effort. A lifetime of mindfulness techniques to keep his worries at bay enabled him to operate normally.

      Mostly normally, given he’d exploded at Deverese.

      But physical exhaustion eluded him. Not to mention his unknown source of magic.

      They finally reached Reine and the knights around her parted. Astra stood beside the wolfgirl, staring up at the mountains with a face formed of stone.

      “Bad,” Astra said.

      “It’s not,” Reine corrected, turning to face Nathan. Her mask remained in place, although he saw her hood moved as her ears twitched upon his arrival. “Lord Nathan, I found the location of the breach shortly after the first beacons were lit. Ordinary demons are pouring forth from the remains of Chateau d’Polierre.”

      Nathan mentally mapped out where that castle was, while almost everyone else seemed clueless.

      “That’s nearly 100 miles to the north-west,” he said once he did the internal math. “It overlooks one of the major tributary rivers that feed into Soreaux.”

      “Indeed. The damage being done is unfortunate, but the beacons were lit rapidly. I’ve dispatched most of our knights to the surrounding area along with Fei, as Fyre claimed to be capable of handling portals by herself.”

      Nathan frowned. “Where’s Fyre now?”

      As if to prove that the prophet could spy on him, he felt her ping him along their mental link. He traced the connection to a fortress only a few dozen miles away. Then he ordered her to return.

      “I’m calling Fyre back,” he said aloud. “We’re changing our plans. Suppressing the breach is the highest priority. Now that Deverese doesn’t plan to help, it’s less productive to focus on the fortresses if we’ll face opposition from the defenders.”

      “You’re giving up on us?” Ester stared at him in shock.

      “Let him speak,” Tarako said.

      Ester winced, then bowed her head in apology.

      “By now, I expect almost any portal that was going to fall, has fallen or is about to. Defeating the Messenger and dealing with Deverese has taken too long.” Nathan pointedly looked at the sun. “I probably should have moved out sooner.”

      “The plan would have worked if we’d just run in and crushed a bunch of demons,” Sunstorm said.

      “But we didn’t, and instead got caught up battling a nigh-immortal Messenger. This is triage.” He sighed. “In any case, I need Fyre to close the portal. If I do it, I’ll claim the binding stone and I have something in mind.”

      Seraph shot him a look, as if she instinctively understood his meaning.

      He continued, “We’ll need to split up in any case. Those of you that excel in horde combat will focus on the breach, while the rest of you can continue once we get Rosewald’s assistance or Fyre returns.”

      “We’re back to using Rosewald?” Seraph asked.

      “There’s no choice. In any case…” He looked at the Champions around him. “Sen and Narime, I want both of you to help Fei. Seraph, you’ll help me shut the portal and then take command of the knights. Ciana, you’ll remain with me. Sunstorm, work with Reine to scout out any binding stones that we’re not sure are still battling an invasion, as you can sneak inside them easily. Tarako, you can teleport Rosewald around. Stop using your disguise, too. You’ll awe people with your tails and gems.”

      “That’ll be annoying,” Tarako muttered.

      “And me?” Nurevia asked, her fists balling as if she expected a certain answer.

      “The moment Fyre returns, you’re with her. You’re a trigem and can easily handle whatever demons a portal will throw at you. Not to mention most soldiers of Trafaumh will recognize you.”

      She choked back a laugh, but he saw relief in her eyes. “Oh, they will. I slaughtered a bunch of them under Tharban a few years back.”

      “And now they’ll be happy you’re slaughtering demons for them. Recognizable Champions means they’ll be more trusting. I’d send you with Rosewald, but…” He looked at Tarako.

      The fox shrugged. “Can’t your wolf just teleport everyone around?”

      Reine hesitated. That told Nathan plenty.

      “She’s pushing herself enough as is. Both you and Fyre can teleport, and we don’t know how many fortresses are still in danger.”

      Relief washed over the wolf, while Tarako bowed her head in acknowledgement of his words.

      “Um, what about me?” Ester asked. “Or do you not… need me?”

      Nathan blinked, then bit back a curse. “Sorry. I was running down a mental list of my own Champions. The soldiers and people near the breach are yours, and your gems allow you to fend off demons while protecting others. If you fight alongside a company of knights, including local defenders, they’ll be able to cover a lot of ground without taking losses.”

      That was almost certainly how Ester had fought Siv’s horde, although she would have had Ysabelle to lend fire support at the time.

      But Reine shook her head. “There may be something else to worry about, Lord Nathan. I have confirmed that there is a breach to the north.”

      “… it’s not—”

      “Tortoffen remains intact. Rather, the issue is that patch that was eerily unchanged. Demons began emerging from it shortly afterward, only to be met by the Inquisition. Champions have emerged from Tortoffen to battle them and I believe more soldiers are on their way there.”

      Nathan looked at the Twins, who shrugged.

      “Spatial magic isn’t the only way to hide stuff,” Maura said. “It’s not like everyone works like Atlas.”

      Ciana tilted her head. “Could it be an illusion? A Messenger has breached and cast one across the entire area?”

      “Um… Maybe?” The succubus scratched her head. “There’d be a lot more destruction if there was a Messenger. Plus, I reckon the goat would be bleating something fierce if one broke through. They leave signs. More so than some damn demons shitting up the place.”

      Before she’d even finished talking, Fyre buzzed him with a negation.

      “Fyre doesn’t think so,” he said.

      “Man, you’ve really come far to be talking to us and chatting up the horsie in your head. Do you sext her as well? Tell her that you put on your robe and wizard hat?” Maura’s grin dripped with lewdness.

      Ignoring her, Nathan made a decision. “Do we have enough knights to spare up north and deal with this breach? I get the impression that the Inquisition is already on top of that one. The old soul in Tortoffen is a tough customer, even if he’s no Dominic. Bastion Jacques, if I recall.”

      Ironically, both of them had been “disappeared” during Baudelaire’s rise to tyrannical power.

      Uncertainty marred Sen’s face, and she looked to Seraph and Narime for support.

      The two strategists in Nathan’s camp shook their heads. This time, Seraph nodded at Narime.

      “Me first? Aren’t you the one who has been making all the preparations?” Narime’s lips quirked upward. “But the problem is obvious. We have fewer knights here than when we dealt with the breach at Mortiswatch. Most of our soldiers are busy dealing with the cascade or are exhausted from battle.”

      “We’ll need days to recover. Do you think we have that time?” Seraph asked.

      “Breaches take weeks to resolve. I want to shut this one now, but…” Nathan frowned. “I’ll have Fyre close that portal as well, but given the risk of a Messenger she’ll need support. Otherwise, the Inquisition will need to fend off the demons. Ester, go with Sen and Narime to suppress the nearby breach.”

      Ester nodded.

      In the distance, he saw soldiers begin to emerge from Fort Arrinsy. Far fewer than he’d hoped for under Deverese’s command, and that likely spoke to the immense casualties the Bastion had suffered fighting off two invasions back-to-back. Ester followed Nathan’s gaze.

      For a long moment, he expected her to apologize to him and dash back to join her actual Bastion. He couldn’t read her emotions. She’d always been openly in love with Deverese, so he knew that walking away from him like this—even to defend her country—must be tearing her apart.

      “You don’t have to—” Nathan began to say.

      Ester cut him off with a sharp look, her usual fire returning. “I’m doing what I’ve been trained to. Maybe you don’t understand who and what I am, but if I can’t help protect my people then what was it all for? I grew up around here.”

      He resisted the urge to say that he knew.

      Memories of a party in Soreaux filled his mind. Ester had been as bored with the soiree as him, while Deverese preened under the attention of nobles for reasons that had nothing to do with his abandoned birthright. At some point, she’d dragged him out to a balcony in that glittering dress that proved how beautiful she could be, and then dumped her past on him. Plus her unrequited love for Deverese.

      “You’re one of the Inquisition’s child soldiers,” Nathan said.

      “Maybe. But I’m also one of its Champions. Like you said, we serve Omria and that means I defend her people. Just as you are.”

      When Ester looked back at Deverese, her complicated emotions returned.

      Yet Nathan struggled to reconcile her words and actions with the puppy love he’d always known her for. She hardly acted like someone deeply in love with her one and only Bastion.

      The Twins giggled nearby.

      “In that case, everyone has their orders. Narime, can you teleport Ester and Sen to the front? Reine and Sunstorm, you know what to do. Everyone else—”

      “We get it,” Nurevia drawled. “We’re Champions. Don’t repeat yourself ten times.”

      They all went their separate ways. Reine provided portals as necessary, especially as they had no reason to remain here. Their camp was elsewhere, so it was important to head there.

      Which left only him and Seraph.

      “Am I right to assume what’s happening next?” she asked.

      A small smile graced his face. “I didn’t plan things this way, but a breach is a golden opportunity. It’s time to give you your first binding stone.”
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      “So, what do you want us to do?” Maura asked before Nathan could say or do anything else.

      The Twins crossed their arms beneath their oversized tits and glowered at him, as if they had expected to be included in his orders.

      Then again, given the earlier discussion, maybe Narime had gotten their hopes up that Nathan might send them out to deal with the remaining fortresses in danger of being invaded. Their mental magic would allow them to deal with any wary Bastions.

      “You might be of use to me when I help Seraph claim her first binding stone,” he said. “So you’re coming with me, of course.”

      “Sure we will,” Laura droned.

      “This involves mental magic. Or is that not your specialty?”

      They rolled their eyes at him and let out a joint harrumph.

      Even if he had a good argument, they evidently just wanted to fly off and cause havoc with his blessing. By contrast, he still didn’t want them messing with the heads of random people.

      Narime might be right that they wouldn’t openly betray him, but these succubi had their own agenda. If he allowed them to start using their mental magic on ordinary Bastions and soldiers, what might they get up to? His only method of limiting their influence would weaken drastically and they might use that weakness to accomplish whatever they desired.

      For him, he suspected. Or, more accurately, for whatever vision of him they had in mind.

      Nathan didn’t want a host of female Champions mysteriously and “randomly” asking to be transferred to his command immediately after the Twins were nearby.

      “Hey, we wouldn’t be that overt,” Maura protested.

      But the succubi grinned from ear to ear and their red eyes gleamed with mischief.

      “I’d accuse you of spying on my thoughts, but I’m guessing I wasn’t subtle in my musings about you,” he said.

      “It’s pretty easy to pick ourselves out of your surface thoughts, especially when you’re thinking lewd things.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “I’m pretty sure the idea of us going around and collecting all of Trafaumh’s Champions for you counts as lewd,” Laura said, intentionally misrepresenting his apprehensions toward them.

      When Seraph and Ciana shot him odd looks, he merely ran a hand over his face.

      “Let’s just go,” he said.

      “We won’t judge you,” the succubi sang out.

      “If I’m ever judged by you, I’ll question how far I’ve fallen.”

      “Oh, you’ve fallen far.”

      He’d walked into that one.

      Once he waved his hand, his Champions stepped close to him. As did the Twins. Then he cast his teleportation spell, clearly visualizing his destination.

      When he’d first seen Chateau d’Polierre, it had been while responding to a breach farther west, not long after the defense of the Gharrick Mountains. The castle had stood as an immense, if dense, ivory mountain that straddled a growing river and was more than capable of fending off demonic hordes that might threaten it.

      Nathan had fond memories of the place. Not least because he’d rekindled the flame with Narime there after she’d run off following the events in the Federation.

      Also, like he’d often done when given the chance to meet Jafeila, he’d marked the battlefield with sex. At the time, she’d had some rather pertinent questions over Baudelaire’s use of Ysabelle as a rallying cry.

      While Baudelaire never created a false prophet, as the Twins and Kadria intimated she managed with Reine, Ysabelle had become the closest thing. The Order believed her blessed by Omria. A woman who spoke of visions with a fiery fervor, with a bell-like voice that enraptured men, and a gorgeous figure that many dreamt of—both religiously and otherwise.

      At the time, Nathan had strongly disliked her. Her dyed hair, pompous behavior, and increasingly delusional belief in her own status as one of Omria’s chosen. Dark, malicious, and often lascivious rumors spread about her. In his youth, Nathan believed them, although he had at least refrained from spreading them.

      Today… well, he still distrusted Ysabelle.

      But Jafeila’s words rang in his ears as he recalled the memories of their talk above d’Polierre.

      “Sometimes belief is all we have. Ysa isn’t stealing alms to feed the poor and enriching herself. She lets people believe that maybe Omria still supports us, after everything that’s happened. What do we gain if that’s taken away?”

      Nathan found himself pondering that question as the ruins of d’Polierre appeared in front of him.

      The ivory stonework lay across both sides of the river. There had been a bridge built into the fortress once, but it appeared to have collapsed into the waters and been carried away. Great gouges tore the earth open on this side of the river, revealing flooded basements several stories deep.

      And, of course, a fifty foot tall black and white demonic portal hovered in the air.

      Roars of fury interrupted Nathan’s assessment.

      A quick glance behind him confirmed that hundreds of demons roamed the area. Fyre had yet to appear and close it, given he’d only just asked her to.

      Ciana drew her greatsword and Seraph’s tonfas appeared in her hands.

      Before either could do little more than make their gems glow, the Twins snapped out their arms. Darkness flashed along them.

      Then every demon in sight collapsed. Their bodies fell apart in the process, cleanly sliced in two by the succubi’s spatial slashes. Trees thundered to the ground in the distance and shrubs burst into leaves.

      “Does that count as useful?” Maura asked snippily.

      Her red eyes seemed to glow with annoyance as she shot Nathan a sidelong look.

      Yeah, Nurevia’s comments after the dominion battle had struck a nerve.

      “Do you want me to pat your head?” he asked.

      Now her eyes definitely glowed. Laura snickered.

      “I am not your dog,” Maura ground out. “It’s the goat’s job to bend over and ask to be bred.”

      All the more reason to pet her. He reached up and rubbed his hand along the top of her head.

      Her cheeks reddened in response to his touch for a few seconds, before she swat his hand away. He kept at it.

      “The subbening is complete,” Laura intoned.

      “Oh, fuck you, Sis. I’ll bend you over and shove the biggest—”

      Seraph interrupted them with a cough. “Shouldn’t we close the portal?”

      “Nathan said he needs Fyre to do it,” Ciana said.

      The other Champion blinked, then nodded. “My apologies. Continue.”

      Annoyed, the succubi glared at the unicorn, who merely waved her hand in a “get on with it” gesture at them.

      This caused both Messengers to stop arguing and they stared at Ciana with wide eyes.

      “Oh my god, she’s actually been truly corrupted. She’s acting like a brat,” Laura gasped out. “That black horn hasn’t just been for show.”

      “Black horn?” Ciana frowned. “Wait, that’s not just Nathan’s corruption fetish?”

      “Hey!” he said.

      “Nah, your horn has been acting weirdly since you started thinking lewd thoughts.” Maura shrugged.

      “It’s a bicorn—” Nathan said.

      “We’ve heard that,” both succubi droned.

      Maura sighed. “Look, we don’t care about the fantasy shit of this world that much. Worlds tend to fly past so fast that they get muddled up too easily.” She screwed up her face. “Although, I guess we probably should care a bit more. We’re going to be stuck here with you for ages.”

      It was Ciana’s turn to look annoyed. Likely because they’d just dismissed her existential crisis over becoming a bicorn without a care.

      “You know, I think both of you would look better with dog ears and tails,” she said. “Can’t you modify your bodies? Or at least create illusions? You used them to look like ordinary beastkin.”

      Awkward silence. Both succubi looked at each other, as if aware they’d stepped on some sort of trap.

      “Uh, yes, but—” Laura tried to say.

      Ciana tried to clap her one hand, then grimaced before simply grinning at the succubi. “Great. Nathan, order them to grow dog ears and tails. And to bark. And—”

      “Ciana, I think you’re getting carried away,” Fyre’s voice said from above them, loaded with amusement.

      They looked up as the horsegirl fluttered down to earth. She’d presumably just teleported in, as Nathan hadn’t heard her until just now.

      “Don’t you agree with me?” Ciana asked her friend after rushing over to her.

      “Yes, but I think they should bark without being ordered to.”

      “Oh, fuck you. And after all we’ve done for you,” Maura snapped.

      “… which is?” Fyre asked, tilting her head to one side.

      “Um… help you with the goat?”

      “I’m pretty sure I helped you, and that was entirely for Nathan. I’d do it to you as well if he ever asked me to.” Fyre’s eyes hardened into blood red gems.

      The succubi gulped, but not out of fear. “Damn. You are so much hotter than you were when you started doing all the preacher shit. It’s way better knowing that it’s you saying this as well, instead of the goat or somebody else pulling the strings.”

      Fyre and Ciana stared at the succubi, then at Nathan. Almost as if they wanted him to intervene and make the succubi actually react negatively.

      “I’ll make them act like dogs next time they misbehave,” he said.

      That got a rise from Maura and Laura.

      “Act like!?” they screamed.

      By now, Seraph had wandered over to the flooded basements. As if to aid her in her desire to shift the conversation back to normality, more demons appeared.

      The demons vanished just as quickly. At this point, common demons barely required consideration from Nathan or his subordinates, unless they were in immense numbers. Although the thousands being spawned at once suggested the hordes stomping around Trafaumh would be truly dangerous. He knew his knights would need Champion support.

      “Fyre, close the portal,” he ordered her.

      The prophet nodded, then fluttered up to the eyesore tearing reality open. Nathan had no clue how she closed portals. He wanted to monitor her.

      While he did so, Seraph asked, “Is the binding stone underground? I can’t see it anywhere else.”

      “It is. Four stories deep,” he answered while watching Fyre hover in the air. “We’ll need to block off the river, remove the water, then remove any rubble in the way.”

      He heard no reply, but suspected Seraph had nodded.

      Fyre began building up power along the leylines, similar to what he sensed when she or Charlotte had done prior. But the scale was orders of magnitude smaller. If he wasn’t paying close attention, he might not have even noticed the way she was putting this “prophet energy” into the leylines.

      Had Fyre been doing this all along whenever she used her special magic?

      Belatedly, Nathan recalled his battles alongside her. Even some of the earliest.

      When he’d first seen her in action, she’d appeared to vaporize a Champion through her gems. They had glowed gold, then she’d vanished in a beam of golden light, as if something had reached through the gems and incinerated her. She’d done something similar when Sunstorm encountered her prior, causing a Champion to collapse like a doll whose strings had been cut.

      In other fights, Fyre could somehow reach through Nathan’s links to his Champions and “empower” their gems. Even prevent his Champions from dying somehow, as had happened to Fei while fighting Siv. Fei’s gems had glowed gold at that time.

      Just like Fyre’s gems often did.

      If Fyre’s magic allowed her to reach through the leylines like this, was she in fact interfering with gems directly? Perhaps through the binding stones? Was that how she could close the portals? Nathan knew that the binding stones and portals were closely linked, but so were the leylines.

      And if so, weren’t all gems?

      A cold sweat broke out on Nathan’s body.

      If Fyre could do this, couldn’t Charlotte?

      The portal flickered out of existence. The interference in the leylines stopped growing, although it remained very small. So small Nathan only spotted it because he’d been paying careful attention.

      This level of disruption couldn’t cause that strange cascade, he realized.

      “Is something wrong?” Ciana asked him, gripping Nathan’s arm out of concern.

      He bit his lip. While he wanted to say no, Fyre had already noticed. Both women monitored his emotions and her face was wracked with concern. He felt that mirrored in the emotions swaddling his mind.

      The Twins simply shot him odd looks.

      When Fyre descended in front of him, Seraph noticed something was wrong and returned.

      “I felt what you did,” Nathan said.

      “And?” Fyre asked, confused.

      “You affected the leylines in the same way as when you used the power of Soreaux or the Pearlescent Canyon.”

      She stared at him. Her wings raised a moment later as fear struck her. “Am I about to cause a cascade? I didn’t—”

      “No! Not like that,” he corrected.

      Fyre calmed down.

      “There are two problems. One is that I’m now certain that whatever power you have, it’s intrinsically linked to magic itself in Doumahr. The binding stones, the leylines, and even Champion gems themselves.” Nathan bit his lips. “That stomps one idea I’ve been thinking of.”

      “Which is?” Seraph asked. Her disappointed expression suggested she might have had a similar one.

      “Once you became a Bastion, I’d wondered if you could have given me gems,” he admitted.

      The Twins burst out into peals of laughter, loud enough to make him want to knock them down with mental magic.

      “It was a bit of a hare-brained scheme,” he said. “But as strong as I am, some sapphires or diamonds would give me an edge against a Messenger.”

      “But if it’s linked to Omria, you can’t risk it.” Fyre’s eyes hardened. “Not because of me, but because of Charlotte.”

      Well, also because of Fyre. Not that he’d say that.

      To be blunt, the possibility that Fyre might leap on the chance to abuse her power and make Nathan do everything she wanted was higher than he cared to ever say to her face. He’d grown to care for Fyre, but he also knew her far better now.

      She wanted him. Mind, body, and soul. She might not care if that required her to abuse her power to achieve.

      “Not just Charlotte,” he said. “The true power between the goddess is constantly hunting me whenever I say her name.”

      “Which you keep doing,” Fyre said, a touch shrilly. “I don’t even know what you did last time. I felt the power pouring off your mental wards and…” Her face reddened and she fidgeted a little.

      “Oh, it was fucking hot,” the Twins said together.

      Maura grinned. “I thought watching him bitchslap that pompous asshole would be the highlight, but nope, had to be creaming my pants as he mentally bitchslapped the equivalent of an outer being.”

      Is that what he’d done? He’d just been pissed off.

      Nathan coughed. “In any case, I don’t want to allow a connection to the goddess that might grant her leverage over me. It’s too dangerous.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement.

      “Super smart. She’s looking for cracks in your defenses,” Maura said.

      “You’ll be her slave like that.” Laura snapped her fingers.

      Fyre appeared disappointed. Seraph simply nodded, her disappointment over a failed idea fading instantly.

      “The second problem is grander,” Nathan explained. “One that I can’t believe I missed, as it’s been explained to me. I know why these cascades and invasions are so bad. Every time you use your powers, you’re leaving a huge imprint in the leylines—and therefore magic itself. That’s connected to the portals, which are the way the outer beings attack Doumahr. And what is the main limit on their power here?”

      Fyre, Seraph, and Ciana were completely lost.

      But the Twins nodded along, as if everything he said had been the basics of basics. They’d probably worked this out ages ago.

      Or maybe they hadn’t and were just following along.

      “I don’t understand,” Ciana said.

      “In history, whenever the goddess is missing, demonic invasions decrease in intensity. That’s why Messengers became myth,” he said. “It’s why humanity had time to rise following the faeries. It’s also why she leaves in the first place, because the invasions become so bad. If she doesn’t, then…” He frowned.

      Huh. Tarako had mentioned that civilizations usually burned down due to huge demonic invasions, but the faeries had collapsed primarily due to the dark elf rebellion and the loss of Omria. Tarako had even said that the demons had only really destroyed a small amount of their empire.

      Why had Omria been leaving so early from the faeries and humanity?

      Shaking his head, he continued, “When the outer beings use more power and send stronger Messengers, the goddess can respond in kind. They balance each other out. But right now, we have two prophets battling for legitimacy. We’re letting all the Messengers go nuts.”

      Fyre shook where she stood. Her wings fluttered.

      Before she could take off, Ciana grabbed her arm. Nathan grabbed her other and reached for her mentally.

      “Stop,” he shouted. “Fyre, I—”

      Something slammed into him and he felt his body weaken. Ciana’s first diamond glowed. Pushing through the pain, he remained standing despite his shaking limbs.

      Fyre stared at him in a mixture of shock and terror. Her wings stopped flapping and she descended to the ground. Automatically, she grabbed his shoulders and tears fell from her eyes.

      “Nathan, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—Please forgive me,” she cried out, panicking over something.

      He had no idea what was going on. Neither did Ciana nor Seraph, who looked at Fyre in confusion, then around them in a panic.

      The initial pain faded, leaving him with a dull headache. He simply held Fyre against him, his arms easily closing around her small body as she poured her heart and eyes out into his chest. His hands ran through her blonde hair over and over.

      It was the grim countenances of the Twins that told him what had gone down.

      The thing that had slammed into him had been a mental strike. Which is why neither Seraph nor Ciana knew what had happened and the pain had faded.

      And the cause had been his own uncontrollable power. He’d ordered Fyre to stop, hit her with mental magic, and she’d almost certainly lashed out with some sort of defensive spell.

      Maybe he’d been rash to assume the Champion that Sunstorm saw collapse had been killed through the leylines. Fyre could clearly use mental magic attacks, just like Kadria.

      Once Fyre stopped crying, he pulled her away from him.

      “It’s fine, Fyre. If anything, it’s my fault,” he said.

      “But I—”

      “Didn’t really do anything. I barely even have a headache,” he said. “You’ve experienced my lapse of mental magic before. It’s happening in the real world now. I’m guessing you have some measures to protect against them now?”

      She nodded with a grim smile. “I added some after the battle against Charlotte. Those glamours annoyed me so much. The idea that an enemy might try to beguile me by waving their tits around and use some mental magic on them needed to be punished. I just didn’t think… I’m sorry.”

      This would go around in circles forever.

      Nathan briefly explained what had happened to Seraph and Ciana.

      Then, finally, he finished what he had started with his explanation. “There’s nothing we can do about the growing ability of the Messengers. We absolutely need you for the future of Doumahr. But it does mean we need to deal with Charlotte sooner rather than later. Ideally without the two of you openly battling each other again.”

      Fyre nodded. This time, she didn’t try to fly away out of shame.

      At least until Nathan reminded her that she needed to return to help Nurevia deal with other portals. She’d blushed, then stole a kiss from Nathan before teleporting away.

      Which meant it was time to focus on the binding stone.

      They looked at the flooded basements. Seraph grimaced.

      “This would take weeks to handle normally,” she said.

      “Months,” he said. “Cleaning up the breach is one thing, but the roads and surrounding area would be ruined. Getting the mages and equipment in to fix a problem of this magnitude would be a gargantuan effort. I’m not entirely sure why so many binding stones are underground.”

      “Because they’re natural features,” Maura droned. “Why do you think there are so many near mountains and highly arable land? Large concentrations of magic, like in crystals in mineral deposits, or fertile land, means lots of binding stones.” She paused. “Or it might be the other way around.”

      That didn’t explain why they were underground, but he nodded anyway.

      Nobody else possessed abilities that helped with blocking a river. So Nathan summoned huge sandbags to cut off the basement from the inflow.

      Despite the distance from his binding stones, the effort seemed no harder than usual. He swallowed his concerns. This should have drained a ridiculous amount of magic from him. His closest binding stone was well over 100 miles away.

      Once the river had been blocked off, he and Seraph began clearing away the water. Slowly.

      Sure, Seraph could vaporize huge amounts of water with a single blast of her monogem ability, but the basements were massive. Chateau d’Polierre was one of the largest fortresses in the region. Clearing four flooded basements of water was the work of a summoned water spirit.

      Nathan knew battle magic. The fact he wasn’t a real sorcerer showed.

      Eventually, the Twins grew irritated, flew up into the air and turned the entire area into a huge empty cube of excavated dirt.

      “You can do this as well, you idiot,” Maura shouted at him from the sky while flashing him with her complete lack of underwear. “Try spatial magic next time.”

      With the area cleared out, Nathan and Seraph leaped down.

      The binding stone hovered several feet above ground. It looked like a featureless stone orb. A pair of black bands ran across it, protecting it from being claimed by any random Bastion.

      At least, in theory. Nathan knew how to access Trafaumh’s binding stones because Baudelaire had given him the codes to their sealing magic. Only he and Gareth had been granted them, because she trusted almost none of Falmir’s Bastions with them. But she had known that some Bastions might need to claim a binding stone in Trafaumh’s territory in case of a breach.

      More than that, with his new mental magic no method of sealing binding stones could stop him. Falmir had probably changed their codes under Charlotte, but that wouldn’t matter.

      He still found it odd that she’d never questioned how or why he’d claimed their binding stone following Siv’s invasion at Prophet’s Hope.

      Seraph stared up at the binding stone. He’d been training her to claim binding stones for months now, including how to bypass sealing magic. Given her past training as a Bastion, she’d picked everything up easily.

      The hard part had been teaching her the methods that used mental magic. Unlike him, Seraph wasn’t trained in sorcery at all. So trying to teach her the techniques necessary to adjust the basic Bastion training proved difficult.

      Nathan had picked everything up on the fly, often by feel as he slowly understood more and more of how magic actually worked. He’d connected the dots between his “Bastion magic” and ascended magic while the Twins taught him and even taught himself life magic.

      Expecting the same from Seraph was insanity.

      But all he really needed was a way to allow Seraph to claim a binding stone while she remained connected to him. That should just mean she formed a single mental tether using mental magic, without relying exclusively on Omria’s method.

      In much the same way that Nathan could now force connections to Champions and their gems, mental magic could force a connection to a binding stone. Messengers did the same thing when they invaded, even though they were foreign entities that Omria despised.

      Seraph looked at Nathan. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      “Seraph, you’ve trained for this.”

      “Maybe. But look around us, Nathan. Does this look like the sort of binding stone a first-time Bastion would claim? A devastated fortress? The binding stone is bone dry. I can feel it, and there’s nothing in it. It’s difficult to even sense it with my limited training and lack of expertise. And even if I succeed, I can’t defend it. Trafaumh will waltz up and retake it.”

      Nathan bit his lip.

      Okay, she had a point. He might not have thought this through.

      He’d claimed his fair share of binding stones in ruins. But they hadn’t been his first.

      By the time he waltzed into the truly ruined part of the Empire, he had a few binding stones under his belt and nearly a year as a Bastion. He’d spent months in Castle Karlam, improving aspects of the old fort and rebuilding parts he disliked. So when he finally had to build something from scratch, he knew what he was doing.

      And he sure as hell hadn’t done it with an empty binding stone. Those he found in the Empire had plenty of power in them, after months and months of neglect.

      Most Bastions sucked at building stuff, though. Seraph would likely fall into that camp. Starting her off like this would only make things harder.

      Nathan knew he needed some way to ease her into things.

      Unfortunately, he’d missed the low hanging fruit last year with the binding stones that Leopold left behind.

      There had to be a way.

      The Twins dropped down next to him.

      “How do Messengers without mental magic claim binding stones?” he asked them without turning.

      “Um, the boss does it for them,” Laura said. “You said it like thirty minutes ago. The portals are an extension of him and they’re connected to the binding stones. So once we’re through, we can just plug him into the binding stone, and he sort of loops us in.”

      “I don’t follow that at all,” Seraph said, sounding far more frustrated than she ever let on.

      Being so close to a goal she’d let go of, but nearly had in her grasp frayed her tether.

      Nathan rubbed his chin. “I think I understand. If I called you his Champions—”

      “Former Champions. You’ve had us under your thumb for a while now,” Maura corrected.

      “—then that would make him a Bastion. So he claims a binding stone, and somehow lets you use it on his behalf?”

      “I mean, yeah?” She frowned. “Oh. I get it.”

      Nathan felt out his link to Seraph, then checked that he could feel the binding stone.

      Like she’d said, it was barely there and bone dry.

      But given his seemingly inexhaustible supply of energy, would that even matter?

      If he could somehow claim a binding stone and “lend” it to Seraph, could he create Bastions that way? It would achieve his aim, avoid a lot of the issues in training—particularly as he’d rarely find anyone who had gone through the full suite of Bastion training like Seraph—and allow him to support a new Bastion.

      And perhaps avoid some of the pitfalls new Bastions ran into. Such as going mad with power. He could even lend them his own Champions, as he had sincere doubts his Champions had any interest in creating their own.

      “Do you know what he does when he ‘loops you in?’” Nathan asked Maura.

      “I can show you,” she said.

      Abruptly, he felt her presence brush against his mind. Both Maura and Laura in fact.

      They played out a mimicry of what he guessed to be the ritual they described. Maura pushed a tether into his mind—or his wards, really, as she couldn’t penetrate them—before wrapping Laura’s tether around her own and jamming it into his wards.

      If he had to describe it simply, it was like Laura’s tether slotted into Maura’s from behind. Like Maura had created a hollow hole that she used to push Laura through.

      Even before he returned to reality, he knew the succubi would make lewd jokes.

      “It’s simple, right? You’re just opening the binding stone up nice and wide for Seraph’s virgin—” Maura tried to say, grinning ear to ear.

      Nathan slapped her mentally.

      “I get it,” he said.

      “Aww,” the Twins said.

      Seraph raised an eyebrow, but he gave her a serious nod.

      The time for her to become a Bastion had arrived.

      “I need you to focus on the binding stone just like I taught you,” he told you. “But you’ll feel me guiding you along. Don’t resist me. It will probably feel a lot like a gemming ceremony, but potentially more intense.”

      He reached for the binding stone as he usually would. But after bypassing the sealing magic, he didn’t simply connect his mind to it.

      Rather, he reached for Seraph. He felt her presence hovering outside the binding stone, uncertain but doing her best. The feeling of her in an environment where she wasn’t supremely confident tickled Nathan in a way he knew he couldn’t ever tell her.

      He grabbed her mental tether with mental magic, in much the same way that somebody might pick up a child. Seraph gasped beside him, sweet and full of pleasure.

      Ignoring her, he returned to the binding stone. His connection remained intact. He’d barely even tried to maintain it, that was how easy it was for him these days.

      Careful not to claim it outright himself, he “pushed” Seraph through the sealing magic. Copying Maura and Laura proved more difficult than he expected. He hadn’t ever used mental magic like this.

      Usually he just formed a connection to someone or something. This time, he was connecting to something without actually connecting to it, while also intercepting somebody else’s connection.

      This method reminded him of how he had connected Reine’s gem to a binding stone, except in reverse.

      And his mind churned.

      With Reine, he’d connected the binding stone to her gem but kept indirect control over how much power could flow through it for safety. Now with Seraph, he formed a hollow connection to the binding stone while allowing her to take complete control of it through his mental tether.

      If Nathan combined the ideas, couldn’t he power something with a binding stone while allowing somebody to control it? Like one of his summons?

      Or something much more personal and necessary.

      He kept the thought near and dear to his heart.

      Finally, Seraph claimed the binding stone. Nathan felt it thrum with power, weak as it was.

      Which was a whole other problem.

      He frowned. Bauer had supplied power to Tomoe through some sort of connection like this. Could he do the same?

      Gently, he pushed power through his tether, much like he would through a gem. Binding stones usually only gave power, so he’d never even attempted this.

      Hell, he didn’t even know if binding stones could accept power. The connection was one way normally. But his tether wasn’t normal.

      His power hit the binding stone. Slowly but surely, the stone absorbed it. He felt it suck it up. A few minutes passed like this, and he managed to fill it to halfway.

      Yet he felt more drained than he had been in the last 24 hours. Utterly exhausted, he nearly severed the connection. Only the soft grip of Seraph’s hand on his arm—likely from concern—reminded him that he needed to maintain this link to help her.

      Nathan returned to the physical world to find Ciana and Seraph holding him from either side.

      And the Twins stared at him in a mixture of awe and outright terror. When he looked at them, they gulped.

      “How did you do that?” Maura asked.

      “You just taught me to do that,” he said.

      “I mean, yeah. But I didn’t think you’d easily do it.” She shook her head. “And I didn’t think you’d top up a fucking binding stone. You realize our old boss eats them for fucking lunch? What do you think that means about you—” She cut off abruptly.

      Both succubi paled.

      “Oh. Oh shit,” Laura muttered. “I think we’ve all fucked up big time.”

      Nathan frowned at them. “I don’t understand.”

      “Just…” Maura trailed off, biting her lip.

      Both Twins looked at each, their expressions unreadable.

      “We need to badger the goat about something,” Laura finished.

      “Sure.” He shook his head, too tired to worry about Kadria’s nonsense for the time being. “I’ll let you deal with whatever plans within plans within plans you think she’s up to.” Facing Seraph, he waved off her concern. “For now, it’s time for you to be a Bastion, Lia.”
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      Building a castle for the first time turned out to be a little more difficult than using gem abilities. Twilight fell by the time much progress was made.

      By then, Nathan had allowed the Twins to wander. More for his sanity than anything else. When they’d started nattering about all sorts of random topics in the most annoying drawl possible, he’d faced a choice between disabling them with mental magic or letting them keep themselves entertained.

      So long as they didn’t try to take over anyone’s minds, he let them go.

      In the meantime, Seraph worked at her first domain.

      The basements had been the easy part. They were surrounded by an excavated area of open dirt, thanks to the Twins, so Seraph just needed to create the structural foundation.

      “Do you have any advice?” she asked, biting her lip as she considered how to first create something.

      “It’ll come naturally to you, so don’t try to fight it,” he said. “The binding stone can do a lot of the work. In fact, start small. Try to create an object you know well. Just visualize it and try to ‘project’ it using the binding stone.”

      “I know. We went over this.”

      They had. While Nathan couldn’t exactly give Seraph live practice, there were countless mental exercises that Bastions went over.

      He had two sets, even. Those from his time apprenticing in Falmir and his training from the academy in the Empire. Seraph even had her own from Kurai. Between all three sets of lessons, he felt confident that Seraph knew what to do.

      The hard part was doing it. All the dry runs in the world meant nothing compared to actually using a binding stone.

      Practice makes perfect.

      Nathan watched as a cheongsam appeared in front of them, complete with a dress stand. It looked a little plain.

      Clicking her tongue, Seraph banished the cheongsam.

      “You can modify it without getting rid of it,” he told her.

      “I tried that. It just… didn’t change.”

      “You’ll work it out eventually,” he told her. “But it is harder to change things than create them anew. Especially something that’s been in the world for a while.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Is that why you don’t abuse this power against enemies? I’ve always wondered why you don’t just erase armor or weapons. Even if it’s expensive, many opponents would be greatly weakened.”

      “There’s a bunch of reasons. One, an enemy Bastion can often counter reality shaping. Although I guess that’s probably not the case with me anymore.” He shrugged with a lopsided smile. “Same with the other big reason, that you’re often far from home. The third reason is what I mentioned: things that have been around for a while are resistant. If it was created by that binding stone, it’s usually easier to manipulate, but the world doesn’t seem to like being messed with.”

      “These all seem like problems that power can solve. Power you have in spades.”

      “True. So let’s get to the one you’re really focused on. It’s extremely difficult to shape anything attached to humans or any humanoid. I can make the floor lava, but I can’t turn your skin into lava. Same applies to what you’re wearing. Life itself is magic and you naturally resist attempts to alter your being, which spreads to objects on you. That’s the province of entirely different branches of ascended magic.”

      “Mental, life, and whatever the succubi use to transform their bodies,” Seraph said. She smirked at his look of surprise. “I’m no sorceress, but I pay attention. You know the first two, but not the latter. And our rambunctious succubi only seem to use the first one much.”

      “They all specialize in different disciplines. Falmir’s succubus, Beatrice excels at physical transformation, but I doubt she can easily do it to others. Kadria can’t use mental magic well.”

      Seraph’s expression darkened at the mention of those succubi. She made the cheongsam reappear with a far more elaborate pattern. One that merged Omria’s wings with that of a great cat that stretched along its blue and gold length.

      “Going for Falmir’s colors?” he asked.

      “Last I checked, they don’t own the color blue,” she said drily.

      Even so, she concentrated. The blue transformed into a deep black. Seraph ran her fingers along it and frowned.

      “It’s not as soft as I’d like. I suppose I need more practice. Do you think I should practice more before starting with the castle?”

      “You can rework the castle later if you’re not satisfied with the results, Lia. The whole point of being a Bastion is that you can modify things on the fly.”

      Her cheeks colored.

      Finally, she began work on the basement. It took an hour. Nathan needed to remind her to build stairs and to make the rooms a little smaller when one ceiling nearly caved in.

      “I’m no architect. How am I supposed to know how much load everything can bear?” she asked. “How do you know?”

      “You can use magic to tell, actually. Same with all the measurements. The binding stone can give you a sense of distance, densities, weights, and basically anything you might want to know,” he explained. “Although you will just have to get a feel for things at first, as it becomes more helpful the better you become at working with it. It’s essentially a living thing.”

      “I can feel it in my mind. You don’t need to tell me that.”

      The next hour went far slower. Building an above ground structure proved much harder.

      Especially with the ominous portal entrance standing nearby, reminding Seraph that she needed to protect it. Ciana had wandered into it at some point, in order to clean out the demons within it.

      Nathan didn’t worry about her. With her monogem and his sheer number of binding stones, he was pretty sure she couldn’t even be harmed by ordinary demons now. Ciana and he shared the same toughness and strength. If Deverese broke his hand punching him earlier this year, what chance would a weak demon have?

      He pictured her wading through an endless tide of demons as they uselessly battered against her with their weapons, as she scythed through them with her greatsword as though they were wheat.

      When night began to fall, a gateway opened nearby. Seraph had barely erected the tiniest castle. Her failure to build something proper frustrated her immensely and Nathan saw that in her eyes, even if she kept her cool.

      “There’ll be time to return and keep at it,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder.

      “We’re heading to Soreaux as soon as we can. How can I be calm about this?” Seraph said. Anger—focused on herself—laced her voice.

      “Because we’re likely not heading to Soreaux so fast. I rushed up here because of the cascade, but now we have to clean up at least two breaches and that cascade is dealt with. Not to mention our soldiers will be utterly exhausted. Rushing in is foolish. So let’s rest. I’ve sealed the binding stone against anyone who might try to steal it from you, so you can return tomorrow to keep building. We can also organize a garrison.”

      There wasn’t much point to a fortress without people to man it, after all.

      His reminder that they couldn’t rush Soreaux thanks to the breach calmed Seraph, however. She looked away and closed her eyes. Deep breaths escaped her.

      “Sorry. I lost my cool,” she said.

      “It’s fine. I can’t exactly judge you, given my actions earlier today.”

      “Deverese needed that punch, even if I’m worried you would have sent his head flying across the battlefield if Ester hadn’t been there.”

      That was something he had tried not to think about. Nathan had lost his temper and very nearly killed a Bastion. Only Ester’s gem abilities saved Deverese.

      Ciana returned, somehow realizing they planned to use the gateway. By now, Fei had trooped through. As always, she looked pristine despite how many demons she’d assuredly slain.

      “Nathan, it’s dinnertime,” the catgirl whined as she dashed over to him and slammed into him. “I’ve been waiting for you at camp forever.”

      “Shouldn’t you be dealing with the breach,” he asked her.

      She looked pointedly at the door that Ciana walked out from.

      That told him a fair bit, he suspected.

      Reine’s message in his mind told him the rest.

      The bulk of the threat has been cleared, Reine said mentally. Narime is working with some foxes and a reduced roster of knights to hunt down those remaining.

      That will take days, at least, he replied.

      I imagine that Trafaumh will need to handle the remaining demons. We simply do not have the resources to track them all down.

      Reine was right. While Nathan wanted to help as much as he could, the more time he spent here, the longer he’d be bogged down.

      He ruffled Fei’s hair and scratched behind her ears. A happy giggle escaped her, her tail whirring in pleasure.

      Before they left, Seraph gripped his arm. The others trooped through with knowing glances at them.

      “Nathan, I know I haven’t quite acted like myself here,” Seraph said, rubbing one arm with the other. “But…”

      “It’s difficult. I said I understand,” he said.

      “That’s not the problem.” She sighed and took a few seconds to recompose herself, then wrapped herself around him. Her heat bled into him as her breasts crushed against his chest. He felt one of her feet rub against the back of his calf. “This is something I’ve dreamed of. You made it real. I feel like an impertinent child, getting frustrated and annoyed as I can’t instantly master something I’ve always wanted to do and finally got given the chance to try. So I need you to know that I am truly, deeply thankful. And always will be. I’ve never regretted accepting your offer that day in Fort Taubrum, and allowing you to become the love of my life.”

      Seraph stood on her tiptoes and leaned in for a kiss. Nathan met her halfway. Their tongues wrapped around one another while their hands wandered and he squeezed the taut ass beneath her cheongsam.

      The moment ended too soon. She rested her head against his chest.

      “Thank you, again. But we should go,” she said.

      “I know. There’s no end of work to be done.”

      They both sighed in annoyance, but broke the hug.

      Once through the gateway, Nathan briefly took in the camp that had been erected.

      Simple fortifications ran along its length, consisting primarily of trenches and simple wooden walls. Tents and large open spaces dominated the camp. Nathan estimated that at least two thousand more soldiers had been brought in, and these were most likely veterans from the Imperial Army. Likely beastkin plucked from his own fortresses.

      He couldn’t spot Rosewald’s banners, so her forces likely hadn’t reached them. Unsurprising given she would need time to muster her private soldiers.

      Torchlight lit up the walls, and he spotted plenty of soldiers on patrol. Despite being in relatively friendly territory, his officers risked nothing.

      Hundreds of soldiers sat around eating. Large magical lamps dotted the area. As it was the middle of summer, roaring fires would be too hot, although Nathan saw more than a few for cooking food. The cooks manning them had stripped off more clothing than they probably should, but he wasn’t going to give them grief.

      More than a few eyes followed him. He tried to make himself known to some groups, particularly when he recognized somebody. Which was less often than he liked. Many of his soldiers were new and he simply couldn’t know everyone.

      The knights weren’t shy, however. Those that had retired after the longest 24 hours of their lives were enjoying hearty food and plenty of booze. Somebody had already told them that they weren’t marching tomorrow, even if they’d almost certainly be deployed on some sort of shift.

      With so much alcohol splashing around, Nathan endured the very unsubtle flirting. Fei glared at her subordinates as they made very explicit propositions.

      It was at this time he remembered that the Twins had wandered off and he hadn’t brought them back.

      Groaning, he checked where they were.

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” he told everyone, then teleported away.

      He found them standing on top of a hill, staring at multiple companies from Trafaumh battling demons.

      They were up north, near Tortoffen. More accurately, they were close to the breach itself. Nathan could even see the ruined remains of the tower that had let the demons out. Fyre had already arrived and closed it.

      “Oh, so you finally remembered us,” Maura said.

      “You got here fast,” Nathan said.

      They looked at each other, then grinned at him. “We did tell you that we can teleport, it’s just that we’re bad at it. If we make a mistake, then we’re dead.”

      “I remember. Yet you did it to check out somewhere that Reine could have brought you.”

      Somehow, Nathan suspected they’d lied to him. Or at least overstated the likelihood of their untimely demise when they teleported.

      The Twins had bragged that they could end worlds themselves, after all. Also, they almost exclusively used spatial magic in combat if they couldn’t rely on mental magic.

      Whatever had caused Laura to mess up when fighting him had nothing to do with being bad at spatial magic.

      They winked at him, then went back to staring at the ruined castle.

      “So?” he asked.

      “This breach is weird. After that revelation about you being…” Maura grimaced. “Fuck, I don’t even want to say it aloud. I’m worried who might overhear it. Anyway, we wanted to check up on this. The breach is just a bunch of demons, right? So who cast the illusion.”

      Damn good question.

      “I think an agent did it,” Laura said. “But that means a Messenger blew their chance to breach. That’s dumb. With this cascade, there’s no way every Messenger ready to go wouldn’t blow their load.”

      “This fortress is tiny. How could it sustain a Messenger at all?” Nathan asked.

      “How did a dominion hit the bald guy’s one? Why did the evil titty kitty attack five seconds after Siv? You said it yourself. The boss is going nuts, and he can do so because the slut goddess’s power is out of control.”

      Nathan wasn’t sure that answered his question. Mostly because it annoyed him that it might be accurate.

      “Could the illusion be a distraction?” he asked.

      “From who… Oh.” Maura sighed. “The slut prophet.”

      “Charlotte excels at illusions according to Fyre. She needs to distract and weaken the Inquisition long enough to take both western Trafaumh and march over here. And she did help start this mess.”

      “If she’s working with the boss…” Laura shook her head. “That’s insane. I reckon she might be crazy enough to cause the cascade, but the boss is capitalizing on it. That titty princess is dumb enough to think she can handle the full wrath of an elite Messenger or two going in dry while demons ravage half the world.”

      Satisfied, the succubi returned to the camp with Nathan.

      Getting food was the highest priority. Nathan found himself forced to eat near Fei, who consumed a week’s worth of supplies. Mountains of chicken, pork, and potatoes piled high on a pair of plates. While they had plenty more meat at this time of year, Fei still cost Nathan a fortune to feed. To say nothing of the logistical challenges.

      She needed a dedicated wagon of food supplies for this march. At least the knights expected this. They’d even helped Fei build her food mountains. Sometimes, Nathan wondered if his knights had a gambling ring based around his favorite kitty’s eating habits.

      Once he’d eaten, he allowed himself a moment of rest.

      The exhaustion from filling up Seraph’s new binding stone had yet to fade. Whatever supplied his new source of energy either didn’t rely on natural sources of energy or his food had barely helped.

      “Do you want another plate, Nathan?” Fei asked him, cheeks splattered with gravy.

      Before he could clean her face, Ciana beat him to it with a large cloth. Fei made a face as her friend rubbed at her cheeks.

      “I’ll clean myself when I’m done eating,” Fei whined.

      Both of her plates were almost licked clean. Did she plan to grab another?

      “You’ll get fat,” Ciana chided.

      “I haven’t yet.”

      “And what happens when you do?”

      Fei glared at Ciana, while Sen laughed.

      Most of his Champions were still busy elsewhere. Nurevia, Astra, and Sunstorm appeared to be with Reine, presumably in the command tent. Narime was still handling the breach, and Tarako had joined her at some point. Possibly to relieve her.

      After centuries, or even millennia, of inactivity, the ancient fox desired to keep busy.

      If Ester had returned with the others, she wasn’t here. Nathan suspected she might be with Reine as well.

      “I’m sure we can help Fei remain trim,” Fyre said. “All that food will stop going to her tits one day.”

      “They’re not that big,” Fei muttered, while hefting them with her hands and proving otherwise.

      Nathan hadn’t had the chance to check when Artemis showed up—what with everyone nearly dying and all—but he felt certain that Fei outclassed her evil self in the bust department. That spoke volumes to the effect of her diet.

      “Can’t you transform your appearance?” Fei asked Fyre. “If you’re so jealous, why not give yourself something for Nathan to drink from?”

      Fyre’s face reddened. “I don’t want to go that far! And I don’t think Nathan wants to drink from them anyway.”

      Three pairs of eyes turned to him.

      No, he corrected, every pair of eyes in earshot did so. They were surrounded by veteran knights, which meant they were all beastkin women that might become Champions. While the Royal Knights still had a few humans, the proclivities of the beastkin meant they didn’t always move in the same social circles.

      “I’ll worry about that when somebody gets pregnant,” he said, trying to be diplomatic.

      Somehow, he felt that made things worse. They narrowed their eyes at him.

      He coughed. “Why don’t you change your body that much? You’ve given yourself wings and horns? And you’ve smoothed out a lot of minor blemishes—”

      A shriek escaped Fyre and she reached over the table to clasp her hands over his face. “You’re not supposed to tell anyone that.”

      Laughter erupted. Many knights knew Fyre from her days as his Champion, so they might have noticed the same thing he had.

      Muttering beneath her breath, Fyre straightened her uniform and sat back down. “I still want to be me. The woman you know and love. If I become somebody else entirely just because I have the power of Omria, am I really using it properly?”

      The hush that fell over the group held an awkward quality. One that worried Nathan.

      After all, Fyre had openly admitted she loved him. While her relationship with him was the worst kept secret in the palace, not everyone knew he’d claimed the prophet.

      And, to everyone, that was how it would look. Nathan had two fiancées and a whole mess of Champions sharing his bed. Not to mention the tamed Messengers that looked like sex on legs and acted like it. If Fyre loved him, she merely added herself to the pile, regardless of her status. Even if Nathan found himself giving her plenty of time due to that status.

      “Shouldn’t Nathan love you no matter what you look like?” Ciana asked, tilting her head so that her horse ears flopped over. “That’s the fantasy, right?”

      “Does that apply if I turn myself completely into…” Fyre grimaced as Ciana smirked at her. “Oh.”

      “Those horns are very pretty, aren’t they?” Ciana teased.

      “I still look like me.” Fyre looked down. “But maybe these horns aren’t really mine, huh?”

      The two horsegirls looked eerily alike to Nathan, and always had. But ever since Fyre had become the prophet, those similarities had grown, even as Fyre had ensured she became the “prettier” Ciana.

      But Nathan had stopped caring much by now. Both because the differences ran more than skin deep, but also because they truly still looked different.

      Ciana had a single horn, and it had been showing bicorn changes that Fyre lacked. Ciana had platinum-blonde hair, while Fyre’s was a glossy and golden blonde, as befitting of a prophet whose emblematic color had been gold throughout history. Not to mention Fyre’s piercing red eyes, that contrasted against Ciana’s vivid blue.

      “I think you’re too worried about appearance,” Nathan said. “I love you for who you are, not what you look like.”

      Excited whispers broke out among the knights, followed by giggles. He realized he’d misread the room earlier.

      “Kiss!” one of the knights called out.

      Nathan recognized her as one of his senior lieutenants. She ducked her head away when he looked at her.

      “Wow. Didn’t think they were that naïve to think Fyre needed to kiss you,” Sen said. “If the Twins were here, they’d be telling everyone about all the hot, sweaty threesomes you have with her and Ciana.”

      Ciana reached for Sen but lacked the several feet long arms necessary to strangle her for saying that aloud. Lending her a hand, Seraph clapped Sen on the back of the head. At least Nathan didn’t need to worry about keeping his sex life with Fyre a secret now.

      With food in their stomachs, they moved to the command tent.

      As he’d expected, most of his Champions stood inside it. Only Tarako and Narime were missing.

      And the Twins, he supposed. They’d vanished once he returned to camp, presumably back to their mental fortress as he couldn’t find their presence in Doumahr. Maybe they were wrangling Kadria.

      As one might expect from the command tent, a map table dominated it. Or, really, a large table with a map on it. It matched the one from Rosewald’s castle and was probably the same one. Many more tokens had been placed on it, although there were different varieties now.

      Rosewald herself stood next to Reine as the two fiddled with various tokens, keeping the table up to date. At a guess, Nathan assumed they were marking which fortresses were known to be safe.

      But that wouldn’t explain all the token varieties. There were a multitude of them and far too many to be binding stones. Trafaumh had a lot in the area south of Soreaux, but not this many. If they did, then they’d be the most powerful nation on Doumahr by an order of magnitude.

      Haverman and another pair of much younger inquisitors stood to one side, buried in conversation with Ester and Sunstorm. Not exactly the grouping Nathan expected to see.

      Astra sat in a corner, her eyes fixed on Reine. She nodded at Nathan when he entered. Something her visage reminded him of this old world. And not in a good way.

      There was just one Champion missing.

      “Where’s Nurevia?” he asked when he entered.

      “Outside,” Astra said.

      He frowned. That was unlike her. He checked his link with her and felt that she was close by. Perhaps she had exhausted herself using her new trigem ability and needed rest. Or was simply sick of all the strategizing.

      Whatever the case, he needed to worry about the here and now.

      “Rosewald, Reine, tell me the current state of Trafaumh and our forces,” he asked.
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      “I’m not sure it’s my place to even talk about this,” Rosewald said, raking some of her brown hair over one ear. “Today’s been humbling in more ways than I thought imaginable. I may be a marquise and therefore senior to the counts and many lesser nobles, including those of ecclesiastical rank, but I’m out of my depth here. Even your commoner lieutenants know military matters better than I do.”

      Grimaces rose to the faces of the inquisitors, but they didn’t argue. Ester rubbed the back of her neck.

      Yet she was the one who chose to speak up in Rosewald’s defense, “We’re soldiers, Marquise de Rosewald. It’s our job to understand how to fight and command, especially as officers. I’ve been trained in much of what the Imperial knights know, and I’m as much a commoner as they are. You’re seeing experience in action.”

      “And how would you rate the Imperial Army against our elite Inquisitorial Corps, Regal Champion?” Rosewald challenged.

      “You’re being unfair,” Nathan said.

      But Ester shook her head at him, then faced the noble again. “I fought the Imperial Army years ago, along the border just south of here. We often underestimated them and their ferocity, and especially their logistics. A lot of what I know came from those two wars.”

      “The question?” Rosewald pressed.

      “The knights around us are incomparable to the levies I fought around the Pearlescent Canyon. They’re blooded elites, with years of veterancy in multiple wars and experience battling foes I’ve only read about in the Inquisition’s most securely guarded tomes.” Ester licked her lips. “I didn’t really think Messengers existed.”

      “So they’re superior.”

      “They’re the elite of the elite. Have you ever met Bastion Dominic? Seen how his Champions and soldiers fight? I have. Every member of the Inquisitorial Corps does a rotation through one of his fortresses outside Soreaux.”

      “Outside Soreaux?” Seraph asked. “That sounds specific.”

      Nathan snorted. “The Inquisition keeps too many secrets beneath the citadel to let their new recruits into it. Dominic’s fortress is based in the ruins of the original Trafaumh, which the goddess constructed the citadel atop because the binding stone couldn’t be moved. The Inquisition headquarters is next to it.”

      When Thanatos had carved open the citadel in his world, he’d blown open not just that fortress but also the many secrets of the Inquisition.

      “Rosewald, you’re the representative of Trafaumh and the de facto commander of its forces,” Nathan said. “Especially as no other Bastion has joined us. Which is a problem.”

      “I…” Rosewald sighed and ran a hand through her hair. “Don’t blame them.”

      “There’s someone we can blame,” Sunstorm drawled.

      Ester’s expression darkened. She remained silent, however.

      “Deverese is another matter. He lodged an ‘official complaint’ about my actions, for what little that matters.” Rosewald rolled her eyes. “For a Bastion who left his nobility behind, he sometimes shows his upbringing. He has no power over me, just as I have none over him. That’s the problem. I have my own military and can handle foreign affairs, by virtue of controlling a march, but the Inquisition is a law unto itself.”

      “That is our purpose,” Haverman said. “To ensure that the will of Omria and her warriors are beyond greed and corruption.”

      “And pride?” Nathan asked.

      Haverman grimaced. “I requested Bastion Deverese to assist us, given Her Holiness is in full support of our actions. But he is a Regal Bastion in service to Inquisitor Baudelaire herself. Even if she is publicly declared deceased, the laws and practices of the Inquisition still prevent me from issuing orders to him. So he ignores us.”

      As expected.

      Nathan looked at the map and noticed several tokens with black marks where Deverese’s fortresses stood. Some other binding stone fortresses had similar tokens, but most had a gold mark on them. Only a couple had red marks on them.

      The rest had green marks. Nathan’s knowledge of regular castles and towns was sparse in Trafaumh, as his memories focused on landmarks and binding stones. But he spotted a few major cities and castles in the mix.

      “You said you don’t blame the other Bastions,” he said. “What do you mean?”

      Rosewald tapped on the map near the gold marked tokens. “I said I was humbled. Visiting the many fortresses with your Champions has been a major part of that. Until today, I’ve always seen the Inquisition as an inexorable force. Military might that sucks up an endless supply of funds better used elsewhere, and with little to show for it. We repelled the Empire twice and if even the Federation could withstand one of the largest cascades in history, surely we could?”

      Naïve. The Federation had only handled that cascade because every fortress affected by the cascade had been full of soldiers and Champions due to imminent war.

      “The Federation never fought a Messenger. If anything this bad struck back then, eastern Doumahr would be a wasteland,” Nathan said.

      More than just eastern Doumahr. But he didn’t need to doomsay too badly.

      “I know. At least, I know now. The Inquisition’s fortresses are battered and broken. Bastions are exhausted from battling demonic invasions back-to-back. Many Champions are grievously wounded or dead, and their soldiers are laid out end-to-end in halls. I expected to arrive and be treated with the suspicion I’ve always received from the Inquisition. Instead, they took one look at the gems of your Champions and broke out in tears.” Rosewald closed her eyes. “I fear without you, this would have been the end.”

      That boded poorly. In many respects.

      As Nathan had said before, the south-eastern area of Trafaumh was dense with binding stones. With the rebellion in the west, that meant much of the defensive effort against Falmir would need to draw from this well.

      If the cascades had tapped that well dry, who would be ready to hold the line? Forget the breaches, Trafaumh needed Bastions and Champions to defend itself against the aggressor to the west.

      Nathan worried that the only option might be for the Empire to step in to deal with Falmir. And if that happened, the political situation would completely collapse. He might be able to justify moving in as the Royal Bastion to suppress demons and deal with Soreaux’s riots, but defending Trafaumh from invasion?

      That would be tantamount to claiming Trafaumh as a vassal. Deverese had one point in his ranting and raving. If a nation that once seceded from the Empire couldn’t defend itself militarily from an aggressor, it might lose its right to claim sovereignty. At least in the eyes of the nobles Nathan needed approval from in the Diet. The Crusader faction would support Fyre when she asked for their soldiers to crush Falmir, but they’d expect a unified Empire in return.

      A renewed Holy Anfang Empire. The very thing Alice wanted to avoid, and that Torneus had warned Nathan was coming over drinks earlier this year.

      “That sounds like you know the situation on the ground and are more than able to speak about it then,” Nathan said, finally bringing the conversation back to where it had started. “Now tell me what these tokens mean and what’s going on.”

      His Champions laughed, and even Rosewald allowed herself a thin smile. She’d gone on for some time now, only to end up doing what he’d asked.

      Reine explained the tokens rather than Rosewald, “The black marks indicate fortresses that have spurned us. We are keeping an eye on them, as there is the possibility an agent has infiltrated them. But there are no signs of invasion or breaches.”

      “Agent?” Ester asked.

      Shit. Nathan had forgotten about this in the heat of the moment with Deverese.

      “Messengers are sending mind-controlled agents through the portals. We intercepted one in Waier that attempted to assassinate Archduke von Salms,” he said.

      Shock rippled across the Trafaumh assemblage. Even Ester appeared taken aback.

      “I’ve never been trained about such a thing. Succubi and mental manipulation, but human agents?” She looked at the inquisitors in a panic, but they were as lost as her.

      “Deverese?” Astra asked from the corner.

      “It’s impossible for a Bastion to be replaced like that,” Nathan said. “His links to Ester and his Champions are still in place, not to mention his other binding stones. Even replacing his Champions is impossible, as he’d notice immediately. Ester, did anyone—”

      She shook her head. “Nobody’s been whispering in his ear about you. He’s, um, never really liked you after your first encounter. I think he expected something else from you and you shattered that.”

      Well, at least Nathan knew he really was the reason Deverese was so different.

      “Continue, Reine,” he said.

      The Spymaster nodded, mask firmly in place. “The gold marks are fortresses that are willing to work with us, but are too exhausted or weakened to assist for the time being. Most Bastions have drained their binding stones dry or have almost no soldiers available.”

      Recalling how few soldiers Deverese had marched out with, Nathan nodded.

      “That’s almost all binding stone fortresses, but there are a handful that can lend support,” Reine continued. “Mostly in the far north-west, where the cascade was weakest. Some didn’t feel the second cascade. We received terrible news from them, however.”

      “Define terrible,” Seraph asked.

      “Like, Messenger terrible or Charlotte terrible?” Sen clarified.

      Ciana frowned. “Those sound the same.”

      “Charlotte’s been annoying, but what has she actually accomplished?”

      “Caused multiple cascades including the current one, invaded Trafaumh, and has incited rebellion across it,” Fyre said, eyes narrowed in annoyance. “I’d say more, but not around everyone here.”

      “Caused cascades?” Haverman gasped. “That’s… heresy!”

      “No shit,” Sunstorm muttered.

      “It’s complicated,” Nathan said. “But we believe the actions of the prophets anger the Messengers and demons. The current situation where Princess Charlotte is unwilling to accept the will of the Empire and the Inquisition is greatly worsening matters.”

      Rosewald and Ester eyed him.

      “Isn’t that just a fancy way to say that the dueling prophets is making everything worse?” Ester asked.

      “Yes,” he said bluntly. “There’s been a reason I’ve been actively avoiding war at all costs, you realize?”

      She winced in response. “Right. Sorry. You really have been. Everyone I know in the Inquisition expected war to have broken out by now, or that you would have made more threats when the Regal Council refused to recognize Fyre.”

      “Her Holiness,” Haverman corrected.

      “I’ll allow Ester to call me by name, as she is trusted by Nathan,” Fyre said.

      Haverman and the inquisitors bowed to Fyre obsequiously.

      Reine finally spoke up again, “The terrible news is that the Inquisition is forming a defensive line just beyond the reach of the cascade. That is luring away most military forces from Soreaux and the surrounding area. Many Bastions that can aid us aren’t certain whether they should suppress demons in eastern Trafaumh or fight off Falmir in the west.”

      “So, they know Falmir is coming,” Nathan said.

      “Some do.” Rosewald ran a hand over the southern fortresses. “I avoided telling most the truth. In their current state, more bad news would only harm them more.”

      “I did the same,” Fyre said. “They need faith, not reality.”

      Jafeila’s words from Nathan’s old world slapped him in the face. He nodded grimly.

      “I understand. We stand on the edge of an abyss. I can’t even imagine how we’d handle this if you weren’t the shining light in this darkness,” he said.

      Fyre’s cheeks lit up and she looked away. Yet most agreed with Nathan. Even his own Champions.

      Hell, even Sunstorm nodded. She might have strongly disliked Fyre in the past, but that had faded at some point. Or perhaps Fyre’s willingness to be honest to Nathan had tempered her feelings.

      “What are the green tokens?” Nathan asked.

      “The private armies of nobles,” Rosewald said. “By the time we arrived at many fortresses, the invasions were over. So I took the time to visit other nobles. Not all are what I’d consider friends, but in war, everyone stands together. Falmir’s claws haven’t dug deep enough and few want to see their holdings destroyed by demons or handed over to ‘more loyal’ nobles that help Charlotte conquer Trafaumh.”

      So this would be where their armies would come from.

      Nathan remained silent as Reine and Rosewald ran through more details, including rough estimations of how long it might take to suppress the breach and the soldiers the nobles had pledged.

      More nobles still needed to be visited over the coming days. These armies would take time to assemble. Weeks, even. Most of them lacked much experience in mustering. At best they might assemble their best fighters in a few days.

      “We’ll leave the nobles to deal with Falmir and the breach,” Nathan declared. “Soreaux is the real worry.”

      “We can march on it tomorrow if you want,” Fei chirped.

      “No,” Seraph said.

      Raised eyebrows all around. Given the festivities, Nathan had expected that everyone knew his position.

      Or perhaps they assumed he wouldn’t rush matters but still wanted to move fast. Hard to say.

      Nathan nodded, but gestured for Seraph to take the lead.

      “We’re exhausted,” she said. “All of our knights have been fighting for 24 hours now. Sure, we have experience doing this in the past, but we’re lagging.”

      “I’ve pulled a few all-nighters,” Sunstorm said.

      “And then fought a Messenger?”

      No response.

      “Reine, is Soreaux burning down?” Nathan asked.

      The wolfgirl shook her head. “Protests started today, but violence has been kept to a minimum. I expect things to worsen overnight. We won’t know how the Inquisition will respond until then. For now, most of their soldiers remain holed up inside the citadel.”

      Nathan wondered if Baudelaire was trying to wait out the storm. If the cascade ended, she could potentially restore order without brutally slaughtering everyone.

      Unfortunately, he doubted Falmir would allow that to happen. Every day that passed was one that Gareth and Beatrice might use to undermine the Inquisition and potentially try to breach the citadel with armed rioters and agents. Then Charlotte could teleport there with her own army and claim the city.

      “Keep a close eye on things,” he said. “We do need to rest. More than that, we need to gather more soldiers. I rushed here with only our elite knights, because we’re fighting demons. But who knows what might happen when we enter Soreaux. Falmir is active there and will have entire rebel cells. A thousand knights isn’t enough to handle mass riots, let alone an army.”

      He left the elephant in the room alone.

      What if they had to crush the Inquisition itself? Haverman believed in Fyre. But for that to hold true, Fyre needed a good reason to overthrow Baudelaire. So far, the old hag was playing her cards close to her chest.

      Another hour passed as he began issuing orders and assessing how many soldiers they might need to call upon. Rosewald was one of the only nobles who could reasonably assist him, mostly for political reasons. When they broke up, she handed him a note that contained some scribbles with other noble names and numbers on them.

      Sympathizers among her political faction, he realized. Plus their militaries. She’d evidently been busy with Tarako.

      Nathan wondered if the real reason the old fox was with Narime was out of annoyance for being caught up in Rosewald’s political schemes. He might need to fluff her tails in apology.

      And, surely, he had no ulterior motive in getting his hands on Tarako’s tails. There wasn’t an entire series of books about Tarako and a Bastion that involved copious amounts of tail care. Not at all.

      They broke up afterward. Some of his Champions remained behind to assist with arrangements.

      After reminding everyone that they’d have days to sort everything out and the worst had passed, so they needed to get rest, Nathan left. If he loomed over them at all times, they’d never have the confidence to do things themselves.

      So far, he’d succeeded by allowing them to do things themselves. While he’d made some missteps while responding to the cascades, things had worked out. Much of that was his ability to rely on his Champions. They knew how to take command and make decisions on his behalf. Now wasn’t the time to mess things up.

      Once outside, he looked around for Nurevia. No sign of her.

      He took a step toward where he sensed her.

      “Um, Bastion Nathan, do you have a minute?” Ester asked from behind him.

      Turning, he saw Ciana and Fyre standing in front of Ester. His other Champions left them be. He hadn’t realized he was being followed by more than Ciana.

      “Of course,” he said. Taking in Ester’s nervous disposition, he had a hunch what this was about. “Why don’t we walk and talk?”

      Gesturing toward where he had intended to go between the many tents, Nathan waited for Ester to agree. She nodded repeatedly like a puppy before trotting past Ciana and Fyre.

      Silence descended as their feet crunched on the dirt. A minute passed like this.

      Eventually, Ester said, “I thought this would take longer. And that I’d be more help.”

      “There’s always more to do,” he said. “There’ll be demons around the breach for weeks. Soreaux is a tinderbox, just waiting for somebody to light it up. We might have missed something and a new breach might erupt. And Falmir will eventually move on us once they consolidate.”

      “But that’s weeks away, right?” She sighed. “I got what I wanted. To see what things were like under you, rather than Deverese.”

      “And?”

      “You’re everything I dreamed of. There’s a passion and drive in everything you do and say that I’ve tried to hold on to.” Her voice filled with stars as she spoke and stared up into the night sky. “I thought Deverese held that spark. Maybe he did, but he lost it. You haven’t. But I feel so insignificant here. Sure, I helped your knights against the demons, but you have trigems. Fei vaporized armies. Narime coated the forest with her sorcery. Sen torched everything around her.”

      “Last I checked, Sen’s not a trigem.”

      Ester giggled. “True. That just makes me feel…”

      They continued walking, wordlessly.

      No sign of Nurevia. They’d passed where she should be, which meant Nathan needed to poke his head into a tent later.

      For now, he focused on the conversation and directed Ester around a corner so they didn’t get too close to the edge of the camp.

      “Every Champion is important. Do you really think Deverese could have held the portal without you?” he asked Ester.

      She shook her head. “Of course not. But that’s Deverese. He needs me. Which is the problem. I wanted to defend my people, when he wouldn’t. But I’m not sure I can do much more now to justify abandoning my Bastion. He’ll surely be returning to Soreaux and if it’s in so much danger…”

      So this was exactly what he’d expected. Nathan stopped, and Ester responded instantly. She turned to face him and looked up at him.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I feel like I—”

      “Sorry for what?” he asked. “You said it yourself. A Champion’s duties are to the goddess, their country, then their Bastion.”

      Well, that’s how she was taught. Nathan knew that most of his Champions would staunchly side with him over anything else. Which was a can of worms he chose to ignore.

      “I know. That’s why it’s frustrating. I need to return to Deverese, because Soreaux is where I’ll be needed most and he’ll be with Inquisitor Baudelaire. But I just wish…” Ester played with one of her pigtails. “I hated you when you first showed up and brushed me aside like nothing. Like I was a silly little girl. But the passion in your eyes and voice, and the power you used to battle Baudelaire herself… I can’t forget. Ysabelle talks about Omria and voices all the time. But I can see why Fyre chose you.”

      Nathan blinked. This conversation was taking an unexpected turn.

      “Trafaumh is my home. And Deverese remains my Bastion. But… I hate saying this.” Her voice dropped almost to a mutter as she looked at her feet. “I wish he was like you.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course. Composed, driven, passionate in the right way, caring, and focused on what matters. Baudelaire is terrifying and an expert in needling people, but you handle her like a pro.” Ester gulped, then sighed. “But, as I said, Trafaumh is my home and I serve the Inquisition. It’s time for me to go home and do my duty.”

      “I understand. Remember that we’re on the same side and that we want to accomplish the same thing. To protect Doumahr.” Nathan reached out and placed a hand on Ester’s shoulder.

      She gripped his hand with one of her own and smiled at him. “I know. Whatever happens… I’ll remember where my true loyalties lie. But for now, I’ll see you in Soreaux, Nathan.”

      Then she reached up and landed a peck on his cheek. Without another word, she turned and darted away.

      Ester had run the wrong way. After a minute, she rushed back with a red face while refusing to look at him. Nathan watched as she ran past.

      Ciana and Fyre looked at him with expressionless faces.

      “What?” he asked them.

      “I am considering the definition of irony,” Ciana said.

      Fyre rolled her eyes. “I’m not that classy. But I can’t believe she left.”

      Deciphering their words took effort Nathan didn’t care to apply. Especially as Ester had done something similar in his world. Back when she’d confessed her crush on Deverese, she’d landed a similarly chaste kiss on his cheek afterward. Her frustrations with him had been different, but somehow similar.

      With more years under his belt, Nathan recognized the crush Ester had on him. He wondered if he’d missed signs in his old world.

      For now, he needed to find Nurevia. He worried about her.

      She lay on a bedroll in an otherwise empty tent. Once he found her, Nathan chased away Fyre and Ciana. Rather than leave, they chose to stand guard out the front. So he placed some wards on the tent. For what little good it might do given they could eavesdrop on him using the mental links.

      “Tired?” he asked Nurevia.

      “Mrrm,” she mumbled, turning over to face him. “Why are you here?”

      “You’re my Champion and have gone missing. I wanted to make sure nothing happened.”

      “Oh. You keep doing that. Even back in Straub…” Nurevia bit her lip.

      Her hands ran along her dark skin. She wore so little that Nathan didn’t need to imagine much, as her abundant cleavage spilled out across her chest as she fondled them for his viewing pleasure.

      “Don’t you want to make use of your living body pillow?” she murmured, eyes fixed on his crotch.

      The use of the Twins’ insult reminded him of exactly what the problem might be.

      “Are you sure? I figured your third gem might help, but…” He narrowed his eyes.

      “Help with what? The fact I’m just a replacement for the real Nurevia?”

      “No.” He kneeled next to her. “You’re the only Nurevia for me. The real one.”

      “But there’s an infinite number of me. If I annoy you, those succubi can just replace me. Hell, you can just twist my mind up like you did Tharban.” Her purple eyes locked onto his, even as her hands began to undo his pants. “Why haven’t you? I know that you hate the things I make you do. You’re a softie in bed. Hell, Ciana’s told me that you like her to act a bit rough and insult you.”

      He choked back a laugh at the idea that he might be a “sub” in Nurevia’s mind. Given the way he often treated the succubi in bed, that wasn’t really true.

      Her fingers pawed at his pants, but he caught them. Her eyes looked at him. Hurt lingered in them.

      “Don’t you want me?” she whispered.

      “You know that I do. Or have you forgotten the hundred times I’ve rammed your body into my bed while you scream in pleasure,” Nathan said.

      “Then why won’t you just enjoy me now? As the useful toy I am?” She bit her lip. “Isn’t that all I’m good for? I became a Champion in the Spires, but found it almost boring. Ran off and fell under Tharban’s spell, even if I knew he was a monster, I could do all these things I couldn’t in the Spires. Then I thought I’d finally found something new.”

      “Me,” Nathan said. “Well, you did.”

      Nurevia blinked at him, then a choking laugh crept out of her. She flopped back on her bedroll.

      “I guess I did. Just not what I thought I found.” Her eyes locked onto his. “I expected the story of a young noble running off and becoming a buff, furious lad hellbent on vengeance, who slapped me around with his cock and claimed Tharban’s Champions in front of him, right before you executed him.”

      “That’s quite the story,” Nathan said drily.

      He stepped to the side and leaned against one of the posts holding the tent up. Nurevia had stopped trying to pull his dick out, so he allowed himself to relax.

      “It excited me. The Spires had bored me because it was all about duty, full of soldiers unwilling to touch a Champion who might shatter their pelvis in bed, and my Bastion barely gave a shit about me.” Nurevia sneered. “Tharban was exciting too, at first. Then I realized I’d become as much a monster as he was. I won’t lie. I enjoy killing. There’s a thrill to blowing apart hundreds of demons from a distance, or getting up close and personal with an enemy Champion, only to slice their throat open.”

      Not a word escaped Nathan. He’d heard elements of this before from his old Nurevia. Sunstorm sometimes said similar things. These two had always been peas in a pod in his old days.

      But just as Sunstorm had softened, reducing her lust for violence to a light fetish as she drowned in her love for Nathan, it seemed even Nurevia had changed.

      Her tone didn’t match the memories Nathan had. When he’d been a young idiot dealing with the old Nurevia, her voice had been cold as she told him what a monster she was.

      After all, the old Nurevia wanted him to hurt her. She had wanted to turn him from the soft, dumb hero type into a cold bastard like Tharban and had used her own past and proclivities to convince him.

      But Nathan’s Nurevia—the one in front of him—didn’t need to change him. He gave her what she wanted. Her tone was instead wistful and regretful. That of a dark elf looking back on a life she felt had been wasted.

      “Tharban wanted more than just killing,” Nurevia continued. “And eventually his deep hatred for everything non-human became too much. I loathed his touch. That’s why I focused on you… or the old you. Or whatever. Fuck, it’s so confusing.” She covered her face with her hands.

      “I’m still the same Nathan. Same memories,” he said softly.

      “Yes, but I know that soft little shit would never have become this,” she said. “Could never have tied me up in the Spires and ruined me with your fat cock. Then pushed my head into the bed and made me see stars. It’s so stupid, but you made me yours then. Mind, body, and soul. And knowing that I’m just a replacement for another—”

      “Enough,” he rumbled, voice echoing across the tent.

      Her body trembled. Then her fingers shot into the hot pants and she began to pleasure herself, eyes glazing over as she stared up at him.

      “Nathan,” she moaned.

      He sighed. “You’re still you, Nurevia. Full of lust, wrapped up in your desire to be dominated, hot as hell, and the first dark elf I fell in love with.”

      “In another world.” Her fingers stopped moving and he swore he saw tears in the corners of her eyes.

      “Yes, but also in this one.” He stepped over to her. “I loved the old Nurevia, who died defending me and Doumahr, and loved me in her own way. She wanted to make me stronger, just as you did to Nathan von Straub. And the Nathan you knew and abused loved you as well.”

      “He… he did. You did?” she gasped out, rising from where she lay.

      “Yes. The things I do to you?” He kneeled and placed a hand against her cheek. “He dreamed of doing them as well.”

      Her fingers slid along his pants. This time, he didn’t resist. His cock popped out, already hard from watching her finger herself. The dark elf shifted and kneeled in front of him, her shapely ass sticking up. Her breath washed over his length.

      “What about you?” Nurevia asked, eyes looking up at his face. “I could be anything you want me to be. You’ve made me your trigem. Become greater than anything I ever imagined, and greater even than any Bastion in history. You’re not the Nathan that walked away from me all those years ago, but you’re the Nathan who’s been reshaping me. So shouldn’t you finish the job? Use this huge cock and all that power of yours to make me the Nurevia of your dreams.”

      He knew there’d only be one way to clear things up. And that would be to give Nurevia what she lusted for.

      More than that, he needed to remind her that he loved her for who she was. She didn’t need magic to change, because she had done everything herself.

      First, though, he needed to deal with the fire running through his cock as her tongue lapped around the rim of his glans. Her lips suckled on the very tip while she smirked up at him.

      “You are the Nurevia of my dreams,” he grunted. “I love you. Always have. Always will. Even when you mope around, or bitch at me for not letting you get your way. You’re my Nurevia. I won’t let anyone else change you, because I want you exactly the way you are.

      Then he grabbed the back of her head and stuffed his entire cock down her throat.

      Nurevia didn’t even gag, instead moaning as he took the lead. Her hands peeled her top off while she wrestled with her pants. Purple nipples jiggled on the ends of her perfectly round dark breasts, and he enjoyed the sight of them.

      To celebrate, he gripped the sides of her head and began moving it back and forth along his length. Her long, pointed ears drooped in pleasure as her throat became little more than a vessel for his cock. With every thrust, he pulled all the way back to her lips, before slapping his crotch against her beautiful face. Every time, she suckled on his tip and kissed the girthy rod about to ream her throat once again.

      “This is what you want,” he said. “This is what I want. What else do you think another Nurevia might want? Or that I might want from her?”

      He pulled her off his cock. Her hands gripped his shaft and she kissed it, purple eyes locked onto it.

      After several seconds, she looked up at him. “You hate it when I make you dominate me. Insult me.”

      “I don’t like the insults,” he admitted. “But I rarely say them anymore, unless you ask for them. To me, they’re just part of the bedroom play between us. You realize others indulge me, and I indulge them. You think you’re special?”

      “How?” she asked.

      One of her fingers dabbed at some precum leaking from his tip and traced her lips, as if applying lipstick.

      “Fei always barges in on others. Narime likes to show off a bit. Alice won’t share at all. Seraph is deeply private. Sen likes threesomes and foursomes. Ciana and Fyre have a thing for roleplay. The Twins want me to rail them ten times harder than you do.” He ticked off his fingers as he spoke, but kept one hand on the back of her head. “Again, why do you think you’re special?”

      “So I’m replaceable.”

      “No. You’re Nurevia. Everyone has their own quirks. I don’t want the perfect Nurevia, or the old Nurevia, or whatever. I want you.” His fingers balled in her hair. “The one whose eyes are curving because I’m yanking her hair, and who nearly came because I facefucked her.”

      Nurevia gulped and he saw her nipples harden further. “I do like a good facefuck.”

      She licked his tip. Seconds passed as he considered pushing his dick down her throat again.

      “You said that you fuck the Twins harder?” she asked.

      “Yes. I’m never going that hard on you,” he said.

      “Why not?” She glared at him. “I can take it.”

      “No. They can, because they’re inhuman monsters. But even as a dark elf, there are limits. Lines I won’t cross. I love you, Nurevia. I’ll play a bit rough, but I’ll never hurt you.”

      She sighed, but there was desire in the sound. “I could get used to hearing you say that you love me. Instead of berating me. I’m not sure I deserve it, though.”

      “Then I’ll tell you it all the time. I love you, Nurevia. SO much that I’ll do this.”

      Once again, he slid his length down her throat. His cock visibly bulged as it pushed all the way down. Her purple eyes glazed over as she stared at up him, and they curved in pleasure.

      She fingered herself, causing wet plaps as her juices splattered all over the floor. Her purple pussy lips were in plain sight, contrasting heavily against her dark, lustrous skin.

      Nathan reached his peak and slammed his crotch against her face. His balls churned as they poured a thick serving of his seed down Nurevia’s throat, directly into her stomach. She practically rammed her hands in and out of her nether regions, trying to bring herself to her own climax.

      By the time he popped out of her mouth, her body quaked and quivered. He released the last vestiges of his earlier load on her face. The blobs of white coated her dark face and stood out, ensuring that she was painted his color.

      “I feel loved,” Nurevia moaned.

      “You look loved,” he said drily.

      To the dark elf, this really was love. Nathan kept it up.

      He reached down and picked her up. Once again, she allowed him to freely move her around, completely relaxed around him and willing to let him dominate her.

      With a flick of a wrist, he removed her pants and underwear, revealing her crotch completely, along with her slick, dark thighs. Muscles gleamed along them, shining from the juices that had leaked along them.

      Nathan held Nurevia so that her back pressed against his chest. Then he lowered her onto his crotch.

      “This position…” she murmured. “It’s really more awkward than everyone makes it look. You realize I need to guide you in, right?”

      He held back a laugh. “Yes, I know. My hands are holding you up by the thighs. Unless I grow a third one, I can’t magically make my dick go in you.”

      “Just checking,” she teased, purple eyes gleaming.

      One of her hands wrapped around his cock and she pumped it a few times.

      He lowered her onto his tip and she ensured it pressed against her lower lips. With only a little bit of pressure, his cock split apart her glistening purple slit. Juices poured all over his cock and dripped down his balls.

      “Now that I’m in you, I can do whatever I want,” he whispered in her ear.

      Nurevia shuddered and rubbed her body against his. “Just fuck me. I want to feel you reshape me.”

      “I can’t reshape something that’s already a perfect match for my cock.”

      Then he lowered her all the way along his length, as if to prove his point. Her fingers rubbed at her clit as she whined and moaned.

      “Faster,” she said. “Fuck my womb like you fucked my throat.”

      He obliged. His cock raged inside her pussy, ripping screams of pleasure from Nurevia that surely had several of his other Champions lining up outside the tent. Her huge tits flailed about as he bounced her on his length.

      All he could smell was sex. Wet slaps echoed into the distance as her ass struck his crotch repeatedly. Nurevia orgasmed as he held her, her muscles tightening as a strangled squeal burst free from her mouth. But he didn’t stop.

      He wanted her to understand that she was his. He could make her come over and over, because he knew her body inside and out.

      “Three times,” she moaned. “Fill me. I want it.”

      “All you had to do was ask,” he whispered in her ear. “I do love you, Nurevia.”

      With one decisive slap of his crotch against her ass, he emptied his balls into Nurevia. She quivered in his arms, her thigh muscles tense from three orgasms in a row. When he pulled out, seed trickled out and onto the ground.

      “You’re making a mess,” he said. “Do you want to be punished for that?”

      She bit her lip, eyes distant. “I… I love this so much.”

      Nathan wasn’t sure if that was a yes.

      Then he noticed he was being watched. Fei’s head poked in through an opening in the tent.

      “Um, is it my turn yet?” she asked.

      A moment later, Fyre’s head joined hers. “I was here first.”

      Nathan had been right to imagine that he’d attracted the attention of his Champions. This might be a long night of “rest.” Especially as Nurevia was nowhere close to finished.
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      Crowds massed in the streets of Soreaux by day, while fires burned in the night. The extravagant waterfront shops filled with private soldiers deployed by nobles and carriages moved in convoys. Skirmishes broke out in the wealthier districts, as looting mixed with opportunistic assassination attempts of political rivals.

      Day by day, the situation worsened. At first, the grand plazas filled with believers praying in response to the display from the dueling prophets earlier that week. As the effects of the cascade continued with no respite, anger bubbled over. Demagogues took to podiums and the political screeds began. Armed soldiers protected them, bearing no noble emblems.

      The Inquisition did nothing. Watchhouses lay abandoned or limited their protection to churches. An entire army of black-clad soldiers loomed ominously from the towering walls of the citadel that watched over the city.

      That left the spies and political factions to make their moves.

      When Nathan had visited months ago, Soreaux had been split in three. The Inquisition represented the status quo. The Populists wanted to reduce or remove the Inquisition’s power and grant it to the people—or, realistically, the nobles and merchants supplying the power to the faction. Both of these factions wooed Fyre for their own reasons.

      But a third faction had risen due to Charlotte. They had split from the Populists out of frustration, but also greed. Many of the nobles backing the Populists didn’t care about returning power to the people or the fact countless merchants supported Trafaumh without representation. They simply wanted to be the ones in charge.

      Charlotte had happily offered them that chance if they rebelled against the Inquisition. While almost all of those nobles came from western Trafaumh and were currently in open civil war, many more hid themselves in Soreaux itself or had allies there. Wealth possessed a voice of its own, and many suspected they’d come out on top if they supported Charlotte.

      This faction finally revealed itself. The Monarchists, because they desired to anoint Charlotte as their God-Queen.

      Ironic that a nation that had seceded from the Empire because it vested all its power in one person now had a major political faction that desired to bring them back to that state.

      With the Inquisition refusing to act, the Populists and Monarchists battled it out on the streets. Sometimes openly. Sometimes through fiery speeches that might turn into brawls. Often through assaults in the night, as assassins disguised as looters raided the homes and businesses of merchants and nobles.

      The streets of Soreaux bathed in the blood of its wealthy.

      And yet, the Inquisition simply watched.

      Nathan had watched these scenes over the past few days from the control room in his mental fortress, using Reine’s scrying. They enabled him to keep tabs on the state of Soreaux and whether he needed to throw caution to the wind and rush the city.

      “Are you sure you can still wait?” Alice asked him on the evening of the fifth day.

      He’d been flitting back and forth between camp and the palace. Both because he needed to use Reine’s spy monitor but also to support Alice. Today, they curled up on a couch in her bedroom as she basked in the aftermath of some early afternoon sex while wearing little more than some negligee.

      As Nathan called on more soldiers and armies massed at the borders, the nobles tensed. More and more of them poured into Aleich. The gateways remained operational across much of the country, allowing the members of the Diet and wealthy merchants to petition Alice directly.

      While the declaration from the Princes College had calmed matters initially, the effects of the cascade were beginning to wane. The wireless returned. With it, many began to learn of how truly horrific the cascade had been. Not to mention how many soldiers were being deployed by Otto.

      Even some of the Nationalist Bastions had returned to Aleich, if only in secret. Reine’s agents kept an eye on them. Nathan doubted they had any plans to act against Alice.

      Rather, Nathan suspected they wanted to know when war was declared against Falmir. Tharban and his remaining Nationalist “rebels” remained camped in the Torrovium Fields, waiting to stop an impending invasion by Falmir’s main army. If the Diet declared war, they could potentially strike first with impunity or at least have a heads up that battle was imminent.

      “Falmir is still bogged down in western Trafaumh. Even with the amount of rebel support they received, it was insanity to think they could claim half a country within days. Their soldiers are exhausted and Martel is avoiding battle, which often slows them down if their allies are struggling against the Inquisition,” he explained.

      Reine had also been keeping an eye on Falmir’s armies. Despite how terrifying their entrance into the conflict had been, they mostly posed a future threat.

      Adam Martel knew how to command an army, but that didn’t allow him to snap his fingers and make the Inquisition vanish across tens of thousands of square miles. Let alone make his army march at an inhuman rate without dying of exhaustion.

      Yet he still tried. Charlotte drove her troops as though she believed they were automatons. Or toys, perhaps.

      Due to Charlotte’s ability to interfere with Reine’s scrying, Nathan lacked a clear view of how Adam and Charlotte interacted. But Reine had caught Adam calling Charlotte more than her fair share of awful things.

      He’d always suspected that his old man would hate the new Charlotte and that turned out to be very true. Only his deep loyalty to Falmir kept him going. Or perhaps that was some duty of care toward Oliver, who seemed utterly lost.

      Although Nathan knew nothing about Oliver’s fighting capabilities. Somehow, Charlotte had extended her anti-scrying wards to Oliver.

      “It’s not the armies I’m worried about,” Alice said. “Soreaux is burning, Nathan.”

      “Not as badly as it looks. It’s mostly a lot of sound and fury.”

      “Really? You call entire streets smashed in, manors ablaze, and nobles assassinated in the night ‘sound and fury?’” She gripped his wrist a little too tightly.

      “I’ve seen open rebellion and riots more times than I care to recount, and heard stories of it.” His voice drained of emotion. “The survivors of Arcadia spoke of mobs walking through the streets parading corpses as they hunted down every faerie or elf they could find. Desperate, starving people would overrun the guards in the Federation to get food from fleeing merchants. And Falmir was a disaster and a half. Right now, Trafaumh keeps the peace with tiny bands of untrained guards. Things can get much worse.”

      She bit her lip and leaned against him. This happened a lot when he recounted his history and the things he’d encountered.

      “What about the nobles and merchants that might support us? That did support us when we visited?” she asked in a small voice.

      “Reine’s been deploying agents using her new gateway ability. We’re not leaving potential allies out to rot. Especially not if Falmir has filled the city with its own soldiers and likely has its own Champions there.”

      “But you’re still waiting.”

      “I’m preparing,” he stressed. “There’s a good chance that the moment I enter the city, all hell breaks loose. Falmir will try to kill Fyre, or the Inquisition might make a move. We don’t even know why they’re holed up in the citadel or how Dominic handled his Messenger invasion.”

      Well, they knew that Dominic hadn’t died or allowed a breach. The half-dozen binding stones that Dominic controlled around Soreaux remained active, although the Champions present there had left once they defeated the invasions. Fyre had visited them to find them devoid of all but a skeleton crew of soldiers, who knew nothing about what was going on.

      “How many more days?” Alice asked.

      He fell silent.

      This had been troubling him. By now, he’d pulled back most of his soldiers from the breaches. The bulk of the demons had been defeated and it was now Trafaumh’s responsibility to handle them.

      His priority was pulling in soldiers from his own fortresses, while ensuring Otto remained reinforced. Nathan wanted enough soldiers on hand to seize and hold the citadel if Baudelaire made a rash decision.

      “Two or three more, I hope,” he finally said. “By then, I think I can pull away most non-vital knights and enough soldiers. I’ll also have all the reinforcements from the Populists that support us. If we need to act against the Inquisition or Falmir teleports in an army, we’ll be ready.”

      “Teleports…” Alice sighed. “It’s still difficult to handle that this is a conflict where entire armies can simply be blinked into place instantly. You say that Falmir can’t get close to Soreaux, but they can.”

      “Taking the city is another matter. That’s why I think Charlotte wants to seize the citadel first. If she can deploy her army directly into it, Soreaux is hers.”

      “Then why not teleport into it now?”

      Nathan shot her a look. “I thought I told you. We’ve learned that the citadel has some sort of anti-teleportation spell protecting the primary structures. Spatial wards, likely from relics beneath it or embedded into the foundations. I haven’t seen anything like this before. The Twins mentioned that it’s standard, though. The Imperial Palace, Soreaux’s citadel, the Spires, and Falmir’s palace all have built-in spatial wards from the time of the goddess.”

      Which made a lot of sense. Several Messengers could simply teleport around, so without protections on the most important buildings, it would be trivial to decapitate governments. Omria had protected the most important buildings.

      Although, given how little Nathan knew about the palace in Fertheim and its odd location, he still wondered how and why it was connected to Omria. Soreaux, the Imperial Palace, and the Spires had been built by her. The Pearlescent Canyon was a demonstration of power to the faeries. If the two sites in Arcadia were connected to her, it was for similar reasons.

      But when had she done anything in Fertheim? Its connection to her was weak, as the city had been built following the subjugation of the beastkin tribes in the area. Maybe Tarako knew something.

      Once Nathan finished relaxing with Alice, he handled some business with Kara and grabbed a late lunch. Or, really, did both at the same time as the Royal Knights noticed he hadn’t eaten and forced some food on him while he was with Kara.

      While finishing the last few bites of his sandwich, he spotted Vala lingering in the door of his elaborate office. He rarely spent much time here, so he genuinely wondered how she’d found him here.

      “You can come in,” he said. “I have an open door policy.”

      Vala waved her hand through the open archway that led into his office. “That’s a terrible pun. How often do you use it?”

      “Almost never. I’m never in here and I had to install a door in my office at Gharrick Pass due to how often my Champions, uh…”

      “Pulled your dick out for fun?” She raised an eyebrow. “I’m a country gal, Nathan. Sex is pretty normal for me and the palace is loaded with it. Goddess, the Royal Knights talk about their dream orgies with you all the time. When winter rolls around they’re going to come up with all sorts of schemes to get pregnant.”

      Vala crossed the room with a quick nod at Ciana, who was reading one of Tarako’s many fictional tomes. Nathan was pretty sure this one was very smutty, as she’d stared at him for a solid minute when he’d suggested they could read it together.

      Also, he didn’t recognize it, which almost certainly meant it fell into the smut or romance category. Nathan used to have a pretty extensive collection of the adventure novels about Tarako, which he fortunately had not reproduced in this world.

      The fox would never have let him live it down if he had.

      “I’m here to report that my unit is encamped along with everyone else,” Vala said, now leaning against the far side of his desk. “Still not sure how much of a difference they’ll make given how many knights you have.”

      “Time will tell, and I’d rather be ready. Reine is certain that Falmir has a unit of its own royal knights deployed in Soreaux.”

      “Well, I’m certain that we can carve them up.” She grinned. “I sparred with them all the time. Even if the booby princess splashes out and gives them fancy equipment, they’re still terrible in combat. And you’ve been real nice and given us really nice stuff.”

      Although Nathan had stopped crafting equipment for his regular knights some time ago, he made an exception for Vala’s knight-killers. At least the first unit.

      “You’re leading the elite unit that sets the example. I can’t have you fail because of poor weapons and armor.” Nathan stood behind his desk. “Did you have anything else? I doubt you came here to tell me that you’re ready to march, given I’d see you in camp tonight.”

      In fact, he’d spotted Vala from afar last night. This report was entirely superfluous.

      She shifted her weight from foot to foot while biting her lip. Seconds passed as he waited for her to build up her courage.

      “I…” Her fingers passed over her diamond. “I wasn’t there when you gemmed everyone the other day, but I heard…” Her courage failed her and she abruptly turned.

      Nathan’s hand slammed down on her shoulder. “Wait.”

      “No, I shouldn’t be asking for a second gem. It’s just wrong,” she said, bitterness coating her voice. “I just…”

      “Wanted to be stronger? Catch up with the others?”

      Ciana pretended to hear and see nothing, still buried in her book. Slowly, Vala turned back to face him. Her face remained downturned.

      “Yes. To both. More than that, it’s frustrating to be around Champions that are younger and less experienced than me, but they are duogems. Or…”

      “Trigems? Like Fei?”

      “I’m basically the same age as her.” Fury built in Vala’s eyes, but Nathan knew that it was directly inward. “Same with Choe. I know she’s been a Champion since forever, despite only being a little older than me. It just… I feel like a failure to still be a monogem.”

      While Nathan could go with logic and explain how many Champions never became a duogem, that wasn’t what he needed to say here.

      For one thing, that didn’t even matter. He could slam a second gem into Vala at any moment now as it had been long enough since he’d swapped her to her diamond. Second, that would effectively be consoling her and saying that she’d never become stronger.

      “It does take time to get extra gems,” he said. “And you asked to exchange your garnet for a diamond.”

      “I mean…” Vala looked up at him, confusion writ across her face. “What?”

      “I’m saying you can have a second gem. It slipped my mind with everything happening. I probably would have remembered before we marched.” He scratched his face. “Probably.”

      “Uh… Right, you did gem a bunch of Champions the morning you went to Trafaumh.” A strange giggle escaped Vala. “Choe even said she became a trigem right before she had to fight a Messenger. You do this a lot, don’t you?”

      “Managing politics, wars, logistics, Fei’s food budget, and half the binding stones in the Empire is distracting.”

      “Plus all the sex. I thought Gareth was a lech with how much he got up to with Beth and Erica compared to Oliver, but I genuinely think you have time travel magic to handle so many women.” Vala grinned at him, her eyes glittering with mischief.

      The teasing shocked him enough that he didn’t respond at first. She hadn’t been so bold until now, even if she could be crude.

      Also, the Vala in his world had taken years of being pressured by his beastkin Champions to become like this.

      For some reason, Vala’s eyes clouded over.

      “So, will it be a second diamond?” she asked, voice surprisingly flat compared to her excitement from earlier.

      “That depends on what you want. I assume you want to maintain a physical focus?”

      “… I really can choose, can’t I?” Vala gulped. “It’s hard to believe, you know. Sure, I’ve seen it before. Heard about it from Choe. But being able to legitimately choose both my next gem and powers is… You really know how to excite a girl, Nathan.”

      Choe this. Choe that. When had Sunstorm and Vala become so close?

      “You can’t pick anything. I’ll rule out rubies, as I don’t think you have a good plan for one,” he said. “And if you want a sapphire, I’d need you to come up with a very solid gem ability.”

      She nodded, her eyes off in another world.

      This seemed like as good a time as any to head to his mental fortress and collect the gem. Vala could dream up her power as they walked.

      Ciana snapped her book shut the moment Nathan made his decision, her horn glowing black. Nathan tapped into her emotions for a brief instant, then stopped.

      He’d expected jealousy, but instead got lewd thoughts.

      Plus a tinge of despair. While Ciana worried less about her arm after her performance against the dominion, it still picked at her. Especially in little ways, such as trying to keep her balance in bed or when she automatically tried to use her missing limb.

      Vala spouted out various ideas as they walked, testing what Nathan thought she could or couldn’t do. Some were genuinely insane, such as an amethyst that would let her cause earthquakes or the sapphire that could summon a sword that fired magical beams.

      “I’m not sure huge beams of energy suit you very well,” he said.

      “Why not? I can fight close-up, then just vaporize my enemy when they least expect it.”

      “In my experience, limited attacks like that are often less effective.”

      “What about Tarako? Her Nine Tail Slash can literally destroy armies and kill Messengers in one swing.”

      It was also granted to her by a literal dimension hopping god of some sort. Nathan was no such thing.

      “Stick to something more reasonable.”

      Vala grumbled, and eventually settled on an amethyst power he hadn’t expected.

      “So, I’ve been talking to Choe. About a certain battle.” Her eyes fixed on him. “I won’t go into it, but she said you often grant us gem abilities taken from Messengers, right?”

      Nathan didn’t like where this was going.

      “You fought one that was so strong all of you combined couldn’t handle her. Choe said she had two abilities that an amethyst could handle. I want one of them.”

      Of course. He sighed and ran a hand through his hair while looking away. “They would suit you. Especially with your diamond’s ability. The duogem equivalent is a psychokinetic slash that projects your strength dozens of feet away—I can probably enhance both the power and distance. The trigem is a burst skill that makes you temporarily as strong as even the strongest Messenger.”

      Well, formerly. Nathan had always compared Jafeila to the Messengers he used to fight. But Artemis had eclipsed all of them.

      But if he crafted an amethyst again with that skill, it might match Artemis’s.

      “That matches what Choe told me. Um, how does that work with my diamond?” Vala frowned.

      “Because you’re tough as nails now and you can combine the offensive blast you have with the trigem ability,” he said. “And a psychokinetic slash would work well with your strength enhancement. Unlike the spatial slash that Choe uses, it relies on your strength.”

      “Is that what psychokinesis means?”

      “You’ve seen Astra hit things? That’s psychokinesis.”

      “Oh. Oh! So you mean I’m just hitting things with my axe from really far away?” Vala nodded. “Okay. I… Shit. Can I choose either one?”

      Nathan nearly said no. Then realized he might be able to give her the trigem ability anyway.

      After all, he’d been giving his Champions ridiculously powerful abilities anyway. Why wouldn’t he be able to use his old trigem abilities as duogems?

      “Maybe,” he admitted. “I don’t know if the trigem one will work as a duogem properly. You might regret it.”

      “I…” Vala raised a hand and clenched it into a fist. “I want to be strong. If I don’t take risks, will that happen? I took the biggest one by accepting your offer. Wouldn’t I be an idiot to stop now?”

      She wanted to be strong, huh?

      Nathan grabbed an amethyst from the chest inside the control room, then went to the courtyard.

      But once there, he stopped before beginning the gemming ceremony.

      Truthfully, he worried about going ahead with this. Not because of Vala’s readiness or affinities or any nonsense like that.

      No, he simply worried about his feelings toward Vala. She’d always been somewhat distant from him since he recruited her. Even her statement about becoming strong concerned him.

      How did Vala view their relationship?

      On the other hand, he had plenty of Champions that wanted nothing more than to battle and protect Doumahr. He didn’t keep them all close to him. Almost all of those that had joined him after Leopold’s death were disinterested in him romantically. He still granted them extra gems when he felt they were ready.

      Nathan simply needed to know where Vala stood. Before he wasted too much time chasing a ghost.

      “I have a question before I gem you,” he said. “This won’t affect whether you get your amethyst or what power you get. It’s more to help me as your Bastion.”

      “Bastion, huh?” Vala met his gaze with an unreadable expression. “It’s still sometimes a little weird to think that you’re my Bastion, after years under Oliver. At times, I feel deeply comfortable, as though nothing changed. Other times, I wonder how I ended up dedicating the rest of my life to you.”

      His breath caught in his throat at the casual way Vala said that last sentence. “Technically, you could change Bastions again?”

      “To who? Literally who is going to have the continent-sized balls to try to steal me from you, let alone have a chance of convincing me?” Vala choked back laughter and shook her head at him. “Ask away, Nathan.”

      “Why do you fight? Why are you fighting as a Champion under me?” he asked her.

      Her mirth disintegrated. Vala’s face turned to stone as she stared at him. Her eyes locked onto the amethyst in her hand.

      Sure, he’d told her that it wasn’t at risk, but who would believe him.

      She licked her lips. “Do you want the honest answer?”

      “Would I have asked if I don’t?”

      “People don’t usually like honesty. They pretend they do, but what they really to hear is the answer that makes them happy and confirms their bullshit preconceptions.”

      “Do you think I’m that way?”

      Vala’s gaze returned to his eyes. “I don’t think you’ll like my answer.”

      “I don’t like a lot of things I hear.”

      “Yeah, I’ve realized that. It’s part of what makes you…” She bit her lip. “Fine. I’ll tell you.”

      Nathan waited patiently for her answer. Leaves rustled nearby in the wind as she once again built up her courage.

      “I’m fighting for myself. For glory, to become strong, to prove myself. Whatever you want to call it,” she said. “Not for Doumahr, or the goddess, or even you or Oliver. I definitely haven’t fought for Oliver.”

      Ciana hid a frown at the answer, but Vala ignored the unicorn knight.

      “That sounds like you don’t care what others think,” Nathan said diplomatically.

      Vala snorted and a bitter laugh escaped her. “Like hell it does. I care a lot about what others think. But not because I want to rub it in people’s faces. But…” She paused and her eyes glazed over in thought. “When you first captured me, both you and Choe told me that I could be like you. Amazing. Legendary. Somebody who mattered. I have never been somebody who mattered. I’m some country girl who ended up way over her head, and you took my hand and offered me a future I literally dreamed about. I care so much about what you think.”

      “Ah.”

      “Yeah. I don’t fight for you, Nathan. But I sure as hell fight for your approval. Even if I don’t understand a damn thing about you or even why you offered me this chance in the first place. You’re frustrating as hell.”

      The bitterness in that last comment deflated the hope that had been building up in Nathan’s heart.

      Which led him to ask one more question. One that he probably shouldn’t.

      “I see. Then let me ask you another question. What do you think of me? In fact, what do you think I think of you?”

      Vala looked at him in surprise. “Now I know you don’t want me to be honest.”

      Ouch. He’d kind of expected something like that, but it still hurt.

      “Sorry, but…” She scratched the back of her head. “You are going to hate this answer. I’m happy to just remain your Champion, Nathan. We can just… stay as is.”

      “No, I don’t think we can,” he said, willing his voice to remain calm and steady. “It’s my role as Bastion to ensure that I understand our relationship, whatever it is. I think we’ve both been confused about this.”

      Perhaps him more than anyone else.

      Vala gulped and stared at the ground for more than a minute.

      When she spoke, it was while looking down. “You don’t think of me at all. Not as me. When you look at me, it’s like you’re staring past me. At something just behind me. A ghost. Tell me, Nathan, have you lost someone?”

      Those words pierced his heart and a shuddering breath escaped him before he caught it. He closed his eyes.

      “’Course I fucking have,” he muttered.

      “Yeah, I figured.” Sadness filled Vala’s voice. “You have that look in your eye like the old widowers in my village and some of the old soldiers I’ve met. They’d talk about their wives and just stare at something that wasn’t there. You look at me the same way. I…” Vala swallowed her words. “I’m not stupid. I understand enough about your past. About how you’re from some shithole future where everyone died.”

      “I see.” He really did suck at keeping secrets. Not that he’d tried that hard.

      “Choe got really drunk with me one night. Bitched me out hard, then apologized and told me more than she probably should. Didn’t understand half of it, but I know that… Well, you’re looking for someone who doesn’t exist anymore, right? Someone that isn’t me, but is?” Vala’s entire face was stone. “I don’t get this stuff at all. But I know who I am. I’m not some living legend. I’m just a girl who is desperately grasping the hand you offered me, while wondering why you chose me at all.”

      Nathan wanted to say something, but he wasn’t sure if there was something he could say that wouldn’t hurt more.

      More than anything else, he probably should have been honest from the start. But then, would Vala have ever agreed to join him? Deception had stung him hard here, but she was still fighting for him.

      Then Vala took a deep breath and looked up at him. “I hate you for that. I can’t even express how much I do. Especially because you look at everyone else for who they are.” Her eyes filled with unshed tears. “But more than that, I hate the fact I still like you and want your approval, even though you don’t look at me for me. Not because of everything you gave me. But because you believe in me. Even when I keep falling short of that legendary woman in your mind, you keep supporting me. Nobody else has ever felt that way about me. I just… wish you’d see me for me. Love… me for me. Not as a ghost, but as Vala.”

      She hiccupped and wiped at her face.

      “Told you that you’d hate the answer,” she muttered.

      Every instinct of Nathan told him to wrap her in a hug and kiss her.

      But his mind held him back. Because no matter how much Vala had tugged at his heartstrings, he needed to prove to her that he saw this Vala as her own person.

      Because she was right. Unlike everyone else, he’d never seen her as her own person. Even though he’d ignored the Twins’ attempts to convince him to make Vala love him, his heart had been caught up on a Vala that no longer existed.

      “I’m sorry,” Nathan said. “And I don’t hate that answer, because I needed to hear it.”

      “Sorry?” Vala mumbled.

      “You’re Vala. The only Vala. And I’ll promise to see you as that, starting with this gem,” he promised.

      Another hiccup escaped her. “I’ll hold you to that, bastard. You made me cry. I haven’t cried in fucking years.”

      They took a short break while Vala recomposed herself and Ciana gave her a handkerchief to clean herself up. Once done, Nathan granted her a second gem.

      Vala’s iron will ensured she easily accepted what he’d previously thought to be a trigem ability. She was easily as powerful as a trigem from his old world.

      He even told her as much.

      Vala stared at him. “Didn’t I just tell you not to compare me to my old self?”

      “I’m not. This power isn’t from you. It’s from Jafeila—Fei’s alternate self.”

      “I… What? But Choe convinced me that you fought the evil version of me at Prophet’s Hope! That’s why I couldn’t come along. What the fuck! I’m going to kick her fucking ass.” Vala raged and kicked a small crater into the courtyard, which Nathan automatically repaired. “That bitch.”

      Then she paused. “Wait, you fought an evil Fei and she whooped all your asses?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Remind me not to annoy the titty kitty.”

      At least Vala had cheered up after the display of emotion.

      Before they parted, she grasped his hand. He turned to say something to her and found her lips pressed against his.

      Then she leaned back. Given her height, her eyes were almost level with his. Redness filled her face.

      “Haven’t done that before. Hope you’re happy and that it helps you fulfill your promise.”

      Then she stalked off. Ciana’s horn glowed black again.

      “I think you need a distraction, Ciana,” Nathan said idly.

      “That sounds like a nice way to spend the afternoon.”

      It was.

      Unfortunately, he was given a rude awakening overnight. Nathan’s plans shattered as Baudelaire finally forced his hand. The time to move on Soreaux had finally come.
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      Murmurs and movement caused Nathan to stir late at night. He felt Ciana’s warmth shift away from him, but nearly fell asleep again. The presences near him were familiar and his ears didn’t hear any alarms going off.

      Three hands pressed against his side. His mind stirred and attempted to work out why exactly three.

      Finally, his eyes snapped open. Fyre and Ciana stared down at him. Given Fyre was fully clothed, he suspected she wasn’t interested in waking him up for a threesome.

      “What’s wrong?” he murmured, voice croaky as he pulled himself up.

      The palace remained almost whisper quiet. With Ciana in his bed, Nurevia or Sunstorm usually pulled guard duty outside. But if Fyre was in here, she had likely taken over. They trusted her on her own now that she was sleeping with Nathan as well.

      “Reine needs you in the control room,” Fyre said.

      Ciana’s face tightened.

      Given how quiet everything was and the blanket of darkness coating his bedroom, it had to be past 10PM. If Reine needed him at this hour, things had gone wrong.

      But not cascade-level wrong. Fyre would be panicking more in that case.

      Which meant one of two things: Falmir had done something, or Soreaux was on fire.

      He and Ciana quickly dressed. They’d showered before sleeping, given how much time they’d spent lazing around and having sex in the evening instead of returning to camp. It wasn’t the best use of his time, but what were subordinates for?

      Afterward, they entered Alice’s bedroom. She sat on the end of her gargantuan bed, putting on her shoes as Sunstorm watched.

      “Well, at least I haven’t missed anything,” Alice said darkly.

      They entered his mental world together using the blue door in her bedroom.

      Reine stood inside, accompanied by Astra and Tarako. Nobody else was present. Likely as they had work to do, possibly because Nathan had vanished for an afternoon to play with his favorite unicorn. Unless there was a higher priority, Reine kept a gateway active between their camp and the palace, which was guarded by units of knights of both ends and a duogem Champion deployed from Castle Aleich on the palace’s side.

      The question of why they’d been awoken was answered the moment they stepped through the door. Reine’s spy monitor showed a brutal brawl stretched across a plaza in Soreaux. Magical flames roared from the arches and roofs of one of the oldest cathedrals in the city, while droves of beastkin ran screaming amid packs of armed soldiers wearing red and black uniforms.

      Alice gasped. “What is this?”

      Squaring his jaw, Nathan strode up to the central console and leaned against it. His Champions joined him while Alice caught up, then grabbed his hand. Cold, hard fury upset Fyre’s face as she watched her kin cut down. Almost every one of them bore a slave tattoo.

      Reine’s face was distraught, as her mask was off. “Not long ago, one of the protest masses held by the beastkin was assaulted by… soldiers dressed as the Inquisition, at the very least.”

      “Protest mass?” Sunstorm asked. She’d missed a lot of the briefings on Soreaux, as she’d been busier with dealing with problems outside the city.

      “Soreaux’s population of beastkin slaves have been holding large-scale masses in the evenings, praying to Omria and Fyre for liberation,” Reine said. “They’re held near churches and cathedrals, as the Inquisition still guards those. Sometimes they run extremely late, but we’ve been warding off Falmir’s mercenaries as much as possible. Not that they’ve made a serious attempt to start a massacre.”

      “The Monarchists might hate Fyre, but most of Trafaumh doesn’t. Slaughtering countless beastkin would turn the city against them and give Baudelaire free rein to utterly crush them,” Nathan said. “We already saw at Deverese’s fortress that the tide is turning regarding opinions toward beastkin.”

      “Then what is this?” Fyre snapped. “They’re…” Her voice broke and she stopped mid-sentence, strangled with rage.

      “We don’t know,” Reine admitted. “Soldiers in Inquisition uniforms descended on the mass and began attacking them. Our own agents and guards from the Populist faction responded, but that worsened the situation. The Inquisition soldiers in the cathedral joined the fray. Many of the beastkin got caught up and…”

      Nathan didn’t need to hear a blow by blow. He was watching it.

      He’d told Alice that things could get a lot worse than the sound and fury he’d seen. Well, this was that “a lot worse.”

      A dense melee of a thousand-plus bodies tore across the cathedral plaza while fire burned across the buildings around them. More soldiers descended from all directions, wearing all sorts of uniforms. Some were private guards, others agents of some form, and many were from the Inquisition. Civilians fled into them, but tempers sparked in the process. Weapons were drawn and used.

      The violence spread block-by-block. Fires began to roar across the city. Both the Populists and Monarchists deployed their cells of soldiers, mercenaries, and revolutionaries to protect their territory. Mobs formed faster than Reine could even track, to the point that she stopped trying to zoom in on them.

      Whatever and whoever started the mess mattered less and less with each passing minute. Half the city fell into a mess of violence by midnight. Fires raged.

      “They’re focusing on the churches,” Nathan said, noticing a grim pattern.

      Reine followed his hint and the results were as awful as he’d worried.

      Every church, shrine, and cathedral in the city remained under the Inquisition’s protection in some form. Some form of skeleton crew defended each site, especially now.

      Which meant there was a target on the back of every single holy site in the city, due to the massacre that started it all. Not long after midnight, even as the fighting ground to a furious stalemate in the wealthier sections of the city, furious throngs descended on the churches spread across the poorer areas of the city.

      The guards might not have wanted to fight, but a handful of armed soldiers, even if they had a battlemage, meant nothing in the face of hundreds of angry people. Buildings burned. Soldiers went down fighting the very people they were supposed to be protecting.

      “Nathan?” Alice asked quietly.

      “I know,” he said, just as quietly.

      Somebody had made a move tonight. They’d struck deep.

      Because while Baudelaire could sit back and watch her political enemies tear each other apart, she couldn’t ignore this.

      The church formed the heart and soul of the Order of Trafaumh. The nation was, after all, named the Order of Trafaumh. Any assault against the church was a strike against the authority of the Inquisition, and needed to be responded to.

      If Baudelaire did nothing, she’d lose her grip on the clergy and likely the entire nation.

      And so, the gates of the citadel finally opened. Companies of the Inquisition’s elite soldiers poured forth into the night, spilling out across the bloodied streets to the defense of the holy land of the Order of Trafaumh.

      Baudelaire’s die had been cast, and it had landed in the blood of Soreaux’s people.

      If Falmir organized the assault on the beastkin mass, they’d successfully forced the Inquisition into brutal suppression of the riots. No matter how restrained Baudelaire might try to be, she’d taken a step that the city’s people would remember.

      Fyre certainly would. Her body shook as she watched the bloodshed and flames overtake the city she’d spent plenty of time in for the past year.

      “I don’t think we need to see much more of this,” Nathan said. “Fyre—”

      “These are my kin. I’ve seen so many of them while I visited Soreaux,” she choked out. “I won’t look away when they’re dying.”

      “Will watching bring them back?”

      She recoiled as if slapped. Nathan admitted to himself that his line had been cheap, but he needed her to stop flagellating herself.

      “The Inquisition is doing exactly what it’s expected to do. Enforce the law and its authority. That’s why we’re moving out tomorrow.” He shot Tarako a look. “You can get there faster. Give the order that everyone is to prepare to march tomorrow morning. I’ll be there at first light.”

      The fox nodded, unwilling to interrupt the scene with one of her usual comments.

      Reine’s vision moved elsewhere, at least briefly. Fyre glared at the ground.

      “Everyone is suffering there, Fyre,” Nathan said. “More than just beastkin. You wanted to know last week whether I needed you? Well, I do. And not as an angry figure of vengeance, but as the prophet. A unifier of everyone. You’ve seen that as well as I have.”

      “The Inquisition—”

      “Are part of the problem. But what do you plan to do about everyone else in the city? The beastkin are praying to you, but so is everyone else. Soreaux saw you and Charlotte work miracles a week ago. Half the city is still waiting for you to return and work another miracle, one that will give them their lives back. Or do you only care about helping some, not others?”

      Fyre leaned forward, placing her hands against the central control console as she glared at the ground and her wings flexed behind her. Seconds passed in miserable silence.

      “When we retook Aleich, I let you lead, Nathan. And wanted nothing more than to just break free of your chains and simply slaughter every Nationalist sympathizer and noble, then put their heads up on stakes outside the palace,” she said. “I still wish that sometimes, when Alice puts me through long days at the Diet and I need to listen to their whiny platitudes and the pretenses they use to beg me to support whatever bullshit they ask me for.”

      Alice grimaced but remained quiet. This wasn’t exactly news to her, even if the relationship between the two women wasn’t as bad as it had been when she first took the crown.

      By contrast, Tarako’s face became something unrecognizable. Marred with fury and regret as she glared into the corner. When she noticed Nathan looking, the foxed composed herself and pretended to smile. A deep sorrow lingered in her eyes.

      “You took me to Trafaumh. I saw the slaves and thought history would repeat. I… I hated the city. Wanted nothing more than to see it burn.”

      “And?” Nathan asked. “It’s burning now. What will you do?”

      “… what should I do?” Fyre’s voice was little more than a plaintive whine.

      “No, Fyre. You’re the prophet. I think you finally need to make the decision.”

      And, hell, Nathan hoped he didn’t regret this. He was certain Fyre had matured enough after all their discussions.

      She gulped and finally looked up at him. “I can’t help but think of all the faces I would see whenever I gave a speech in Trafaumh. Not just of the many beastkin slaves, but the countless workers, clerks, and merchants that would mass wherever I went. They’re suffering right now, aren’t they?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I need to be the prophet for them as well. Omria is supposed to be everyone’s goddess.” She stroked her horns for some reason, eyes distant. “I want to make that true, somehow.”

      “Then try. We’ll be there to prevent anyone from disrupting your speeches. Remember that Falmir is still there, and that they’re our true enemy.”

      Her eyes hardened. “I won’t. Charlotte nearly took Soreaux from me and started this mess. Now this… I won’t forgive her. I won’t.”

      The hatred that filled Fyre’s voice toward Charlotte caused a slight pang in Nathan. After all, he had once loved Charlotte.

      Could he say he loved the apparently insane woman driving Doumahr to the brink of destruction?

      “Reine, can you glean anything from the citadel and the inquisitors?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “The command structure is remaining underground, where my scrying cannot easily reach them. I cannot tell if Baudelaire is involved in this or some other rogue element pulled it off.”

      As he had expected. The fact Baudelaire had reacted so slowly made him suspect this was an act by Falmir.

      He hated to admit this was possibly Gareth’s work. Or at least Beatrice’s, given her expertise with shapeshifting and deception.

      Then again, Gareth had pulled off a similar attempt on Anna years ago, when Nathan had first visited Aleich. At the time, the attackers had pretended to be Nationalists in an attempt to instigate Gorthal into some sort of response.

      The possibility of battle against his old mentor caused Nathan to sleep uneasily. Or maybe that was the knowledge of what he’d walk into tomorrow.

      He still tried to sleep, though, and even dragged Fyre into his bed to prevent her from doing anything rash. No sex, just cuddles. Ciana sandwiched her on the other side. Nathan’s hands stroked Fyre’s side and silky hair while she pressed her face into his shoulder.

      With dawn came the march on Soreaux itself.
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      Smoke drifted across the cityscape of Soreaux the next morning. The triple layered dark stone walls of the citadel and its black spires loomed ominously over a city still burning from countless riots. Little remained of the majestic and beautiful city of canals that Nathan adored visiting in his old world. He wondered how many familiar locations lay in ruins.

      He stood on a hill to the city’s east, overlooking both it and his army as it marched through Reine’s gateway. While Soreaux stood as a relatively compact city, it still sprawled across the landscape for miles. Nathan’s force looked tiny in comparison.

      Even so, he saw the locals gather in shock and awe. Thousands of soldiers didn’t stride out from a huge, glowing rift any day of the week.

      Let alone with a flying prophet hovering above them.

      Nathan could hear the prayer of the onlookers from here. A town buttressed the hill, as it stood only a small distance from Soreaux and had effectively been absorbed into the city over time due to sprawl, and almost every resident formed a single mass.

      The uniforms of the soldiers were a mismatched mess, which would only add to the confusion. Or, perhaps, to the holy mystique. Omria was known for unification, after all.

      Imperial and royal soldiers stood alongside the private militaries of a half-dozen nobles from southern Trafaumh. Nathan had chosen to leave behind the few soldiers from the Inquisition assisting them after the events of last night. Better that they focused on the remaining turmoil of the breach.

      But Nathan had chosen to use a single banner. He’d summoned them with magic this morning.

      A white and gold emblem that depicted the wings of Omria framed around the sword of her warriors, with horns and cat ears atop the banner. Every platoon carried this banner, regardless of their affiliation.

      His army entered Soreaux under Fyre’s wings, not the authority of the Empire or those of potentially rebellious nobles.

      “Why white? It’s so bright,” Fei asked from beside him.

      She’d been clinging to him today, after bursting into his bedroom to find him cuddled up with Fyre and Ciana. Most of his other Champions were busy with their duties. Except Ciana, who hovered around Nathan as always.

      Narime and Tarako handled the foxes, who had grown in number now that the worst of the injuries from the cascades had been handled. Astra and Nurevia remained with Reine, who was inside a heavily warded and armored carriage—the chance of an assassination attempt was extremely high. The Twins were below Fyre, in case somebody dangerous took a potshot at her.

      Everyone else had business with the army. Seraph had overall command, while Sen, Vala, and Sunstorm had individual divisions or units to manage. And, of course, Rosewald and Haverman remained with the private armies of the nobles. A small gathering of counts, barons, and other assorted nobles had joined Rosewald, including dozens of clergymen and women and inquisitors.

      Nathan had ordered the inquisitors to keep a low profile. They’d all been told about what happened last night. Even if they believed deeply in Fyre’s holiness, the people of Soreaux might think otherwise.

      “What’s the color of the Inquisition, Fei?” Ciana asked when Nathan didn’t answer.

      “Black,” Fei answered. Then she blinked. “Oh. We’re using the opposite color. But we’re also using gold.”

      “Because gold is the color of the goddess. That’s why it’s restricted to royalty in the Empire and priests have more gold on their robes the higher their rank,” Nathan said. “I can see why, the more Fyre uses her magic. Her swords and gems glow gold, as do her wings. I imagine her blonde hair helps her appearance.”

      “I always thought her red eyes would work against her, as they’re a disconcerting color for humans, but maybe that helps with the Inquisition.” Ciana tapped her lip with one finger. “Do you think she was chosen because of her appearance?”

      Nathan had wondered more than a few things about Fyre due to her appearance once he learned of Kadria’s involvement. One time, he’d actually wondered if Kadria had brought her from another world as well.

      After all, couldn’t Kadria have her own agents taken from other worlds?

      But it never added up. Reine’s agents even confirmed Fyre’s background exactly as Nathan had learned it. If she had been planted here, Fyre’s actions and personality added up too well.

      Not that he suspected her anymore. He’d grown too close to Fyre to truly suspect her of lying to him that badly, especially with her own growing dislike of Kadria. A reckoning between Fyre and the succubus was soon coming.

      Narime appeared next to him. Her tails began wrapping around his body before he even had time to turn to face her, which caused Fei to press herself against his side and curl her tail around his leg.

      “I checked with Seraph. We’re ready,” Narime said, ignoring Fei’s possessive look. “I assume we’re not taking the entire army inside?”

      “Of course not.” He cast his gaze over the assembled army, which spanned out across the nearby plains. “We’re making a point. Fyre’s here with a holy army assembled from the Empire and Trafaumh. If things get hairy, Reine can create a portal and I can teleport in more knights. But we’ll only be taking in a select group of elites. I’m certain I gave orders to that effect.”

      “You did,” Fei chirped.

      Narime grimaced. “Ah. It’s been a busy morning, so I suppose I missed that.”

      “Getting everyone together has been difficult, given we were all spread out and there was no notice.”

      “No, it’s not an issue. We expected to move in circumstances like this.” Her tails tickled the back of his neck. “If that’s the case, I’ll tell Seraph to proceed with her orders.”

      Narime vanished, and now it was Nathan’s turn to move out.

      A dozen armored and warded carriages stood in the middle of a company of Royal Knights. Summoned automaton horses pulled each one, controlled by Nathan’s magic. He hadn’t needed to seriously use his summon magic outside his portals like this for some time. Even more automaton horses stood nearby, waiting for knights and Champions to mount them.

      He figured they’d make for a more impressive display than regular horses. Plus, they wouldn’t panic if somebody ran in front of them or used magic nearby.

      Most of his Champions mounted the horses or entered a carriage. Vala and Fyre were the only exceptions, as the former would lead the convoy into the city and Fyre continued to hover above them. Then they were off.

      Passage started slow and remained so. Hundreds of heavily armored knights formed ranks in front and alongside the carriages, while ensuring that Trafaumh’s soldiers meshed with them during the march. The people of the city needed to see their countrymen walking beneath the prophet.

      By the time they reached the city limits, hordes of people turned out to crowd around. Fyre turned up her light show to an almost blinding level. Nathan wondered if she employed a glamour like Charlotte if she wanted to continue playing fair, given the dislike she’d shown for “waving her tits around.”

      The prayers and shouts for absolution, help, liberation, and all manner of support rained down on the carriage Nathan rode in. Despite his fame—or rather, because of it—he chose to keep a low profile.

      This was Fyre’s day. Not his.

      Reine sat next to him, her mask in her lap and eyes scrying who knew what. Her knuckles shined bright white as she balled her fists. Nathan rubbed them idly with one hand as they rode and her tail rubbed against his back.

      Ciana, Astra, and Tarako joined him, while Nurevia had left upon his arrival to ride with the other Champions.

      Once again, Astra’s expression returned to that grim, distant appearance that reminded Nathan of how she looked in the dying days of the Spires in his old world. As far as he knew, the dark elves were in no danger of being wiped out. He’d even checked with Dmitri, although he’d kept Fyre away due to the risk of her getting bogged down there.

      She’d been increasingly noncommunicative lately. Monosyllabic at best. Nathan struggled to get a handle on a woman he thought he’d grown to understand, and that many thought he knew intimately.

      “A question, Nathan,” Tarako asked, breaking him from his worries about Astra.

      He inclined his head toward the fox. The cacophony outside made it difficult to hear her, so he raised a hand and increased the power of the wards to tune out the increasingly desperate cries.

      They still hadn’t gotten close to the center of Soreaux and its gorgeous waterfront district. Their first destination was the city square, where Fyre had delivered fiery speeches during her first visit and that had played host to too much violence in the past week. It could hold a large enough crowd for her purpose while enabling Nathan to properly protect her.

      “I might be overstepping my bounds by asking this, so I’ll understand if you don’t answer,” Tarako said.

      “Just ask,” he said. “I can guess what the question is just from that.”

      A thin smile slipped onto the fox’s face. “Why did you wait until the violence reached an almost uncontrollable level to act? I’ve heard your reasoning a few times, but it doesn’t add up. The breach was largely handled two or three days ago. With the numbers we’re taking into the city, we could have done this then, before things reached this state.”

      He’d been right. This was exactly the question he’d expected.

      It was one none of his Champions were willing to ask. Either because they didn’t expect it of him, had no interest in knowing the answer, or simply already knew it. But saying the answer aloud might be too much for them to hear, even if they expected it in their hearts.

      Nathan could be a cold bastard at times. He knew that. The actions he’d taken to protect Doumahr made it difficult to look in the mirror, and not just because he worried that Charlotte might look back at him.

      “I wouldn’t call this violence uncontrollable. The Inquisition certainly suppressed the worst of it and it’s breaking up as we enter,” he said.

      “Because the point was to goad the Inquisition into slaughtering crowds of innocents. With each night, they’ll be pushed further, until there’s enough will for Falmir to openly work with the Monarchists to attack the citadel.” Tarako leaned her head on her hand, which she propped up against the one-way window. “And they’ve calmed today because there’s a glowing image of the old cow floating through the city.”

      The idea that Fyre might be an old cow amused Nathan.

      But Tarako had a point.

      “What do you think would have happened if we arrived two or three days ago?” he asked.

      She frowned at him. “A lot less slaughter, for one. But you mean politically.” Her fingers drummed against her cheek. “That depends on whether you’d be willing to depose Baudelaire.”

      “With what reasoning?”

      “The fact she’s… Ah” The fox’s expression tightened.

      “Exactly. Even with everything that’s happened, the Inquisition’s authority was still unassailable. Until last night. Baudelaire has many political opponents and has been weakened, but nobody can seriously topple the Inquisition. Fyre hates the Inquisition for what they’ve done to beastkin, but Trafaumh is complicit. There needs to be a broader moral issue.”

      “I never took you for a revolutionary. The opposite, in fact.” Tarako’s gaze bore into him. “In fact, Narime told me you did the exact opposite when this happened to the Spires.”

      “And I’ve questioned myself ever since. I didn’t understand what happened there and was forced into shutting down the entire problem because the rebels barely understood what they were doing. But were the issues in dark elf society real? I have no way to judge.”

      Astra looked at him with her piercing green eyes. For the first time in a while, she seemed to awaken from her stupor. “Not your place.”

      “It wasn’t,” he admitted. “That’s why I backed the council and you. But Trafaumh? I know this city and country quite well. I know Baudelaire. I know the atrocities taking place here and I know humanity. More than anything else, I know Fyre.”

      Sometimes, he suspected the only thing holding Fyre back from burning down huge swathes of Doumahr was her love for him. Prophet or not, she could easily become as dangerous as Charlotte.

      Perhaps that was why she kept trying to flee whenever she understood the backlash her own power created. Or maybe he was simply projecting.

      “So, you want Baudelaire to weaken herself,” Tarako said.

      “Yes. If we came here any earlier, we’d have no leverage. Fyre would arrive, the riots would calm, Baudelaire would declare Fyre the true prophet, and all eyes would turn to Falmir. Perhaps that is the best course of action in the short-term, but it ensures there’s no opportunity to change anything.”

      “You’d risk Doumahr to change Trafaumh.”

      His expression hardened. “No. I’m doing this because I’d be risking Doumahr if I didn’t change Trafaumh. If the status quo is restored, how long will it be before the same problems crop up again? Messengers and demons creep in during times of crisis and chaos. If we simply paper over the cracks, we’ll never be free of them. That’s why I worked with Alice to plunge the Empire into civil war to crush the Nationalists, instead of appeasing them. I’m taking the same risk with the Inquisition.”

      Tarako’s expression was blank as she stared into his eyes, as if trying to divine his soul through them.

      The convoy paused, likely because the crowd in front of them had grown too thick to move through. Vala and her knights would need to separate them. In the meantime, Fyre began one of her speeches. This one was less fiery than usual. Nathan suspected this might be a harbinger for her tone in the city square, but needed to focus on Tarako for now.

      “I see now. Is this how you believe the past needs to be changed?” the fox asked, voice barely a whisper.

      “Every time I’ve solved one problem, another crops up. Because the causes are never solved. I stopped the Federation’s attempt to destroy the Empire, and war still broke out because the schemers remained at play. Pushing back against them simply caused the players to shift angle. The Nationalists moved against the Empire from a new angle, funded by Falmir. There’s no single evil villain or source of all my problems, nor is it due to some outer being manipulating everything against me.”

      He let out a shuddering breath as he recalled the explanations both Ifrit and Kadria had tried to give him.

      Ifrit had suggested the cause was that the prime players remained active. Yet even as Nathan removed each player—be they Torneus, the Nationalists, or even the king of Falmir—everything worsened.

      By contrast, Kadria blamed her former employer and suggested he controlled the world much like a puppet master manipulated his dolls. But while Nathan saw signs of the plans of outer beings, they were intertwined with the actions of the people of Doumahr. If Charlotte didn’t act so foolishly, the Messengers wouldn’t have the opportunities they needed, for instance.

      No. The causes were fundamental. So long as the nations of Doumahr allowed themselves to fall apart, they’d be beset by Messengers. Opposing change for the sake of short-term security inevitably led to a death spiral that ended with demons crushing every nation.

      “Perhaps you’re right,” Tarako admitted. “Kurai certainly collapsed under the weight of its own complacency, hubris, and unwillingness to adapt. The same could be said of every civilization of the past. The fury that the old cow’s prophets used to construct a bright future gave way to the same greedy, indulgent nations that inevitably struggled to hold themselves together against enemies within and without.”

      “I can already sense your criticism,” he drawled.

      “Why do you think you can do better?” she laughed. “Well, I have my own theories about that. But that’s not really the problem. Rather, I feel you’re taking the wrong move. The Inquisition already lost its moral power and you’re not using the evidence against them. Buried beneath the citadel are countless atrocities you could use against them. Why not unveil them?”

      Ah. Damn. The question Nathan didn’t want to answer.

      He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, before looking out the window.

      Countless hopeful eyes stared up above him, gazing upon Fyre as she floated above them. They’d begun moving again at some point.

      “I could answer you with the same question I asked earlier about what you think would happen if I did, but I’ll save the theatrics,” he said. “Revealing the Inquisition’s deepest, worst secrets wouldn’t have the effect you think it would.”

      “You truly believe that? There’s cynicism, and then there’s complete hopelessness. I didn’t take you for that sort.” The fox’s words leaked bitterness. “They’re grinding up the souls of Champions to use as weapons. Not to mention the countless cells full of dying, tortured beastkin I’ve heard of.”

      A scowl crossed his face. “Until forty years ago, every nation on Doumahr practiced slavery on beastkin. Trafaumh still does. Do you think they’ll care that much?” He raised a hand to ward off an answer, as he wasn’t done. “The problem runs deeper. The Inquisition’s secrets are the sort that everyone is partly aware of. Everyone ‘knows’ that there is some horrible thing happening beneath the citadel.”

      “Of course, and everyone knows that I’m out there fighting evil by night and working in a bakery in Aleich by day,” Tarako droned.

      That sounded specific.

      “Yes, but if I told somebody what the Inquisition was doing, they’d call me a heretic for saying it, even if they might occasionally entertain the idea. If I somehow blanketed Trafaumh with images of what they’ve done, it would shock everyone. Politically, there’d be repercussions. Nobles and merchants would weaken the Inquisition. But within a week, everyone would say they always knew the Inquisition was doing this and that it’s what is necessary to protect the nation. Whether right or not, the outrage would fade.”

      Tarako’s eyes filled with a deep sadness, even as she looked away. “For a man giving everything to save Doumahr, you understand a lot more about the sins crawling beneath the skin of the people walking its earth. I took you for the serious type, but there’s a bitter, burned-out husk lurking beneath the worldly, heroic exterior isn’t there?”

      He leaned back and sighed. “I saw my world burn, Tarako. I don’t want to repeat that, but much of the reason it did burn is because of the people inhabiting it. Arcadia tore itself apart while demons invaded it. The Republicans in Falmir overthrew the government while millions died in Trafaumh and then exiled me, while pretending that they hadn’t ignored an entire nation of people in need.”

      “… so why do you keep going? You realize this is why I stopped trying so long ago, right?” Her eyes seemed to lose that mischievous light. “It became too much to keep trying, only to see the same mistakes be repeated over and over again. You can only blame the demons so many times before you realize the problem is in the mirror.”

      “Doumahr is full of people I love. It’s everything I have, so I’ll keep going until there’s nothing left. Either of me, or it.” He allowed a small smile to grace his face. “Plus, all my stuff is here.”

      A choking laugh escaped her. “Couldn’t you say that about your old world?”

      “Not really. Kadria blew all my stuff up.”

      “Oh.”

      They rode in silence until, finally, they reached their destination. Tarako’s bronze tails teased his legs for much of the trip, brushing against his body in a manner uncharacteristic for her.

      When they reached the city square, the convoy stopped dead.

      “The Inquisition is here,” Reine said.

      “We expected that. You’d have told me earlier if it was a problem,” he said.

      She nodded. “I’m certain most of them are genuine soldiers from the Inquisitorial Corps, but I’ve also planted my own agents in the crowd. Baudelaire wishes to avoid violence, I suspect.”

      Reaching for the door, Nathan looked at Tarako and Astra. “Keep Reine safe. I have enough Champions here to protect Fyre against anything, but Soreaux is full of people who want Reine. Do not leave her for any reason.”

      “I am beginning to appreciate your more serious side,” Tarako said, while Astra merely nodded.

      Nathan dropped down from the carriage along with Ciana. The convoy had stopped on the side of the square farthest from the citadel, while an entire company of the Inquisitorial Corps formed ranks on the far side. More soldiers clad in black and red stood guard along the damaged storefronts ringing the sides. Some even stood on rooftops.

      His eyes caught a pair of oddly familiar catgirls among them, short swords at their waists and red cloth collars wrapped around their necks.

      When they’d last been here, the city square had bustled with believers, merchants, nobles, and commoners alike. The expansive bluestone plaza could fit thousands within it. Stalls had lined it from end to end, while stores towered over it and the largest fountain imaginable gushed water fifty feet into the air. Dozens of shrines had catered to the people of the city.

      Today, while the fires had been reduced to little more than embers, little remained of that splendor. Even so, a crowd gathered by the hundreds every minute. The soldiers grew increasingly nervous as the plaza and surrounding streets packed with the population of the city.

      Fyre flew over to the ruined fountain, which had been blasted apart into rubble and its water supply cut off. Hundreds of Royal Knights moved with her, forming a solid wall around the base of the fountain. Vala’s unit took up prime position, closest to the Inquisitorial Corps.

      Minutes passed while Fyre waited in silence. The prayer and baying of the crowd waxed and waned. Nathan remained by the convoy, standing atop one of the carriages to give himself a better view. Ciana and Nurevia joined him, while his other Champions spread out. Some, like Vala and Fei, joined Fyre by the fountain. Sunstorm had vanished.

      Eventually, Fyre seemed satisfied. Or perhaps she’d finally decided how to speak to the assemblage.

      She opened by reciting religious verses and the typical platitudes she liked. Less fiery than usual, but Fyre had been moving away from that approach lately.

      But Nathan had expected fury after last night.

      Once finished with her typical opener, Fyre dimmed her wings. She bit her lip.

      “People of Soreaux, we stand here in the hour of our greatest darkness. Demons batter at our gates, evil lures us into folly, warmongers seek to expand their fiefdoms, and heretics ceaselessly try to trick us into slaying each other in pointless barbarousness,” she cried. “Yet I see all of you here, together as one.”

      She paused, and the crowd seemed to hold their breath in response. Nathan couldn’t feel a glamour. He supposed this was the power of being the prophet.

      “I have returned. Not merely as the prophet, but as Omria. But I cannot save Doumahr alone, just as I couldn’t before. It is only when all of you stand with me, as one united people.” She spun, and her wings seemed to spread motes of light over the crowd. “Soreaux is the crown jewel of Trafaumh. A city that I built, and you all saw its holy light days ago. That light is within all of you. And I am drawing it from you. It is a part of me, and so long as all of you believe in me, we can fight back the demons and heretics.”

      Fyre’s hands reached for her horns. Her entire body glowed so brightly that Nathan shielded his eyes, and the entire crowd fell to its knees in spontaneous prayer at what was obviously a miracle.

      When the light subsided, Fyre continued to hover there. But her horns had changed.

      Where a pair of unicorn horns had protruded from the sides of her head, two curly red horns now glowed. They reminded Nathan of succubus horns.

      Then he saw hundreds of horned beastkin in the crowd look up at Fyre and touch their own horns. Horns that looked extremely similar to hers.

      The reason succubi could fit in so easily was because their horns looked like horned beastkin, after all. Fyre’s new horns meant she had taken on an aspect of the most common variety of beastkin in the city.

      “I am the Watcher Omria, and I stand for all the peoples of Doumahr,” Fyre said. “Beastkin or human. And I stand for Trafaumh and everyone here, just as I have for millennia past. I will ensure that the brutality of the past few days will—”

      Light flashed from a rooftop. Fyre flinched backward as something slammed into her, but she barely moved.

      Nathan saw the glowing arrow fall from where it had struck her body.

      “Death to the false prophet!” a soldier in an Inquisition uniform shouted, holding a bow with a glowing arrow nocked in it. A sapphire glowed in his chest.
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      Screams rang out across the city square, bouncing off the many storefronts and chapels lining it. Panic ripped through the crowd within seconds as another arrow slammed into Fyre before she had a chance to realize what was happening to her. Several more arrows bounced uselessly off her uniform.

      Then those screams distorted in Nathan’s ears, appearing to stretch until they became barely perceptible white noise. A volley of arrows flying toward Fyre froze in midair, and he spotted a second flying from another direction. His Champions were caught tensing their muscles as they drew their weapons and prepared to leap into the fray, while the crowd appeared locked in as an expanding wave of panic.

      Nathan grimaced as he took in the city square through the magic of time dilation, one of his tricks as a Bastion that he used sparingly these days. With so many Champions and so much preparation, he rarely found a use for it. Most of the time he used it to focus on a spell, particularly mental magic.

      While Tarako had called the ability he granted Nurevia “time dilation,” the two skills were worlds apart. Nurevia could take action with her trigem ability, while Nathan could do little more than think, observe, and maybe focus his magic a little.

      Although he had learned from the Twins how to move around. He used some spatial magic and his body moved through the frozen world, if stiffly.

      With plenty of time up his sleeve, Nathan took in the situation.

      At least two groups of the Inquisition’s soldiers turned out to be traitors. Most likely they were plants or under Beatrice’s control. As he monitored the rooftops, he spotted more groups that appeared less shocked by the events and seemed to be preparing to join in. Only a single Champion was among them from what he could see.

      Although given only seconds had passed, he couldn’t be sure. This did prove that the enemy didn’t have any centralized way to coordinate the attack. If Beatrice had her fingers in the brains of all these soldiers, wouldn’t they act as one?

      “Pshaw, wouldn’t that be super obvious?” Maura said from behind him.

      Nathan jumped and whirled to find the Twins creeping up on him. When had they joined him?

      “Like, five minutes ago. It’s harder to crack your time dilation now than it used to be. Now that you know what you’re doing, I doubt any Messengers can mess with you here like we once did,” Laura said. “We can still read your thoughts, though.”

      “I noticed,” he said. “Make yourselves useful. Beatrice is obviously behind this. In fact, the entire Soreaux situation is increasingly reminding me of how she tore apart Arcadia and I’m realizing I’ve misstepped as a result.”

      “Huh. Not like you to admit you make mistakes.” Maura smirked at him.

      “And I can’t believe you think that idiot is outplaying you. That speech was fire,” Laura said.

      He looked up at Fyre, who appeared unharmed. As he watched, her wings began to slowly gain their life. For a moment, he worried his time dilation was slipping.

      Nobody else moved. Only Fyre.

      She returned to her normal flying pose, then looked around the city square with a determined gaze. Her eyes locked onto Nathan and she flitted down to him.

      “That took forever,” she whined. “Can’t you let me into this pocket dimension next time?”

      Oh, right. What he called time dilation was… He couldn’t really recall the full explanation. Something about an alternate world that was separated from reality by time. Pocket dimension worked well enough, he supposed. Nathan’s head hurt when he tried to follow the Twins’ nonsense.

      “If we’re all here, then help me work out how to salvage this situation. First, I need the lay of the land. Then I’ll explain the problem with Beatrice,” he said.

      They nodded and split up to observe the city square in detail. Having three fliers assisting him allowed him to get a much better view of everything much faster.

      Although he’d never been able to learn so much about a situation in the past. Maybe he should have been using this more in the past. Then again, he could feel his magic draining as he did this. His reserves might be seemingly limitless but he worried about abusing them too much. Especially if the Twins were wrong and he came up against an opponent like Artemis like this.

      A shudder ran through his body at the thought of being isolated from his Champions while Artemis carved him apart in a time dilated world.

      There were risks, and there were risks.

      The others reported back and Nathan stitched together the situation.

      Panic rippled through the crowd, with most of them reacting with shock and terror. But not everyone. What were probably planted agents attempted to push toward the wall of knights standing beneath Fyre.

      Most of the Inquisition’s soldiers, particularly the Inquisitorial Corps, had been caught off guard. The officers of the Corps were already issuing orders, as if they’d been briefed for a situation like this. Nathan doubted they’d been compromised.

      But he also doubted they’d help him much. Not after last night.

      His own knights and Champions reacted exactly as expected. They’d known that an assassination attempt against Fyre was expected. Those near her locked shields with grim faces, all too aware that she could take care of herself. His Champions tried to rush toward the archers.

      Nathan didn’t know that was everything, though. Even if it was all they could see.

      “We can’t go too far like this,” Maura said. “We’re limited to your line of sight.”

      “Why?” Nathan asked. “I’ll admit that moving around like this is new, but can’t we enter the buildings or check around corners?”

      “This is a pocket dimension. It observes reality, but you don’t have the power to recreate all of Doumahr with a thought. That’s probably why the slut goddess never taught anyone how to move around here. There’s nothing else to see.”

      He frowned. “But if I used more power…”

      “Well, yeah.” Laura gave him a lopsided smile. “But at that point you’re essentially observing reality from outside it, much like we do in our world or our old boss does. Or dimension hopping.”

      Her answer told him this was a rabbit hole he didn’t have the time to go down. Best to stick to the current problem.

      Namely, how to deal with the attempted assassins without this turning into an absolute disaster.

      “I said I misstepped. Hopefully you’ve realized why by now,” he said.

      They all shook their heads.

      Fyre simply harrumphed. “The arrows didn’t even hurt. I can simply erase them without the slightest effort, or allow Sunstorm and the others to remove them.”

      “And the morons in the crowd will skewer themselves on the swords of your knights. They’ll be slaughtered. Sure, they might have a couple of Champions hidden away, but you have trigems everywhere. The moment somebody shines their gems, they’re a corpse,” Maura said.

      “Right. And then Fyre has blown away soldiers of the Inquisition and her protectors have joined in. Or, worse, Royal Knights have cut down members of the crowd around her.” Nathan’s eyes narrowed as the trio stared at him in surprise. “What about this one: the soldiers in the crowd start attacking others and blame our knights? Or they’re wearing Inquisition uniforms? Hell, what happens when the Corps move in to protect Fyre and the crowd pushes back against them?”

      “We get it,” the Twins muttered.

      Fyre grimaced and looked away, frustration set deep within her eyes.

      “Beatrice incited chaos across Arcadia. I assumed that was because of her mental magic, but she definitely exploited the existing divides between faeries, elves, and beastkin,” he said. “This is her element. Sowing chaos while others try to calm the situation down. What worries me is that you didn’t detect her agents.”

      “Uh, because she’s also a succubus and can mentally shield them? Duh?” Maura crossed her arms over her breasts. “We know she’s around here, unlike when she was fucking around the palace last year, but Beatrice is a ghost. Short of getting into the heads of everyone, we can’t guarantee they’re not hers.”

      He stared at them. “What about my—”

      “Part of our job is to poke around the heads of your soldiers and make sure she’s not fucking with them isn’t it?” Laura raised an eyebrow. “You don’t like to admit it, but we rifle through the minds of your knights and hangers-on constantly. Just in case. So they’re all fine. But this is a crowd ten thousand strong of people we’ve never met. We could make them all start fucking each other on the spot, but that’s different from picking out which ones are being controlled or that have ill will toward our favorite cock-sucking prophet.”

      “Hey,” Fyre chided gently. “I don’t only suck his cock.”

      Nathan recalled that they hadn’t exactly detected Bauer’s agent automatically either, and he lacked the subtlety that the succubi employed.

      Which brought them back to square one.

      He needed to start with the real problem.

      “We have several problems, which we need to solve,” he said. “Worrying about how I could have handled this situation better is pointless, even if I regret just charging in here with a small army and no proper plan.”

      “The plan worked,” Fyre insisted. “I saw it in their eyes. Just like with Inquisitor Haverman and so many of the Bastions, Champions, and soldiers I visited in the past week. They believe. They accept me as Omria and are willing to step past whatever beliefs they hold in my name.”

      “And I’m sure they’ll also be willing to burn down the citadel in your name once they see you strike back at an assassination attempt by the Inquisition.”

      She shot a thunderous scowl at him.

      “We’re going to be the ones to march on the citadel, not a furious mob that Baudelaire will slaughter en masse as she’s torn from her throne of corpses,” Nathan continued. “If we want to accomplish that, we need to disarm this quickly. Again, several problems.”

      They finally listened to him.

      “First, you can’t attack the Inquisition. We know they’re likely plants or mind controlled soldiers, but nobody else does. It will also harm your image if you start firing magic everywhere, as you’ve been significantly less fiery up here compared to the Empire,” he explained. “Second, we need to keep the crowd intact. In multiple ways.”

      “No massacres or fleeing, got it,” Laura said. “We can keep them in place.”

      “Hitting them with mass mind control might help.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose as he worried about the possible drawbacks. “Will they notice your influence?”

      “We can be subtle,” Maura droned. “They believe Fyre’s the greatest thing since dildos and lube. A mass suggestion that they trust in their prophet and, wham, they’ll stay still. No huge stampede. No pile of corpses.”

      He was glad they’d recognized the other issue if the crowd panicked. With how densely they’d packed in, the crowd would turn into a crush within minutes. Many people had brought families. Nathan saw far too many children here, human and beastkin alike, here to see the prophet with their own eyes.

      “The next problem is that Beatrice will try to attack the crowd,” Nathan said. “Ciana and I can summon barriers to protect them from external threats, and I’m certain that a barked order at the Corps will keep them at bay. They’re not stupid. But the agents inside the crowd are a different problem.”

      “Leave it to me,” Fyre said, eyes hardening. “If I can’t fight back, then I’ll have more than enough power to spare for the crowd. It will even look like a miracle.”

      That sounded perfect for their plans, especially given the sort of tricks Fyre could pull off.

      He recalled the gigantic glowing wings that had floated above the Imperial Palace during the civil war, or even when the breach had struck Mortiswatch.

      “The final problem is disabling Beatrice’s agents as they appear.” His expression darkened. “It’s easy enough to cut them down, but we have no clue where they might appear. If the crowd is held in place and the Corps don’t do anything stupid, Fyre can preach that they were heretics masquerading as the Inquisition. Plus, every one we deal with is one less soldier in Beatrice’s pocket.”

      “Uh, question,” Maura said, tilting her head. “Don’t you want the Inquisition to look like villains? I was eavesdropping on your little conversation with the fox while she creamed herself over how hard you are. You need big bad Baudelaire to be the villain if you want to depose her.”

      “She’s already the villain,” he said. “What we need is flexibility. If this descends into open violence, we’ll be forced into pitched battle with the Inquisition. I’m optimistic I can at least force an audience with her.”

      “And then stab her in the face?” Laura’s face seemed to glow with malevolence.

      Hell, Fyre seemed delighted at the idea.

      “I don’t know. That depends on Baudelaire.” He ran a hand down his face. “But I want leverage over her, rather than a casus belli. Falmir wants to bathe the city in blood and chaos for some reason. Why? Fucked if I know.” His temper slipped its leash for a moment. “But if they want it, I’m opposed to it out of principle. I want to change Trafaumh and chain the Inquisition for its mistakes, but if we burn down the city for it…”

      Nathan wondered what purpose so much chaos might serve that they’d propagate it even now Fyre was here. Was it just to buy time for Charlotte to swoop in with her own army?

      Or did Falmir have some trick up their sleeve, using the knowledge that Omria had planted in Charlotte? Much like how they’d instigated the cascades that caused this mess to begin with.

      “Well, we can probably help identify the targets,” Maura said. “Everyone will be panicking or following orders, but while Beatrice can shield her minions, they’ll stand out. It’s difficult to explain. Imagine everyone is doing a big dance and they’re mimicking everyone else, but then suddenly the momentum changes and they’re lagging behind. It’d be obvious, right?”

      “They’ll be the odd ones out,” he said. “Are you sure you can pick them out in this crowd?”

      The Twins nodded, while Laura scoffed. “This is our bread and butter. We make armies turn on each other, entire palaces break out in orgies, and Champions gut their Bastions mid-battle. Beatrice might be all about chaos, but we ruin worlds. You really need to let us strut our stuff somewhere. Maybe let us have all of Charlotte’s believers run a train on her.”

      Nathan still had no clue what a train was, although he vaguely recalled that Laura had used a reference to trains as sexual innuendo in the past.

      Were trains some sort of sex toy? What crazy things did they invent in the Twins’ world?

      “Don’t be too overt with identifying Beatrice’s minions, but make sure they do something to draw the attention of Sunstorm and everyone else,” he said. “If it’s obvious that mental manipulation is being used, they’ll suspect us of heresy.”

      “No mass suicide. Got it.” Maura blinked. “Huh. Guess we should make sure Beatrice doesn’t order her minions to do that and try to blame us for it either. Didn’t think about the fact any weird shit will get blamed on us, not her.”

      Nathan’s control of the Twins was public knowledge, whereas Beatrice’s existence was known to only a handful of the most powerful people in Doumahr.

      Satisfied with the plan they’d come up with, or at least the measures they’d taken to limit Beatrice’s ability to screw him over, everyone returned to where they’d been before he activated time dilation.

      For whatever reason, he needed to be in the almost exact position he’d been when using it. The Twins said something about gigantic explosions resulting if he wasn’t. Not that he understood why. Kadria had called them morons when he’d asked and started rattling off math so complicated his mind had instantly vaporized.

      He watched as Fyre leaned back in the sky, pretending to still be affected by the arrows that had struck her… almost an hour ago.

      Nathan had never dilated time to this extent. At this point, it was more like freezing time. The constant drain on his magic remained, and it had become noticeable.

      Ever since drawing on too much of his power to fill Seraph’s binding stone, he’d become aware of his limits. While they were gargantuan, he could overstretch himself. He worried what might happen when that day came.

      With Fyre back in place, Nathan released his magic.

      The screams returned. Panicked yells and orders bounced across the city square, trying to be heard over the clatter of hundreds of weapons being drawn and armored boots slapping against stone. Thousands of people watched in terror as their prophet turned into a pincushion from volleys of arrows slamming into her.

      Only for Fyre to snap her arms out. Her gems glowed with the brilliant gold and the arrows disintegrated.

      “All heretics shall be judged with my light, and those welcome in my kingdom shall be safe,” Fyre intoned, her voice booming from the sky itself.

      A soft golden sphere of light burst from her, only to keep expanding. It grew and grew, eclipsing the members of the crowd who stopped panicking as Fyre’s power washed over them. The Royal Knights remained unmoved, even as their armor and bodies glowed.

      The very stones of the city square gleamed with the same light as her gems. High above, a pair of horns shined in the air with a power that washed through the leylines and across Nathan’s mind and body.

      In the wake of Fyre’s magic, almost every member of the crowd glowed with a golden light. As did the Royal Knights, including Vala, standing beneath her.

      And, in an act that must have caused Fyre an aneurysm, so too did the Inquisitorial Corps. The elites stopped mid-charge on their way toward the prophet to look at their own bodies in awe.

      Unfortunately, while Fyre had left out those agents of Falmir she recognized, it was impossible for her to be certain of all of them. Most of the soldiers on the wings remained unaffected. But the same could be said of Nathan and his knights on the far end. Hopefully that dispelled any possibility that literally everyone unaffected by the spell was a heretic.

      “Heretics!” the crowd began to shout, pointing at those among them who weren’t glowing.

      It likely helped that many of them were holding weapons.

      But before the crowd could try tearing apart anyone in the midst, Fyre shined once more and drew attention back to herself. “Do not allow yourselves to succumb to violence. Heresy shall be judged by those trained to destroy it. I ask of the rest of you to show your unity and resilience. Do not let them tear us apart.”

      As if to punctuate her point, more arrows slammed into Fyre. They disintegrated before even impacting her. She merely clasped her hands together and bowed her head.

      The crowd followed suit. Falmir’s agents tried to lash out against many of those nearby, but found their weapons ineffective. Swords and daggers turned to dust upon impacting the barriers, and flesh simply bounced off harmlessly. The Royal Knights caught on and ignored the agents who struck them.

      Well, that proved that many of the Royal Knights were staunch believers in Fyre, whatever they might know of her inclinations in bed.

      Sunstorm appeared next to Nathan in a puff of darkness. Most of his soldiers and Champions had stopped dead when Fyre’s magic crashed over them, dumbfounded.

      “Nathan, what the hell is going on?” Sunstorm asked.

      “We’re avoiding a massacre,” he said. “I need you to tell the officers of the Corps to stand down. If they do what Fyre asks, then we’ll be able to make it clear that the attackers aren’t with the Inquisition.”

      “Got it.” She vanished and reappeared on the other side of the square, next to the confused Inquisitorial Corps.

      Fighting broke out on the wings of the crowd. Soldiers in black and red lay into one another, while dozens of armored fighters burst out from ruined buildings. Some walked through rubble as if it wasn’t there—probably because it wasn’t. As always, they bore no insignias.

      “Fei, Seraph, take out the heretics,” Nathan ordered, raising his voice to ensure it was heard by the crowd. This was as much about the theater as the results. “Spare those loyal to Omria.”

      By now, he’d learned that saying the name was necessary in this situation.

      But for whatever reason, the presence never appeared. He felt Fyre hover by him and crack open one eye to glare at him across the plaza. No soul-eating monstrosity, though.

      The Inquisition battled itself on the outskirts of the crowd, while arrows poured down uselessly on the crowd. Friendly fire occurred, and several men collapsed from holes poked in their bodies by their allies.

      Nathan knew that Beatrice’s minions would likely have retreated by now if it weren’t for the Twins. They stood by the carriages with shit-eating grins on their faces, giggling constantly.

      Blue flames cut through several of the armored foes, but were restrained by Fei’s standards. She couldn’t burn everything down, after all. Nurevia’s bolts blew apart entire positions on the rooftops and was joined by loyal units of archers, who fired volleys at those loosing arrows on Fyre.

      The catgirls from earlier tore through soldiers from the Inquisition and the armored warriors alike. Teams of black-clad soldiers fought alongside them, but they now wore ribbons bearing the familiar crest from the Empire’s civil war. Two gems glowed from beneath the collars of both catgirls as they blazed a path through their enemies.

      Within minutes, the ambush fell apart. Only a handful of enemies remained.

      “And now, the final judgment,” Fyre intoned.

      She arched her entire body and spread her arms.

      The remaining attackers, most of whom stood within the crowd but two monogem Champions also remained hidden on the rooftops, suddenly vanished.

      They reappeared in the air beside Fyre. Nathan felt the spatial magic in action. She’d teleported them next to her. But what she did next had nothing to do with any magic he worked with.

      “May Omria grant you forgiveness in your next life,” Fyre said.

      The gems of the Champions burst into a brilliant gold. They tried to scream, but vanished in a display of light before anything escaped their lungs.

      While the others simply collapsed into prismatic light as they’d never existed.

      Nathan could feel the ambient magic that flooded the city square in the aftermath. He wasn’t sure what she’d done to the Champions, but the ordinary humans…

      She’d converted their bodies into magic. Just like that. Nathan always thought of life magic as about creation, but Fyre used it to destroy.

      And the crowd bowed down and prayed to her for doing so. Even the members of the Inquisitorial Corps and many of the Royal Knights.

      Nathan could do little more than watch.

      “I will return to tell you more about what we must do,” Fyre said, her voice somehow whisper quiet while still booming in his ears. “But there is something I must do. Last night’s violence must be answered for. Too many souls have been lost, that should have felt my forgiveness and experienced the kingdom we will build. I will head to the Inquisition’s citadel now, to confront the Order itself about its actions and inaction. My most loyal and supportive Bastion Nathan will walk alongside me.”

      Then she fluttered over to him. Mischief glittered in her eyes.

      Her voice entered his head, Would you have been mad if I called you my lover in front of all of them?

      Please don’t, he responded.

      But I really want to, she whined. Imagine what I could get away with if I changed the teaching of Omria to be about—

      He cut off the link and she pouted at him. He really didn’t want to hear her mirroring the lewd ideas of the Twins.

      Preparing to leave took over an hour, however. The crowd bayed and pressed toward Fyre, and she hovered across them, blessing idols, children, beads, jewelry, and all manner of knick-knack. In the meantime, the Royal Knights and Vala made their way back to the convoy.

      Vala seemed put out. “I expected to see some action there.”

      “Against what? A crowd of innocents?” He shot her a look. “You’re knight-killers. Did you see many knights?”

      She winced. “Sorry. I get it. That’s exactly why things played out like that, huh? Damn impressive. The sort of scheme that Gareth would think up.”

      Nathan took the compliment. He’d learned this sort of thinking from his old mentor, after all.

      While waiting for Fyre, the catgirls from earlier wandered over. Reine leaned out from her carriage, mask on.

      “Howdy,” one of the catgirls asked, shooting Nathan a smile. “Long time, no see. Still haven’t had our chance to personally confirm if you live up to all the stories, especially as there are so many new ones.”

      Both of them leered at him. He’d met this duo during his first visit to Aleich, when Gareth had attempted to assassinate Anna.

      This time, there’d been no serious attempt to take out Fyre. If there had been, Erica would have shown herself.

      Then again, maybe Gareth pulled his Champions back the moment he saw things go south. There was no chance he hadn’t taken action to protect himself and his girls from mental action without relying on Beatrice.

      “Thank you for your intervention, even if it wasn’t necessary,” Reine said.

      “Anything for your cute self,” one catgirl said, scratching the back of her neck. “Although we’d hoped to make more of a difference. We knew something would go down but had no clue where or how. We’ll try to root out where they’re hiding.”

      “Don’t get yourselves killed,” Nathan warned.

      They waved off his concerns before leaving.

      Finally, it was time to ride on the citadel. The trip involved little of interest. Nathan sat inside the carriage along with Fyre, who had grown tired of being gawked at for the time being.

      Plus, she seemed to want to cuddle with him for a little while.

      Upon reaching the gates, that brief respite ended. They both stepped out from the carriage.

      Three sets of towering black gates barred their entrance to the citadel and the Inquisition’s headquarters, where Baudelaire holed up. A small army of soldiers stared down at them, fear and awe splashed across their faces.

      Fyre flew into the air in front of the convoy and turned up the glow of her wings. “By the light of Omria, I command you to open these gates and allow me to render judgment upon the leaders of the Order of Trafaumh. Any who shirk their duty to me and the goddess shall be judged.”

      Silence.

      Nathan waited, but kept poking Fyre over the mental link to ensure she didn’t take rash action.

      No matter how powerful she might be and how great her threats, the soldiers had superiors, who in turn had more superiors. Baudelaire herself likely needed to grant permission to allow them entry.

      And if she refused, Nathan would simply have the Twins command the soldiers to open the gates anyway. To hell with hiding their power. Everybody would simply think the soldiers had sided with Fyre over the Inquisition.

      After nearly fifteen minutes, they received their response.

      All three gates of the citadel opened in a series of thuds and clanks, grating against the stone pathway as they did so.

      The time to confront Baudelaire was finally upon them.
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      “Reine, what’s the Inquisition doing?” Nathan asked as the convoy slowly ascended toward the citadel proper.

      A miniature city of houses, noble residences, and military facilities stretched out between the three layers of walls beside them. Many nobles had doubtlessly fled here if they didn’t live within the protective cocoon of the Inquisition already. Even if the grand gates of the citadel hadn’t opened, Nathan knew that countless postern gates allowed discrete access.

      Why would Baudelaire ignore a chance to place more of the city’s wealthy within her spider’s web? She’d be able to use them to ensure her survival after the cascade.

      “A regiment of the Inquisitorial Corps is assembling in front of the Hall of Order,” Reine said. “Baudelaire herself has finally appeared inside it, along with numerous clergy, three Bastions and their Champions, and many inquisitors.”

      Her tail quivered against his back, so he reached over and rubbed hers in turn. She squeaked, then leaned into his touch.

      “So they’ve allowed us in, but know that we’re here to put them to the torch. It’s to be a massacre,” Tarako said. A sake cup twirled in her hands, empty after she’d sipped a little and declared that it was tasteless. “It always was a dream that Baudelaire would surrender power. The old crow is ancient.”

      Nathan had a bad feeling about that comment. “Is this where you tell me that she’s even older than I already thought?”

      A snort. “No. Being over a century old and with bones that will crumble to dust before she’s even laid to rest is ancient enough for you humans.”

      “Oh, good. I was worried there’d be more nasty surprises in store.”

      “The army waiting for us doesn’t count?”

      “You said it yourself. It was a dream that she’d surrender.” Nathan leaned back. “Then again, I thought the same thing when I confronted Torneus years ago.”

      “Hmm. Perhaps. I had expected the former High Lord to see Tartus burn before he allowed you to hand him over to the Spires, but Baudelaire…” Tarako stared into her empty cup.

      “Perhaps Fyre’s presence may remind her of her faith?” Ciana said. “Her powers are almost like miracles.”

      “No, they’re just magic. They call them miracles because they don’t happen. If the old cow granted the power for genuine miracles, we wouldn’t be trapped on this tiny slice of earth.”

      Nathan’s actions had brought forth a well of bitterness from the old fox. He had to admit that it disconcerted him, as she’d been supportive and good-natured so far. Seeing the exhaustion in her eyes as she spoke made her stories more real. The idea that civilizations had risen and fallen over and over again seeded doubt in his mind that he could change the course of Doumahr.

      But if he didn’t try, what was the point of everything? Tarako knew a lot, but she’d been surprised by many things he could do. Perhaps he truly would surprise the old fox.

      They finally arrived in the citadel itself. Nothing had changed since his last visit.

      A keep stood in one corner, with gleaming angelic decorations and black spires that loomed out from the smoke that lingered over the city. Next to it stood a grand cathedral that towered over even the Imperial Palace.

      The star of the show remained the Hall of Order, however. Not because of its décor, which was impressive as is. The Hall appeared as a large dome surrounded by flying buttresses that resembled the ribs of some ancient beast, and a sandstone statue of Omria guarded the entrance.

      No, Nathan’s eye focused on the Hall of Order because of the ranks of armed soldiers assembled in front of it. The ceremonial soldiers that escorted him on his last visit were nowhere to be seen. Huge stretches of the citadel stood empty.

      Instead, an entire regiment of the elite Inquisitorial Corps faced off against them, protecting Baudelaire and the rest of the Order of Trafaumh’s leadership from Nathan and Fyre. Almost every single one of them was a spellblade, equipped with enchanted weaponry and armor, and as Ester had explained, trained against demons in one of Dominic’s fortresses.

      A single company had held their own against the endless horde of demons thrown at them by the dominion, even if that had been with the aid of Deverese and his Champions. Tenfold their number massed to halt Nathan.

      And these would assuredly be some of the very best of an already elite fighting force. The citadel wasn’t merely the headquarters of the Order of Trafaumh, but contained the binding stone of Bastion Dominic, who commanded one of the nation’s two trigems and defended a tremendously dangerous portal beneath the city. Every member of the Inquisitorial Corps deployed here was on par with the Royal Knights that defended Castle Aleich.

      They outnumbered Nathan’s escort. Even more so when he removed the private soldiers of the nobles, who were little more than fodder against elite warriors.

      An untrained observer might think that was it. The Inquisition had the upper hand unless Nathan called upon his reinforcements. He could summon in more knights, either with teleportation or Reine’s gateway. The spatial wards of the citadel didn’t protect the outer courtyard and exterior buildings, as he’d proved in his last visit.

      He simply didn’t need those reinforcements. Perhaps the Inquisitorial Corps and Royal Knights could defeat monogems and even be a threat to some duogems, given their training, experience, and equipment. Nathan had used his own knights to brutal effectiveness in the civil war.

      And with Vala’s unit, he could certainly carve apart many of them with a mere 100 knight-killers.

      But several of Nathan’s trigems could sweep aside the entire regiment within seconds.

      Fei could disintegrate them with an inferno of her blue flames, or Sunstorm might cut down their ranks with spatial slashes. Seraph’s energy blasts blew apart magic and steel alike. Astra could pound them into dust. Tarako’s Nine Tail Slash would probably take the Hall of Order down along with the soldiers.

      While Nathan could go on, he didn’t need to. Trigem Champions stood so far above ordinary soldiers that deploying them in the same battle often seemed foolhardy. The main use of his knights was in larger combat, suppressing breaches, or perhaps in occupying the citadel or city if push came to shove.

      Should he give the order to slaughter the soldiers barring his way, it would be Vala and her knight-killers that swept the keep clean of the many guards.

      “Is this it, then?” Tarako asked him as he stepped out of the carriage. “The beginning of the end?”

      “The end of what?”

      She didn’t answer. Something told Nathan that she’d been judging him and hadn’t liked what she found. A problem he’d deal with later. Assuming he’d read her feelings right and she wasn’t just acting bitter.

      Reine scrambled out of the carriage after him, prompting a surprised squawk from Tarako and a rush from Astra. Both of them took their guard duty seriously. Even if Tarako might hold some ill feelings toward him at the moment, she remained loyal.

      A dozen Champions assembled in front of Nathan’s knights, who in turn drew their weapons and formed ranks opposite the Corps. Wings fluttered above them as Fyre held position and glared down at the soldiers standing against her. Rosewald and her nobles remained with the carriages near the rear.

      Although Rosewald accompanied him, she steered clear of any direct conflict with Baudelaire. The optics of the nobles openly rebelling against Baudelaire would hurt too much compared to simply serving the prophet.

      “Lord Bastion Nathan and Her Holiness Fyre, the Inquisition demands that you maintain your current positions,” an inquisitor bellowed. “Not one step farther in the domain of the Inquisition!”

      Several other inquisitors shuffled nervously beside him. They stood in front of the many soldiers guarding the Hall of Order, but were without the Champions that accompanied Baudelaire inside it.

      Fyre’s wings flared with fire and the front ranks of the Corps shied backward with a clattering of weapons and armor. “I will do no such thing. The Inquisition will answer to Omria for its actions, and I will stop for no one until I confront those responsible for slaughtering countless faithful and innocent. Put down your weapons.”

      With shaking bodies, the inquisitors stepped backward. Then they fled into the Hall of Order.

      The Corps stood fast. Those that had recoiled from Fyre’s magic reformed ranks and steeled themselves. Their halberds stood unwavering in front of them, as if daring Nathan’s knights to dash themselves against them.

      “I say again, put down your weapons,” Fyre boomed.

      Once again, no movement. Fyre’s wings turned completely to fire.

      As if in response to her fury, Nathan’s knights took a single deafening step forward.

      He saw the soldiers in the Corps tense. Felt magic ripple in their ranks and lines of spell frames form along their halberds.

      Cries of fury rose from within the ranks of his knights, and they were about to charge, even without orders. Not out of insubordination, but because he’d trained them to do exactly this.

      Standing still when you’re about to be bombarded with spells is a great way to die.

      Nathan’s Champions looked to him, their gems gleaming as they prepared to unleash them.

      His fists clenched.

      “Soldiers of the Inquisition, the Empire, and all of Trafaumh, remember your faith and duty. You stand in the presence of the goddess herself,” he said, magic blasting his voice across the entire courtyard. “Remember your teachings and where your loyalties lay.”

      The charge of his knights faltered, while the spell frames of the Corps shuddered out of existence. Yet nobody lowered their weapons. Fyre hovered in place and his Champions still expected the worst.

      “In the name of the goddess, stand down!” he shouted.

      He felt the magic snap into place before even finishing the sentence. Unlike previous lapses of mental magic, this one required an immense surge of power from him, given the number of people present.

      Even though he’d been giving orders all day, this was the time that he slammed everyone with mental magic. Although with the sheer force of will he applied, perhaps he shouldn’t be too surprised.

      A thousand soldiers of the Inquisitorial Corps lowered their halberds, exactly as commanded. The same went for Nathan’s knights, whose eyes and bodies shook with the strange impulse controlling their bodies.

      He’d screwed up big time.

      Then all the soldiers fell to their knees. Some to just one knee, as if pledging allegiance to a liege lord, while many collapsed to both and raised their hands in prayer. Over a thousand faces stared up at Fyre in barely constrained awed.

      Nathan definitely saw more than a few of his knights looking at him, however. Mostly those who had served him for a long time, whether they be in the Royal Knights or Imperial Army. Tails lashed the ground as they stared at him with loyalty in their eyes.

      When he’d first met Reine, she’d proclaimed him the true prophet. Something told him that she’d be joined by a lot of the officers in his knights after today.

      “What a save,” Maura murmured from behind him.

      He looked back to see her in the uniform of a Royal Knight, wearing an illusion that made her look like an ordinary beastkin with blonde hair. Laura matched her appearance almost identically.

      “This could work pretty well. Boss everyone around and use Fyre to justify their behavior,” Laura said.

      “Seeing this certainly explains some behavior I saw in my youth, when our own prophet rose to power.” Tarako stared up at Fyre. “Although she lacked somebody as persuasive as Nathan, the results were the same. Just with a lot more chopping off the heads of ancient foxes that represented the old regime.”

      “If I can help it, I don’t plan to go around with a guillotine to the household of every noble and clergyman that opposes me,” Nathan said drily.

      “That’s a start.” The fox bowed to him, bending herself nearly double as her tails prostrated themselves flat against the stone courtyard. “Now let’s see if you can repeat the trick against the old crow herself.”

      He sighed at the reminder that this meant little.

      But the lack of bloodshed empowered him. Every time he could avoid needlessly slaughtering men and women that should be fighting alongside him made for a good day.

      The idea was to kill demons, not each other.

      “Champions, with me,” Nathan said as he stepped forward. “Reine, stay with Astra and—”

      “No!” Reine cried, her robe rising as her tail lifted into the air inside it. Even with her mask filtering her voice, he heard the emotion in her voice. “This is my home and this place…” She froze and he heard her begin to hyperventilate for a moment.

      Ciana and Fei rushed to her side and rubbed her back. Once the spymaster recomposed herself, she walked up to Nathan and removed her mask.

      The wings in her eyes bore into his face, even as tears built up along the edges. “I need her to know that I have come back. That I am here to end this, with you and Fyre. I want to go with you, not just to stare her down but to free everyone I left behind here when I was freed.”

      He placed a hand on top of her head and brushed aside the hood of her robe, allowing her wolf ears to prick up. She sobbed but held strong.

      “Then you can come with me,” he said gently. “Stay close to Ciana. Be strong.” His expression hardened as he looked back at his other Champions. “One of you needs to remain out here to protect the knights, but everyone else is with me. Astra and Tarako—”

      “I will remain,” Astra declared.

      He blinked. That settled that, and he had no qualms if Astra wished to keep his soldiers safe. A trigem of her power and fame would scare away anyone with any crazy ideas.

      “Then I’ll leave Reine’s safety with Tarako and Nurevia,” he said. “Vala, your unit will lead us into the Hall of Order. All other knights will remain outside.”

      Fyre floated above them, but upon hearing his orders, she fluttered past the kneeling soldiers of the Inquisitorial Corps. The sandstone statue of Omria stood in front of her, depicting the previous incarnation of the goddess.

      Nathan had a pretty good feeling what she wanted to do with it, yet she merely held her hands against it. Frustration marred her face.

      None of Trafaumh’s soldiers stopped them as Vala and her knight-killers slowly advanced through the gap they made in their ranks. After the Corps moved, they simply returned to kneeling. Nathan heard the murmuring of their prayers. Often for forgiveness.

      He wondered what they’d felt when his mental magic had struck them and forced them to lower their weapons.

      Fyre looked at him as he reached the statue.

      Her voice entered his mind, I want this to look like me, but reshaping reality isn’t my forte. I can change myself, but I haven’t done much to alter physical things yet. Omria might have built a palace and this city, but I haven’t. Help?

      He’d figured as much. Reaching for his well of power, Nathan began to rework the statue.

      The moment his magic entered the sandstone monument, Fyre’s hands lit up with a golden glow. As did the statue, as if to hide his work.

      Not that she needed to bother. Nathan had more than enough power to make this change swiftly, despite the immense distance between Soreaux and Prophet’s Hope.

      When he finished, the spitting image of Fyre stood in front of the Hall of Order. The clothing had changed to her uniform. He’d thought ahead to remove all Imperial insignia from it and instead inscribed it entirely with holy symbols and religious iconography.

      Gasps rang out in the courtyard as the assembled soldiers and nobles watched.

      Fyre descended and landed next to Nathan with a click of her boots. She stared up at the statue from beneath it with a frown.

      “Something wrong? It looks exactly like you,” he said.

      “You used to be able to see Omria’s underwear when you walked under the statue. I checked last time we came here,” she said, staring at the spats beneath the skirt of her uniform on the statue.

      “It looks exactly like you,” he repeated.

      Jealous of others seeing my underwear? Fyre teased him in his mind.

      He refused to dignify that.

      His entourage swept inside the Hall of Order. Gaggles of priests clad in all manner of robes scattered upon their arrival, while soldiers snapped off salutes alongside prayer. Nobody stood in their way.

      Unfortunately, nobody came to lead them to Baudelaire.

      “Reine, where is she?” Nathan asked, ensconced in a ball of Vala’s heavily armed and armored knight-killers.

      “In the Inquisition’s grand chapel,” Reine said.

      He nodded. “I know where that is. Odd choice of location. I expected her to meet us in the inner sanctum, given it’s the seat of her power.”

      “Perhaps the chapel is more symbolic? I understand it is where inquisitors are granted their office.”

      He hadn’t known that. If Baudelaire knew she might die here, or at least lose power, perhaps she wished to bookend her reign in the very place it had started.

      They trooped through the maze-like corridors of the Hall of Order. Nathan directed the knights, as he knew this building quite well.

      The grand chapel could hold a moderately sized mass, despite its name. Pews lined the sides of a red carpet that led to the raised platform on the far end, and stained glass windows depicting Omria stared down at them. Black and red banners beamed the colors and emblems of the Inquisition down upon all inside the chamber.

      Baudelaire leaned on her cane at the far end of the carpet. Oddly, she stood below the raised platform, while an assortment of clergy and inquisitors cowered on it behind her. Nathan spotted plenty of archbishops, including a couple in gold robes he recognized from the Regal Council.

      No sign of the Bishop Errante, however. He’d supposedly been present last week to handle Fyre’s descension rites.

      Three Bastions and five Champions fanned out in front of Baudelaire, while a platoon of soldiers stood at attention along the walls.

      Deverese, Ysabelle, and Ester faced off against Nathan. A pained expression crossed Ester’s face as she looked at him, but she remained resolutely in front of her Bastion.

      But it wasn’t his former rival that caught Nathan’s attention. In fact, he didn’t care about any of the Bastions present.

      Rather, it was the Bastion not present.

      Dominic wasn’t here. Neither were any of his Champions.

      Belatedly, Nathan realized he hadn’t asked Reine which Bastions had been here. He’d simply assumed Dominic would be here, given he hadn’t been killed.

      What the hell was going on?

      “Lord Nathan, it’s been some time,” Baudelaire said as he entered.

      She looked identical to the very first time he’d ever met her. A wizened woman in the plain black and red robes of an inquisitor, rings and bangles adorning her wrinkled hands and wrists. Every time he met her, he wondered if she would make it through the next winter.

      Yet she outlived so many and had years of her natural life ahead of her despite being over 100 years old. Ultimately, it had been Thanatos himself who claimed her in his world.

      Her beady eyes locked onto Tarako and her lips thinned. “And it seems my intelligence network has failed me for once. While I had been aware of the increasing activities of Kurai’s one and only fox clan, ailing as it is, the reemergence of the legendary Tarako had escaped me.”

      “I’m delighted you remember me, you crone,” Tarako spat. “Is that a new cane?”

      Baudelaire’s grip tightened on the relic cane she used to keep herself upright. At the same time, utter pandemonium broke out among those near her. Deverese stared at Tarako in disbelief.

      “Trafaumh ceased production of new relics over forty years ago,” Baudelaire said. “So, no, this is the very cane I carried when we met after the destruction of Kurai. If my eyes don’t deceive me, your gems are active once again. Have you found a new master?”

      “I don’t call him that, but Nathan is my Bastion, yes,” Tarako said.

      “The terms are hardly different.”

      “I have been a Champion for almost my entire long, long life. Do not dare lecture me on what it means to be a Champion.” Tarako’s voice could have burned down a field.

      “Yet you’d lecture me on relics after the display put on outside,” Baudelaire said. Her thumb ran across her cane. “It was quite impressive, Lord Nathan. I felt it even in here.”

      Some of the clergy nodded, while others appeared confused. The fact she’d addressed him rather than Fyre made it clear they weren’t sure if she was addressing him on behalf of the prophet or not, given they felt the miracle was her power.

      But he knew exactly what Baudelaire was addressing. What he remained in the dark about was how she possibly felt his mental magic inside the Hall of Order.

      “Enough,” Fyre snapped, her frustration at this back and forth bubbling over. She stepped forward and her wings unfurled across the length of the chamber. “Inquisitor Baudelaire, I stand as the judgment of Omria. The violence you have senselessly wrought upon the people of Soreaux needs to be addressed, and the Inquisition must answer for its actions. Answer me!”

      Baudelaire’s expression remained unwavering. “Senseless? You once asked if you would hand back a shard of a broken mirror that your mother gifted you and tell her that you’d taken good care of it. Your words have stuck with me, as they should have. The Inquisition has safeguarded the very city Omria left us before ascending.”

      “By slaughtering the innocent—”

      “Agents and provocateurs stalk the streets, inciting rebellion and luring many into heresy. It is the Inquisition’s role to stamp them out. Not everyone will escape unscathed, but that is the nature of war. And we are at war.” Baudelaire’s expression hardened. “The scrying table beneath the citadel has enabled me to see the deteriorating state of Trafaumh with my own eyes. Falmir wages war under spurious reasoning while heretics raise arms against the Inquisition, who divine your will. To say nothing of the hordes of demons that wade forth from breaches from hell.”

      Fyre wavered against Baudelaire’s onslaught of words.

      Ordinarily, this would be where Nathan would see a change in her eyes. Kadria would take over and her vast experience in verbal battles would ensure Fyre could hold her own.

      That didn’t happen. The relationship between the two had soured, or perhaps Fyre refused to let the succubus take control.

      “That may be the case, but Soreaux’s people must see justice,” Fyre said. “We stand in unity—”

      “I agree. Unified against common foes. The Inquisition wants nothing more than peace in Soreaux, and to work with you to put a stop to the political violence. Not to mention to crush Falmir’s agents and soldiers sleeping within the dark corners of our great city.”

      Fyre’s body quivered with barely contained rage, but she knew she couldn’t lash out.

      “Yes, but—”

      “Enough,” Nathan snapped.

      He placed a hand on Fyre’s shoulder and stood beside her. Fyre’s wings snapped back to her body before furling around him so they didn’t cut him off from Baudelaire’s sight.

      “Is there something wrong, Lord Nathan?” Baudelaire asked, her eyes glittering with dark amusement. “I believe Her Holiness and I were reaching an accord.”

      “If that’s what you call browbeating her. As the prophet, Fyre can’t call you on your bullshit, so I will.” His grip tightened on Fyre’s shoulder. “Is this how you want the Inquisition’s first interaction with the prophet to be? You using a century of experience in the Inquisition to dance around the slaughter you committed last night and the inaction of the past week, then pretend we can all hold hands?”

      “There is a greater foe facing all of us.”

      “Is that how you’ll justify doing whatever you wish, Baudelaire? The goddess is returned to us, so it’s time for the Inquisition to sweep aside everyone you dislike and say it’s for the greater good? To simply resist all change?”

      “One might say you’re doing the opposite.” Baudelaire allowed herself a smile. “Are you not exploiting a crisis to achieve your own aims? Just as you did in the Empire’s civil war?”

      “I am working with the prophet to build the future, just as the goddess did millennia ago. Did she leave the world untouched as she found it?” Nathan crossed his arms. “Or are the Torrovium Fields known for all the peace accords that occurred there, rather than all the beastkin tribes butchered there? Maybe Tortoffen was built to celebrate a peace treaty with the northern tribes? I don’t recall reading that in the scripture. Unless you have a different version tucked away somewhere here.”

      Abruptly, Deverese lurched forward with a snarl. “Enough of your insults and disrespect toward Inquisitor Baudelaire and the Order, you swine.”

      “I ordered you to remain out of this, Monet!” Baudelaire’s voice cracked like a whip.

      Her cane slammed against the stone flooring and a wave of mental magic washed over the room. It cascaded harmlessly over Nathan, but he saw Deverese stiffen.

      Not that the man willingly yielded. His muscles bulged and his eyes glared daggers at Nathan. Inch by inch, Deverese forced himself through the magical impulse holding him back.

      “With all respect, Inquisitor Baudelaire, I will not allow this Imperial cretin to defame us and the Watcher Omria any further. His actions and words are deeply disrespectful at the most fundamental level.” Deverese straightened up. The veins in his neck visibly strained against Baudelaire’s spell. “He refuses to use the correct titles. Blasphemes against scripture. Speaks against Omria and her holy word. Makes claims about the prophet that the Inquisition dare not.”

      “Nathan has never spoken anything I deem untruthful,” Fyre said.

      A wince escaped Deverese, but he refused to back down.

      Baudelaire merely sighed. “I apologize, Lord Nathan.”

      Not that Nathan cared. He stared at Deverese, as the truth sank in.

      Respect?

      Was this all about respect and being polite?

      Sure, Deverese had always been a stalwart for Trafaumh’s tradition, as a noble-born Bastion and a trained soldier of the Inquisition. But he’d also seen hell itself in the ruins of the Empire. Fighting for his life, recruiting Champions and soldiers clinging to life after their homes had been destroyed, and seeing hundreds of thousands of desperate refugees changed a man.

      Shook him from his insular bubble, Nathan realized. An insular bubble that Deverese remained in.

      Nathan hadn’t changed Deverese. No, Deverese had simply never changed in this world. He remained the man he’d been prior to the collapse of the Empire. A man who never grew out of his worst habits, because he never saw the true hell of war and the horror that the demons wrought. No wonder he’d underestimated the Messengers.

      Idly, Nathan wondered if the same applied to Oliver. Sure, there was some difference in background.

      But would Nathan be the same if he’d been assigned to Castle Karlam but the Empire never fallen? Maybe his father would have eventually accepted him back into the fold. Adam had come to the celebration when Nathan had been sworn in as a Bastion, after all.

      “Is that why you hate me so much, Deverese?” Nathan asked incredulously. “Not what I say, but how I say it?”

      “I’ve seen your father, and you are just as crude and awful as he is,” Deverese said.

      A series of snorts escaped Nathan’s assembled Champions.

      While Nathan stared at Deverese in disbelief. “That’s it, really? I could say the same things, make the same threats to Baudelaire, and still oppose Trafaumh, so long as I say ‘Inquisitor Baudelaire’ or ‘Regal Bastion’ every time? All that matters to you is how civil I am?” laughter burst from Nathan.

      And fury from Deverese. He took a step forward.

      “Are you going to shatter your hand on his jaw again, Monet?” Baudelaire asked, voice as dry as her skin.

      That stopped the Bastion dead in his tracks.

      Nathan threw his hands in the air and looked at Baudelaire in disbelief. “Really, Baudelaire, where did you get this idiot? There’s nobility, but I’m quite certain they don’t actually believe that you need to be polite when you make threats. The ones I meet tend to be assholes, actually. Especially those I saw on the Regal Council.”

      “How dare—” Deverese tried to say.

      “Shut up, Deverese,” Ysabelle and Ester shouted, and finally dragged their Bastion backward.

      Baudelaire chuckled. “I might say that his viewpoint is shared more widely than you think.”

      “And how many of those who share that view died fighting Tharban in the war years ago? I’d be amazed if such naivete got them far.”

      “Talent and naivete have little relation at times. Other times, they make good bedfellows.” She leaned on her cane again. “Curious that you raise your father. You remind me more of him than I first suspected. But with a key difference. He is all bark and no bite. Whereas when you’re barking, I do wonder who is going to be torn limb from limb.”

      Right now, Nathan wanted to say Baudelaire’s name. He held his tongue.

      Fyre opened her mouth to do so, but he poked her over the mental link. She shot him a look.

      Sighing, Baudelaire began to walk toward them. Every warrior in the room tensed, as if expecting conflict to break out at any moment.

      “This conversation has been enlightening, even if it was a foregone conclusion,” Baudelaire said. “But Trafaumh’s plight is of greater importance. As such, I shall invoke my emergency powers as Grand Inquisitor, as I have never hoped to do so. The Bishop Errante has informed me that the descension rites were completed. As such, I declare Her Holiness to be the one true prophet and the second coming of Omria. The Order of Trafaumh is immediately at your command.”

      Before Nathan and Fyre could do little more than blink, Baudelaire strode past them.

      “Yet I know you’ve already realized there is something amiss in Soreaux. A problem far greater than spies or political agents,” she continued. “So, before either of you pass your holy judgment, I ask that you come with me into the depths of the citadel and see for yourselves. And I shall see if you truly understand what it means to administer the Order.”
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      Baudelaire led them to an elevator just large enough to fit nine of them. Which was a problem given the size of Nathan’s retinue. Once Tarako was added to the equation, that reduced the count to eight.

      “I’m sorry?” the fox asked Nathan when he pointed this out, and the tips of her nine voluminous tails stabbed at him.

      “They’re bigger than you are,” he said. “If you insist on coming along, then you’re two people.”

      “You’re saying my tails are fat.”

      “Yes.”

      Two of her zoisites flashed as she hit him with her tails. The result was not fluffy heaven but instead the feeling of being struck by solid walls of stone. Ciana’s first diamond gleamed, absorbing the blows, while she glared at Tarako.

      Nathan let out a disappointed sigh. “That wasn’t at all like in the books.”

      “Oh, so you do read the romances,” Tarako said.

      Baudelaire waited for them inside the elevator. “When you are done flirting, children, shall we descend?”

      “I had all nine of my tails before humanity even left its caves.” Tarako’s eyes flashed as she entered the tiny elevator.

      “Maturity is a state of mind.”

      While the two hags bickered, Nathan picked out the Champions that would go with him.

      Or he would have, if Reine and Fyre hadn’t already strode inside the elevator.

      “This isn’t much of a choice,” he wryly noted. Ciana practically clung to his side.

      “It’s fine, Nathan,” Seraph said. “We’ll talk with Rosewald and take control of the situation up here. There’s an entire citadel that we need to worry about.”

      Nodding, he pointed at Sunstorm. “Choe, with me. If we run into anything, you can move fastest. Even if the spatial wards down here block your teleportation, your speed enhancement means you’ll be the faster runner.”

      With Ciana by his side they filled up the elevator. Deverese glared at him from the corridor, but kept his distance. The Inquisitorial Corps stood opposite Vala’s knight-killers. With Fyre’s recognition as the true prophet, there was little anyone could do to stop them. Not that they should even be trying, given Baudelaire held ultimate authority over them.

      Nathan hadn’t even realized the position of Grand Inquisitor existed prior to her rise to dictatorial authority in his world. The fact it did explained a lot about her actions and power. Why it remained a secret confused him, however.

      The elevator began its descent with the pull of a lever. It was a slow and clanky affair, not dissimilar to the one Nathan had endured when Dominic brought him to see Baudelaire months ago, after they’d discovered the Duke of Soreaux had been replaced by Beatrice.

      Fyre broke the silence first. “If you could have appointed me as the prophet all along, why go through all the charades? Especially when you knew those nobles were working with Charlotte.”

      “Trafaumh is a theocratic republic. One whose traditions, laws, and authority rest on a careful balance between the nobility and the clergy,” Baudelaire said. “You may as well ask why Gorthal didn’t simply appoint Alice his successor?”

      “I still ask that,” Fyre said darkly.

      Baudelaire laughed and shot Nathan a sidelong look. “It would seem you have quite the prophet on your hands. One that does not respect the very institutions that Omria herself established.”

      “Given the goddess chose the emperors herself, I’m not so sure that’s the case,” Nathan said.

      In fact, given Charlotte supposedly had Omria speaking in her ear and showed similar authoritarian tendencies, Fyre’s dislike of the slow workings of politics and bureaucracy appeared to be a hallmark of divine power.

      “And you just appointed me anyway,” Fyre objected.

      “Alice changed the constitution following the civil war.” Baudelaire’s lips quirked. “But while I could play this game all day, I’ll explain myself. The Inquisition always knew that Omria may come to us in our darkest hour. With demons at our gates, the Regal Council shattered, and the Order unable to convene. The position of Grand Inquisitor exists purely to use emergency powers in such a situation, including to recognize a prophet where the Regal Council is otherwise indisposed.”

      “Because half the Regal Council is in open rebellion,” Nathan said drily.

      “Indeed. Another of my powers is to dissolve the Regal Council should I believe it incapable of administering its authority or that it has fallen to heresy.”

      “So you had these powers all along—” Fyre tried to say.

      Baudelaire sighed. “Do you not understand the meaning of emergency powers, girl? It is difficult to say this without being insulting, but this is why I prefer dealing with you, Lord Nathan. As much as I can see how you chafe against the political structures around you, you understand why they exist and the dangers of simply shattering them with your immense power.”

      He had a feeling where this conversation was going.

      But he also knew where this elevator would lead him. Deeper and deeper they went.

      Far enough down that they’d reach the depths that Thanatos had uncovered when he breached in Nathan’s world, where the horrid results of centuries of torture and experimentation had been laid bare. Baudelaire was pushing him to admit that Trafaumh had done what was necessary.

      He remained silent.

      Picking up on his emotions, Fyre shut up.

      The elevator continued to clank its way lower.

      “As fascinating as this awkward silence is, I have my own question,” Tarako said.

      “Really? And here I thought Bastions did the talking,” Baudelaire said.

      Ignoring the jibe, Tarako continued, “You surrendered. I scarcely believed it when Torneus did the same thing and surrendered himself to the Spires. Now you’re prostrating yourself before Nathan. You’ve spent a lifetime clinging to power and throwing everyone else to the dogs, yet you can’t be bothered to hold a last stand? Is this all you really were? A withered old woman with a cane forged from crying beastkin children that you tortured to death?”

      Baudelaire’s face flickered with frustration, but she recomposed herself almost instantly. Seconds passed.

      Nathan assumed that the inquisitor intended to ignore Tarako’s furious interrogation. The questions were almost rhetorical after all. Borne from the fox’s hatred of Baudelaire and what she’d done, as well as frustration that a villain would simply shrug and refuse to face her crimes in a manner that Tarako understood.

      Perhaps the fox resembled the heroic woman in the books more than he’d expected.

      “Tell me, Lord Nathan, do you think this outcome is like that of the fall of the Federation?” Baudelaire asked.

      “The similarities are uncanny,” he hedged.

      She nodded. “Perhaps. But there is one key difference in my mind. The Empire needed nothing from the Federation except peace, and happily dismantled its culture, power structures, and laws when it annexed it. Whereas I’m certain you do not have the will to destroy the Inquisition.”

      He said nothing. Reine’s hands balled into fists next to him and her body shook. Fyre placed a hand on the wolfgirl’s back.

      “Torneus surrendered because he knew that he’d die either way and that the Federation was destined to finally become part of the Empire, despite all his efforts,” Baudelaire continued. “The same cannot be said here. If I die in some valiant last stand, the Inquisition will live on because you need it. So it stands to reason that if I bend the knee to you, I can at least ensure the handover is efficient. Trafaumh’s plight is of greater importance than my pride.”

      “You realize Torneus is still alive, right?” Nathan asked.

      She coughed. “I do. That was an outcome I never expected. He’s been unwilling to return my communications, which I should have expected. After all, I was one of the conspirators who convinced him to act against the Empire and brought his beloved Federation to its end. You handily stopped our scheme in your first action as Bastion. One might consider it karmic justice that my co-conspirator’s daughter is now rampaging across western Trafaumh.”

      The gall of Baudelaire to admit that she was behind the plot to destroy the Empire. Nathan had spent almost his entire life unaware that Trafaumh had been involved in the end of his old world. For all that Baudelaire spoke of defending Doumahr no matter the cost, her actions against the Empire killed everyone. Even if she hadn’t acted alone.

      Then again, he shouldn’t dismiss the fact she wasn’t solely responsible. The Empire waged war on Trafaumh twice, driven by Nationalists like Tharban and reaped the consequences of their warmongering. Afterward, Falmir toppled Torneus and helped bring down all of eastern Doumahr.

      Nathan realized that the true reason Trafaumh avoided that conflict was because they saw it as a betrayal of their earlier alliance. The Messengers might have turned the world into a wasteland, but they hadn’t been the cause of its collapse.

      As Tarako had said earlier, one could only blame the demons so many times before realizing the problem was in the mirror. Humanity doomed itself.

      “What if I disagree?” Nathan asked, unable to keep the thunder from his voice. “For all your talk of the plight of Trafaumh, the Inquisition is responsible for much of it. Child soldiers, repression of those who want change, the continuance of practices like beastkin slavery, and the creation of horrors such as the relics and divine eyes. I can stop Falmir. But it’s a different matter to click my fingers and undo the suffering of a nation.”

      “Stop Falmir, you say?” Baudelaire said, her knuckles whitening on her cane. “That’s a bold statement. Because that means more than defeating an army. Greedy nobles and priests that stretch across all of Trafaumh must be dealt with, to say nothing of their armies. Will you put them all to death? What of the demons they’ll leave in their wake? And without the Inquisition, can you possibly defend an entire nation full of portals? As battered as we are, we held fast.”

      “Barely,” Fyre said.

      “And yet, we held. With some help. But we still held through a series of cascades so bad that they rivaled those that felled Kurai. I hold no illusions that we could have bested a Messenger, but will you truly leave my nation bereft of its military, Lord Nathan?”

      And there she had him, pincering him with both her words and eyes.

      Nathan had always feared wrangling with Baudelaire for this reason. Not because she could destroy him with magic beams from her eyes, summon a secret quadgem Champion from her secret lair, or pour forth an army of the Inquisition’s super soldiers.

      No, it was the unwavering conviction she held in her actions and the difficulty he found in questioning them. As awful as she might be, Baudelaire fought for Trafaumh and Doumahr.

      To Nathan, who also took questionable actions at times, he wondered if there might come a day when somebody looked at him the same way he did Baudelaire. Maybe others already did.

      The elevator finally ground to a halt. A small chamber stretched out before them, lit by old school magic lamps running on sorcery instead of a newer magical generator. Two guards saluted as they exited.

      Once they left the chamber, an entire city stood before them. A cavernous ceiling towered above them, supported by grand pillars of solid stone large enough to fit a behemoth inside.

      Not that anyone would call the ruined landscape they saw a city.

      “This is Old Soreaux,” Ciana breathed out.

      “What’s left of it,” Baudelaire corrected. “Omria constructed the plateau for the citadel atop the ruins of the old castle and noble quarter of Soreaux. Ever since, the Inquisition has endeavored to maintain as much of the ruined city as possible. We headquarter ourselves here but our magic is also responsible for its maintenance.”

      Collapsed buildings littered the cavern as far as the eye could see. The roads had been repaired, presumably so the Inquisition could use them. Nathan guessed the area could easily host a small army. Red and black banners were on display on many of the more intact structures.

      He saw no signs of plant life, however. Presumably due to the lack of sun.

      What he did see was a solid wall of red light cutting off the castle only a thousand feet away. It thrummed with power and the feeling grew with each step he took toward it.

      Nathan ran his hand along the barrier. Powerful ascended magic ran within it. Enough that he knew that a Bastion was powering this with the full might of a binding stone. Multiple, even.

      “What the hell is this?” he asked aloud.

      “The fail safes installed by the Inquisition to protect Soreaux in the event of a breach,” Baudelaire said as she creaked over to him. “Before the divine eyes, before even the relics, we wished to replicate the stories we heard of the powerful defenses that the faeries and dark elves used to defend themselves. Magical mechanisms that could stop demons dead in their tracks. Ancient tomes often speak of wards that can do so, even in the case of Messengers. I’m certain you’re aware of them, given how easily you ward off my scrying.”

      He smiled wryly. “Maybe.” He’d raided more than his fair share of tomes when he first came to this world.

      But this still amazed him. If Soreaux had this available, why hadn’t it been used to stop Thanatos?

      Then again, it used ascended magic. Perhaps the Messenger had simply turned it off and walked through.

      “These are powerful spatial and magical wards. Strong enough that I can’t hope to teleport through them or even batter them down,” Nathan explained. “There are even mental protections in them. I can’t sense a damn thing on the other side.”

      “I see you’re admitting that you possess the same magic as your succubi minions.”

      “Given you’re holding a cane with mental magic in it, spare me your hypocrisy.”

      Baudelaire didn’t even react.

      He continued to analyze the barrier, while Fyre and Tarako did the same.

      With a flash of her three zoisites, Tarako’s sword slashed at the barrier. It didn’t even shimmer in response.

      “This is at least as strong as the dominion’s spatial protections,” the fox said. “There’s no way you created this.”

      “It’s an ancient fail safe—”

      “No, Tarako is right,” Nathan said. “I’m more familiar with various techniques that can protect portal gates and binding stones than you realize. We’re, what, five days post-cascade? We know Dominic is alive. Has this barrier been up since then?”

      Baudelaire nodded.

      “Then there’s no way this is being powered by a binding stone. Not even five. Wards are one thing, as they’re intended to stop somebody from using a specific type of magic in an area, but this is a solid wall of magic that blocks all entrance and exit. It’s effectively blocking magic itself from passing through. I’ve used a similar trick as a dead man’s switch to shut down portal gates to stop breaches, but they only barricade the gate itself and might only last a week.”

      Nathan hadn’t even set those dead man’s switches up in this world. Not since Kadria had effectively proved they were useless against a Messenger of her power, as if he fell, everyone else would shortly afterward.

      He bit his lip. This was a problem that needed the Twins to look into it.

      “If Dominic isn’t powering it…” Baudelaire’s face turned to stone. “I see. That was another possibility I feared. Given he remained alive, it seemed strange that he hadn’t shown himself or communicated with us, yet acted as if a Messenger was on the verge of breaching.”

      “Somebody else is powering the barrier,” Fyre said. “Or at least supplying him the power. I can’t sense Charlotte’s power in it, however. Could Dominic even cast something like this?”

      “He’s no sorcerer. Hence why I assumed this was our fail-safe, as it matches the descriptions from the records. It’s never been used before.”

      Nathan felt a chill run down his spine.

      Somebody important had been missing from the assassination attempt against Fyre. He’d assumed that Gareth had pulled out rather than risk being destroyed by Nathan’s trigems, but what if…

      What if Gareth was holed up in here, attempting some strange piece of magic?

      “I know somebody who could potentially cast this barrier,” Nathan said. “And it bodes very poorly for our situation.”

      “Who?”

      “Gareth Pike. We need to assume that Dominic is working with Falmir and that Charlotte might attack Soreaux from beneath the citadel at any moment.”
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      With the knowledge of Dominic’s betrayal in hand and Falmir’s imminent assault, Nathan ordered the Twins to come down here with a mental pulse. Nobody else could help. Especially with what he expected to find shortly.

      “You know where we want to go next,” he told Baudelaire.

      She nodded silently and began the trek toward their next destination. Her cane made the journey far slower than it otherwise needed to be. Nobody offered her assistance.

      An elongated building lay several blocks away, adorned with one of the rarer emblems used in Trafaumh. Nathan recognized it, but he doubted many people alive ever saw it. Or if they had, they wouldn’t recall those bearing it as anything more than regular members of the Inquisition.

      The emblem looked like a blend between a religious symbol of Omria and an arcane mark of a Sorcerer’s Lodge. Because it was both. This building belonged to the Inquisition Arcana, responsible for all magical and divine research undertaken by the Inquisition itself. Their actions remained covered by a deep veil of secrecy.

      Two guards stood outside a single runic door, although they wore regular uniforms of the Inquisitorial Corps. Nathan knew they should also be part of the Inquisition Arcana. The fear in their eyes as Baudelaire, Nathan, and especially Fyre approached gleamed in the darkness.

      Even so, both soldiers saluted.

      “Be at ease,” Baudelaire said. “You are relieved.”

      “Your Holiness,” the guards murmured to Fyre as they both fell to one knee.

      Fyre’s fists whitened and Nathan felt the flare-up of anger in her mind, but she merely waved a glowing hand over both men’s heads. Their bodies shuddered. Not because she’d done anything to them.

      Rather because she hadn’t. Whatever they expected hadn’t happened. Maybe they expected more overt forgiveness, or perhaps they worried Fyre would eke out retribution in their bodies for what she knew she’d find below.

      Baudelaire unlocked the door with a key she produced from her robe while her other hand flashed with a spell. Nathan almost missed the spell, cast as subtly as it was and with Fyre distracting him.

      By the time they entered, the two guards had already fled.

      The building stood empty. Silence permeated the long hall before them, although somebody had left some magic torches burning on tables. The regular lighting had failed due to the cascade and likely wouldn’t be restored for at least three or four more days, at the earliest. Maybe another week.

      “Is this building usually empty?” Nathan asked.

      He’d only seen it in the aftermath of Thanatos’s invasion. While he knew what awaited him below, the truth of how the Inquisition operated eluded him.

      “No,” Baudelaire said.

      She strode over to the stairwell on the side of the hall. While an elevator stood beside it, he presumed it was nonfunctional.

      Whatever form of emergency magic the Inquisition used to power the citadel’s elevators to reach here didn’t extend to smaller facilities. That made sense to Nathan. The citadel predated modern magical science by over five hundred years, so the primary methods to move between Old Soreaux and the citadel were unaffected by cascades. Anything newer fell apart just like the wireless.

      “You evacuated everyone,” Fyre said. “Because you knew we’d come here. Is that why the guards bear a different emblem to the ones outside and inside?”

      So she had caught on. Nathan should have explained the emblem, he realized.

      “The mark of the Inquisition Arcana, the soulless sorcerers who forsook Omria even before she disappeared,” Tarako said.

      “Curious you say as much. The Inquisition existed even in her time, even if its role was much smaller,” Baudelaire said. “And I doubt Kurai can throw too many stones. Is there not a magical dead zone on your peninsula? Pray tell how that occurred.”

      Tarako’s eyes narrowed. She remained silent.

      The other shot Nathan confused looks, and he sighed.

      “The detonation of a binding stone steals all life and magic from the surrounding area,” he explained. “Based on what Narime and Seraph knew, my guess is that Kurai once experimented on the use of self-destructing binding stones in case of demonic invasion.”

      “Like you said…” Ciana bit her lip.

      She’d been about to bring up the Spires.

      “Like Sureev wanted to do with the Spires, yes,” he said, ensuring that the topic remained about the current world. “The dark elves have an ancient defense mechanism that detonates both binding stones in their control. It dates back to when the faeries ruled Doumahr and suggests that the practice wasn’t always forbidden by the goddess.”

      “It should have been,” Tarako said. “An utterly idiotic idea. The demons don’t want the land and are endless in number. We can’t just win once. If we destroy ourselves to stop them, it’s not a pyrrhic victory. We just lost.”

      “We can agree on something at least.” Baudelaire sighed as she stood before the dimly lit stairwell. “There is only absolute victory against the foes we face. Anything less will inevitably lead to the extinction of humanity and the destruction of Doumahr. The sheer devotion Omria applied to the war machine of the old Empire in the legends was always a sign of how dangerous Messengers were, and we ignored the signs in favor of worrying about short-term issues.”

      With a flourish, the inquisitor produced a hovering ball of purple light above her body.

      “You’re a sorceress,” Nathan said.

      “Because I can cast a first rank cantrip?” She laughed.

      “With that level of ease? Yes. You didn’t even focus your magic. Simply…” He snapped his fingers. “How many know?”

      “Originally? Everyone. I spent a decade in the Inquisition Arcana in my early years, before requesting reassignment to a military posting.” Her eyes turned distant. “It is easy to see the actions of the Inquisition down here in isolation, but I needed to see what we battled myself.”

      Baudelaire began her descent. They followed her. Reine’s breathing increased in volume and intensity with each step, and Nathan found himself comforting her over their mental link. The staircase was too narrow for him to hold her.

      At the bottom, they find one half of what Nathan expected.

      Table after table stretched out across an extensive chamber. Racks and holding pens stood on the side, as well as open areas with strange devices around them. Nathan guessed those devices to be miniaturized barrier devices, capable of holding even a Champion for a short while.

      Every rack and table had thick chains and manacles attached to them. Rust stained much of the metal, but the chamber was eerily clean.

      That might have been the worst part. This room was entirely unlike the fantasy depiction of some mad magical lab from the books he’d read as a boy, where the hero burst in to find dried blood everywhere and cadavers rotting in the corner.

      Everything was meticulously clean, as one might expect from a research environment. The rust simply existed from age and wear.

      Hell, he saw some notes on a board in the corner. Even from here he saw a joke written on one. How banal.

      Opposite them, an open archway led to a darkened corridor.

      Nathan walked toward it, then noticed nobody followed. Baudelaire gestured for him to go.

      But Reine shook, her tail low to the ground. Fyre held her, but her own eyes quivered.

      Both knew what they’d see.

      Nathan wouldn’t force them to see it.

      “Sunstorm, stay with Reine,” he ordered.

      Sunstorm nodded at him.

      When he left, Tarako and Ciana flanked him. The fox’s face was a picture of fury.

      The corridors twisted and turned, containing numerous smaller rooms. He wanted to find the cells. After a few hallways, he found them.

      His footsteps echoed before him. In response to his arrival in the darkness, whimpers and the clattering of plates and chains reached his ears.

      Snapping his fingers, Nathan filled the dark corridor with dozens of balls of light. Gasps broke out from the denizens.

      A hundred or more cells lined the hallway before them, each barely large enough to fit a tiny bunk bed and room for the denizens to get into said beds. Two beastkin squeezed into each cell. Bars walled every cell rather than stone, allowing him to see everything at once.

      Water covered the floor, draining from the cells into numerous drains along the length of the corridor. Many of the beastkin dripped from where they’d likely been washed off earlier. Some lacked clothes.

      But that was the best of the situation.

      Hundreds of beastkin cowered from the light he shined on them. Bandages covered their bodies, often wrapped around missing limbs or eyes. Gems shined from dozens of them. The luster was as fake as it had been the last time he saw them.

      The Bastion that powered these “Champions” was dead. Or else Baudelaire used some other mechanism to charge the gems before she harvested the beastkin for the divine eyes. He’d never found out.

      Nathan didn’t want to find out.

      Ciana clasped her hand over her mouth and looked away in horror. Tarako’s expression hardened into stone and her tails fanned out around her.

      “I might have given you a hard time earlier, but compared to this…” the fox murmured.

      “We’ll talk later,” he said. “Are you able to teleport from here?”

      She frowned and a golden glow surrounded her tails. Then she nodded slowly.

      “With difficulty. I can’t return, but escape should be possible,” she said.

      “Now that I know Baudelaire isn’t opposing us, we can help these beastkin,” Nathan said. “Send down the knights and the foxes. Have your healers check out everyone before any of them are moved, just in case.”

      “This will traumatize anyone who sees it,” Tarako warned.

      “Then maybe some of the soldiers in the Inquisition should join in.”

      She grimaced, but nodded anyway. Who knew if she’d follow that last order.

      With several swishes of her tails, Tarako vanished.

      Not long after, Reine and Fyre arrived. Nathan did his best to comfort them.

      Fyre’s gems flashed and the locks on every cell shattered. Even as the doors swung open, none of the beastkin inside moved.

      But they saw her wings, the golden glow in the distance, and gasps rang out.

      “Omria,” many cried out. “We’re saved.”

      “Did she succeed?” another asked.

      “One of us?”

      A hiccup escaped Reine. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Realizing this was more painful for Reine than helpful, Nathan picked her up and carried her outside. Fyre remained behind.

      Baudelaire had already left. Furious, Nathan rushed upstairs with Reine in his arms.

      Sitting by one of the many tables in the long room, Baudelaire waited for him. “Did you truly expect I’d try to flee when I can barely hobble?”

      He lowered Reine to the ground. The wolfgirl quivered with rage.

      “I told you I’d return. That I’d end this,” Reine said. “It’s over. It’s finally all over. Everything you did to me, to my friends and those that died in the cells around me. You can’t hurt anyone else.”

      Baudelaire simply nodded.

      For a moment, Nathan expected Reine to leap across the room and tear the old woman’s head off. With the enhanced strength of a wolf beastkin, she easily could.

      No such thing happened.

      “Tell me, Nathan, do you believe in Omria?” Baudelaire asked.

      “The prophet is down there, utterly enraged at what you’ve done to her people, and you’re asking me if the goddess is real,” he drawled.

      “Even when directly asked, you won’t say her name. How curious.” She smiled. “We know Omria exists. But faith in a deity is different from observation. Furthermore, how many are blindly faithful while still acting in opposition to the tenets that Omria herself acted upon in life? History speaks of her as a lech and deeply distrustful of any one human’s ability to govern or command soldiers, but also a warrior who ceaselessly defended us. Yet when she left, the Empire vested almost all power in a single person while becoming increasingly prudish and complacent.”

      “I don’t think many would like you to call our deity a lech.” Nathan tried to hide his amusement, given what he’d just seen.

      Unfortunately, the fury and shock faded quickly the second time. He’d known about the horrors this time. Not to mention the fact he’d come here knowing he was ending them once and for all, instead of struggling to save the beastkin while Thanatos despoiled Trafaumh with legions of demons.

      “I’d argue one of the most convincing arguments that Princess Charlotte and Fyre are incarnations of Omria are their carnal behaviors. Unfortunately, Charlotte always had a reputation as a flirt and showoff, whereas Fyre transformed from her time as a preacher and Champion to prophet, given the behavior my agents tell me of in the palace.”

      Sighing, Baudelaire rose and began to move toward an office in the back. Fyre stomped up the stairs before she reached it.

      A nearly empty desk dominated the office. Otherwise, it appeared to be bare. Nathan suspected he’d find the rest of the building a similar state. The Inquisition had known he was coming and destroyed as much evidence as possible to prevent him and Fyre from seeking justice against those who worked here.

      Atop the desk lay two letters sealed in black wax. Nathan recognized the seal as Baudelaire’s and it matched a signet ring she currently wore.

      “The letters are identical, if you must know,” she said. “We’ll see if that knowledge comes in useful.”

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

      “Back to our conversation, I asked about your faith,” Baudelaire pressed as she sat on the edge of the desk.

      He stared at her. Then shook his head. What did the answer matter? Baudelaire wasn’t exactly in the position to weaken his position, given he stood alongside Fyre.

      “Once, when I was younger, I blindly believed,” he said. “Our lives were surely guided by the goddess and that in a time of great peril, she would be there to save us. I could focus on what I was good at, ignoring the machinations of others like a fool and pretending that ‘politics’ was this thing that was above me because why would it matter? Naturally, I was an idiot. The goddess didn’t magically swoop down to save me or anyone else from our mistakes.”

      “You say that despite the prophet beside you?” Baudelaire asked.

      “Do you believe Fyre is doing all the work and I’m simply along for the ride?”

      A look of understanding crossed her face, before she frowned. “As always, when you speak of things, I wonder if I’m hearing from a man who governed a mere county before becoming a Bastion, or someone who saw far greater and worse things.”

      “Do you have faith, Baudelaire?”

      She laughed. “To me, the question is ‘what is faith?’ Trafaumh is a country built on it. It is so vaunted that we erected a parallel nobility constructed entirely on faith. One that runs entirely against the traditions we claim to protect. Then, after splitting from the Empire over concerns about the power of the Emperor, we worried so much about the power of the clergy that we granted the Inquisition absolute power.”

      These didn’t sound like the words of a faithful servant of Omria, let alone the woman who had seized dictatorial authority of Trafaumh.

      “I know your story, Nathan. You don’t know mine. Or at least, not the true one.” Her eyes tightened. “You know Ester. She confided in me her sins when she returned, after foolish Deverese whined that she sided with you and suggested she might be a heretic.”

      “He fucking what?” Nathan roared, then froze.

      Baudelaire allowed herself a chuckle. “I see you are fond of her. Ester’s loyalty is without question, particularly toward Trafaumh. The fact she returned to Deverese after his actions is proof of that. I have an entire company of the Inquisitorial Corps to support her, after all. But this is not about her. Rather, her past. You know it?”

      “She’s a child soldier recruited from a village in south-eastern Trafaumh. Picked up because she showed magical talent.”

      “Indeed. Just like me.”

      A pause. “You were a child soldier? I thought members of the Corps were barred from becoming inquisitors?”

      “They are. Fortunately, I was never fully inducted into the Corps. I saw my future writ in the blood in some demonic portal and convinced the inquisitor who recruited me to take me on as his apprentice. Talented sorcerers are rare in the Inquisition, after all. From there, I joined the Arcana, then returned to the military. My record spoke for itself, and I swiftly entered the ranks of the leadership. I’m not confusing you, am I? Few understand that the Inquisition even has branches.” Her eyes glittered with amusement.

      Baudelaire knew that Nathan possessed knowledge far beyond what he should.

      “I know the basics,” he said.

      “How convenient.” She smiled briefly. “This was about faith, yes? I spent fifty years ascending the ranks before I was chosen as Grand Inquisitor, which I’ve held ever since. My appointment aligned with Gorthal’s election as Emperor. Hence our friendship, as strained as it had been. In all those years, I struggle to call upon any memory that makes me feel conviction in Omria.”

      “Really?”

      “The Inquisition exists as the arbiter of the faith. Yet Trafaumh is steeped in corruption. You recoil at what you see below me, but it has taken place for centuries before me, even before the secession. The records are old enough that I’m convinced Omria knew about some of it.”

      Fyre shook with fury and looked away.

      “Oh? Do you not know about this?” Baudelaire asked. “I won’t pretend to know how much you know about the actions of past incarnations, but—”

      “Incarnations, plural,” Nathan said.

      “Omria stood with the faeries, after all.” A smile. “Unless you know more?”

      “You have history with Tarako.”

      “Ah, so she’s spoken of her history. Although she was quite circumspect with me, I got the distinct impression that Omria and the foxes know more about the world than our history tells us. Why do we know so little in a world that we ruled for millennia?” Baudelaire shook her head.

      He waited for her to continue.

      “As I said, Trafaumh is corrupt. Churches built from gold exist alongside nobles that bay for more power. The Inquisition possesses powers and an internal hierarchy kept secret from others, but it lacks checks and balances. It’s a system constructed of naivete—or by someone who believed they’d always be around and be capable of enforcing their will on the inquisitors. Those at the top can control those below with impunity. The rest of the clergy followed.”

      “Even before the secession?” Nathan asked.

      “Did you think a nation ruled by a literal goddess wouldn’t be packed to the brim with churches and cathedrals? But I suspect the system has worsened since Omria left.” Baudelaire grimaced. “By the time I sat on the Regal Council, I saw the problem laid bare. The Inquisition, clergy, and nobility stood as a wall against those beneath them. Just as archbishops build cathedrals with taxes, so too did inquisitors ensure their children’s futures by trading favors. The military was a bargaining chip.”

      “Sounds like a system you did nothing about.”

      “Really? Do you truly think so?”

      “Yes?” He shook his head in disbelief. “The city is in flames out of anger against the corruption, and the corrupt nobles are rebelling.”

      “I see. Personally, that is because I never followed through. Old age got to me.” She sighed. “Every change I made created opposition. The inquisition needed purging first, which created many enemies, including among Bastions. Then I began removing the worst of the nobles and their supporters. Horrendous fools that pretend to support tradition as an excuse to enrich themselves. If they couldn’t serve with their minds, I used them for their bodies.”

      Nathan got the feeling Baudelaire’s experiments went beyond what he’d found here.

      “Unfortunately, I made more than my fair share of political mistakes. The furious beastkin two steps from murder are proof of that. Gorthal began as my friend and ally. When he abolished slavery, he pushed me to do the same. Said that if we acted in lockstep, it would weaken the cause of nobles acting against us, because they’d have less safe havens.”

      “Instead, Trafaumh is that safe haven while the world changes. Especially now,” Nathan said.

      “I’d argue Falmir has it worse, but they’ve chosen their side. If I may suggest one thing, be wary of calling forth the fury of the masses.” Baudelaire said.

      “I’m more aware than you think of what will happen if we get Falmir’s slaves to riot.”

      Arcadia’s fall came to mind.

      She nodded. “The fallout with Gorthal was genial, at first. I ended relic production. Unfortunately, when Kurai fell, he found out about the divine eyes. His fury shattered our friendship and led to him taking in Maylis years later. And now, my actions have come home to roost.”

      Reine’s glare met Baudelaire’s soft gaze.

      “Tell me, Nathan, do you ever think about what the present may be like were you to change one decision? That there may have been one fateful decision you made that decided everything and led you down a certain path?” Baudelaire asked.

      “All the time,” he said.

      She nodded. “I expected an answer like that. While I wonder what you dream of, the decision that plagues me most is this one. What if I had sided with Gorthal and ended slavery? Or ended all research here? Perhaps if I had convinced Gorthal not to anger the Nationalists and end slavery at all? How different might Doumahr be? Or, given your rise to power and the arrival of a true prophet, has everything played out exactly as it should have and my actions been perfect?”

      “I can assure you that nothing is perfect.” Nathan sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “What would you say if I told you there was a world where you do succeed in your research? Where Reine’s divine eyes manifest in the power of a prophet, much like Fyre, and are strong enough to repel even Messengers?”

      Baudelaire’s cane shook and she stared blankly at the wall. “Is that why you know so much? Is that the world you come from?”

      Ah, so she had known. He’d figured as much.

      “No. The world I come from is far worse. Your scheme with Torneus succeeded and destroyed everything.”

      Her eyes closed. “I see. No wonder you feared me.”

      “Feared?” He laughed. “Baudelaire, I’m not sure what I feel about you. I’ve dealt with more rulers than I care to admit. Among them, you’re still the only one I trust acts purely in the interest of Doumahr, as ruthless as you are. The only reason I haven’t slain you on the spot is for that reason. And… that sickens me. You’re a horrible person. You do horrible things, even for the right reasons.”

      “Doumahr is a horrible place. Full of horrible people. I’d argue that many of them need horrible things done to them and, unfortunately, there will be collateral damage if that’s what it takes to protect everyone,” Baudelaire said.

      “Is that how you justify grinding up my people,” Fyre cried, finally interrupting as she stepped forward.

      “Sacrifices are necessary. The soldiers of the Inquisition give their lives to vanquish demons. Trade routes are stopped and businesses shuttered to limit the power of those we oppose. Corrupt nobles have their land and wealth seized. And subjects were needed to ensure we could develop our weapons.”

      Fyre loomed over the inquisitor. “And none of them worked! You killed and tortured so many for nothing.”

      “If they had worked, would that change what’s about to happen?” Baudelaire asked softly.

      Looking at Reine, Nathan recalled what the Twins and Kadria told him happened in some worlds. Baudelaire had succeeded a few times. The false prophet she created could genuinely repel Messengers.

      But only the crop that threatened ordinary worlds. Kadria alone could crush Reine.

      What chance would Baudelaire’s schemes have against monsters like Artemis or Bauer? Let alone a host of these dominions, striking a half-dozen fortresses at once in a single cascade?

      “Baudelaire, I told you before about a world where your research succeeds.”

      “Indeed,” the inquisitor said.

      “Inevitably, you still lose. The demons still overwhelm you. The problem isn’t purely in power, but the world itself. You talk of the concept of the greater good, implying that you need to sacrifice the few for the many. But eventually you run out of sacrifices. If Fyre shared your view of the world, humanity itself would be burning for what we did to the beastkin. Or we’d be the next wave of sacrifices against the demons, while they rested on golden thrones.”

      Fyre glared at the ground, her face paling.

      “One might argue that’s the way of the world.” Baudelaire finally stood. “I believe we’ve said everything necessary. I can hear footsteps.”

      Looking out of the office, Nathan saw knights and foxes charge inside. Several soldiers from the Inquisition accompanied them.

      He closed the door and surrounded them with anti-eavesdropping wards.

      When he looked back, Reine stood in front of Baudelaire. Her entire body shook.

      “I said I’d return,” Reine said, repeating her earlier threat. Her hands plunged into her robe.

      When they reemerged, a gleaming dagger rose in the air. Reine arched her arm high into the air, fury across her face as tears filled her eyes.

      “You killed my friends and call them sacrifices,” Reine cried. “And you still pretend that their deaths have meaning. That it’s all for the good of Doumahr. Everyone died here for nothing.”

      “Have your eyes done nothing?” Baudelaire asked.

      Reine’s hand plunged down an inch before freezing. Nothing stopped her, save her own muscles. She quivered.

      “I’ve dreamed of this for years,” Reine whispered. “Of ending you. Finding release from all those years in the squalid cells. Nathan, tell me that I can kill her. Order… Order me to kill her!”

      He closed his eyes. “I won’t stop you, Reine.”

      A choking sob escaped Reine. “Nathan…!”

      Seconds passed in silence.

      He heard Reine’s ragged breathing, mixed with her sobs, while Baudelaire said nothing. She didn’t even tap her cane on the floor.

      The dagger clattered to the ground.

      In an instant, Nathan shot to Reine’s side. She spun and pressed her face into his chest, tears soaking into his clothes as sobs racked her body.

      He glared at Baudelaire.

      “I said that you wouldn’t be willing to dismantle the Inquisition,” Baudelaire said.

      “Perhaps,” he said. “Whatever happens today, the Inquisition of tomorrow won’t be what it was yesterday. If I wanted to maintain the status quo, I’d have simply turned up days ago and accepted whatever you offered me. Trafaumh is changing. Doumahr is changing. As it must if it wants to be free of the Messengers.”

      “Of that, I have no doubt. Now—”

      Baudelaire’s eyes widened as a golden flash cut her off and her voice broke off in a gurgle.

      Fyre stood in front of her, one of her short swords embedded in Baudelaire’s chest. The inquisitor instinctively grasped at the blade.

      Then she looked into Fyre’s furious face.

      “Reine may not have the strength to take vengeance, and I knew Nathan would stop short because he worries that he might need you to help run things despite everyone else he has,” Fyre said, voice devoid of emotion. “But I am exacting judgment right now, for everything you’ve done to my people, to Trafaumh, and to the victims beneath us.”

      Baudelaire’s eyes closed. Nathan swore she smiled.

      Then she slid off Fyre’s sword and collapsed to the ground.

      Grand Inquisitor Baudelaire died, out of sight from the rest of the Inquisition, just as secretly as she had ruled Trafaumh.
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      “So, given she’s officially already dead, what does this make her? Double dead?” Maura asked.

      Nathan jumped, scaring Reine, who remained wrapped in his arms. Fyre remained where she stood, staring down at Baudelaire’s corpse, as if unsure she had really killed the ancient inquisitor.

      “When did you get here?” he asked her. “And where’s Laura?”

      “Like, five minutes ago. I used an illusion to keep myself hidden because everyone was super grim. Also, wanted to see if you’d use mental magic on her like with your old man.” Maura clicked her tongue. “Always wanted to see this bitch used the same way she used everyone else. Ah, well. That was some pretty sweet justice for such a fucking hypocrite.”

      Reine pulled herself free from his arms while Maura spoke. Her body still shivered, but she’d cried herself out for the time being. Tears dried on her face. Ciana offered her a handkerchief, reminding everyone she’d been silently watching from the corner.

      “And Laura?” he pressed.

      “Poking around the barrier. This thing is way beyond my pay grade. I’m better at practical applications, but she always wrote my essays and reports for me. I’m super lost as to how we might crack this thing, as I haven’t seen anything like it.” Maura tilted her head. “Sunstorm said you reckoned Pike did it. He’s good, but this? This is Messenger-tier shit. Like, elite stuff. It’s practically a pocket dimension on the other side.”

      Nathan grimaced. “That’s even more concerning. If it’s not Gareth, then that means Charlotte might actually be working with your old boss. What if…” Fuck, he’d never wanted to entertain this possibility. “What if it’s not the goddess in her head?”

      “You mean, what if the slut princess is actually talking with our boss? Or a Messenger?” Maura tapped her thighs. “Can’t be. The power she’s using is genuine. What we don’t know is why Beatrice is helping her. Could be that the boss is more interested in you, y’know?”

      The way Maura’s eyes bore into him suggested that was her sincere opinion. Which was quite the change from what she had thought when they’d last spoken about this.

      While they spoke, Reine wandered around the desk. Her fingers ran over the letters.

      “Nathan, these seals contain her magic. Is that normal for Baudelaire?” Reine asked, interrupting his conversation with Maura.

      He glanced over and frowned. “I never handled any communications from her, as they were rare due to her status as ‘dead.’ But most nobles can use basic magic, so it’s not unusual to add your magic to a signet to confirm its authenticity. It wouldn’t make anyone think she’s a sorceress.”

      Nodding, Reine picked up one letter and deftly opened it with her fingers. The wax peeled off neatly.

      Two folded pieces of paper fluttered onto the desk. Both contained Baudelaire’s cursive and were short and to the point.

      “This one appoints Fyre as the true prophet, using her powers as Grand Inquisitor,” Reine mumbled.

      Then she picked up the other piece of paper and gasped. It fell from her fingers.

      Nathan picked it up and stared at it.

      By the powers vested in me as Grand Inquisitor, I appoint Reine of Trafaumh as Grand Inquisitor.

      He reread it. The contents remained identical.

      It was a letter making Reine the Grand Inquisitor.

      “How? I’m not even an inquisitor?” Reine asked. “And I’m not from Trafaumh.”

      “It’s a classical way of naming somebody, as surnames used to relate to where you were born,” Ciana said after reading the letter over Nathan’s shoulder. “Much like how noble names relate to the region they own. Like how Fei is now Jafeila von Kuste, because her county is now called Kuste.”

      “But… I’m from the Empire now…” Reine’s voice faded into inaudible mumbling.

      “She’s naming your birthplace because inquisitors need to be born in Trafaumh. I suspect that’s the one requirement Baudelaire’s powers as Grand Inquisitor couldn’t circumvent,” Nathan said, his mind racing. “She knew she might not survive this. That’s why nobody tried to accompany her. Did all the other priests and inquisitors already know this would happen?”

      When Nathan returned without Baudelaire, would they even ask where she was? Hell, did they already know about this appointment in advance?

      “This is insanity,” he said.

      “But it does give you unchecked power over Trafaumh,” Maura said.

      “Why did she give it to you? Or Reine.” Fyre stared at the corpse at her feet. “I don’t understand.”

      “… because of the plight of Trafaumh, I imagine. I said it already, Baudelaire’s actions are always in service of the defense of Doumahr, no matter how awful they might be. Even in death, she’s taken the opportunity to anoint a successor who hates the Inquisition as much as she just claimed to.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “That also explains her speech at the end.”

      “… I still hate her.”

      “You’re allowed to.” He looked at the other letter. “She said they were identical. We’ll ensure the other one is opened by a large group of inquisitors, priests, and the nobles that came with Rosewald. That way everyone knows it hasn’t been tampered with. They can argue over whether Baudelaire has the power in death.”

      “Technically, she’s always been dead,” Maura pointed out. “Doesn’t that mean everything she’s done for decades is against the law if they disagree with this letter?”

      “I’ll be sure to point that out.”

      The chaos that resulted from the letter was exactly as Nathan expected. While nobody questioned Baudelaire’s absence, they had no knowledge of the letter. Once he called Rosewald, the nobles, and as many priests and inquisitors together he could manage, he had various sorcerers confirm the authenticity of the letter under close watch before it was opened.

      Then they argued for hours over the powers of the Grand Inquisitor, whether Reine met the qualifications, and what it meant for the Inquisition to fall under the command of a Champion that served another nation. Let alone a woman in service to the Empress.

      “I don’t serve the Empress,” Reine insisted. “I serve Nathan.”

      Everyone stared at her, then Nathan.

      “I did come here under the banner of the prophet,” he suggested.

      “Are you marrying her as well?” Rosewald asked.

      Fyre brightened up.

      “No,” he said drily.

      “Then I think the fact you’re the Emperor Consort means Reine counts as ‘in service to a foreign power,’” Rosewald said.

      Reine pouted.

      “One may argue that service to the goddess calls one above all other mortal duties,” one priest suggested.

      That only caused another round of arguing.

      Hours passed with little progress. However, Nathan was unwilling to allow the Inquisition to stall him because of bureaucratic disagreement over Reine’s appointment. Using Fyre’s authority, he pushed them to begin restoring order to the city alongside the Populist faction.

      With Rosewald’s and Fyre’s assistance, this was accomplished with little difficulty. While crowds still gathered en masse each night, they prayed rather than smashed up the city. Stores and markets began to open again despite the ongoing effects of the cascade.

      Nathan called upon more help in the aftermath, such as from Anna and Torneus. Alice remained busy in the Empire, even if he ducked down to see her, but Nathan needed assistance with the aftermath of taking control of Soreaux.

      Both Anna and Torneus had extensive experience with this in Amica, and he needed to start bringing in more soldiers to deal with Falmir’s advance toward eastern Trafaumh. Each day that passed brought Adam Martel closer to control of the west, and therefore open conflict with the Inquisition’s defense of the rivers separating both halves of the country.

      Although how Adam planned to get here without teleportation remained a mystery. Trafaumh’s remaining trigem assisted the defense there.

      While worrying about the military situation, Nathan let his soldiers recuperate and the Twins investigate the mysterious barrier around the binding stone. A rotating force kept a close eye on it.

      The rest of his time was spent on other matters. Like the beastkin situation.

      Ending slavery wasn’t the quick fix it had been in the Federation. Mostly because the Empire couldn’t simply snap its fingers and say that the law was changed now. The Inquisition’s emergency powers didn’t extend that far, and the Regal Council remained incapable of sitting until the crisis was dealt with.

      Nathan needed some stopgap, given Fyre’s anger and the continuing daily gatherings of beastkin in the city. Almost every beastkin in the city bore a slavery tattoo. Fyre certainly wouldn’t let up on the topic, even if some merchants might struggle with the idea of losing the slaves that ran their stores and actually paying employees. Arguing against her proved difficult, however.

      What was somebody going to say against a literal goddess?

      In the meantime, Nathan had Reine arrange the simplest solution: economic pressure.

      Which was code for smuggling slaves out of Trafaumh using teleportation, removing their tattoos, and letting them lead ordinary lives. If beastkin could easily leave, the merchants would need to adapt anyway.

      Nathan hadn’t come up with the idea. Torneus had.

      “It’s an old solution to an ancient problem,” Torneus explained one night in the depths of the citadel, as they stared out a window at the candles of tens of thousands of believers praying to Fyre once again. “And I do mean ancient. Back when humanity battled the beastkin tribes, they plowed their own fields. There was a system known as serfdom, where peasants were attached to the land.”

      “I vaguely recall reading about this. The goddess abolished the practice because it made humans unequal in her eyes. Afterward, it became a fundamental right of Imperial citizens to own land. It’s why letting beastkin own land when slavery was abolished by Gorthal was so controversial,” Nathan said.

      Torneus nodded. “That’s a nice story. It’s also wrong. Priests love to embellish tales. Serfdom survived far longer in Amica, as we were never part of the Empire but we still believed in Omria. What slew it were economic conditions. In serfdom, the serfs are property attached to the land. You buy the land, you get the serfs, and they grow your crops that you then sell. You don’t even need to pay them, because they’re self-sufficient.”

      “Sounds like a crueler form of taxes.”

      “It’s a softer form of slavery, really. But that’s not what I want to talk about. Imagine the serf leaves the land. He’s your property, so you pay somebody to collect him, right? Probably punish him.”

      Nathan’s face darkened with a scowl.

      “Like I said, slavery.” Torneus chuckled. “Sometimes you don’t bother chasing the serf, though. You just replace him. If there are too many serfs and not enough land, they’ll starve. But what if the opposite applies?”

      “Ah. So it’ll cost you a lot to chase them down, and you’ll really want to keep them.”

      “Indeed. But it gets more interesting. Imagine you need serfs. And one just… turns up. Another noble shows up and says he owns the serf. Well, you really want the serf so you tell him to fuck off. What’s he going to do? Attack your land?” Torneus chuckled. “At that point, serfdom died. In the Empire, serfdom ended because they needed too many soldiers to battle the beastkin and became desperate for farmers. It died in Amica because the Empire did what I’m suggesting you do: paid serfs to leave. There’s more arable land in the Empire than they can possibly use.”

      Economic warfare. Nathan liked it.

      It might take forever, but alongside Fyre’s pressure, it would help.

      Too many other problems awaited him. Everyone knocked on his door. Merchants that wanted him to grant them more power over decision-making in the “New Trafaumh” as they called it. Nobles that wanted assurances that their land was safe or that Falmir or the Empire wasn’t taking over. Officers worried about the continuing effects of the cascade.

      Sure, Nathan had subordinates, but they weren’t used to operating in Soreaux. Not to mention that the Empire and his armies needed attention from them. Torneus only helped him with so much while the apparatchiks in the citadel kept deflecting to Nathan. He felt himself going mad.

      After several days, he finally made progress on a problem that had mired him for much of the past week and a half. Ever since he’d gemmed Reine, he’d been chipping away at the idea.

      Before anyone could ambush him with a million problems, Nathan grabbed Ciana and teleported back to the palace. He grabbed the Twins for good measure. While they preferred to lounge in their mental world, he’d forced them to reside in the citadel for the time being.

      And to not be too lewd or troublesome.

      “Can we stay here?” Maura asked when she saw where they’d come.

      “Have you worked out what’s up with the barrier?” he asked.

      “No. But we think it has some sort of weak point. It’s fluctuated a few times, as if somebody is going in and out of it,” Laura said. “You said that Dominic called all his Champions back after the second cascade, right? He got them into his fortress somehow. That Pike prick might be moving in and out, too.”

      “And we can’t sense them?”

      “If they’re using spatial magic, it might be real subtle. Who knows what Messenger they’re working with. Pike might have picked up a trick or two from you, as well.”

      Frustrating, but Nathan could do nothing except let them work. He’d checked with Kadria but she’d simply shrugged. Short of being there herself, she couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Fyre lacked the expertise to analyze it accurately enough for Kadria to understand it.

      Once in the palace, he retrieved a gem from the chest in his control room. Nobody occupied his mental fortress for the moment. Without Reine’s presence, it was significantly less useful.

      Not because she couldn’t get here. Her gem ability allowed her to travel to the palace on a whim, after all.

      Rather, she slowly integrated herself into the Inquisition. As well as assisting Alice and Anna again with their own affairs, which required her to teleport to Tartus and Aleich and remain outside the control room. Nathan had escorted her at first, but his former spymaster now took care of herself.

      He said former spymaster, because she was now so much more.

      With gem in hand, he headed to the usual courtyard he gemmed Champions in. Ciana’s tail wagged uncharacteristically as they walked.

      “I’ve been here a lot lately,” he commented when they arrived. “Give me a minute to draw the circle.”

      The Twins attempted to distract him while he inscribed the trigem ritual circle on the ground, only for Ciana to block them with her barrier. In response, they pressed their bodies against her barrier. Which, in truth, might have been more distracting.

      The soft, bronzed flesh of their tits and thighs splayed out across the glimmering barrier did things to his crotch. Nathan forced himself not to look as they squirmed across the vertical wall. Ciana ground her teeth in annoyance.

      Once finished, Ciana stood inside the circle. She remained stock still. Her eyes locked onto the purple gem in his hand.

      “You’re not offering me a choice,” she said, voice quavering.

      “I have an idea,” Nathan said. “But if you have a specific ability in mind and would prefer—”

      “Is this related to my arm?” she blurted out, eyes wide.

      He nodded.

      Gulping, Ciana composed herself. Her remaining hand gripped her stump while she stared at the ground.

      “I think I’ve proven that I can still fight alongside you,” she said. “My barrier still works just fine with a sword. Thanks to my monogem power, I’m stronger, faster, and tougher than almost anyone else because I borrow your strength.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Nathan said. “The trigems with a dedicated speed enhancement are faster. Vala can also flatten you in an arm wrestling match if you let her.”

      Ciana winced. “Probably. But I’m mostly right, aren’t I? And the greatsword relic enhances my flexibility. It can block attacks and cut through enemies, while my strength lets me swing it like an ordinary blade. So…”

      “I promised I’d return your arm, Ciana. There aren’t any catches. If you want a specific gem, I’m willing to keep searching for another method.”

      Her body quaked. He allowed her the time to think.

      A minute later, she took a deep breath and looked at him with a bright smile. “No. If this is what you think will work, I want to try it. I’ve always trusted you. You’re my everything, Nathan. I wanted diamonds so I could be your shield, but… I want that alexandrite in your hands so I can hold a shield for you. Again.”

      He nodded. Then bit his lip. “Just to be clear, I can’t promise this will work. But I’ve seen how the alexandrite works with Reine now and have played with enough ascended magic to have an idea. So I want to try it. Healing you is likely the work of magic only possible with emeralds that might take years to find, and I’d need to implant them in another Champion.”

      “So this isn’t about healing my arm…” Ciana mumbled, but she nodded anyway. “I trust you.”

      He approached her, then ran a hand through her hair. She giggled.

      Bored, the Twins floated above them. Both he and Ciana ignored the duo.

      “I still don’t fully understand the powers of alexandrites, so I can’t really offer you the same choice I’d like to,” he said. “But what sort of power are you after?”

      “One that will help me defend you.”

      “More specific, thanks.”

      Ciana giggled again. Then screwed up her face. Her horn darkened. “Um. I lost my arm because Artemis was far too powerful for me to stop. Even with a third gem and more power, I don’t think my barrier will hold up to that sort of power. I need something that will always stop her or an attack like that. An impenetrable barrier or technique. Not necessarily immortality, but anything that can stop an attack dead so that I can protect you.”

      An explosive breath escaped Nathan.

      Impenetrable was a tall order. Especially as he only barely understood what alexandrites let him do.

      According to everything he understood, they granted access to Omria’s power. Which meant Sofia’s affinities as a succubus, based on what he and Fyre were beginning to understand.

      “Maura, what was Sofia good at?” he asked.

      “Uh, we didn’t know her that well. Old boss headhunted us right before she developed her god complex, so most of what we know is second hand. But we think it’s pretty standard succubus stuff,” Maura said. “Spatial and mental, obviously. Lots of reality bending and illusions, too. Less good at messing with magic, though.”

      “How do those compare to you? Or Kadria?”

      “Uh…” A long pause while the succubus hovered above him, her dress fluttering just above his face and her feet kicking in front of him. “She’s easily the best at spatial shit. Like, worlds above.”

      He groaned at the pun.

      “We’re the best at mental magic, but she was no slouch. Same deal with magic manipulation, but even the goat is better than her at that. She had illusions in the bag. Dunno about reality bending. We kind of suck at it, but I think she taught the goat how to do a lot of it? It’s not something we’d see them do much. And as the slut goddess, some of this might have changed.”

      “Assuming we’re drawing on the goddess’s power and not Sofia’s,” he said. “But I take your point.”

      If it was a defensive skill, that limited him to something that involved spatial manipulation. An illusion would be unreliable and Nathan struggled to see how he could use mental magic to stop somebody like Artemis. Especially given how many opponents had defenses against mental magic due to the sheer number of rogue succubi around.

      That reminded him that spatial magic wasn’t explicitly reliable. Creating some sort of barrier like the wall keeping them out of Dominic’s fortress might not work against some enemies, and tricks like a never-ending tunnel might also fail.

      An idea occurred to Nathan and he nodded at Ciana.

      “Okay, I have something. It may not work. If it doesn’t, I’ll see what I can put together with the idea of an impenetrable barrier and the alexandrite,” he said.

      Ciana steeled herself and he plunged the gem into her collarbone. As always, the third gem proved the easiest. She barely reacted and simply looked down at it.

      “It’s pretty,” she said, smiling.

      Then he dove into her mind and forged the connection the same way he had with Reine. It took far less effort than it had the first time. Turned out, knowing what he was doing helped a lot.

      His idea came together relatively easily, although it wasn’t quite perfect. He suspected his idea might be genuinely impossible, for metaphysical and metamagical reasons.

      Finished, he returned to reality. Ciana blinked and stroked her gem once he returned.

      Then her voice spoke directly in his mind, I can feel you in me. And talk to you. And hear you. This is… amazing.

      Please don’t say you can feel me in you. That sounds dirty, he replied.

      She squeaked and jumped. Her eyes widened. “You can talk back? Wait, does Reine have this connection to you? She never talked about it!”

      “Fyre has it as well.”

      “I know about that. She gushes about it all the time, even though she says that it’s difficult to talk to you much.” Ciana grinned. “But this is easy. I have something she doesn’t now.”

      He felt her poking around in the link that the alexandrite formed in his mind, like a curious child attempting to find the boundaries and then hop over them. Reine had been far more restrained, but she hadn’t spent months abusing her mental link with him like Ciana already had.

      “Anyway, let’s test your new ability first, then I’ll try to fix your arm,” he said.

      Without hesitating, he threw a punch at Ciana.

      Only for her to stand there and not react at all. He stopped an inch in front of her face.

      “You were supposed to block that with your new ability,” he said.

      She tilted her head and her ears flapped cutely. “But you’re my Bastion. Why would it work against you?”

      “Ciana, can I walk through your barriers?”

      “No.” She frowned. “Oh. This is a barrier. But then, what if I summoned the barrier inside you?”

      A chilling thought. Nathan admittedly hadn’t thought of that.

      “I don’t think you can do that,” he said. “Sunstorm’s spatial slashes can still kill people while not harming me. I believe it’s intrinsic to gem abilities that the magic in them can’t harm the Bastion.”

      “Pretty much,” Laura added. “It’s coded into the magic itself. Everything else works normally, but it can’t actually hurt you. So that means secondary effects usually still work. Like when the hag turned her body to stone and hit you. Same with enhancements.”

      Ciana nodded slowly. “I’ve always wondered this, but how did Astra kill her Bastion in the Spires?”

      “Well, her gem is powered by an outer being and…” He paused. “No, that’s her immortality. Laura?”

      “Wow. You never questioned that.” The succubus snickered at him. “She has psychokinesis. She’s not hurting things with magic, but her body, just over long distance. And like I said, enhancements still work. You can’t stop your Champion from punching your head across the room, and you can’t stop the immortal dark elf from throwing a tantrum and murdering you.”

      In ordinary circumstances, that would trouble him. But Nathan didn’t worry much about Astra assassinating him.

      Once again, he threw a punch at Ciana.

      Her alexandrite gleamed and his fist slowed down roughly a foot from her face, but continued toward her. Six inches away, her gem glowed brighter and his fist struggled to move an inch a second. A few moments later, his fist was now close enough that he could open it up and poke her in the face, but he couldn’t budge an inch.

      Nathan’s entire arm remained fixed in place. His fingers locked themselves up in a fist, no matter how hard he tried to unfurl them.

      Ciana stared at him in wonder. She even closed her own hand around his.

      “Can you move at all?” she asked.

      He reached over to touch her hand, only for his other hand to slow down and become frozen as well. “Um, I didn’t expect that.”

      Giggles erupted from Ciana as she stroked his hands.

      Then he kicked her in the shin and she pouted at him.

      “That doesn’t hurt, but you could have warned me.” She looked down. “I guess I can only hold the effect in one area at once. Maybe I can expand it with some practice. Are you completely stuck?”

      With a frown, Nathan tried to pull his hands back. He stumbled backward and collapsed on the ground.

      “The answer is yes. I put too much strength into it,” he gasped out. “The moment I pulled back, the force holding me in place vanished.”

      Ciana nodded. “I think I understand it. I can slow things down and hold them in place.”

      “Not quite. This is spatial magic, so it’s more like folding space,” he said.

      Maura and Laura landed next to him with annoyed looks.

      “This is that dumb paradox, isn’t it,” Maura said. “The tortoise one.”

      “Yup.” Laura nodded. “To reach something, you have to get halfway there. Then you have to get halfway there again, and halfway again, and again, infinitely. And you can’t do something infinitely, right?”

      “Holy shit, you just gave the unicorn a gem that infinitely recurses space.” Maura looked at the gem. “I… This isn’t a Champion gem. You realize that.”

      “What? Of course it is.”

      “Nathan, we can’t do this. It’s not even succubus magic. Sure, it’s ascended magic but, like, you’re breaking reality itself by doing this.” She scratched her head.

      “I have no idea what you’re saying,” he said.

      The two succubi groaned and leaned against him. They seemed more frustrated than he was, and they were the ones confusing him.

      “Look, spatial magic is about bending space, right? We can move between worlds, connect two separate points in space, disconnect points in space, or even remove stuff entirely. That’s what it means to manipulate space. But we’re constrained to reality. If I tried to make a portal that looped on itself, my spell wouldn’t work, got it?” Maura explained.

      “I follow that. Why is this different?”

      “Because it’s literally recursion. I just said I can’t do it!” she shouted at him, raising her hands above his head.

      He frowned. “I mean, it’s not actually infinite. The gem eventually runs out of energy. Space just folds a lot. If somebody has enough power, they can theoretically break through.”

      “Oh, yeah, theoretically.” She rolled her eyes. “And my boss can theoretically be killed. That’s what we’re working with, you realize? This is the same type of gem the hag has, you idiot. And the titty dark elf.”

      “The immortal titty dark elf,” Laura clarified.

      Nathan allowed himself a few seconds for the words to sink in.

      Then a few more.

      “It’s what?” he asked.

      “Oh, hey, a reasonable reaction.” Maura rolled her eyes. “Yeah, welcome to our world. This gem is insane. The hag can carve apart a Messenger from a mile with her chuuni slash, and now your unicorn can probably block it because there’s an infinite space between her and it.”

      The succubi froze. “Um, do not test that,” they said together.

      “Is the world going to explode if I try?”

      “Maybe?”

      Well, shit. Nathan did not want to find out what the result of an unstoppable force hitting an immovable object was.

      The possibility that he might have somehow created a gem equivalent to Tarako’s creator aside, he had one more thing to do.

      “If I’m apparently some sort of creator being, it stands to reason I can at least make an arm. Ciana, stand still,” he said.

      She did exactly that. Her arms stared into the distance, while he placed his hands on her stump.

      Drawing on power from his binding stone—or wherever he got his magic from—he slowly crafted a metallic prosthetic arm. Unlike the usual process he followed, he constantly refined it by looking at her other arm. Little tweaks to its shape followed as he adjusted the shape of the muscles and joints, even as it moved.

      By the end, it looked identical to her living arm, including her uniform. He pulled it away from her stump.

      The skin held a metallic glint to it despite being a flesh tone, but otherwise it appeared like a detached human arm. Ciana took it from him.

      “This almost looks like mine,” she said, then grimaced. “Heavy.”

      “It’s an alloyed steel. I’ll fill it with magic once I’m done, so it can withstand the power you’ll put through it, but that’s the next step,” he explained. “Crafting a prosthetic is the easy part.”

      “Moving it and using it isn’t.” She nodded. “I checked. How will this plug in?”

      “It won’t. Rather, it’s going to attach entirely using magic. That’s why I wanted the alexandrite.” He poked the gem in her chest. “It creates a powerful link to you, far stronger than anything else I’ve worked with. On top of that, I’ve worked with Seraph and her binding stone now. I’m confident that I can now link to other things through the tethers I’ve created. What I’m going to do is power the prosthetic through this link and connect it to your mind using a mental tether.”

      “I…” Ciana stared at him in confusion.

      Nathan decided it might be easier to just do it.

      He placed it against her arm.

      Now the time had come to combine the lessons he’d learned while gemming Reine and turning Seraph into a Bastion. First, he reproduced the same steps he did when he attached Seraph to her binding stone, but with a huge difference.

      Back then, Seraph had actively reached for the stone thanks to her Bastion training. He still needed some sort of mental link that Ciana used herself. Hence why he needed the alexandrite. It provided an active mental link that she was constantly active on and that he could loop her in from, much like how a Bastion controlled a binding stone.

      This was where his knowledge from gemming Reine came in. He split the tether linking his binding stones to Ciana’s alexandrite and fed it into the prosthetic. This ensured a stable feed of power to it. At the same time, it was under Ciana’s control and accessible to her over a mental connection.

      The moment he connected her mind to the prosthetic from the alexandrite, he felt her mental activity poke against the arm.

      Back in reality, he saw her new fingers flex. A gasp escaped Ciana.

      Then her arm fell off.

      Laughter burst from the Twins.

      “You might need to practice a little,” he told Ciana, as she picked her arm back up and placed it against her stump.

      Simply placing it against her stump enabled her to move it again. It stayed in place longer this time, before she lost focus and it fell off.

      “Can you make it glow or something so I can tell when I’m in control?” Ciana asked.

      They spent over an hour tweaking the prosthetic, including adding a magical mechanism that attached it to her arm. Ciana simply found it too frustrating having it fall off constantly, even if she wanted the ability to take it off.

      “It still feels… a little off,” she admitted. “I think I got used to not having it. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” Nathan wrapped her in a hug, which she returned. “But I do hope you get used to it.”

      A sniffle reached his ear, but she held him tight to stop him from breaking the hug and seeing her face. They remained together for what had to be fifteen minutes, before returning to Soreaux.

      He’d fulfilled one promise. Now he just needed to worry about the lurking problem beneath the citadel.
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      Five days after Nathan arrived in Soreaux, the wireless sparked with life in the citadel. Lamps blinked back to life along the streets, elevators whirred with activity, shield barriers flickered, and countless other wonders of magical science activated by accident. Soreaux’s Sorcerer’s Lodge spent most of the day out and about attending to malfunctioning devices, as many had overloaded following two cascades.

      With the effects of the cascade finally waning, the gateways should come back to life. Assuming they, too, didn’t fail after ten days of being offline.

      Unlike recent inventions such as the wireless and horseless carriages, gateways dated back to the era of Omria herself. Today’s sorcerers hadn’t expected an overload of magic in the leylines of this magnitude, but Omria might have known how bad events could become.

      On the other hand, perhaps she would design gateways to fail in the case of cascades this bad. Would she really want a gateway to flicker back to life inside demon-controlled territory, just to allow a horde of beasts to pour forth into the capital or elsewhere?

      Only time would tell. Not even Kadria knew what to expect.

      “Cascades like this only occurred when we’re destroying worlds or ending cycles,” Kadria explained when he asked.

      They sat across from one another in her bedroom. He hadn’t visited her here for some time, but she had been avoiding him lately.

      She continued, “There was never anyone left to pick up the pieces after attacks of this magnitude, let alone an entirely intact country. You’ve fought off three Messenger invasions within 24 hours, including an elite, suppressed two separate breaches, and protected two countries that span half the continent. This is unprecedented.”

      No wonder her boss was throwing a tantrum.

      Unfortunately, he had one final trick up his sleeve.

      A barrier creating a pocket dimension around Soreaux’s binding stone beneath the citadel.

      “Once I seize the binding stone, are you ready to come through it?” Nathan asked. “I won’t need to trigger a cascade to let you through, right?”

      He hadn’t needed to when the Twins were under his control. In fact, ever since he’d “tamed” them, the portal in Gharrick Pass did little more than spew out weak hordes of demons every few months.

      “Hardly,” Kadria said, stroking his leg with her foot beneath the table. “Trust me. Everything will work out once you deal with the current squatter in Soreaux.”

      “I wouldn’t call Dominic a squatter.”

      “Oh? I would. He’s even refusing to acknowledge the eviction order you intend to serve him.” She cackled. “I wish I understood more about what might await you, however. Charlotte’s plans are a mystery. As is how actively she is working with Messengers like Siv and whoever she covered for near Tortoffen. I’ve been monitoring the leylines through Fyre, but there’s too much interference from both prophets. It’s possible additional Messengers have breached or been allowed through by Charlotte.”

      “The Twins did suspect an elite was assisting her.”

      “As much as I hate to admit it, they’re probably correct. They’re dolts and often little more use to you than cock-warmers—a role they appear to be dutifully serving for you lately, I’ve noticed—but they excel at manipulating magic itself. If they feel this barrier is something only a Messenger like me is capable of, it is.”

      With Kadria’s advice in mind, Nathan turned his attention purely to solving the problem at hand. He had no shortage of assistance in doing this.

      After all, almost every other nation opposed Falmir’s warmongering.

      With the wireless functioning again, he convened a meeting between the Inquisition, Alice, and their allies. Nathan sat inside the conference room where he’d met the Regal Council, Fyre, Tarako, and Reine by his side, and numerous inquisitors seated around the table. Rosewald represented the nobility. Despite Nathan’s issues with Deverese, the Bastion lurked in the corner.

      “So the Inquisition built a failsafe that it can’t deactivate and is now being used against it by Falmir,” Dmitri said, speaking over the wireless.

      “This appears to be a significantly more powerful version of it, but yes,” Nathan said.

      “How certain are we that Falmir is involved?” Otto asked over the wireless. “Their armies are only beginning to converge to the north and most of the private militaries of the rebel nobles in western Trafaumh are still battling Inquisition holdouts and other rebels across their territory. I’m doubtful Falmir is prepared to capitalize on an opening in Soreaux.”

      “Princess Charlotte possesses more military forces than just those in Trafaumh,” Reine said. “The bulk of her forces are amassed in Castle Karlam, and even those have been thinning lately. Given they have left my sight, my assumption is that she is preparing an invasion force somewhere using anti-scrying wards.”

      Murmuring and whispers broke out across the room, including over the wireless.

      “We’re all increasingly aware of the… teleportation spells being used lately,” Otto said once the chaos died down. “Both by Lord Nathan and Princess Charlotte. But what exactly is the range of them? Is it possible that Soreaux is a distraction for an assault directed elsewhere? What about Aleich?”

      If anything could have caused a greater outcry, Nathan struggled to think of what it might be. Minutes passed as the members of the meeting argued and bickered in a panic about where the true threat lie.

      Finally, Fyre’s wings flared and the wireless whined with static.

      “Let Nathan speak,” Fyre snapped.

      He nodded at her and she smiled sweetly at him.

      “Large-scale teleportation is genuinely difficult,” he said. “Although there are many methods to it, if Charlotte wished to move an army into Aleich we’d have some warning. Assuming she can.”

      He looked at Tarako, who frowned. Her tails wiggled behind her.

      “There’s a reason the old…” She coughed. “The goddess constructed gateways everywhere because they’re far easier to maintain than attempting to teleport armies around. Aleich is full of elite knights and Champions, and Nathan could return there with his trigems in the blink of an eye. Any army large enough to seize it would exhaust even a deity.”

      “What about these unbound gateways the Grand Inquisitor is using?” an inquisitor asked.

      Nathan shook his head. “That’s an even worse idea. They’re easier to use, but relatively few soldiers can move through them at once. I suspect the reason Falmir has avoided using them to seize the citadel is because they couldn’t get enough soldiers through before the Inquisitorial Corps would overwhelm them.”

      “You summoned an army outside Soreaux,” Rosewald pointed out.

      “Yes, and nobody tried to battle us outside it.” He left unsaid that he’d spent days building up his forces because he had been worried about such a battle, and that his trigems could probably turn the tide. “There is one method that concerns me.”

      “Which is?”

      “Portal gateways. They can connect two demonic portals to each other and be used like a gateway, or connect regular gateways to portals. Falmir used one in Aleich and I’ve used them previously as well. Entire armies can move through one within minutes. If Falmir created one in Soreaux’s binding stone, they could have ten thousand soldiers and a half-dozen Bastions beneath us before we knew it.”

      Nathan had been wrong. There was a statement that could cause greater outcry than Otto’s, and he’d just said it.

      Once again, Fyre needed to settle the meeting. Nathan felt he should give her some sort of special title. Noble wrangler?

      “If Soreaux is in so much danger, can we afford to wait until Falmir strikes?” Rosewald asked. “It sounds as if they’re stretching themselves too thin. Surely the Empire can take advantage of this.”

      “The Anfang Empire is not at war with the Kingdom of Falmir,” Alice said. “Our presence in Trafaumh is entirely to assist Fyre in her role as the prophet and with retroactive permission to repel the demons spilling forth from breaches, as per Grand Inquisitor Reine’s orders.”

      “Given the Grand Inquisitor is also your spymaster, surely she can give you permission to go fight Falmir,” Dmitri said.

      Crackling over the wireless signaled Alice’s hostility to his joke. Reine herself shuffled uneasily in her new black and gold robe.

      Technically, Reine should wear a black and red robe. She’d chosen the colors of the Empire as a snub to the Inquisition, but had left her mask off.

      “I serve Nathan, not Her Majesty,” Reine said. She blinked. “And Fyre.”

      Nathan held back a snort. “Whether Reine grants permission or not isn’t the problem.”

      “It’s not?” Fyre asked. “I don’t understand why we haven’t declared war. The Empire waged war on Trafaumh twice with no real reason, and the Federation certainly didn’t seem to need a reason to invade.”

      “Reasons were invented,” Alice said drily. “A casus belli doesn’t require strong reasoning, unless a nation requires assistance from an ally. The Empire attacked Trafaumh because the Diet voted for it. It has yet to do so. Until then, only my authority as Empress can start a war, and I can only do so if Falmir has offered us a genuine cause to wage war against them.”

      “The false prophet in their ranks, the armies on your borders, or perhaps the invasion of a neighbor don’t count?” Tarako asked sarcastically.

      “Do any of those involve direct and immediate threats to the Empire?”

      Tarako scowled. She knew all too well why Alice stopped short of declaring war herself.

      Alice sighed, aware of the tense atmosphere of the meeting. “I have issued a formal rebuke to Falmir for invading Trafaumh without declaring war, demanded an explanation, and issued an ultimatum that they must withdraw or I will determine them to be a rogue state.”

      “And?” Rosewald asked. “Did they tell you the same nonsense we expected about aiding rebel nobles?”

      “No. They haven’t bothered to respond at all. It’s possible they’re stalling.”

      Otto grunted, causing a burst of static. “A terrible strategy. The Crusader faction in the Diet is furious over the disrespect and the Nationalists camped out in Torrovium Fields expect war at any moment. This can only end in one way now.”

      “Then why hasn’t the Diet declared war?” Rosewald asked.

      “In case you missed the events of the past year, the Empire has been a little preoccupied.” Otto’s voice lowered with hints of anger. “A breach tore apart the lives of hundreds of thousands of our citizens. Civil war sundered our peoples from border to border. Half the Diet has been replaced. We are tired, Marquise. But we have the spirit of the great prophet Fyre and her indefatigable champion Nathan to lead us, so you can still count on us. Just not to smash ourselves against your foes and bury them in bodies.”

      The mood plunged dramatically, as Rosewald understood her misstep. She closed her eyes and an expression of open regret crossed her face. The problem now was that Trafaumh’s representatives needed to restore the mood without losing face. Old rivalries still stood strong, even if the Empire was assisting Trafaumh.

      “I am quite certain that Nathan is a Bastion, not a Champion,” Reine said, her winged eyes wide and wolf ears pricked high.

      Chuckles rippled throughout the room, before turning to outright laughter. The befuddled expression on Reine’s face only worsened the state of the attendees, causing it to become infectious over the wireless.

      She pouted at Nathan, who scratched behind her ears. Her face flushed in response as she leaned into his touch.

      “Otto is right,” Alice said once they calmed down. “However, I will issue the following standing order. Should Falmir or Charlotte assault Soreaux directly, the Empire will consider that to be a casus belli and war will be declared on the spot. Otto, Nathan, I want you to establish contingencies and plans to establish our readiness for such an event.”

      “As you wish, Your Majesty,” Otto said.

      Nathan nodded. “Understood.”

      Alice’s words translated quite simply to: if and when Falmir attacked Soreaux, Nathan and Otto were to hit back as hard and fast as possible.

      Otto’s armies would strike the territory of the rebellious nobles while Adam Martel marched Falmir’s armies toward the Inquisition’s forces guarding eastern Trafaumh. Nathan could handle Charlotte if she appeared in Soreaux, or wherever she went.

      He needed to ensure Tharban knew what was happening. Given his mental control over his “father,” that was trivial. The Nationalists would hit Castle Karlam if they had the opportunity or else be ready to thwart an invasion by Falmir if they invaded the Empire at the same time Charlotte hit Soreaux.

      Nathan planned to be ready for any eventuality. Who knew what Charlotte might be up to. She might even strike the Spires, so he had warned Dmitri to be ready. Maybe Fyre would sense Charlotte teleporting there, but if not, the dark elves would contact Astra every 12 hours for the coming days. Should a message be missed, Reine would send Astra to the Spires to investigate.

      Once the meeting finished, Reine latched onto Nathan. Tutting emanated from the inquisitors at her public show of affection but they made themselves scarce after a sharp look from him.

      “Do you have a minute, Lord Nathan?” she asked him.

      “That meeting just burned up a couple of hours. If I can’t spare a minute for you, there’s something wrong.” He squeezed her hand. “Do you want to go somewhere private?”

      “Yes, but… not that private.” She blushed and her tail wagged.

      Unlike the baggy robe she usually wore, this one had space cut out for her tail. The hood even had slits for her wolf ears. Nathan had been surprised, as he knew the Inquisition banned beastkin from joining their ranks, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t find a tailor who could make the alterations.

      And many churches used beastkin slaves for various menial tasks. The alterations were common enough in Trafaumh that nobody bat an eye.

      Nathan and Reine moved to his bedroom, which was situated in the Order’s headquarters. Even though his official position was as an adviser to Fyre and Reine, the Inquisition refused to let him reside in the keep. Instead they cleared out one of opulently appointed rooms usually reserved for visiting archbishops.

      It made the manor he’d stayed in with Alice months ago appear like the humble abode of a common merchant. The bedroom itself could contain an entire house, and the attached bathroom might fit all his Champions if he tried.

      Not that he had. But Fei had brought the idea up one morning when she’d showered with him. It absolutely had never occurred to Nathan in any other context. Not at all.

      A shrine filled much of the bedroom’s interior, however. Presumably for the archbishop to attend to his religious needs and those of his guests. Nathan kept his distance.

      Instead, he and Reine settled onto the plush red lounges that stretched along one wall. They felt less comfortable than they looked and held an odd shape to their back that made sitting on one side almost physically painful.

      Reine instead chose to sit in Nathan’s lap. Her tail tickled his chin as she settled against him.

      “Things feel different,” she said. “But they also feel exactly the same. The desires of the Inquisition and their requests are a new challenge perhaps, but fundamentally similar to my work as spymaster.”

      “Really? I’d expect more meetings.”

      “I spared you the bureaucracy that existed behind the scenes. Although my eyes allow me to directly assist my agents, there are far too many of them for me to control myself. An extensive network commands them, with various officers and executives that I oversee, plus cells operating across Doumahr that have minimal knowledge or contact with anyone outside their immediate comrades.”

      “This sounds like how Alice operates,” Nathan said, deeply thankful that Reine hadn’t dragged him into this.

      She nodded and her ears flattened, likely in response to his thoughts. “It is. I spend a lot of time dealing with paperwork and ordering others around. That includes convincing Bastions to lend me their Champions, which has become more complicated since you arrived.”

      His hands tightened and Reine squeaked. He released his grip on her thighs and apologized. Her tail beat up a storm, whapping him multiple times in the face in the process.

      “Complicated how?” he asked when she stopped stuffing her fluffy tail in his mouth.

      “I used to send the requests through Maylis, whose taciturn nature meant they’d either be accepted or refused without further elaboration, unless I pressed,” she said. “But now Bastions seek to meet with me. Or sometimes with you. I sometimes acquiesce to the former now that I’m operating publicly.”

      “Really.” He kept his voice steady, but wasn’t sure how he felt about Reine hiding meetings with other Bastions from him.

      “I often ask one of your Champions to accompany me. Seraph frequently comes along if she has the free time, as it behooves her to learn more about other Bastions.”

      That settled him. If Seraph was going along, things were fine.

      Reine turned her face and pouted at him. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why are you upset when I meet with Bastions alone but not Seraph?”

      “If you’re together, then you’re not alone,” he said.

      She glared at him. This was a new reaction, as Reine almost always kept up a constant level of hero worship toward him.

      Sighing, he ruffled her hair. “I worry about you. Not what you’ll do, but what others might. Seraph can handle herself ten times over, as she wrangled with Bastions like Theus even as a duogem. Her interest in Bastions is because she wants leverage should they become a pain in the future.”

      “As is mine. I keep extensive notes on every Bastion in the Empire in case they rebel. Including family members, holiday homes, businesses they own, potential lovers and mistresses—”

      “I get it, Reine.” He frowned. “Have you used that information? Wouldn’t it have been useful during the civil war?”

      “Both former Emperor Gorthal and Maylis suggested that I should avoid violent actions as part of my espionage during the civil war. They feared that my position may become untenable should the Nationalists claim victory, although I believe that would always have been the case given what I am.”

      Nathan doubted that. Tharban and his thugs hated beastkin, but Reine had been little more than a tool kept in the palace basement. Even if Gorthal had done so in order to protect her from Trafaumh, the thought still riled Nathan.

      But he knew that Tharban would have happily used a tool as powerful as Reine. In his mind, she would have been exactly where she belonged.

      “You’re warding your thoughts from me,” Reine said. “I take it you agree?”

      “No. I disagree.” He chose to change the topic rather than elaborate. “You said that things feel the same as if you expect them to be different.”

      She bit her lip and turned away. A mumble escaped her, too soft to be audible.

      “Reine?”

      “She’s dead now,” she whispered. “Even if not by my hand, Baudelaire is dead. Gone forever. But she was right. The Inquisition lives on, along with the memories of everything it did. We can remove the tortured souls from their cells, but can we truly save them from those cells? The horrors of what was done? Even now, being here, I…”

      His arms wrapped around her in a hug. Reine clung to him in silence.

      “I promise that I’ll do everything I can to help them,” he said. “And the Inquisition lives on, but it won’t be the same. We might not be able to tear apart centuries of ingrained bullshit today, but we can weaken it. Especially once this problem below us is dealt with. The Inquisition doesn’t need the power it has, and without it, it will lack the ability to traumatize so many.”

      “Thank you. I… Can I spend the night with you? Just once.” Reine’s face turned cherry red and he knew she wasn’t looking at him even with her scrying.

      He chuckled. “You don’t need to ask.”

      “But I want to. I know everyone else intrudes on you, but they have a schedule and—”

      “That schedule never even survives the first day. Fei demands attention, or I get caught up with somebody somewhere. Maybe Ciana is feeling horny. Maybe it’s the Twins. Alice is convinced she has veto power over everyone else and will pull me into her bedroom, and I always make time for Anna given she’s rarely in the palace. I could go on. You should know this.”

      “I… I do,” she mumbled. “I still wanted to ask. Just to hear you say yes.”

      “Yes, Reine. You can spend the night with me.” A long pause. “You did mean sex, right?”

      A strangled scream escaped Reine and she shot into the air. “No! I mean… not yet.” She pressed her fingers together. “Simply being with you will be enough. Feeling your heat as you hold me close, and your heartbeat steadying as you slip into a deep slumber. I can then…”

      Her voice trailed off but the reddening of her face suggested that her imagination kept roaring along.

      Nathan strongly suspected his lovely little wolfgirl had some plans for tonight. He’d happily see what they were.

      Come evening, after he’d checked up on the progress the Twins were making with the barrier and dealt with various military assignments, Nathan returned to his bedroom. Reine perched on the end of his bed wearing a sheer black nightgown that fell just below her waist and allowed him to see every curve on her body. Lacy black lingerie accentuated the sheer size of her bust, which was only barely edged out by Fei.

      “I told you he’d enjoy it,” Narime said, sitting next to Reine in a similar outfit in gold. “He hasn’t even noticed me.”

      “Your tails are nearly as large as Reine. Did you need to insist on taking your slot tonight?” Nathan asked.

      “Reine said the schedule didn’t matter, so I felt it was important to remind you that even if everyone else reneges on our agreements, I still appreciate having time set aside to cuddle.” Narime’s eyes lidded. “And much more. But I’ll play along.”

      The lazy smirk on the fox’s face made it clear that Reine had spilled the beans on whatever she planned to do overnight.

      Nathan undressed, preparing himself for bed while both women watched. He couldn’t call them his lovers yet, as only Narime counted.

      Then they cuddled. Reine pressed herself against his chest and entwined her legs with his. Her body seemed to mold against his. She sniffed his neck as she searched for the perfect nook to push her head into.

      “You’re more pillow than Bastion now,” Narime said.

      “Oh, shut up,” he said.

      Narime took the opportunity to press against his other side and her tails covered him like a blanket. Despite the summer weather, her tails were never too hot.

      At least, that’s what he told himself. There was a reason he slept nude. The citadel’s climate control spells kept things at a comfortable temperature in any case.

      Slowly, they fell asleep.

      At least, he did. He suspected it wasn’t long before he awakened again.

      Warmth lay across his entire body, which was now prone along the bed. Accompanying the warmth was a substantial weight on his chest. Licking and murmuring noises reached him from his lower half.

      Oh, and that warmth was firmly concentrated on his crotch. Nathan had found himself sleeping better than ever, but even he couldn’t sleep through a sloppy blowjob.

      His eyes adjusted to the darkness. The source of the warmth and weight became clear. Reine’s naked body crouched atop his chest, her heart-shaped ass waving from side-to-side in front of his eyes. Her black wolf’s tail wagged above and occasionally tickled his face.

      Below that ass was a slick little slit, just asking to be played with. He saw the bud of her clit at the very top.

      His fingers ran along Reine’s pussy, prying her lips open ever so slightly. A squeal of mixed pleasure and surprise burst from the wolfgirl as she reared her head back.

      “That was loud,” Narime said.

      The fox lay alongside Nathan, her long, luscious legs next to his head while she propped her head up on one hand by his crotch. She’d also stripped while he’d been asleep, and her pale tits pressed against the mattress, nipples already hard.

      “I have never been touched there before,” Reine gasped out as her body bucked against Nathan’s. “I’m leaking so much on your chest, Lord Nathan. If it’s too much of a mess—”

      “It’s fine, Reine,” he said.

      He pushed a finger inside her slit and she moaned. Warm juices poured over his hand as he fingered Reine. Her ass vibrated with pleasure atop him while her head vanished from sight, leaving him with just her whimpers.

      “Does it feel good?” he asked.

      “It does.” Another moan. “Because it’s you. I’ve imagined what it would be like to have you play with me like this for so long. To lay beside the others as you take turns with us. Then to bask in the sticky afterglow because you’ve used me so thoroughly that I can’t possibly clean up.”

      Reine possessed quite the imagination. As he should have expected from a woman who spent all her time spying on others from the comfort of her own room.

      “I feel I’m being ignored again,” Narime said.

      “Do you always have to be the center of attention?” Nathan asked.

      She answered him by covering his face with her fluffy silver tails and softly whapping him with them repeatedly. Warm breath washed over his balls and he felt her voice rumble against his sack before she even spoke.

      “Not always, but I do appreciate at least some love and care, even if this is Reine’s night,” Narime purred against his balls.

      A soft pressure closed over one of his nuts as she took it into her mouth, soon followed by slurping sounds and a sensation of wetness. He groaned. Only to groan even harder as her fingers tantalizingly teased the other side of his sack to a different rhythm to her sucking.

      Narime suckled one ball, then fondled the other. Her tongue lapped at the base of his cock, before her fingers pressed trace a curve around its root.

      “Reine, you’re not doing anything,” Narime chided, voice muffled as she kept the pressure up on Nathan’s balls.

      “Oh,” Reine gasped softly. “My apologies, Lord Nathan, I’ll see to your penis at once.”

      He tried not to laugh, only for his voice to escape him a gasping moan as Narime redoubled her assault. Her soft tails continued to cocoon his head. Pleasuring Reine like this proved difficult as he could do little more than press his hands into the soft, plentiful flesh of her ass.

      Then he felt hot breath on the tip of his cock a moment before Reine’s mouth closed over it. She sucked on it. Tentatively at first, as her tongue flicked at his very tip.

      But he felt her instincts taking over. Or maybe this would be years of knowledge gained from watching others give blowjobs. Nathan wouldn’t judge her.

      Reine’s hands pressed into his thighs as she slid her mouth along his shaft. Her lips slid over his glans, then farther down his length, surrounding his cock in the warm wetness of her mouth. The scent of her arousal poured off her pussy as she swallowed him.

      Her tight little throat constricted around his cock before she got all the way down. He felt her hesitate as her lack of experience showed.

      Narime’s tails parted enough for him to see her raise her hand in the air and bring it down on the back of Reine’s head. The wolfgirl’s ears pricked up.

      “Do you want to do it yourself? Or should I help you?” Narime asked. Then a wicked note entered her voice. “Or do you want Nathan to force it down for you?”

      The wagging of Reine’s tail became a blur of activity when Narime mentioned the possibility that Nathan might get involved. Her head bobbed along his shaft several times as she tried to nod while still firmly wrapped around his cock.

      Narime giggled. “I’d ask you to speak clearly, but I think we all know what you want. How cute. Nathan, could you?”

      He let go of Reine’s ass and stretched his arms out past his waist. Narime guided his hands to Reine’s head and he felt the twitching wolf ears beneath his fingers.

      “Reine?” he asked. “Are you ready?”

      She murmured something around his cock, and he felt his whole length rumble in pleasure.

      So he gave her what she wanted. He rammed Reine’s head down the full length of his shaft, until her lips pressed against his root and her throat struggled to contain his girth.

      Juices trickled from her pussy in response as the psychological pleasure of pleasing him tickled Reine’s mind. Narime resumed her teasing, taking both of Nathan’s balls into her mouth.

      But he was far from done. His hands pumped Reine’s head along his shaft, using her throat like a toy as she gasped and moaned around his cock. Heat rose in his crotch. He let it pour forth, rather than hold back. Reine wouldn’t last very long in her first blowjob, especially going this hard.

      The first fat ropes of his seed painted her throat white. Reine’s body froze, her tail rising into the air along with her wolf ears. Nathan kept moving her along his length, using her to milk his cock. Slowly but surely, he poured every last drop down her throat.

      She rose after he released his hands. Her mouth was a mess of white tendrils connecting Reine to his tip. She lapped them up, then suckled on his tip, eyes staring into nothing as always.

      “I think I know why Fei likes drinking this,” Reine murmured as she wrapped her mouth around his length again. “It’s almost sweet.”

      “Alice will fight you over that,” Narime said.

      The two women rearranged themselves on Nathan’s bed, allowing him to finally sit up. Reine lay back, legs raised into the air. Narime kneeled next to him, pressing her body against his side while holding his fingers against her crotch. He fingered her idly as she nibbled on his ear. Her tails wrapped around his back, tickling him with their fluffiness.

      Nathan got his first good look at Reine for the night. Her deliciously trim figure lay before him, vulnerable but gorgeous as her golden eyes stared up at him, begging for more. Her wide hips wiggled constantly. Plump tits as big as Fei’s heaved with hardened nipples and he played with one using his spare hand. Her tail brushed along the bedsheet.

      “Lord Nathan, please take me,” Reine begged. “I’m yours and always will be.”

      “How can I say no to you, Reine,” he said.

      Then he lined himself up with her entrance. Narime’s hand guided his cock to Reine’s slit while pumping it, ensuring he remained at full mast. The fox’s eyes glittered with lust as her juices poured all over one of his hands. Her smell intermingled with Reine’s, to the extent he struggled to tell them apart.

      His cock split Reine’s outer lips apart. The wolf gasped.

      Then he slid all the way in, pushing past a little resistance, and hilting himself in the adorable wolfgirl. Her body spasmed as his cock filled her.

      “Now you’re mine,” he said.

      “I’m yours,” Reine gasped.

      Narime pulled him into a kiss, as if a little jealous at the lovey-dovey attention he gave Reine, but he made sure to keep his eyes on the wolfgirl rubbing her body along his shaft. Leaning over her, he gave her a kiss as well.

      Then he began fucking her in earnest.

      His legs slapped against her ass every time he bottomed out in her. Squeals and moans burst from Reine as his cock ran along the whole length of her pussy. Her insides contracted around him, trying to force him to fill her womb with his seed.

      Every time he thrust into her, her massive tits bounced. At first, Reine tried to steady them. Then she gripped the bedsheets, mouth open, as he taught the wolfgirl the meaning of pleasure.

      As he approached his own climax, Narime leaned against him and squealed. Her pussy closed around his fingers as she gripped his hand, preventing him from pulling himself free. Juices poured all over his hand as she came. Her moans muffled themselves in his shoulder as she pressed her face into it.

      Reine responded a second later. Her body quaked in pleasure, little squeaks and moans struggling to escape her throat. He felt renewed pressure around his length. She wanted him to paint her insides with his color.

      So he did.

      Nathan leaned forward and crushed his body against Reine’s. Her tits pressed against his chest as he held her almost flat against the bed, cock hilted in her.

      Then his load poured into her. Reine quivered and gasped, warmth pouring into her deepest, most private areas. His cock pressed deep inside her as he filled her womb, exactly as her instincts desired him to.

      He slid out, leaving a gasping, messy wolfgirl on the bed.

      “I’m so happy,” Reine said.

      He couldn’t know what she was staring at with those eyes of hers. But he didn’t need to. The love in her voice told him everything.

      But there was another woman still in need of attention. Narime straddled Reine’s body, her pussy shining with her own juices as they practically dripped onto the other woman.

      “This night isn’t ending until we’re both more than satisfied,” Narime said as she ran a finger along her slit. “And I bet Reine will be looking forward to another round once you’re done with me.”

      Grinning, Nathan pressed his cock against Narime and listened for the gasp of pleasure.

      She was right. Reine had been up for another round once he finished. But then again, so had Narime after Reine. Such was life as a Bastion with so many loving Champions.
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      The next morning, Nathan descended below the citadel to Old Soreaux. The red barrier remained intact. His knights had established a camp down here, although most of them slept in the abandoned fortress that Dominic and the Duke of Soreaux controlled.

      Initially, Nathan had worried that Dominic might use his reality bending powers to crush his knights. The Twins had laughed in his face when he said as much.

      “You pumped a binding stone full of your juice. No random Bastion is going to hold a candle to you in a contest of wills,” Maura told him. “He’ll try to bring the ceiling down and you’ll say no. Then Dominic will slink away because you slapped him down with your mile-long dick.”

      Nathan wasn’t sure any man could handle a dick that was a mile long, or that any woman would want one. Maura assured him that it was a metaphor while patting his crotch.

      Speaking of the Twins, he saw them flying next to the barrier. Their bodies shimmered with darkness and their dresses fluttered. Surprisingly, he couldn’t see up their dresses due to the darkness.

      Laura spotted him and stopped whatever she was doing. The darkness vanished and he got an eyeful of her crotch. She dropped down next to him.

      “Looking for a quickie?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “You were definitely looking.”

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You’re usually far more exhibitionist.”

      “Maybe. But Maura’s got this big thing about only showing off for you or around you, so I’m playing along until I get bored.” A grin cracked Laura’s face open. “It is pretty fun to see the reactions of others when we stroke your cock in front of them.”

      Ciana’s horn darkened. Curiously, so did the lights along her prosthetic arm. They appeared to be synchronized with her bicorn nature.

      “Uh huh,” Nathan said. “Have you found anything?”

      Laura rolled her eyes but turned to face the barrier. “Yes, actually. Ever since the wireless switched back on there’s been a signal interfering with the barrier.”

      “Wait, what? How?”

      “Use your head. You’re usually good at that. We know that the barrier fluctuates because people are coming in and out. So far, we’ve ruled out some form of teleportation. The citadel’s wards are impenetrable even to you and wolfy’s gateways, so like hell anyone else is getting through. But whatever they’re using, it means things can go in and out. Now the wireless is on and the barrier has a hole in it. Why might that be?” Laura practically sung out the final sentence.

      Nathan’s eyes narrowed and he tried not to smile. “They’re using the wireless in there.”

      “Of-fucking-course they are. Dumbshits have terrible opsec. It’s like shoving things up your ass without flared bases.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t worry about it. Your ass-loving fire girl might know.” Laura’s cheeks colored, which Nathan had thought to be impossible. “Anyway, we’re trying to match the magic of the wireless exactly.”

      “Pretty sure the wireless is encrypted,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes. “We know. We could crack it given some time, but that’s not the point. If there’s a hole, we can make it bigger. That’s how backdoors work. Like stretching—”

      “Please stop using metaphors for anal sex,” Ciana said. “Sen’s been making far too many of them lately and I don’t need to hear them from you as well.”

      “How’s your stretching been going lately?” Laura asked the unicorn.

      Ciana glared at the succubus.

      Above them, Maura began breathing heavily. Sweat began to visibly drip from her skin, even through the darkness shrouding her body. Laura cursed and shot upward.

      A minute later, Maura descended in her sister’s place.

      “We’re taking turns,” Maura said, wiping her brow with one hand. “Anyway, we’ll find the hole, make it bigger, then you go in and clean out the shit in there like—”

      Ciana punched Maura before she could finish her sentence. The succubus collapsed to the ground like a sack of potatoes.

      “Wow,” Maura groaned. “You really did want us to stop making jokes about anal.”

      “Uh, I have no idea what she was going to say,” Nathan said.

      “I did,” Ciana muttered, cheeks bright red.

      Maura straightened up and rubbed her cheek. “Once the hole is open, you can deal with whoever’s in there. Or try. We’ll probably only get one shot. The barrier will snap shut once we’re in, unless you want us to hang outside to keep it open.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I have no clue what’s waiting for us, so I’d rather have you in there with me. Until now, I’ve forced you to hold back. There’s little reason to bother. We’re wiping out everyone and everything we run into, hopefully before Charlotte appears and causes a cascade that ends all of Doumahr.”

      A happy little smile flitted across Maura’s face, before her usual grin returned. “I can go with that. Give us… dunno, six hours? Maybe a few more? But before you head up and start assembling the A-Team, I could use a little pick-me-up.”

      Her fingers dug into his pants as she pressed her tits against his chest.

      “Don’t the two of you power yourselves using a mental link,” he said.

      “Yeah, but we’re still succubi. Getting a good fucking from time to time is so much better than just sucking power out over a mental pipe.” Maura’s eyes gleamed. “Are you complaining about the chance to rail this?” She ran her hands over her curves.

      “At least you’re honest,” he said.

      Could he really complain these days? He had regular sex with the Twins.

      The day turned into a blur of activity. Once news of the imminent assault on the binding stone spread, every knight and Champion rushed to the citadel. Reine dropped everything to begin ferrying knights here from all over the Empire.

      If Nathan would be restricted to the soldiers he brought in, he wanted as many of his best knights as possible. Recalling his memories of the siege of Castle Aleich, he knew he might be walking in on a possible demonic invasion.

      Deverese joined him alongside a host of the Inquisitorial Corps. Shoulders squared and eyes ablaze, the bald Bastion stalked up to Nathan ready for a fight.

      “I’ve heard the news,” Deverese growled. “I’m going with you.”

      “Good. Make sure your Champions are ready. You’re in command of the Inquisitorial Corps so long as you follow my orders and those of my Champions,” Nathan said.

      Deverese blinked at him. The anger faded from his eyes. “What?”

      “I know I hit you pretty hard back at Fort Arrinsy, Deverese, but you might want to remember why.”

      Fury flared back up on the younger Bastion’s expression. “You’ll never show me any respect, will you?”

      “Earn it, and maybe I will.” Nathan turned away. “I asked you to help me defend Trafaumh and you told me to fuck off. Now you’re keen to rush to your death, just like when I fought Siv. The only difference is that I don’t need you to survive this time, Deverese. It’s entirely down to you. I only hope that you don’t take Ysabelle and Ester with you.”

      Words failed Deverese as his mouth opened and closed repeatedly. He raised a hand in some half-hearted gesture, before lowering it and balling it in a fist.

      After Deverese stalked off, Ester approached Nathan and bowed. “I’m sorry. He’s been furious ever since Baudelaire… Well.”

      “Died? I’m amazed that literally nobody has brought that up.” Nathan allowed his body to relax so he hopefully wouldn’t intimidate Ester. “She all but ruled Trafaumh for decades and everybody is just pretending she’s actually been dead.”

      “Officially, she was.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      Ester’s lips quirked upward, but her smile swiftly vanished. “Will this be as dangerous as I overheard?”

      “I don’t know what to expect,” Nathan admitted. “But my gut feeling is that we’re going up against two Bastions, anywhere between two to four trigems, and at least one Messenger. Possibly even two. Although I don’t know why they’d remain inside this barrier if they had two Messengers.”

      “Two…” Ester gulped, fear filling her eyes. “You haven’t told anybody else this. Do your Champions know?”

      “Yes. And your reaction is exactly why they haven’t told anyone else.”

      “… why tell me now?”

      “Because you’re the best chance that Deverese survives, and I’d also like you to walk out of this alive.” His hand half-raised, before he realized he was automatically attempting to ruffle Ester’s hair.

      She spotted the gesture and snickered. “I’ve seen you around your beastkin Champions enough to recognize that. My pigtails aren’t ears, you know?”

      “I know.”

      “So dour.” She bit her lip, amused. “I’ll see you after the battle, Nathan.”

      After bowing again, Ester ducked off.

      When had she started calling him by his first name without any titles or honorifics?

      As the hour of fate approached, Nathan found himself with one final decision.

      Reine needed to remain behind, as she wasn’t a combat-capable Champion. The spatial wards down here prevented her from even creating her gateways and she couldn’t scry the area except within the immediate vicinity of her body. She needed to remain behind.

      Until now, Nathan had been appointing Champions to defend her because of how vital she was to the war effort. But he wanted every single one by his side. Unfortunately, Reine technically ran the Inquisition.

      Her ears twitched when he approached her in his office in the citadel, which was technically her office, but the Inquisition hadn’t exactly finished assigning rooms yet.

      “You want me to return to Aleich and remain in your mental fortress, cocooned in safety,” Reine said.

      He nodded. “Or at least remain in the palace itself with Alice. I don’t want to leave behind a trigem, and Kara is in the palace.” A grimace crossed his face. “In fact, I’d rather you and Alice remain in the palace.”

      Her presence probed him over their mental link, but he refused to offer his reasoning to her.

      Frowning, Reine acquiesced and used a gateway to leave.

      Tarako emerged from the doorway. “I can hazard a guess why you don’t want her and Alice hanging around in your mind.”

      “Oh?”

      “This barrier is powered by an elite Messenger. There aren’t many likely to threaten us. The warlord, Atlas, rarely operates so openly. By contrast, the fox-wolf, Shiva, would be acting more openly. You already have the goat succubus on your side. That leaves only one.”

      “Two.”

      “Ah, yes. The new one. Who I’ve heard much about, but not directly. Artemis. The ‘evil titty kitty.’ Plus a half-dozen other names.” The fox crossed her arms. “It’s difficult not to imagine who and what she is.”

      Nathan gestured for the fox to enter, then warded the room against eavesdropping. She hopped atop Reine’s desk. Her tails waved back and forth behind her, almost hypnotically.

      “I’ll tell you about Artemis if you answer another question,” he said.

      “Sure. It matters little at this point. Things have progressed far beyond the idea that we’re equals trading favors, after all.” A flicker of something appeared in Tarako’s eyes, vanishing so quickly that Nathan failed to recognize the emotion. “In any case, I’m still quite certain the dandy, Bauer is involved here. Is that why you’re worried about Reine being in your mind? That he might use his mental magic to assault it?”

      “That, and if I die, I don’t know what happens to them.”

      “If you die, we all have far greater concerns.” Tarako’s voice cracked like a whip. “I can’t even imagine the fury that will explode forth from the naïve beastkin playing at being a goddess. She’d drown the world in the flames of her sorrow and fury if she lost you, and even if she moved past it, you’re the only thing keeping her from bringing down Doumahr in her quest for vengeance.”

      “I take it you don’t like Fyre,” he said drily.

      “She’s cruel, manipulative, obsessive, lewd, envious, and short-sighted.” Tarako paused, then held her face in her hands. “It’s funny that you supposedly stole the prophet out from under the real thing, because Fyre is identical to all the past ones. I suspect the old cow has a type. Even the way she softens and grows close to particular people, to the point that it’s almost endearing, is the same. When I see her, I see Mirie and remember times long lost. Especially after…”

      Staring blankly at the wall, Tarako’s fingers traced the zoisite connected to her creator. Her tails twirled playfully behind her.

      Nathan saw the wistfulness and nostalgia in her eyes, but also the regret and sorrow that overtook them. And, slowly, anger.

      “Mirie was our prophet. Eventually, all that remained was the old cow, and that goat succubus took even her from me.” Tarako clenched her fists. “I serve you now, Nathan, so whenever you summon her, I promise not to cut her head off. But know that I won’t be happy about it.”

      Did she know what he had planned? He’d kept a lid on his plan to summon Kadria, given he had no clue how long it might take or how to do it.

      “Anyway, what was your question? And who, exactly, is this Artemis?”

      “I wanted to ask what the goddess might have built in Fertheim,” he said. “Fyre’s power is connected to places that the goddess demonstrated her power in.”

      “Ah. I’m not entirely certain, I’m afraid. It actually dates back to the faeries, I believe, and she pushed the Empire to claim the land from the beastkin in order to reclaim it. That’s possibly why nobody connects it to her, because it’s likely identified as an ancient faerie palace, not a holy site,” Tarako said.

      The mystery only deepened.

      Because that meant almost every site connected to Omria linked back to the faeries. Fertheim’s palace, the Pearlescent Canyon, the Spires, and both sites in Arcadia.

      Only the Imperial Palace and Soreaux had been erected while she represented humanity. Had she been holding back on humans?

      Or had the sheer number of remaining faerie sites allowed Omria to carry those over to the next cycle? Nathan’s eyes widened as he realized that if prophets drew power from locations where previous iterations of Omria had done great things, losing vast stretches of land might weaken future prophets.

      Had he stumbled upon some master plan by her?

      “Something interesting?” Tarako asked.

      He explained the idea, and she pursed her lips.

      “Perhaps. Fyre and Charlotte have come into their power so much quicker, and this cycle has accelerated much faster than I expected. Doumahr has stood for two entire civilizations, whereas we had to start over every time before the faeries.” The fox’s tails danced excitedly. “Now, tell me of Artemis.”

      “Um, she’s a version of Jafeila from my old world who has become a Messenger,” he explained.

      Tarako stared at him. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Blue flames and all?”

      “No. She uses her old Champion abilities, which are mostly about chopping things up.”

      Nathan briefly explained the battle against her, and what he understood about partner Messengers. As lost as Tarako appeared to be, she still nodded along.

      “I feel I’m out of my depth here. But only you and Ifrit harmed her, and that means something,” she said. “Ifrit’s power is a genuine mystery. The spirits play their cards close to their chests, but they are truly ancient beings. As old as the old cow, if not older. While I hold no illusions that any spirit can match a deity, their magic is fundamentally different.”

      “Different? How can that be? There are only two types of magic, right?”

      Tarako shook her head. “That’s a convenient lie told to sorcerers. Magic itself is as grand as the cosmos that exists beyond this world and takes countless forms. Why do you think the gem my creator gave me is different to others? Or that Artemis is so different to the other Messengers? It is the source of the magic that matters.”

      “You… always knew that the goddess is magic itself, didn’t you?” he said, voice whisper quiet.

      “Ah, you truly are becoming something unfathomable.” She scratched her head. “I can’t even imagine how you worked that out. My race isn’t native to this world, so the nature of magic is part of what I was taught by the creator. I’m not even sure the Messengers understand, however.”

      “Kadria calls the goddess a system.”

      “Curious choice of word. I’d call her a fundamental aspect of reality. But, yes, I suspect that might be related to this evil Fei’s invulnerability. If I were to create an assassin intended to slay prophets, shouldn’t they be immune to her magic?”

      Damn. Damn, damn, damn.

      Nathan quite literally had an effectively unkillable Messenger chasing after him. Sen had nearly died to barely harm Artemis the first time.

      “Thank you,” he told Tarako.

      She waved him off and jumped off the table. “We’re partners. Or master and servant. However you wish to view it. My purpose in this world has long since lost all meaning, and I’d given up on it. So I’ll leave it to you to find something for me, even if I sometimes struggle with it.”

      The assault started only minutes after that conversation. Nathan barely found the time to pull his head out down from the clouds to focus on the imminent conflict.

      A shadowy wall spanned hundreds of feet across the red barrier, connected to the Twins by thin dark cords of magical smoke. Nathan’s soldiers hesitated before it.

      “Go through, you morons. It’ll only hold for a little while,” Maura shouted.

      Nathan walked through the wall of darkness. When he emerged on the other side, it was entirely intact.

      Dominic’s castle stood before him. Nothing had changed, including the empty surroundings and open gate that led into the courtyard and toward the keep. It was an old-fashioned castle, with a tall, stout keep inside a square wall. Likely because of the keep in the citadel above it, there didn’t appear to be any facilities in the courtyard itself.

      Which meant there couldn’t be too many soldiers waiting for them, right?

      “Advance,” Nathan called out.

      Armor and weapons clattered as a couple thousand knights marched at once. His Champions joined him first, alongside Deverese and his subordinates. Fyre stuck close to Nathan, her wings folded around her body.

      Within a few minutes, most of his army had made it through.

      Then bells rang out within the keep. Clang, clang, clang.

      The whistle of a chain greeted his ears before he saw the outer gate slam shut. Shouts echoed from the keep farther within, ordering retreat. Not a soul made themselves visible to Nathan and he couldn’t sense anyone with magic.

      But he recognized accents from both Falmir and Trafaumh.

      His enemy knew he was coming, and they were running scared.
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      The castle’s outer wall exploded in a cloud of stone dust and rubble before Nathan’s army even finished crossing the barrier. Tarako’s zoisites gleamed as one hand rested on her sword. Block after block of stone collapsed atop each other in the ensuing seconds, only to be shunted aside by huge blasts of force from both Narime and Tarako as golden spell frames fired off from their tails.

      “I’m feeling a little insignificant,” Narime said.

      The elder fox merely grinned, her tails dancing behind her. “You’ll reach my level eventually. Besides, my gems don’t enhance my spellcasting ability. If we dueled with magic, I’d be the loser due to your counter ability and that fancy new third gem of yours.”

      “Perhaps. But those two extra tails of yours feel like an unfair advantage.”

      Nathan had forgotten that all foxes were talented sorceresses, and that with tens of thousands of years under her belt that Tarako would be an extraordinarily skilled one.

      No wonder she was a living legend. Sorcery, swordcraft, and immensely powerful gem abilities in one package. The Twins once called her a “cheat code” when the fox had been out of earshot.

      Especially as Tarako’s second gem ability proved her most flexible. Her first was her pocket dimension, allowing her to summon her various magical blades as well as her extensive sake collection. Her third was her famous Nine Tail Slash.

      But she’d shown off her second ability briefly against the dominion and also when she slapped him with her tails. Her second ability enabled her to transform any part of her body into an element, such as water or earth. At first, he’d thought it a strange ability, until she’d explained that when her body was formed of water she was effectively immortal.

      Water was a liquid, after all, and could reform around things. Although Tarako couldn’t turn into air or wind. Likely because she’d literally blow away in that form.

      Sunstorm appeared atop the rubble in a puff of darkness, scoping out the area beyond while the foxes continued to clear it. A blur of black and gold dashed up to join her, before Fei stopped and became visible.

      Despite the constantly ringing alarm and shouts, not a single enemy soldier showed themselves out here.

      Fyre shot up into the air. Her wings roared with light and a dozen bright golden orbs circled the keep, clearly illuminating the area.

      Behind them, the rest of Nathan’s knights crossed. He checked that nobody was on the far side, then buzzed the Twins over the mental link.

      Maura flew through the wall of shadow, still connected to it with a dark cord.

      Then that cord vanished and the succubus slapped a hand over her mouth with a mischievous smile. The wall of darkness began to rapidly recede as the barrier consumed it.

      Only for Laura to slip through the remaining gap and dropkick her sister into the ground. While Nathan’s knights ignored the antics of the succubi, the Inquisition appeared alarmed and many halted.

      “Can somebody tell Deverese that the Twins do this all the time and to keep his soldiers moving forward?” Nathan said aloud.

      This would have been a good job for Sunstorm or Fei, given their speed. After looking around, Tarako sighed.

      “I’m the fastest, aren’t I?” she said. “Fine. I’ll tell the idiot.”

      Her tails glowed with a spell frame and she blinked away. She appeared beside Deverese, who jumped a foot into the air.

      While the knights marched forward, Fei reached the keep itself. A second barrier had snapped up around it in the meantime. This one took the form of a dome. The catgirl tapped it with her scimitar a few times, then grinned.

      Without even looking back at him, Fei chose violence. Her body burst into a beautiful display of azure flames that roared around her body and coursed throughout her insides, even projecting out from her mouth and eyes.

      She leaned against the barrier and watched as it caught fire. Her magic-consuming flames ate into the protective shield in the same way that Fei might a particularly meaty sandwich. Within seconds, the barrier blazed across the length of the dome with her fire. Little remained of it by the time Nathan’s vanguard even reached the rubble of the outer wall.

      Nathan himself caught up to Fei, along with most of his Champions. Fyre descended along with them.

      Only the gates of the keep itself protected the defenders. Yet the shouting from earlier had ceased.

      “Maura, can you sense anyone in there?” he asked, reaching out with his mental magic.

      Both succubi shook their heads.

      “We caught a few folks when we first cleared the barrier and could actually sense shit,” Maura said. “Now? It’s a ghost town. Might be a gateway in there.”

      “How? Even Reine can’t maintain one.” He squared his jaw. “They’re in the portal. Just like with Maylis.”

      He was getting some serious déjà vu.

      First when Baudelaire had surrendered, now with Dominic turning traitor only to retreat into the portal.

      Who would Nathan find strapped to a stone table in there? Baudelaire? Had Nathan only killed her body double? Or maybe Charlotte would be there.

      He shook his head free of the ridiculous thoughts. It had been a while since he’d thought of history repeating itself, and he doubted this really was similar to his confrontation with Maylis.

      “If they’re retreating into the portal, maybe your theory that Gareth intends to bring Charlotte through using it is correct,” Seraph said.

      He grunted. “Could be. But why haven’t they used it already? They missed a perfectly good opportunity during the cascade in that case.” His eyes narrowed. “Where did the second cascade come from again?”

      “North.”

      How indistinct. Had Gareth already opened a portal here at some point and triggered the second cascade?

      Then why the hell hadn’t Charlotte come through and seized the citadel? Something was terribly wrong or Nathan was missing vital information.

      “We’ll seize the keep and prepare to enter the portal,” he ordered. “Expect heavy defenses in the portal itself. Trigems with defensive abilities first, followed by Vala’s knight-killers and the other trigems. Once we clear the entrance, we’ll bring everyone through.”

      His Champions rushed off with his orders while Astra, Sen, and Narime dismantled the keep’s entrances. While Tarako’s Nine Tail Slash might help, he wanted it available at a moment’s notice so kept her with him. Sunstorm teleported throughout the keep, checking every nook and cranny for traps and summons.

      While Nathan waited for his army to assemble, he scanned the fortress with his own magic. The binding stone lay several rooms away. It pulsed with power, but Nathan couldn’t sense the most important part.

      An active invasion.

      “Come with me,” he said to his nearby Champions.

      Numerous barriers and physical protections guarded Dominic’s binding stone from entry, including an illusory wall and even a false binding stone within a spatial ward. None of them fooled or slowed Nathan’s advance.

      He broke through within a few minutes and found the solid white orb that powered the castle and portal. Once he took this, he’d drastically weaken Dominic if he was an enemy.

      Assuming he was. At this point, was there any doubt? Nathan had held off seizing Dominic’s other binding stones as he’d found no evidence in either direction. The castle remained a complete mystery.

      But what else could he expect to find other than a traitorous Dominic hiding inside the portal itself? Even if Dominic hadn’t turned on him, seizing the binding stone would allow Nathan to protect it from anyone else.

      Certain of his decision, he reached for it in the mental world.

      Only to be repelled by a familiar, yet immensely powerful, force. One that matched the mental presence he’d encountered while battling Tomoe nearly two weeks ago at Waier.

      “Bauer,” he breathed out.

      “Fucking what?” Maura snarled. Then her face paled.

      The Twins concentrated and he felt their full power slam into the binding stone.

      Yet, just as they’d been unable to harm Tomoe when Bauer supported her, their efforts failed here.

      “This really is Maylis all over again.” Nathan ran a hand down his face. “How the hell could Bauer be in control of Dominic?”

      “Are we certain—” Seraph tried to ask.

      “Yes!” he snapped, then calmed himself. “Yes. I can tell that Dominic’s still in control of the binding stone.”

      “He’s already here,” Maura mumbled. “When the hell did he break through? How? And what the fuck has he been doing? Hell, how has wolfy missed him?”

      “Could he be hiding here?” Nathan asked.

      “I mean… that would explain a lot. The wannabe spy can’t use spatial magic, so he needs to move around on foot. But if he’s here, why not just take control of the Inquisition? He could have grabbed the crone and burned the city down. Forced you to wage open war against the Inquisition, then slipped away and started blowing up fortresses elsewhere before you noticed. Turned half the Empire against you—”

      Laura slapped her sister as she began to ramble.

      “I get your point,” he said.

      “Is he that dangerous?” Fyre asked. “The Inquisition has numerous anti-succubus relics, and they gave many of them to inquisitors, Bastions, and Champions after Maylis betrayed us. I saw them when I was undergoing the descension rites.”

      “Bauer’s not a succubus.” Maura ran her hands through her white hair in a panic. “All he’s good at is punching stuff, rolling with the punches, and punching shit with mental magic.”

      “He’s not as good at manipulating people, but he can easily dominate minds and force them to obey him,” Laura added. “Beatrice has spent the past couple of weeks laying the seeds of chaos, but if the superspy was here, he’d have just made the crowd that came to see Fyre start smashing each other’s heads in.”

      “No subtlety.” Nathan’s original assessment had been on point.

      “Exactly,” Maura agreed. “So there’s no fucking way he’s here. But he’s protecting this binding stone and powered that barrier. So… I’m lost.”

      His mind churned as he tried to make sense of the facts before him.

      If Charlotte was working with Bauer, did that change anything? Especially if the elite Messenger wasn’t here?

      It did make a lot less sense. Elite Messengers destroyed cycles, according to Siv. Helping Charlotte extended a cycle.

      Unless the outer beings feared Nathan more than Charlotte at the moment.

      Or, if Nathan was a touch less arrogant, had some other grand plan that involved pitting the two against one another while manipulating Charlotte. He still didn’t know what Beatrice’s angle was.

      “Nothing’s changed,” he said. “If Bauer isn’t here, it might mean that the barrier was intended to keep us out until he got here. We just need to crush Dominic and Falmir before they succeed with whatever their plan is.”

      Turning on his heel, Nathan left the binding stone alone. His Champions and knights lined up outside the portal gate, ready to breach it.

      Ciana, Astra, Seraph, Fei, and the Twins stood at the front. When Nathan had ordered the succubi to assist with the initial wave, they’d looked at him as if he was crazy.

      Then he’d pointed out that they could make themselves effectively untouchable using their magic. That made them as tough as Astra. They pouted, but lined up along the other Champions.

      Behind them stood Vala’s unit of knight-killers, decked out in gleaming black and gold armor. At a glance, the primary difference between them and regular knights was the size of their heavy plate. Additional sigils on their armor further differentiated them. Each knight-killer carried a battle-axe, and most had some magical potential.

      Vala lacked the ability to train her soldiers as spellblades, but the Royal Knights had assisted there. But the core of her unit’s training was to move fast, hit hard, and shrug off anything incapable of outright punching through their armor.

      Just as knights cut through ordinary soldiers as if they were fodder, knight-killers existed to carve through the enchanted armor of regular knights as easily.

      Nurevia and Vala accompanied them, as Champions with powerful offensive skills but were more vulnerable. The rest of Nathan’s Champions would enter with him.

      He nodded at Seraph, who was acting as his second-in-command.

      “Advance,” he ordered, and Seraph echoed him.

      With a blast of force, the portal gate burst open. Ciana’s barrier burst across it the moment it did as he’d ordered her to, just in case of an ambush or trap.

      Dozens of ballistae bolts slammed into the glowing wall of light projected in front of Nathan. Even more exploded against it, shortly followed by boulders. A dark wall covered the far side.

      But he saw countless automaton ballistae mounted on the wall, firing relentlessly at them. Gargantuan armored figures glowed with menace while hefting war hammers the size of a horse.

      Dominic had converted the other side of the portal gate into a deathtrap while Nathan’s army assembled.

      “Cute,” Tarako said. “I’m impressed you had Ciana cast the barrier first. Most Bastions would just charge in.”

      “Would I be alive if I were ‘most Bastions?’” he asked.

      “Maybe. But we certainly wouldn’t be here.”

      The automatons never slowed, as they were summons. Several of his subordinates could deal with them, but there was an effective solution to all the problems on the far side.

      “Narime, cast something big and devastating,” he said. “Go crazy.”

      She raised an eyebrow but her lips quirked upward. “I’d say I plan to try something fancy, but why not stick to the classics?”

      “Inferno tornado?”

      “Inferno tornado.”

      “Hey, that’s my bit,” Sen whined.

      Narime winked at the spellblade, before a red hexagon appeared across her tails.

      Shortly afterward, the entire defensive position opposite the portal gate vanished in a deafening roar of flames and wind. Screams emanated from the far side.

      When Narime’s spell ended, the empty wasteland of the portal world lay open on the far side. Ciana’s barrier dropped.

      Fei shot through like a rocket, her body spitting blue embers everywhere. The other leading Champions followed more sedately.

      Screams and explosions followed and the thumping sounds no doubt indicated Astra found something to pummel into submission. Flames danced across the opening.

      “Captain Vala, advance,” Nathan called out.

      “You heard him,” Vala said.

      Then she charged into the portal, fighting under his command for the first time. That thought tickled his heart.

      Her knight-killers followed her. Their heavy armor thundered off the walls of the keep’s hall long after they’d entered the portal. Nurevia slipped through with much less fuss.

      Then it was Nathan’s turn, that of the rest of his soldiers, and the Inquisition. Deverese glowered as he was forced to wait.

      When Nathan stepped through, he was struck by a sense of familiarity.

      But he struggled to place the portal he stood in. It looked almost identical to a regular portal, rather than one transformed by a Messenger.

      The valley he stood in stretched several times further than usual, creating an almost impossible length of ground to defend. If a demonic horde filled this, it would be so vast that even Fei’s flames might struggle to swallow it up. Farther ahead, the clearing where the demons should appear opened up to a ridiculous extent. A small city could fit into it. He swore he saw three mounds, rather than the single one the portal rift would appear above.

      Walls attempted to cut off access down the valley. Innumerable automatons defended each one with futile efforts, as their weaponry failed to harm any of Nathan’s most powerful Champions. The Twins tore apart entire chunks of wall as they fluttered about. Their cackles and giggles haunted the battlefield.

      Swarms of armored summons fought alongside hundreds of warriors in the armor of the Inquisitorial Corps, attempting to fend off Vala’s knight-killers and Nathan’s Champions. Standing inside this obscenely huge portal, the battles looked almost tiny.

      Ciana withdrew to Nathan’s side, her initial job done. He spotted Seraph doing something similar as she checked in with the officers leading the rest of the knights as well as Deverese.

      Somebody had to check on Deverese, he supposed. At least Ysabelle and Ester would be reasonable for Seraph to deal with.

      For all Nathan’s worries, they vaporized Dominic’s defensive measures. An entire army of summons fell. More than Nathan had ever heard of any Bastion using.

      Hell, he wasn’t even sure that he could summon this many. Where was Dominic finding this power? Bauer?

      No sign of any elite Messenger so far.

      The final line of wall fell as the Twins struck a strange pose in the air, did a weird dance that involved touching their fingertips together, and then made hundreds of feet of wall vanish instantly. They were enjoying themselves, so Nathan let them be.

      Because what lay beyond this wall was the opposite of enjoyment.

      Dominic and Gareth stood in front of a thousand-strong army of elite knights, accompanied by over a dozen Champions and three trigems.

      Charlotte smiled at Nathan from where she stood in front of her Bastions, wearing little more than white lingerie. “You finally made it here, my dear Nathan.”
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      Nathan’s heart leaped into his throat at the sight of Charlotte. Especially the amount of skin she was showing. He struggled to recall a time he’d seen this much of her, especially with the way the straps of her bra pressed into the soft, white skin of her bountiful breasts, or how her panties rode high into her crotch.

      Glamour or not, his attention to the battle vanished in an instant.

      Then a scream pulled him back to reality. His head snapped upward to see Fyre lit up like a golden comet, her short swords transformed into beams of light.

      “You bitch!” she screamed, then swung one of her swords at Charlotte.

      A chasm opened up in the ground beneath Charlotte, so deep that Nathan saw the deep purple void beneath the portal world. Gareth’s staff glowed and a barrier shimmered in front of the defenders, preventing Fyre’s attack from consuming them as well.

      When the dust cleared, Charlotte hovered above the gaping hole in the ground. She appeared unharmed, if shocked. A shadowy wall blinked out of existence around her.

      Which wasn’t the sort of color Nathan typically associated with the rival prophet. He stopped thinking with his dick and connected the dots.

      Right as the Twins landed next to him and slammed their elbows into his sides.

      “Grmmph,” he grunted out, before shoving them away. “The fuck?”

      “You’re thinking with your dick again. Fuck’s sake, do we need to establish a weekly illusion night and play pretend so you can get out decades of lust on the slut princess?” Maura asked, anger brimming in her words.

      “That’s Beatrice, not Charlotte. I know,” he said.

      “That’s Beatrice, not—” Laura blinked. “Wait, what? Were you just ogling her for fun?”

      Nathan chose not to answer, because he wanted to pretend that he had realized all along. Maybe Maura’s idea to get out his past interest in Charlotte wasn’t the worst, if Beatrice could play him this easily.

      If Charlotte or Beatrice ambushed him away from somebody who pulled him back to reality, Nathan might be in actual danger.

      “Darling Nathan, call off your pet,” the fake Charlotte cried out while waving her hands at the furious Fyre still attempting to imitate the sun. “I have come to parley with you.” Beatrice’s fingers slid along her panties. “And perhaps something more.”

      Yeah, if Nathan hadn’t already realized this was Beatrice, he would by now. The most flirting he’d ever gotten from Charlotte had been a dainty kiss on the cheek and a blush when she’d shared her teacup with him. She sure as hell wasn’t about to offer him public sex.

      Once again, Fyre saved him the need to answer.

      She roared toward Beatrice, leaving a glittering trail of light and embers behind her. The ground rumbled upon impact, hard enough to unsettle the front line of Nathan’s knights as they assembled opposite their foes.

      “I just said—” Beatrice said, voice shrill as she reared back.

      “Shut up!” Fyre snarled. “You aren’t her, you dolled-up cocksleeve of a succubus!”

      Oh, so Fyre did realize that she wasn’t fighting Charlotte. Nathan genuinely hadn’t been certain. The sheer animosity that his prophet showed toward her rival made it difficult to tell.

      Without another word, Fyre reared back for a slash. A nearly solid prism of darkness appeared around Beatrice.

      Nathan recalled that this succubus had little to no fighting ability, but had been effectively immune to harm. When he probed her wards, they felt as solid as those of his own castles. Dense spatial wards overlapped with mental and magical barriers.

      If he hadn’t felt Bauer’s presence around the binding stone, he might have been fooled into thinking Beatrice had constructed the barrier keeping them out. Then again, the Twins would have recognized her handiwork.

      Fyre’s first blow struck the barrier with the ferocity of the sun slamming into Doumahr, and Nathan covered his eyes. He felt two more magical blasts over his senses by the time his eyes recovered.

      Just in time to see Beatrice stumble backward, her barriers shattered. A golden light shimmered over her entire body. It emanated from a necklace dangling from her neck, and unlike her other powers, this felt genuine.

      Fyre ignored the show of power. With a roar of fury, she stepped forward and slammed her fist into the fake Charlotte’s face. Beatrice flew. Not because of her own power of flight, but because Fyre had knocked her clean across the entire battlefield.

      A dust cloud rose in the distance from where the succubus had likely landed.

      “Did Fyre just kill Beatrice?” Nathan asked aloud.

      Maura clicked her tongue. “I wish. Seemed close, but the bitch is a cockroach. Had an artifact powered by the slut princess. Probably to stop anyone from killing her too easily or to let her pull off the act properly. We’ll need to rip it free from her neck before we can tear her head off.”

      “The hag might have succeeded,” Laura said.

      “I heard that,” Tarako said. “Don’t grant me powers I lack.”

      Unfortunately, while Fyre’s victory over the fake Charlotte bolstered the spirits of Nathan’s army, the opposite applied to the forces facing them. The heretical warriors fighting for Falmir grew restless. Spell frames shimmered among the ranks of their sorcerers, as they prepared to bombard Nathan’s army.

      He lacked many sorcerers of his own, beyond the battlemages he’d brought and those with Deverese.

      Fortunately, Narime snapped out an order while her tails began to glow. Her sapphires glowed as she prepared her counter ability. A hundred foxes dashed or blinked ahead of his knights, before casting their own spells. Nathan felt invisible barriers slam into existence in front of his army. These weren’t traditional barriers formed from magical energy, but of the ascended magic native to the foxes.

      Fyre rose into the air, her face a mask of fury as Falmir defied her. “Surrender, and you shall be spared.”

      Gareth and Dominic didn’t seem to be in the mood to surrender.

      Fifth and fourth rank spells descended on Nathan’s army. Fireballs, lightning bolts, meteors, and balls of steel soared toward them. The ground itself began to rumble, as an earthquake spell shot forth from Falmir’s ranks. He even felt the wind pick up as a wind blast was directed at them.

      The invisible barriers turned into a brilliant white as they absorbed the incoming spells. Some flashed when spells crashed into them, causing flames and projectiles to burst upon them. Others remained solid for seconds at a time, only to fade into nonexistence when the ground ceased rumbling and the wind died down.

      “Nathan, what’s happening?” Sen asked, eyes wide as she tried to understand the magic happening around her. “I understand the magic being thrown at us. This is serious shit! But what the hell is stopping it?”

      “Ascended magic barriers can work differently to the ones you typically work with,” Tarako explained. “Just as Nathan casts wards that block spatial or mental magic, preventing those schools of ascended magic from operating at all, we can cast barriers that absorb particular types of magic. The two we’re using here are force barriers and magic-absorption.”

      “Magic… absorption,” Sen repeated.

      “That’s why the indirect spells, like the earthquake and tornado, are dissipating,” Nathan explained. “Those are usually effective spells against barriers and need to be blocked with wards, which are difficult for battlemages to cast. Gareth came prepared with some damn good sorcerers.”

      Tarako snorted. “Well, it wouldn’t have mattered with you and Narime here. She could have countered the earthquake if it was a threat. And I saw your talent with wind on display earlier, so warding off the tornado would have been easy.”

      “Maybe. I still appreciate having a division of foxes that can protect my army and allow my Champions to focus on the battle itself.” He smirked. “Also, it will shake Gareth. He likely expected to have the upper hand in sorcery. We’ve been holding back our sorcerers for political reasons, and he must have known that. This battle shows that Falmir’s Sorcerer’s Lodge is aligned behind Charlotte.”

      There was no other way that Gareth could have pulled off so many powerful spells so quickly in a battle.

      Which meant that the gloves were off in the future. Alice and Reine could call upon their own Lodges in the war against Falmir. This had been a crucial misstep by Gareth.

      Fyre looked over her shoulder at Nathan as the dust settled. Are we attacking?

      More spell frames began to shimmer among Falmir’s ranks. The Champions at the front remained unmoving, while Gareth and Dominic conferred with each other.

      There appeared to be no chance of surrender. They weren’t even attempting to negotiate or react to Fyre.

      Then again, Fyre had been the one to slap the fake Charlotte across the battlefield. Had that been some calculated tactic to make Nathan look like the aggressor? Or perhaps they’d seriously thought they might be able to convince Nathan to talk to Beatrice while she pranced around in Charlotte’s body wearing lingerie.

      Yes, he told Fyre

      Her wings doubled in size, transforming into something that resembled the visage of a legendary phoenix. She really had been working on her illusions.

      “Warriors of Trafaumh, of the Empire, of Omria!” Fyre shouted, casting her sword toward Falmir’s defenders. “Advance, and cast these heretics into the depths where they belong, along with their false prophet.”

      Nathan saw his officers look in his direction for confirmation.

      “All forces, advance as the goddess wills,” he said, voice rumbling across the battlefield with magic.

      His knights surged forward alongside the Inquisition’s soldiers. More spells rained down, but the foxes continued to catch them, interspersing themselves among the ranks and casting barriers above. Narime countered the more troublesome spells.

      Fei, Astra, and several of his other Champions dashed ahead. Gareth’s barrier snapped into existence again as Astra pummeled it from afar. Then blue flames consumed it within seconds.

      A grimace crossed Gareth’s face before he let go of his spell, right before he began to cast a familiar counter spell. It fired off to no visible effect. The sorcerous Bastion shook his head and retreated behind the ranks of his soldiers, accompanied by his Champions.

      Of which there were only two: Beth and Erica, both of whom were now trigems. Gareth had slid a third gem into Beth at some point.

      Beth was a stout, dark-haired woman covered head-to-toe in steel. Three diamonds glittered through her armor. Erica stood as her counterpart, with three moonstones, a rare gem only used in Falmir that were primarily used by assassins and scouts.

      On Dominic’s side, a spread of monogems and duogems responded to the charge of Nathan’s Champions. Sapphires, diamonds, and amethysts mostly.

      Except the trigem, who wore three rubies and unleashed a fourth rank spell within seconds that transformed the gap between the two armies into a maelstrom of flames.

      Narime’s sapphires flashed and the spell vanished. Her eyes narrowed.

      “Nathan, do you know anything about Dominic’s trigem?” Narime asked.

      He shook his head. “He died before I learned much of Trafaumh, and he’s always kept a tight lid on her abilities. I can guess from that display, though. Rubies are all about absorbing and releasing magic. That fourth rank spell was orders of magnitude more powerful than usual, so she’s likely supercharging it with her gems. But rubies need to absorb magic, so she’ll likely run out.”

      That was Ysabelle’s weakness. She needed to store spells in advance, so could run out mid-battle.

      The ruby trigem snapped off another spell as she dashed away from Fei’s flames lightning fast. That meant she had a full speed enhancement.

      A meteor appeared in the sky. A trivial spell.

      Except it was the size of a small house. Fei looked up at it, eyes wide. Her flames concentrated upward and attempted to intercept. Rock melted away as the meteor soared toward her, but the speed and bulk of the rock ensured it would strike her.

      Astra knocked the foolish catgirl aside. An instant later, the meteor exploded where Fei had stood, transforming a huge section of the battlefield into a smoking crater. Shards of rock flew everywhere. Magic flared on the armor of the knights.

      Vala’s knight-killers stopped dead in the front ranks, but remained safe.

      But the shards punched through the weaker armor of Falmir’s defenders. Nathan heard their cries of pain.

      Yet none of them fell. They barely even flinched or slowed.

      He blinked in confusion. Was one of Dominic’s duogems absorbing their pain, much like Ester could prevent harm coming to those around her? Nathan had never seen a gem operate like this, where the soldier came to harm, though.

      “Sunstorm, take out that ruby trigem,” he ordered.

      Nodding, Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness. She appeared amid the dust, right beside Dominic’s trigem. Before she or any of the other Champions reacted, Sunstorm’s onyx’s flashed and she unleashed her spatial slash. Then she vanished again.

      Nathan watched as a gouge opened up in the uniform of the ruby trigem and blood poured from her back. The ruby fell to her knees.

      But she should have fallen into two pieces. Instead, she grit her teeth and stood back up.

      “Um, what?” Sunstorm asked, dumbfounded.

      “Oh, fucking shit,” Maura moaned.

      “Again?” Laura asked.

      Nathan had seen this before. “Bauer.”

      “Bauer,” Maura repeated. “His tendrils are all through the Champions and traitors from the Inquisition. Pike is fine, for whatever reason. Can’t sense the Bond ripoff, though.”

      Nathan really wanted to know the reasoning behind the Twins’ nicknames for Bauer. He refused to rise to the bait, though.

      Unfortunately, this battle had drastically worsened in an instant.

      “Sunstorm, warn everyone that our enemies are significantly more durable than usual,” he ordered. “This will be a battle of attrition. Battle to minimize casualties among the knights, prevent their Champions from getting into our lines, and we’ll see if our best attacks can work.”

      He looked at Tarako, who nodded grimly. A trio of swords appeared on her waist.

      “I know the dandy’s skills all too well,” she said. “My Nine Tail Slash is reasonably effective and I can use a variety of techniques to paralyze them. Narime, you should use spells that can restrain movement. Order your Champions to do the same while I and these blockheads cut them down to size. The kitty’s flames can probably deal with their soldiers with enough time. Your dark elf’s crossbow bolts will work in enough numbers. Your Champions are strong. We’ll be fine.”

      The vote of confidence from a Champion of legend, and one that had battled Bauer before, caused a wave of conviction to wash over him.

      “Sunstorm, you heard her,” Nathan said.

      The assassin nodded, then vanished to pass on the orders. Tarako blinked away with a swish of her tails, while the Twins flew toward the battle raging ahead of the knights. By now, most of his army had slowed their advance as the conflict turned into a brawl. Vala’s knight-killers held their own due to their armor, but Nathan’s officers sensed something was amiss.

      Fei’s flames should be incinerating everything, after all.

      “What about you, Nathan?” Narime asked as a spell frame appeared around her tails.

      “There’s one surefire way to claim victory in a battle between bastions,” he said, expression hardening. “Kill the other Bastion. I’m going after Dominic.”
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      Once Narime and the others left, Nathan realized he was almost alone. Only Ciana stood beside him.

      Almost every one of his Champions threw themselves into the battle raging a few hundred feet ahead. Beyond the jostle of bodies, explosions ripped through the air, spells countered one another, steel clanged against steel, and dozens of gem abilities tore apart reality itself.

      Nathan watched as one of Sen’s lava lances soared through the air and landed amid the enemy forces. Fireballs flew in return, only to be knocked out of the air by counterspells from the foxes. Purple bolts peppered enemy Champions. Their armor burst apart. At least one monogem finally went down, despite her immense endurance.

      The enemy could die. Bauer’s presence loomed over the battlefield, much like the mental power leaking through the mental world when Nathan checked. The elite Messenger might not be here in person, but he’d somehow poisoned Dominic.

      Again, Nathan found the similarities to the past uncanny.

      Baudelaire and Torneus. Dominic and Maylis. The civil war consuming Trafaumh and that of the Empire. Even the riots of Soreaux reminded him of the Spires.

      Was he seeing patterns, or had he simply become so used to the constant cycle of rebellion, betrayal, and violence that he was jumping at shadows? He’d suggested that the causes of these problems were fundamental. Was that why so many different events all occurred at once in Trafaumh?

      Sighing, Nathan realized he was thinking when he needed to act.

      “Nathan?” Ciana asked.

      “Just worrying about stuff I shouldn’t,” he said. “I need to get to Dominic. The hard part is doing that. Given the spatial wards…”

      He slapped himself in the face. Sunstorm was able to teleport again. Once they’d entered the portal world, the wards inside the citadel ceased to matter. Nathan’s spatial spells worked again.

      Which meant he could teleport wherever he damn well wanted. What did it matter that Dominic and Gareth had retreated behind a bunch of unkillable Champions and soldiers?

      As he prepared a teleportation spell, Fyre dropped down next to him.

      “I overheard you earlier. You’re not fighting two Bastions alone,” Fyre growled.

      She had a fairly good point. But Nathan didn’t plan to fight Gareth if he could help it.

      With Ciana’s gem abilities and the Champions available to his old mentor, Nathan doubted he needed to worry too much about Gareth. He simply needed to teleport in and find some way to deal with Dominic. He’d managed to harm Artemis.

      Surely he could kill Dominic, no matter how much help he had from Bauer.

      “You’ll come with me, then,” Nathan said. “Worst case, I have the Twins and Tarako teleport over.”

      They were his emergency support. But if Tarako assisted, she’d almost certainly kill Gareth first before asking questions.

      Using mental magic, he located Gareth and Dominic. The pair lurked a couple hundred feet behind the battling armies, close to the sorcerers. Barriers glittered above them, deflecting descending spells summoned by Sen. Although some of her lances still penetrated and wrought chaos.

      Nathan’s spell fired. The world shifted and he reappeared somewhere else, Ciana and Fyre beside him.

      Before he had the chance to take in his surroundings, Fyre surrounded them with a golden dome. The world outside her barrier vanished in a burst of blue light. A dense vortex of magic surrounded them, whirling forth from the ground beneath them.

      Nathan had teleported atop some sort of trap. Likely set by Gareth, although he didn’t recognize the spell.

      Which meant his old mentor was learning new tricks. Ascended magic that even Nathan didn’t recognize.

      Did this mean the two men possessed vastly different affinities? Nathan focused on spatial and mental magic, while sparing some time for reality manipulation and life magic as he found those relatively easy to use with his experience as a Bastion.

      This felt more like something the Twins might use. Or perhaps Thanatos, given he had invented Fei’s magic-consuming flames.

      When the vortex faded, five individuals came into view. Plus more in the distance as scores of sorcerers scattered away from the explosion.

      The fake Charlotte floated in front of them, still wearing little more than underwear. The bitchiest expression Nathan had ever seen on her beautiful face rested upon it. Next to her stood Gareth, standing behind Beth and Erica. Erica had finally tossed aside the hooded getup she almost always wore, revealing a tightly bound leather vest and skintight black pants. Her chest struggled against her clothes, and was bound with ribbons like Sunstorm’s.

      Unlike Sunstorm’s, Erica’s chest needed tight bindings to remain taut during battle. Nathan had seen it during casual wear. She might not compete with Fei, but could hold her own against Seraph and Narime. Two studded gauntlets covered her hands, but she carried no weapons.

      Dominic stood on the other side of Beatrice, arms crossed as if daring Nathan to battle him directly.

      Curiously, Nathan couldn’t feel Bauer’s tendrils in the traitorous Bastion. What exactly was going on here? Hell, he couldn’t even sense Beatrice’s presence, but he didn’t trust that.

      As the Twins themselves had said, succubi could be subtle.

      The portal mounds stood several hundred feet behind them. There were definitely three. Slowly but surely, Nathan realized where they were.

      There was only one Messenger he’d battled who had used a portal world like this, and she had killed everyone he knew and loved.

      “So, willing to talk yet?” Beatrice asked. “I’m willing to talk and fuck, if that’s your thing. Surely you want to take this bitch’s body for a whirl. If you like, I can even cater to your fantasies. Does this get you going?”

      She clicked her fingers and her belly expanded. Within a few seconds, she looked seven or eight months pregnant, with her belly button poking out. Beatrice even rubbed her bulging belly for effect.

      “They might be twins,” she cooed. “Yours, of course.”

      “Wow. A virgin pregnancy,” Fyre droned. “Because I can’t imagine Nathan soiling his dick in you.”

      Beatrice closed her eyes and sighed. “Seriously, how do you deal with her? I find my prophet annoying as shit, but she’s at least playful. This slut never turns off.”

      “Oh, I can be playful. I just want to mount your head on Nathan’s wall so I can see it while he rails me from behind,” Fyre snapped.

      “Oh, that’s better. You can play along.”

      A snarl was Fyre’s only response.

      “I’ve been wondering,” Nathan asked. “Where are your horns?”

      Beatrice blinked at him. Then a pair of curly horns faded into existence atop her head. “I removed them with an illusion. We invade worlds that don’t have people with horns on their heads, you dunce. Do you actually think we can’t remove them? What, did the tits-for-brains duo somehow convince you that was impossible because they suck at illusions? Wow.”

      Nathan ran a hand down his face. That sounded a lot like the Twins.

      “This demeans all of us,” Dominic said. “He has come here for battle. Bastion vs Bastion, as foolish as such a duel is. Two against one. His prophet against ours, even if you only hold vestiges of your master, Beatrice. But I suppose we’ll see if he’s half the monster the stories make him out to be, or what Leopold claimed.”

      Nathan opened his mouth to say something, but didn’t get the chance to speak.

      Dominic immediately drew the relic longsword at his side and held it to the sky. Flames wrapped around it as he called upon the power within it.

      The golden dome dropped and Fyre shot forward. Before Beatrice had a chance to react, a golden blade slammed into a wall of darkness in front of her. The succubus attempted to fly upward.

      If Beatrice possessed any offensive abilities, she seemed determined not to use them. Fyre pursued her upward, battering her barriers down one-by-one.

      One of Erica’s moonstones gleamed and she blinked forward, appearing a few feet in front of Nathan. His sword appeared in his hand at the same time he snapped off a third rank wind blast to slow her down. A blue shimmer of magic appeared in one of her hands, matching that of the two moonstones that glowed in sympathy, and the wind blast evaporated.

      Then she snapped off a punch toward his head, moving nearly faster than he could blink.

      Only for Ciana’s greatsword to nearly cleave the arm off. Erica blinked backward. Nathan’s sword cut through where she’d been standing. The golden glow of a fifth rank spatial spell burned along his blade and he snapped it off at her legs, trying not to instantly kill her.

      Beth thundered in front. Her body turned a familiar iridescent along with two of her diamonds. The spatial slash slammed into her ineffectually. Although she did grunt and close her eyes.

      “Pike, this isn’t going to work,” she gasped out. “He hit me once and I’m half-drained.”

      Gritting his teeth, Gareth began focusing a golden sixth rank spell around his staff. Nathan wanted nothing more than to disrupt that, but wasn’t sure how without potentially killing his mentor. Plus, he had no clue what was coming for him.

      A surge of flame reminded him that Dominic remained in play. As well as Nathan’s true target. Redirecting his focus, Nathan pumped magic through his body and dashed into the flames. As Ciana’s gem glowed, the fire washed uselessly over his body.

      Nathan burst through the far side with a supercharged wind spell circling his blade. Roaring, Dominic squared himself and summoned more flames. Their swords met. Wind blades tunneled off Nathan’s chop and sliced into Dominic.

      But runes lit up along his enchanted armor, deflecting the majority of the spell. Dents and gouges ripped into the steel. Nathan’s raw strength knocked Dominic aside. The other Bastion stumbled, then tried to right himself. With a single kick, Nathan broke his opponent’s arm and sent his sword clattering to the ground.

      Booming sounds behind Nathan forced him to look over his shoulder. Ciana guarded his back as Erica rained down a series of attacks lightning fast, her hands and two of her moonstones shining brightly. Nothing fazed the unicorn knight, however, and she deflected every attack effortlessly. The few that got through her guard bounced off her body.

      Beth remained in front of Gareth, teeth grit as she watched Dominic about to die.

      Nathan raised his sword, ready to deliver the coup de grâce.

      Only for a wall of darkness to stop his blade dead. Snarling, he looked up to see Beatrice cackling. The golden glow around her body flickered under Fyre’s blinding assault.

      Then Fyre chopped her arm off, eliciting a scream as one prophet finally overpowered the defenses of another. Beatrice shot toward the ground, trying to outrun the furious beastkin attempting to carve her apart. Even as she did so, her arm somehow regrew in a shower of prismatic light.

      The Twins had once told him that Beatrice’s body was basically all magic. How the hell could they kill her?

      Dominic rolled away, aware that he stood no chance against Nathan. Fear and frustration warred on his face.

      “So Leo was right,” Dominic said bitterly. “I only wish that I’d had the chance to convince you to help me.”

      Oh, no. Nathan knew where this was going. He’d been here before. Twice even.

      Behind him, Erica blinked backward. “Got that spell ready, Pike?”

      Gareth merely grunted, eyes fixed on Nathan.

      Something told Nathan that letting Gareth cast that would be bad. He nearly pinged Tarako over the mental link, but held off.

      If she teleported over and saw Gareth casting a sixth rank spell, he’d be in ten pieces before he knew it. Good for sashimi, less good for a reunion between mentor and student.

      Something unspoken passed between Erica and her Bastion. She shot toward Ciana again, while Nathan prepared a fifth rank spatial spell.

      This time, when Erica struck Ciana, all three of her moonstones shimmered.

      Gareth froze for a moment. His spell remained intact, but Nathan sensed that the spellcasting remained intact by a thread. Erica stumbled as well, as if affected by the same problem.

      Sensing an opportunity, Ciana slashed at her opponent.

      Only for Erica to right herself and snap backward at double the speed she usually moved. Ciana didn’t even get the chance to raise her guard before a pair of magically enhanced blows crashed into both sides of her head.

      To no effect, as Ciana simply kicked at Erica with a growl. The assassin blinked away again.

      Erica shot Gareth a foul look. “You’re weak as piss, Pike. I can only imagine Straub grinds up the Messengers he fights into gruel and eats them for breakfast each day.”

      “Oh, fuck off,” Gareth said. “I’m a sorcerer, not a spellblade or knight. And I don’t control half the binding stones on Doumahr.”

      Nathan had no clue what had happened.

      Then Gareth looked him in the eye. “So you have a sympathetic gem with your unicorn. Can’t say I’ve met a Bastion with one. It seems more effective than I ever imagined it could be.”

      How did he know that? Ciana’s sympathetic gem was something Nathan told almost nobody about.

      Erica blinked forward again before he thought of much more. The battle continued, while both Bastions prepared spells.

      Gareth beat him to it, however. His staff raised into the sky.

      “This will end it. You knew about my destruction spell last time and felt you could shrug it off, but I know you can’t withstand this one,” Gareth said.

      “I’ve thought that about a lot of big explosions,” Nathan said, trying to buy time.

      Ciana stood in front of him, holding her greatsword with both arms. Her prosthetic glowed with magic along with her alexandrite as she prepared to use her new ability.

      “Oh, no. Not an explosion. I’ve done my research. You specifically said that a trigem could survive the last one. But what if I concentrated all that power into a single concentrated strike?” Gareth’s eyes narrowed.

      Then he pointed his staff at Nathan.

      He felt the magic connect with his body before the spell fully activated. This must be what Tarako sensed when he used teleportation. Something akin to a “tracer” spell, that connected the start and end of a spell. Gareth was ensuring that he couldn’t miss. Most likely, he could even bend this spell around corners or over long distances, given it appeared to bend around Ciana’s body.

      A thoroughly researched attack spell. One suited for a sorcerer behind battle lines.

      Then the spell roared to life. A thin beam of blue light shot forth, barely the width of Ciana’s wrist.

      The beam reached the unicorn standing between Nathan and Gareth. But before it could reach her body and move around it, something strange happened.

      It stopped dead.

      Everyone stared at the light stuck in midair. Gareth’s spell frame continued to glow along his staff, and his brow furrowed with sweat. Terror filled his eyes. At the same time, Ciana’s alexandrite blazed with light so bright that Nathan worried it might turn into a miniature sun.

      He felt the immense draw of energy from her alexandrite. How long could it hold on?

      “What the hell is this?” Gareth gasped out.

      “An immovable object,” Ciana said. “I didn’t think it could stop light.”

      “It’s magic, not light, but it is good to know,” Nathan said.

      “Pike, what are you doing?” Beth asked.

      “I don’t know. I can’t even move. Straub, what the hell have you done?” Gareth shouted, fear in his voice.

      “You’ll be fine if you release the spell.”

      Seconds passed. Nathan checked that Ciana was still able to power her gem in the meanwhile.

      The battle raged around them, and Dominic remained safe behind Beatrice’s barrier. Fyre continued to chase the succubus, unable to land a killing blow.

      Finally, Gareth grunted with pain and fell to his knees as the spell vanished. Ciana stopped using her gem ability.

      “Defeated by a single trigem,” Gareth said despondently. “I have two and my own magic, and you barely tried. You didn’t even cast a single spell against me.”

      “I had one ready to seal you off from this space,” Nathan admitted. “If you cast a spell, the magic would have been redirected elsewhere. Although your tracer spell might have overwhelmed me.”

      “Hah. I foresaw you’d use a trick like that.” Gareth grinned. “That’s why I used the tracer, because I noticed you use spatial magic in battles a lot. But your trigem…”

      “It’s an impenetrable barrier that stops anything from getting through it. Your explosion spell would have had better luck,” Nathan admitted. “Tell me, what’s Erica’s trigem ability?”

      “Magic cloning. If I can’t always beat you, I wanted to at least use your techniques against you. But you didn’t bring your best trigems to fight me, so my idea failed.”

      Nathan had to admit that trick might have worked. If Erica cloned something like the Nine Tail Slash, she might be truly dangerous.

      Then he turned to face Dominic.

      “So, is this where you tell me about your inane plans to destroy Trafaumh because Beatrice or Bauer broke your mind,” Nathan said. “I’ve heard this before.”

      “Ah, so you know of him.” Dominic sighed and his body seemed to relax.

      “Bauer? Who?” Gareth looked between the two.

      “Not even going to deny it?” Nathan asked.

      “Given who you work with, it would be pointless to do so. But you should also be able to tell that I am myself. The greatest Bastion of Trafaumh, defender of Soreaux, a vaunted warrior of the Inquisition, and now someone who wishes for it to fall,” Dominic said.

      “Beatrice could have warped your mind over the past few months.”

      As if expecting this, Dominic pulled a trio of necklaces from his collar. “Anti-succubi relics. Several of them, and powerful ones. Unless you truly think she can breach them.”

      Nathan recognized two of them. They’d belonged to the Bastion that commanded Fei when they’d fought and slain Beatrice.

      Although Trafaumh had executed him using the excuse that he’d exposed himself to a succubus, he’d never bought that. Why would they spare the Champions? Fei herself had been unaffected. The true reason had likely been some rebellious thoughts toward Baudelaire because Trafaumh had stood by and let the Federation collapse. Possibly instigated by Charlotte, Nathan realized in retrospect.

      So, yes, he believed Dominic now.

      Which made the matter more confusing.

      “So, why are you down here, helping Gareth and Charlotte?” Nathan asked.

      “Why are you helping your prophet? I assume you act under more than blind faith, given the alliances you make with succubi as well.” Dominic’s eyes bore into him. “The world is more than just black and white.”

      Another memory surfaced in Nathan’s mind. One that he’d been thinking about recently with regards to Trafaumh.

      “Trafaumh’s freedom can only be guaranteed by removing the Inquisition. It can’t be changed from within over time, only destroyed outright. Doing that requires immense power. You—”

      “Do not suggest that I can help you, or that we could work together, or some such nonsense.” Nathan tried hard not to see the patterns again.

      Because Dominic sounded a lot like Sureev right now. The dark elf who had wanted to blow up the Spires in order to reset his society.

      “What?” Dominic laughed. “Perhaps we might have once. If I’d had the chance to talk with you and get to know you. But I watched you within the citadel and your dealings with Baudelaire. You’re too much like her. Someone too concerned about breaking things that you’ll never make the hardest decisions, even if you’re willing to make awful ones. I’m as willing to be a heretic as you are, but the difference is that I understand that Doumahr can only survive if we burn it down and start anew.”

      “Ironic.” Nathan narrowed his eyes. “That sounds a lot like how things are supposed to work.”

      “Because they are!” Beatrice shouted.

      The succubus descended next to him, still wearing Charlotte’s appearance as she hovered a few dozen feet above him. She’d lost her lingerie at some point, likely due to Fyre’s continued assault, and stood completely in the nude. Nathan found it surprisingly easy to ignore the sight of Charlotte’s nude body.

      A golden glow above him signaled Fyre’s arrival.

      “The cycles are about renewal and destruction. And you’re overdue for a lot of destruction,” Beatrice said.

      As if on cue, the portals roared to life. All three of them.

      Beatrice threw her head back and laughed.

      “And now she’s finally here. You’re fucked. Royally fucked. My employer really wants to see your head mounted on a pike if he’s sending Kadria here to turn your mind and body inside out.”

      “Um…” Fyre said, tilting her head.

      “The real one.” Beatrice grinned from ear to ear, which gave Charlotte’s face an uncanny look. “You won’t stand a chance.”

      One of the portal rifts shuddered. Beneath the gaping hole in reality appeared a familiar figure.

      Kadria stood there, dressed exactly as Nathan always saw her. She raised one hand and a seven-foot-long spear forged of an eerie black steel appeared in it, bristling with powerful magic.

      “Well, this is new,” Gareth said.
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      “Behold, Kadria, the greatest of succubi!” Beatrice said, holding her arms out to her sides. “Vanquisher of worlds, slayer of Bastions, ruiner of men, and your end. Is that dramatic enough for you?” She laughed at Nathan.

      The sky transformed into the telltale black that signified a Messenger invasion. There had been no warning at all before Kadria appeared.

      Much like when she had struck Nathan’s fortress in the Reaches Guard, back in his old world. He’d only just caught the pending invasion the morning before, going off instincts and experience.

      Kadria’s eyes locked onto his. He stared back.

      For all of Beatrice’s proclamations, not a single drop of terror filled his soul.

      Because he felt the mental tether binding him to Kadria. Whatever Beatrice believed, this was the real Kadria.

      His Kadria.

      “Nathan, why didn’t you tell me she was coming?” Fyre pouted at him.

      “I didn’t know.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “That’s her, isn’t it?” Ciana asked.

      He didn’t need to clarify the question to know what she wanted to know and merely nodded.

      How long had Kadria been in control of this portal? Why hadn’t she told him? He could have planned around this.

      Was this her idea of a joke? Even if it was, it became yet another secret she’d kept from him.

      He’d made a threat to her about keeping secrets. Even if she had finally fulfilled her end of the bargain and joined him in Doumahr, he needed to find some way to punish her for continuing to hold back on him.

      “More Messengers. Great,” Gareth said.

      He began to back away, covered by Beth and Erica. A spell glowed along his staff but Nathan couldn’t make it out due to the Champions in the way. But given the power manifesting around Gareth, it no doubt held immense power.

      “Don’t flee, Gareth. This will all be over soon. Charlotte can swoop in and worry about Soreaux later and the corpse of her beloved Nathan.” Beatrice grinned at them, still with her back turned to Kadria.

      Which might turn out to be a mistake.

      A deep shadow appeared beneath Kadria at the same time magic condensed in her body. Her body vanished, only for the succubus to reappear immediately behind Beatrice.

      “You’re in a good mood, Beatrice,” Kadria said. “But, really, flying around a battlefield naked and waving your tits around? You’re just begging for it now.”

      Beatrice sneered at Kadria over her shoulder. “Oh, please. You’re wearing just as little as I was earlier. Don’t pretend you don’t get down and dirty sometimes, too.”

      “I don’t pretend to be something I’m not. When I want something, I take it. When I have plans, I see them through. When I receive a job, I complete it.” Kadria’s eyes narrowed and she grinned from ear to ear. “And when I see trash, I dispose of it.”

      “Well, there’s no shortage of it—” Beatrice began to say.

      Her voice cut off when Kadria waved a hand and teleported her to the ground. She choked for a moment, then whirled, furious. Walls of darkness snapped into existence around her.

      “Whatever happened to completing a job you received,” Beatrice hissed. “This cycle needs destroying. See it through!”

      “I am completing my job. Killing you, you vapid slut,” Kadria said. “Fyre, save me some trouble and shatter her barriers, please.”

      Before Beatrice understood what was happening, Fyre’s swords slammed into the spatial barriers protecting the succubus. As they had several times by now, the barriers burst apart.

      Then Kadria shot forward in a blur, darkness roiling off her body. Her spear snapped upward in a surge of darkness as spatial magic rippled off it. Nathan struggled to follow her tremendous speed, as she casually used spatial magic at a rate he could only dream of.

      Beatrice screamed as she tried to soar into the air again.

      Only to be pinned to the ground as the spear ripped through her body, head-first. The weapon impaled her from top to bottom in an instant, turning Beatrice into a living scarecrow. Still alive and brimming with that strange prismatic light, her body shuddered with darkness as she attempted to cast her own spatial magic spell. Presumably some form of teleportation.

      It failed. Either because Kadria cut it off or due to the immense pain she must be in. Perhaps the spear cut it off, as it appeared to be constantly emitting the odd darkness that indicated use of spatial magic by succubi.

      Kadria gripped Beatrice by the jaw and forced her to face her. “I must say, I’m glad you chose this face for your final moments. I can imagine I’m destroying yet another puppet of that accursed abomination that has stolen Sofia’s existence. If only I could make this even more painful for you, Beatrice.”

      Then the magic along the spear burst. Beatrice stopped moving as one final, gurgling scream escaped her.

      A thousand cuts revealed themselves along her body. Then she fell apart into countless tiny chunks, leaving nothing but a pool of gore on the ground.

      Seconds afterward, her remains disintegrated into prismatic light.

      Kadria looked him up and down. “Now that I’ve taken out the trash, perhaps I should consider cleaning up.”

      The look in her eyes suggested business. Not a speck of playfulness resided in them.

      Ciana stepped in front of him, her gems gleaming, while Fyre snarled at the woman who had granted her the power she had.

      Nathan pinged Tarako over the mental link while preparing a spatial spell.

      If this had all been a ploy to get her into this world, and give her access to Fyre’s mind and power in Doumahr, then he had to admit that he’d fallen into her trap.

      But the difference was that he had the power to stop her unlike that night years ago.

      “Yes, this was what I wanted to see,” Kadria murmured, her eyes fixed on his. “That same determined look. One that says you will do anything necessary, no matter the cost, and no matter who you need to kill. Combined with your magical talent, I knew I had somebody useful. But I never expected you to be something this great.” She placed a hand on one hip and smirked. “There is one change, though.”

      “Oh?” he asked in a low voice.

      “On that night, you were resigned. Resolute, but convinced of your death. You planned to die but take me with you. Now?” Kadria laughed. “You have no intention of dying. Only of killing me. I do wish there was something nastier in your eyes, after everything I and the Twins have done to bring out a darker side. A hint of lust at least?”

      Slowly, the anger and tension in him bled away.

      She was playing a game. As always.

      Everything seemed to be a game to Kadria. He sighed.

      “Was that necessary?” he asked.

      “Was what necessary? Teasing you? Of course. Brutally murdering Beatrice? I simply killed her in the most efficient manner. I lack spells that can vaporize her in one strike, after all. Appearing here? It speeds things up and I can help you with—”

      Tarako appeared next to them as she teleported in. Her eyes widened as she saw Kadria.

      “Her!” the fox barked, hand on her blade.

      All three of her zoisites glowed. Kadria’s body shimmered with darkness.

      “Stop,” Nathan snapped.

      Tarako froze. Her tails shuddered.

      She wasn’t the only person who froze. Even Kadria had.

      He quickly released the mental tethers he’d formed by accident, only to notice one connected to Tarako.

      “Sorry,” he told the fox. “But she’s on my side. False alarm.”

      Tarako’s entire body shook as she released her blade. Her tails lowered to the ground. “I felt that. Finally felt it. I…” Then she blinked. “Um. What the hell is that Falmirian bastard doing and why isn’t he dead?”

      Huh?

      Nathan spun to see Gareth standing fifty feet away, his staff raised into the sky. Beside him stood Dominic. The battle continued to rage around them, although it had calmed significantly. Many of Dominic’s Champions had fallen and his soldiers ground to dust by the sheer might of Nathan’s Champions. Blue flames consumed much of the area and craters had been plowed across the wasteland by Astra.

      The only true threat remaining was the ruby trigem.

      And the sorcerer currently attempting to summon a gateway using the portal.

      “Shit!” Nathan reached for his power, once again forgoing spell frames.

      Tarako followed suit, understanding his terror, while Kadria and Fyre seemed slower to react. Possibly because they didn’t quite understand what Gareth was attempting. Kadria hadn’t even known portal gateways were possible before meeting Nathan, so how could she recognize the spell.

      But Nathan knew he had only a few seconds to stop the spell.

      His sword shimmered with power as he fired off the most powerful spatial slash he could manage in the instants he had. Tarako followed suit, a second behind him.

      Beth screened for Gareth and Erika with the bulky frame of her armor. It glowed iridescent once again, but all three of her diamonds lit up. Erica’s moonstones lit up once again and she flung her arms at Tarako.

      Nathan’s slash struck Beth and her armor creaked. A gouge split it along the center of her torso, tearing through the magical defenses granted by her duogem ability. The clothing beneath her armor tore open as well. But no blood spilled and she didn’t even flinch.

      Tarako grunted instead. Not from pain, but annoyance, right as she unleashed her own Nine Tail Slash.

      Several more gouges split apart Beth’s armor. These all drew blood and her diamonds lost their glow. The woman collapsed to the ground with a strangled yell.

      But Tarako’s spatial slash should have cut her to ribbons, then done the same to Gareth.

      Whatever Beth’s trigem ability was, it allowed her to absorb an immense amount of damage. But Erica had assisted as well. The gap between Nathan’s and Tarako’s attacks allowed her to clone Nathan’s slash and intercept Tarako’s.

      Although Nathan suspected the assassin intended to kill the fox.

      “Again,” Tarako said, grimacing. “I must be truly old to keep failing to kill my targets.”

      Gareth ignored them, all too aware of the sacrifice that Beth had just made and unwilling to let it go to waste. He cast his spell.

      Two of the portal rifts vanished. Thunder rippled across the clearing as wild winds ripped at Nathan’s hair. Any second now, Nathan would feel demonic energy surge from the portal in an immense cascade that would drown Trafaumh in blood.

      Three cascades in two weeks. Gareth had doomed Doumahr.

      Except that didn’t happen. Nathan felt nothing. He checked and saw that the Twins were flying over to him in a panic, but they weren’t sucking up the energy as they would have with enough warning.

      The sole remaining portal transformed into a window of white. A gateway.

      And through it charged Falmir’s army. Two thousand heavily armored knights accompanied by sorcerers, all bearing a variety of noble banners and Charlotte’s holy standard. They barraged the ongoing battle with spells. Panic ensued, as by now Dominic’s sorcerers had been disabled and the foxes hadn’t expected another wave of spells.

      Barriers swiftly sprang up, but the damage had been done. Nathan saw hundreds of casualties just from the first barrage.

      Ciana summoned her own barrier to deflect spells flying toward them from the rapidly approaching army only hundreds of feet away.

      “Where’s the cascade?” Nathan asked.

      “Hahaha.” Gareth threw his head back. “I actually did it. I bested you in magic. Goddess, the feeling is amazing. I could die happy now. There is no cascade, because I modified the spell to return the demonic energy to the binding stone it came from.”

      Nathan didn’t even know that was possible.

      “So this was your plan all along,” he said to Gareth. “You were waiting for a portal during all the chaos above us.”

      “Yes. Falmir lacks the military might to both capture half of Trafaumh, defeat the remaining loyal trigem, fend off the Imperial Army, and then march on Soreaux,” Gareth said as he dropped to his knees and tended to Beth with a healing spell. “If Charlotte teleported into the open, it would have been a repeat of the incident that caused this mess. She already lost to Fyre once, and you would simply teleport your own army in response. Hence a sneak attack.”

      “Except this will be a repeat of the incident. If the prophets battle each other, it will just cause more cascades,” Nathan snapped.

      “I know.” Gareth nodded. “I’m glad that I’m actually on the same page as you for once, instead of constantly playing catch up. But I serve Falmir, just as you serve the Empire. Everything has been committed to this plan. If Charlotte wants to attack Soreaux, she gets what she wants. It’s down to you to push her back now.”

      “Yes, well, this is a lovely chat you two gentlemen are having,” Tarako said, staring at the gateway. “But unless Charlotte has used some extensive body-changing magic, grown a love for fancy suits, and looks identical to an elite Messenger that I’ve battled multiple times before, that’s not her.”

      Nathan and Gareth followed her gaze. Kadria was already glaring at the figure striding through the gateway.

      True to Tarako’s words, Charlotte was nowhere to be seen.

      In her place stood a tall, well-dressed man with short blonde hair and a pale complexion. He wore a suit, but one entirely unlike those worn by wealthy merchants in Doumahr and akin to some Nathan had seen on other Messengers, plus a long black coat. A glowing device stuck out from his wrist.

      And an immense mental presence emanated from him.

      Bauer met Nathan’s gaze and shot him a wan smile.
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      “The actors are all assembled on the stage, and we can finally begin the closing act of this interminably long play,” Bauer uttered, his voice seeming to echo in Nathan’s mind rather than his ears.

      There was a smoothness to every syllable. Nathan struggled to describe the sensations.

      Bauer didn’t speak, he enunciated. He emitted susurrations rather than murmurs or whispers. Every word called to Nathan in a way that tugged at his body.

      But for all the mental magic present in Bauer’s voice, it remained entirely familiar to Nathan. He’d been assailed constantly by the Twins for years now and bested them when they tried to control him. That strange presence that came when he spoke Omria’s name had railed against his mind over and over.

      No matter how powerful and seductive Bauer’s magic might be, Nathan shrugged it off.

      Then he reached for his own mental magic and responded in kind, slamming up wards along every mental link connected to his mind. He conjured mental vaults around his Champions.

      The three succubi beside him reacted more offensively. He saw them grit their teeth as their eyes flared with fury. Lightning bolts of mental magic blasted against Bauer’s presence.

      But even Kadria seemed to barely scratch the man. He dusted off his jacket for effect.

      Ciana gasped beside Nathan, then clung to him. But Tarako merely frowned while her ears twitched.

      “What was that?” Ciana asked.

      “His mental magic. He tried to worm his way into the minds of everyone in earshot,” Nathan said.

      “With one sentence?”

      “Yes,” Tarako said. “He’s a nuisance and a half. My mental defenses are what they are due to this monster. Although…” Her ears twitched as she looked at Nathan. “Whatever you’re doing feels like you’re wrapping blankets around my mind.”

      “Is that bad?” he asked.

      “Does somebody reject warmth in the depths of winter?” She shook her head. “Do not worry about me. We’ll discuss this later, likely over copious amounts of alcohol. For now, let us try to collect the dandy’s head.”

      Now that Nathan saw Bauer in the flesh, he understood why Tarako called him a dandy. The wealthy appearance and flamboyant dress code of Bauer made him look less rugged and more a figure overly obsessed with how he appeared.

      Bauer seemed content to stand back and let his soldiers march forward, while trading mental blows with the succubi.

      The Twins wanted none of that. They finished flying over to Nathan and waved their hands in the air.

      “What the hell is going on over here?” Maura asked. “We’re busy chopping up the bullet sponges over there, and suddenly everything is going crazy over here. Golden explosions, spatial magic everywhere, then the goat appears, and now the spy who ASMR’d me is leering at us.”

      Nathan once again resisted the urge to take the bait, even as Maura used a truly ridiculous nickname for Bauer.

      Laura looked around. “Where’s Beatrice?”

      “Oh, she’s around,” Fyre said, looking lost with all the new developments. “Technically. In the sense that magic’s all around us.”

      “Oh. So she’s dead as shit.”

      Fyre nodded.

      “Damn. I really wanted to see Nathan rail her while she looked like the slut princess.”

      “That was never going to happen,” Nathan said.

      Magic exploded against Ciana’s barrier, but she seemed unconcerned by it. Rather, she looked at the battle behind them.

      “Are we fighting them alone, Nathan? I see several Champions,” she asked him.

      He’d missed the Champions amid all the fuss. They were only monogems, but with Bauer’s support they’d be as annoying as Dominic’s.

      Speaking of Dominic, Nathan suddenly realized a certain bastion was finally vulnerable now that Beatrice was dead.

      Dominic stood a short distance away, staring at Bauer. Even with the Messenger this close, not a single mental tendril reached him.

      “You really are unaffected by his mental control,” Nathan said as he summoned a spatial slash.

      “I already told you my goals. Falmir’s interests are to simply replace the Inquisition with a pouty god-queen. Yours are to slowly change the nation over decades or centuries, while millions suffer under the yoke of the corrupt. Bauer spoke to me some time ago and sympathized with me. That this world is broken and that only radical change can possibly make a difference,” Dominic said, not even looking at Nathan.

      These sounded like the words of a man on his deathbed, who sought to rationalize his awful decisions.

      Because Bauer certainly had no interest in any change less radical than burning down all of Doumahr and feeding it to his master.

      Nathan didn’t bother saying this aloud. Why argue with a man who was about to die, when everybody else knew Dominic’s words were meaningless?

      But there was something he desperately wanted more information on. “Some time ago? Before the cascade.”

      “Of course. Even before you visited with the Empress and the prophet.”

      Suddenly, Dominic’s strange behavior when the Duke of Soreaux went missing made a lot of sense. No wonder Dominic had shown no interest in the duke’s disappearance. He’d been working with Falmir and Bauer all along.

      “That long?” Gareth gasped out, eyes wide as he stood up from where he’d healed the worst of Beth’s wounds. “You’ve been working with a Messenger the entire time?”

      “Oh, don’t give me that, Pike. Haven’t you been?”

      “I’m working with a fucking prophet, you heretical fucking bastard.” Gareth clenched his fist hard enough to draw blood. “So is Straub. You’re a madman!”

      “A dead one,” Erica said.

      Then she blinked in front of Dominic and obliterated his head with a slap of a hand and a flash of her moonstones.

      The explosions behind them ceased as the ruby trigem finally lost her power and almost certainly died in the next moments.

      “I told you that we were being played, Gareth.” Erica whirled on her Bastion, using his first name in public for the first time. “Don’t trust the damn succubus. Don’t trust a traitor. Don’t trust the princess who clearly arranged the assassination of her own damn family and is threatening her little brother. But no, we have to serve—”

      “Enough, Erica.” Gareth covered his face with his hand. “Get it over with, Straub. This whole thing is a fucking mess and a half, and I’m done with it.”

      A freezing chill fell over Nathan, seeping even into his heart.

      He’d never seen Gareth this despondent. The man always had a barb on his tongue, or held strong even in the most dire situation.

      Even when he’d faced certain death when casting a ninth rank spell to protect Falmir from the countless breaches across the ruins of Trafaumh, Gareth had smiled.

      “I’m not going to kill you,” Nathan said.

      “Really? Because you’re merciful?”

      “No. Because I think you deserve better and I think you can do better.”

      “You barely gave Dominic a second thought, and here you are, constantly letting me go. This is the third time.” Gareth glared at Nathan. “Whatever you think you know about me, you don’t. We’re rivals, and not even good ones.”

      “No. We’re not. At least, we don’t have to be. There’s never been a place for you in Falmir, just as there never really was one for me.” Nathan held his hand out to his old mentor. “Gareth, I know more about you than you can possibly know. I’ll even tell you why after this. All I need is for you to remember why you fight, get back up, and help me destroy the monster that walked through that gateway instead of Charlotte.”

      The two men stared at each other. Nathan kept his hand outstretched.

      Battle raged around them. With the defeat of Dominic’s Champions, the rest of Nathan’s Champions charged forward. Fei remained behind to mop up the remainder of the super soldiers, but almost everyone else rallied behind Ciana’s barrier.

      Lava lances rained down on Falmir’s army alongside blue foxfire. Astra tore apart the enemy ranks with her psychokinesis alongside Nurevia, who relied on her trusty crossbows. Entire columns of soldiers collapsed from spatial slashes.

      Nathan also saw Deverese and the Inquisitorial Corps pushing through the dying ranks of the mind-controlled soldiers. Ester kept her allies from falling as Ysabelle slowly cleared a path. The trio were clearly making their way toward Nathan.

      Gareth remained unmoving.

      Then Beth stood up and kicked him in the shin. He swore and fell to his knees.

      “The fuck, Beth?” he asked.

      “Stop being such a fucking whiner, Pike. There’s a battle raging against a Messenger. You’re a Bastion, I’m your Champion, and Straub here is also a Bastion. It’s time to fight. And if you want to cry about your mistakes, then do it later, but I think you know exactly what you want to do,” Beth snapped.

      Gareth grit his teeth and stood. “Right, right. We’ll talk about this later, Straub.”

      “Call me Nathan. I don’t really like being called by my surname.”

      “I’d ask you to call me Gareth, but you already do that.” The sorcerer chuckled. “Fine. Let’s deal with this Messenger. I heard you mention mental magic. He’s some sort of super succubus?”

      Nathan looked to Tarako and the Twins, who had watched their conversation with amusement while Kadria kept a lid on Bauer’s magic.

      The fox shrugged at his look. “The dandy can fight and he’s tough as nails. But pin him down and he’ll die like anyone else.”

      “Works for me.” Gareth’s staff glowed as a sixth rank spell appeared around it. “I had always wondered if I’d fight alongside you one day.”

      Falmir’s army finally reached them, thanks to Bauer’s support powers. Nathan cast his eye beyond the soldiers, however.

      “This is like fighting a Bastion,” he declared. “Kill the Messenger, win the battle.”

      A spatial magic teleport spell appeared in his hands. Then, right before the army reached him, they warped across the battlefield. Bauer stood only a dozen feet away, the gateway glowing behind him. A thousand-plus mind-controlled soldiers continued toward Nathan’s troops, but they’d run into Fei soon enough.

      “People don’t usually hurry their deaths,” Bauer said. “But I’ll play ball.”

      Then he shot forward, moving as quickly as Artemis had. Every single one of Nathan’s Champions prepared spells or gem abilities, while he readied a spatial spell of his own.

      Astra caught him and his punch slammed into her immortal body. As always, she remained unmoving while Bauer stopped dead. He grunted.

      Then he tapped the glowing device on his arm. Astra vanished.

      Nathan panicked for a second, a yell building in his throat. Then Astra’s roar reached him from across the clearing as she charged toward them. Bauer had teleported her away.

      Tarako’s arm blurred on her sword. But Bauer shifted and ensured a Champion remained behind him, preventing her from using her Nine-Tail Slash. Instead, lightning slammed into him from one of her magical blades. It fizzled uselessly against his body.

      Seraph’s energy waves barely ruffled his coat, but a burst of purple crossbow bolts blasted a hole in his suit jacket. Little more than red marks showed on his body.

      They didn’t vanish, though. Bauer was tough. He couldn’t regenerate, though.

      The Messenger shot toward Nathan, but was cut off by Ciana. Her alexandrite glowed as she cut off his attack with her greatsword.

      But Bauer refused to take the bait. He flipped backward as Vala’s axe cratered the ground where he stood, her amethyst shining brightly.

      Off to the side, Sen and Narime focused sixth rank spells. Bauer appeared in front of them.

      Nathan was having none of it. He swung his sword across the ground in front of Bauer. Nothing happened immediately, just like when he’d fought Tomoe.

      Like with Ciana, Bauer stopped dead before setting off the trap. Baring his teeth, the Messenger dashed backward.

      This time, he barely dodged Kadria’s spear as it teleported into the ground. The succubus appeared clinging to it. She glared at Bauer as he doubled back.

      “I must admit, this is more exercise than I expected,” Bauer said. “Three Messengers, a prophet, and nine Champions? Plus the extras waiting in the wings for an opening? I feel I should have reinforcements.”

      “You can always change sides if you’re unhappy,” Maura called out from above him.

      The Twins remained focused on mental magic. When Nathan checked on the mental world, he found them desperately holding off Bauer. The elite Messenger barraged them all endlessly, looking for a weak link to exploit.

      “I’m a man of conviction,” Bauer said. “And I like to see it in others. If anything, I’m thrilled to see what this cycle brings. This diorama has grown stale and repetitive. The same props are reused over and over, acting out the same tired plots, in the same game, but merely on a smaller and smaller scale. Again and again, humanity proves that it is beyond redemption. It is fundamentally incapable of doing better, even when given the opportunity—nay, the guarantee!—to be what it pretends it is.”

      “Oh god, he’s ranting,” Maura whined. “Somebody cut his head off, please.”

      But Nathan found himself pausing while channeling his next spatial spell.

      “The same props and tired plots?” he asked.

      Bauer grinned as he realized he had a willing audience.

      Aware of Nathan’s interest in the Messenger, his Champions slowed their assault. Tarako merely sighed while Kadria growled. Both moved into better positions to attack Bauer.

      “Oh, you’ve noticed?” Bauer held his arms wide. “Surely you know of my employer by now? This world is his playpen. But like any playpen, he only has so many toys, and they can only be used so many ways. He’s not the most imaginative either. You’ve been around the block twice now, so it’s easy to see the cracks in the world.”

      Cracks…

      Nathan frowned. “Is that why Baudelaire surrendered like Torneus?”

      Bauer smirked.

      “And the riots were like those in the Spires. Not to mention Dominic’s similarities to Maylis and Sureev.”

      “You do understand how things work.”

      “Nathan, what the hell are you saying?” Kadria snapped.

      “Is that why Dominic asked me to work with him?”

      “Well, of c—” Bauer stopped mid-sentence, then clicked his tongue. “Well, you might actually be sharp.”

      The Twins giggled above them, while Tarako and Kadria stared at Nathan in confusion. None of the other Champions had the slightest clue what Nathan was talking about and merely kept their guards raised.

      “Did you think he actually bought into your stupid bullshit, you Bond wannabe?” Maura taunted.

      Nathan scowled. “Okay, seriously, what’s with the nicknames?”

      “Oh.” Bauer coughed. “My abilities are themed after secret agents from my world. Partially. Charisma using mental magic. Powerful physical capability. Immense endurance. A gadget that grants me limited access to other spells.” He shook the watch on his hand. “In any case, this world is still a diorama. It’s—”

      “No, it’s not.” Nathan shook his head. “Dominic told me that you’ve been here for months. And if you know about my past run-ins, you could easily manipulate events here. Especially as I know from Kadria that some do believe that your boss manipulates everything to that extent.”

      Kadria flushed and looked away, while Bauer raised an eyebrow at her.

      Nathan continued, “Dominic almost certainly had Baudelaire’s ear and could have talked her down from more fanatical actions, or at least convinced her to take specific ones that would mirror Torneus. I couldn’t even detect your influence because Dominic acted independently. You appear to have been working with Beatrice, as she broke character near the end and admitted she was betraying Charlotte. Finally, everything down here is under Dominic’s control.”

      “That’s a neat set of coincidences,” Bauer said. “Are you sure you’re not merely overly paranoid?”

      “Maybe. But you and Dominic are up to your neck in these ‘coincidences.’ The only thing you couldn’t control is Dominic himself, because he disliked me. What I don’t understand is why waste so much time manipulating me?”

      Bauer’s smile vanished and his entire expression hardened. A deep loathing erased every other emotion in his eyes.

      Not a loathing for Nathan. No, this hatred seemed directed at existence itself.

      “It’s simple,” Bauer said. “I wanted you to understand how meaningless everything you’re doing is. That you can try, and try, and try to make humans, and elves, and dragons, or whatever stop fucking everything up. But they’ll keep doing it. You’ll offer them the world and they’ll spurn you. Hate you. Throw it back in your face and laugh at you even as their own decisions burn down their homes and they openly support grifters and villains that pick their pockets in broad daylight. This world—no world—deserves help. And with your power, you should understand that.”

      Kadria’s eyes narrowed. “Sorry, I already recruited him.”

      “Oh, please. As if your desires matter. Do you think our employer would send so many of us here? To the first world of a new cycle?” Bauer laughed, and it was a bitter soulless sound. “I’ve never seen such a thing in all my time vaporizing the cretins who live in this shithole. This man… You, Nathan. You’re different. And you deserve a future far greater than becoming a pariah for the ungrateful peons that waste the air the world graciously grants them.”

      Nathan felt nothing for the fury and pain emanating from Bauer.

      Because there was pain there.

      Kadria had said Bauer was broken. That much was extremely apparent. Nathan even understood some of those feelings, simply because of the way he’d been treated in his old world. He’d become a scapegoat for failures. The people who could do nothing, and often did nothing, hated him because they knew they were powerless, but were unwilling to face that fact.

      “Maybe you’re right,” Nathan said. “But I don’t care. I’ve chosen my path, and I’m sticking to it. You said you value conviction? Well, this is mine.”

      Bauer’s smile returned to his face and he acted as if he hadn’t shed his humanity for several minutes.

      “A shame. I guess it’s time for those reinforcements.”

      He tapped his watch.

      Before he could activate whatever spell was in it, Gareth’s beam of blue light slammed into Bauer’s chest and blew a hole in it.

      The Messenger gasped, falling to his knees. Kadria teleported forward and slammed her spear into his leg. Tarako appeared next to her. Their spatial attacks fired at the same time. Bauer’s limbs fell apart, leaving him with barely a leg to stand.

      A roar burst from Bauer and everyone froze. Nathan felt the mental assault crash into his mental wards despite the efforts of the Twins.

      “Like hell, asshole,” Maura said.

      Once again, Nathan joined forces with the three succubi. Their mental magic united and pushed back Bauer.

      Leaving him collapsed on the ground. He glared up at Nathan.

      Then he grinned.

      “JK,” he said.

      Then his body shifted into the form of some random goon in Falmirian armor. Nathan took a second to realize that the watch had switched his position with somebody else while applying an illusion.

      Whirling, Nathan looked for Bauer.

      Only to see him exactly where he would be. In the battle taking place between the newly arrived Falmirian soldiers and Nathan’s knights. His figure towered above many of the knights and a small opening had formed around him. Flames licked at him as Fei reacted to the new enemy, likely without any clue what she was fighting.

      And Deverese battled against Bauer with reckless abandon, with Ester and Ysabelle by his side.

      “No!” Nathan said.

      He attempted to teleport, but was instead pulled along by somebody else’s spell. The feeling upset his stomach but he pushed the feeling down. Tarako’s bronze tails fanned out next to him, as she stood alongside Astra, Ciana, and Kadria.

      “Sorry. Couldn’t bring many,” the fox said as she drew her blade and snapped off lightning at Bauer.

      Once again, the weaker magical attack fizzled against Bauer’s hide. The man surged toward Deverese, planning to exchange blows. The relic sword in Deverese’s hands gleamed as it swung toward Bauer.

      Astra grunted as she reached out in midair and grasped something. Bauer halted, and Deverese slammed his weapon into him. Blood slid along the blade. The Bastion froze, amazed that he’d barely scratched his foe.

      Then Ester slammed into Deverese. They tumbled aside before Bauer cleaved apart the air with his hands. Ciana dashed forward as Fei appeared near them. Flames ringed them, keeping soldiers of all stripes away from the fight.

      “Nathan, what’s going on?” Fei called out.

      “Messenger,” he said. “Tough as nails. Dunno if he can hurt you.”

      Bauer used his fists, but Messengers were magical beings. Every swing might be strong enough to hurt Fei. Or she might be invulnerable. Finding out might be a fatal mistake.

      A spear appeared beside Bauer, forcing him to dash away. Kadria snatched it as she teleported next to it and cleaved apart a chasm that consumed a hundred of Falmir’s soldiers. They fell screaming into the purple void below.

      But the Messenger remained fixated on Deverese. Ester rose and tried to block a blow,

      The first swing turned her shield into shards of metal. She cried out in pain, her wrist twisted and bone jutting through her armor. Her diamonds sparked with life as she stepped backward.

      Bauer followed through, only for Ciana to appear between him and Ester. This time, his fist got caught in her trigem ability.

      The second he spent confused by her paradoxical barrier allowed Tarako to appear above him and finally activate her Nine Tail Slash. Blonde hair and shreds of Bauer’s coat fluttered to the ground even as he pulled his fist back and tried to move past Ciana.

      But it was a feint, and Bauer descended on Nathan. Ciana shot toward him with a cry.

      Not that Nathan worried. He angled his sword so that his spatial slash would only cut through Bauer.

      The moment Nathan activated the slash, Bauer rolled to the side. But even a Messenger was too slow to dodge the literal splitting of space itself, and a long cut carved open his front. Blood gushed from it.

      Bauer stumbled. By now, Fyre and the Twins approached from the sky. Gareth would be preparing another spell, and this one would strike true.

      “I could really do with those reinforcements,” Bauer muttered.

      His eyes looked past them. They focused on the gateway, which remained open.

      Nathan instantly realized that Bauer didn’t plan to call on reinforcements. Rather, he would escape.

      “Tarako, tell Gareth to shut the damn gateway,” he snapped.

      The fox nodded and vanished an instant later.

      Bauer sighed. “You had to make things difficult.”

      Then he leaped backward.

      Right on top of Deverese.

      Ysabelle’s rapier stabbed at Bauer, to no effect as her duogems couldn’t hope to scratch a foe that even trigems struggled against. Bauer was a Messenger that required nothing less than Omria and an army of trigems to defeat.

      Hell, the fact Nathan was winning at all was amazing. Bauer was losing, and losing hard.

      But that didn’t change the fact that the elite Messenger turned to face Deverese, who refused to back down. Once again, sword rose to meet fist.

      This time, the weapons met. Deverese’s sword shattered. Bauer barely even slowed as his fist collected the shards. His punch slammed into Deverese’s face.

      Ester’s diamonds turned into miniature suns as she screamed in pain and terror. Her body collapsed to the ground. She clawed at her eyes, even as Deverese collapsed next to her. Blood streamed from her face, while Deverese fared far better.

      “Ester!” Nathan shouted.

      He shot forward, but too slow. Bauer’s next fist cocked backward. Ester’s diamond kept glowing.

      Then a black and blue blur descended and Bauer roared with pain. He stumbled backward.

      Everyone froze upon seeing the new arrival, who stood over Deverese and Ester. She carried a single scimitar, had a bushy black cat’s tail, possessed three amethysts, and looked identical to Fei.

      “The fuck!” Bauer said. “We’re on the same side, you idiot.”

      “Oh, sorry. Didn’t see you there,” Artemis chirped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 40

        

      

    

    
      Artemis’s eyes scanned the area and locked onto Nathan. Then she smiled from ear to ear.

      His heart sank as he finally realized what he’d missed. If Bauer had been on Doumahr for months, hiding away somewhere, there was one solid candidate for the Messenger hidden by the illusions near Tortoffen.

      Charlotte had summoned Artemis. Had this entire cascade been an attempt by the rival prophet to bring Artemis into Doumahr? And even after Nathan stopped her dead, she simply activated another portal and slipped through?

      Part of him felt as though his efforts had been wasted. Then he slammed the door shut on those thoughts.

      Everyone had lived because he closed the portal on Artemis. Narime had barely survived, and only because the healers could get to her when they did, and he’d given Ciana a prosthetic.

      And now he possessed far greater strength. Kadria and Tarako fought alongside him, and he understood how to harm Artemis, if Tarako’s theory was correct.

      Hell, Tarako’s trigem ability might be able to hurt Artemis outright, as it was granted to her by her creator, not Omria.

      This battle would end differently.

      “Make yourself useful,” Bauer thundered, blood oozing from countless wounds on his body. His clothes had been shredded. “With two of us, it should be easy to deal with them. Even with the traitor.”

      “You’re having difficulty with them? Really?” Artemis sounded bored as she looped her scimitar over her shoulders and leaned her arms on it. “I already beat them up recently. What do I need you for?”

      “What?”

      “Are you hard of hearing?” She sighed. “This is why I prefer working alone. You’ll just get in my way, and probably get annoyed when I claim my prize. Get lost, before I send you back to your master. I’ll deal with them.”

      “No. My orders are—”

      “To die? Because I have this list of people I can and can’t kill and you want to guess which list you’re not on?” Artemis’s grin could have struck fear in the blind. “Fuck off. I have some scores to settle and then a long week of sweaty sex to catch up on.”

      When Artemis’s eyes returned to Nathan, her grin transformed into something lewd.

      Well, that answered any questions he had regarding her interest in him. They were firmly in sexual territory. Something about their last battle turned her from a brutal murderer into a sexual predator.

      Actually, Nathan suspected she was still a brutal murderer.

      “You can get that without killing anyone,” Kadria said, her entire body shrouded with darkness. “But speaking of lists, you’re definitely not on my list of people I can’t kill. Nathan already has a kitty.”

      Artemis stared at Kadria for several long seconds. Then she blinked and tilted her head.

      While the newly arrived Messenger remained stunned with confusion, Bauer backed away. He shook his head repeatedly.

      “Oh, where do you think you’re going?” the Twins purred above him.

      “Ah, Maura and Laura. Enjoying life?” Bauer asked.

      “Plenty. Would have preferred you to steer clear, though. This is our world and we don’t need your brand of misanthropy,” Laura said.

      “A mission’s a mission.” He smiled disarmingly.

      “Well, sucks to be you, but it seems the boss left you with no escape route. Oh, except dying. Shall we make it slow?” Maura offered.

      Bauer smiled. “Au contraire. A good spy always has an escape route.”

      Naturally, he tapped his watch and vanished. Nathan had already grown tired of the bag of tricks inside that magical device.

      Then a loud shout returned his attention to Artemis. She slammed a fist into the palm of her other hand while her ears and tail stood upright.

      “Oh! You’re the succuslut I want to murder over and over while you scream for mercy,” Artemis said. Then she looked at Nathan. “She killed everyone. Why are you working with her?”

      “She’s working for me,” Nathan corrected.

      The evil catgirl tilted her head again. “Huh. You are the weirdest Nathan I’ve encountered. Which means you’re definitely mine.”

      Those words seemed to have set her off, and Artemis blurred toward him. He barely saw her grin as she practically teleported in front of him.

      Ciana cut her off with a raised greatsword. Four purple gems exploded with light as Artemis’s scimitar descended toward the unicorn knight, only to be caught in Ciana’s trigem barrier.

      But unlike previous attacks, Artemis’s sword kept moving ever so slightly. With each passing second, the glow of the amethysts and alexandrite increased in intensity. Sweat covered Artemis’s body.

      Nobody remained inactive, however. Spatial slashes, blue flames, golden blades of light, and other attacks carved Artemis apart. But her body regenerated with terrifying ferocity.

      RIght up until Nathan severed her arms with a spatial slash.

      Artemis kicked up her falling scimitar as she cartwheeled backward. A white-hot lance slammed into the ground where she stood, but didn’t spew lava. Sen had taken a potshot from where she stood hundreds of feet away.

      “Wow. You got a new arm and a new trick,” Artemis said as her arms regenerated in a flash. “I never had much against you, so I felt a bit bad last time. Guess it all worked out.”

      “Like hell it did,” Fei screamed.

      She tore across the ground toward Artemis in a terrifying inferno of blue flames, her own scimitar tearing apart the ground as she ran. Both swords met and proved to be nearly identical in make. Blue flames licked at Artemis’s body but appeared to have no effect.

      Their bodies shook as they struggled against one another.

      “Not a good idea,” Artemis snarled.

      Her amethysts glowed and she shoved the other catgirl away. Just in time to catch a flurry of arrows from Nurevia. Even more spells rained down, while Kadria tried to catch Artemis with her spear.

      “Tarako, how long until your Nine Tail Slash is ready?” Nathan asked as the fox slid next to him.

      “Another minute. You’re thinking the same thing I am?” she asked.

      “Your trigem ability is from your creator. It should hurt her, and she doesn’t recognize you. We’ll have one chance to get the jump on her.”

      Tarako nodded.

      Artemis froze as Astra gripped her body. This time, when Kadria’s spear appeared, Artemis couldn’t dodge. The succubus blurred and slammed her spear into Artemis.

      Only for her amethysts to glow and her leg to fly upward. Kadria grunted as a blast of force knocked her aside, shattering her arm in the process. The succubus’s body healed almost instantly, but the shock allowed Artemis to break free from Astra’s hold.

      Sunstorm and Fei pincered the enemy Messenger. Artemis slashed at Sunstorm, who burst into leaves, but not before nearly cutting her foe in half with a spatial slash.

      Falling apart, Artemis whirled to fend off Fei. The two catgirls struck at each other again.

      Only this time, their blows didn’t bounce off.

      “Fei!” Nathan cried.

      Artemis’s scimitar jutted out the other side of Fei’s stomach, while the reverse applied to Artemis. Blue flames slowly began to consume the Messenger version of Fei.

      But the two seemed frozen in place, their bodies shaking. Tears fell from both their faces.

      “I…” Artemis tried to say. Blood poured from her mouth. “It hurts.”

      “Ow,” Fei moaned.

      Then Artemis screamed, kicked Fei off her sword, and turned into a nearly invisible blur.

      Nathan struggled to follow her. After a few seconds, he couldn’t. The gateway remained open, despite his earlier orders. He watched as it snapped shut and a thrum of power rumbled across his magical senses.

      Once again, Artemis had escaped him.

      This time, it had been because she fled from him, rather than the other way around.

      In the distance, Beth and Erica struggled to help Gareth, who appeared to be somewhat wounded. Nathan guessed that the arrival of Artemis through the gateway had ruined his plan to shut the gateway on Bauer.

      But the past was the past. He needed to worry about the present.

      Nathan dashed over to Fei as she kneeled on the ground, her arms wrapped around her torso. Blue flames continued to cover her body, but they couldn’t harm him.

      “Fei! Fei! Are you alright?” he asked, pulling her into a hug.

      His fingers pulled her arms away and he tried to find the wound.

      Except he couldn’t.

      After a few seconds, he sighed with relief. It had healed as it should due to Fei’s trigem ability. Whatever had shaken up Fei had nothing to do with her wound.

      He recalled the strange migraines he received when he met Oliver.

      Would this happen if he tried to battle his alternate self here? Did that mean he needed to have his Champions slay Oliver?

      The battle had ended, though. Little remained other than mopping up Falmir’s brainwashed soldiers that Bauer had taken control of. That simply required time and effort from his remaining Champions.

      Tarako saw to Ester. While Deverese rose with a broken jaw, Nathan saw the state of his diamond Champion. The blood pouring from her eyes suggested she might be blind.

      But if the foxes had put Narime’s hands back together, surely they could heal Ester’s eyes. Failing that, Nathan could help her.

      Could he? How would Ester react if he approached her with the idea of giving her a gem to grant her sight again?

      Finally, Nathan needed to check on Gareth.

      His old mentor sat next to one of the portal mounds. He raised a hand in greeting when Nathan reached him.

      “So, this is what you battle,” Gareth said. “Monsters so tough they can stand up to a world’s worth of trigems.”

      “I’m told that was literally what the goddess used to repel them before, and she’d go herself,” Nathan explained as he took a seat next to Gareth. “But we won. Even drove the second off, although I think something else happened.”

      The incident with Fei had been luck. He’d find out more once Fei felt like talking, instead of just curling up and clinging onto Ciana or him when they were close.

      “Maybe. But you’re the one stopping them.” Gareth stared off into the distance. “You said you know about me. Hell, you know things you can’t possibly know. Lots of what I’ve learned has been because of Beatrice or Charlotte assisting me. You knew these things before they appeared. How?”

      Nathan played out scenarios in his head. How much truth should he tell? How might Gareth react? Was there a way to salvage a negative reaction?

      But in the end, all he could really do was tell the truth. Nathan hated when Kadria kept him in the dark. He still intended to punish the succubus for lying to him. So much of today could have been avoided had she not done so.

      “You taught me a lot of what I know,” Nathan said.

      “What? That’s impossible. We never met before—”

      “Not here. My name isn’t Nathan von Straub. It’s Nathan Martel. Or was.”

      Gareth’s eyes bore into him. Slowly, comprehension dawned on his face.

      “Martel. As in Earl Adam Martel, father of Oliver Martel,” Gareth said. “The princess’s pet.”

      “Yes. Although she didn’t treat me like that.” Nathan let out a bitter laugh. “We both fought for Falmir under Charlotte. But she wasn’t a prophet. Instead, Doumahr was dying. Nation after nation fell. Every victory was pyrrhic. Our friends died with each passing battle. I went from a dumb, naïve dipshit that you put up with to… well, I hope a genuine friend. You became less cynical and more of a jaded but resolute defender.”

      “Resolute, huh.” Gareth looked away. “Hard to believe that.”

      “Time changes everything. I was like Oliver once, I think.”

      “That is even harder to believe. You’re the fucking anti-Oliver, you know. I’m watching Vala celebrate with her soldiers over there and chat with that assassin of yours, and she’s genuinely happy. I can see it in her eyes. Like hell Oliver ever made her feel that way.”

      Nathan allowed himself a smile at that. “Glad you feel that way. But it’s the truth.” His smile vanished. “You died here, by the way.”

      “I… Oh.”

      Silence.

      “The ninth rank spell. That’s what that was about, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes. It killed you. Saved Falmir, for what little that mattered, but killed you and most of your best Champions. Then everything went to hell anyway.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of the nose. “I made a deal with Kadria, the succubus who came through the portal today, and have been trying to stop everything I saw. Plus worse. But I wouldn’t have a chance without you, Gareth. Wouldn’t have been able to save the Spires if you hadn’t invented the portal gateway.”

      A shuddering breath escaped the man next to him. “I invented that?”

      “Yes. Like I said, you taught me a lot of what I know. While I’ve learned a lot more from the Messengers, the basics come from you. That’s why you’ve been able to catch up so fast.”

      Gareth laughed. Then kept laughing. He bent over and began coughing.

      His Champions looked over in concern. Beth struggled to move much with her wounds, so Nathan waved. She nodded but kept an eye on her Bastion.

      “Goddess. I’ve been so envious of you. Pushing myself night and day to find something—anything—that might possibly impress you. A trick that you don’t know or haven’t thought of. And you’re telling me all along the biggest trick of all was mine in the first place.” Gareth smiled. “You couldn’t make this up.”

      “You believe me?”

      “Like I said, you couldn’t make this up. Your story’s insane. But so is what’s happening.”

      Nathan nodded. “So, knowing this, are you still returning to Falmir?”

      “Ah. Good question. Do I go back to the nation that did it’s best to shove me in a corner and is now ruled by an insane madwoman who I’m certain will kill me the moment I’m no longer useful, or stick with you and the prophet everyone is supporting.” Gareth shot him a look.

      “Could you give me an answer with less cynicism?”

      “You said I become less cynical. That’ll take a while.” A deep breath escaped Gareth. “That, and Falmir is still my home. As much as I hate it, it’s difficult to think of leaving. I have a lot of Champions there. Binding stones.”

      Nathan had glossed over that problem. It was an issue that needed a solution.

      “The good news is that I can teleport and have multiple subordinates who can also do that. So, we can work through a solution,” he said.

      After rising, he stuck out his hand for Gareth to take. The other man eyed it.

      Then he took it. Nathan pulled him to his feet.

      “I can handle things day by day,” Gareth said. “It’s how I usually get by.”

      For the first time in many years, Nathan had his best friend back. Even if he wasn’t his original best friend and, with Vala’s criticism ringing in his ears, Nathan refused to burn this bridge by looking at Gareth as the ghost of the man who died in Trafaumh all those years ago.

      “I’ll be with you,” Nathan said. “So long as you stick around.”

      Gareth winked at him. “Most people usually want me to do the opposite of stick around, so let’s see how long that lasts.”

      Not far away, Nathan’s Champions gathered. He joined them, along with Gareth and his Champions. Fei pulled herself into Nathan’s arms.

      Not long from now, Nathan would need to leave and inform Alice and Reine of what had happened. War would be declared against Falmir. There was no going back. Even if Charlotte hadn’t been behind Bauer’s actions, the Empire had its casus belli.

      The time had come to drive Falmir from Trafaumh and to crush Charlotte’s warmongering dreams. Nathan could ensure Fyre stood as the sole prophet, unifying Doumahr and limiting Messenger invasions. Assuming he dealt with the two elites drifting around the world first.

      As Fei purred in his arms, he focused on the here and now.

      He’d won, his Champions remained safe, and he’d gotten his friend back. Doumahr could wait, at least for a minute.
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