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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 von 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 and an alexandrite gem; 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—three 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—one alexandrite gem; 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 and a diamond gem; dog beastkin; long brown hair with droopy dog ears and tail; Fei’s friend and subordinate

Vala—one diamond gem and an amethyst 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

Tarako—three blue zoisite (tanzanite) gems; mystic fox; 10,000+ years old; long bronze hair, nine bronze fox tails and bronze fox ears

ANFANG EMPIRE

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

Anna von Clair—Archduchess; 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; now a reliable ally of Alice and Nathan but has political leanings to the Crusader faction

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

Gareth Pike—Bastion and highly talented sorcerer; obsessed with magic; was Nathan’s mentor in the original world, but died; formerly of Falmir but has defected to the Anfang Empire

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

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

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

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

Lily—one of Adam’s Champions; two garnet gems; highly skilled warrior who defends Adam and commands his armies; helped raise Nathan in his original world

Veronica—one of Adam’s Champions; two ruby gems; talented sorceress and spymaster; helped raise Nathan in his original world

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; deceased

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; was a traitor working with Bauer and Beatrice for months; deceased

Ester—Deverese’s Champion; two diamond gems

Ysabelle—Deverese’s Champion; two ruby gems

REPUBLIC OF ARCADIA

Tarkan Al’Dafian—elven merchant who is also a spy and smuggler; Nathan “convinced” him to help; is currently in the Spires

Darman Al’Dafian—Arcadian ambassador to the Empire; Tarkan’s brother

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; currently inactive

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; currently inactive

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 six 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.

Heretic Spellblade 6

The largest cascade in human history sweeps across Trafaumh, the Empire, and the Spires, forcing Nathan to split up his exhausted Champions and knights to defeat them. At the same time, Princess Charlotte launches an invasion of Western Trafaumh, aided by rebellious nobles keen to overthrow the Inquisition.

While defending the city of Waier from a Messenger, Nathan discovers the presence of another elite Messenger. Bauer uses powerful mental magic to control and empower others, rather than subtly manipulate them, and can turn entire armies into undying berserkers.

Upon returning to the Imperial Palace, Nathan discovers that his forces have the invasions in the Empire and the Spires under control. The mystic fox clans have deployed in force to assist him, breaking their long-standing neutrality that frustrated him and Narime in his old world. Narime recovers from her wound, but Ciana’s arm is permanently lost.

Narime takes Nathan to the secret headquarters of the remaining fox clans to meet Tarako, the supposedly fictional trigem nine-tailed fox. Tarako reveals herself to be tens of millennia old and has seen the rise and fall of multiple civilizations under Omria: the dragons, foxes, and elves came before the faeries and humans. Nathan tells her his past, and Tarako joins him, burned out but unwilling to stand by and let Doumahr be destroyed without a fight.

Nathan teleports his army into Trafaumh and splits it up to battle the cascade. He also gains support from the local nobles and inquisitors, many of whom support Fyre personally.

A friend from Nathan’s old world, Deverese, is battling a Messenger. Nathan helps him. Afterward, Deverese rejects all future help from the Empire, claiming he’d rather fight and die than accept help. One of his Champions, Ester, refuses Deverese’s orders and joins Nathan while he stops the invasions.

Meanwhile, two breaches occur and demons spill out across Trafaumh. Fyre closes the breaches, but Nathan is bogged down chasing down demons for a week. He helps Seraph claim her first binding stone, fulfilling her lost dream to become a Bastion, which she gave up on when Kurai was destroyed and she became a Champion to help the evacuation. In the process, he draws on magic well beyond his binding stones and the Twins grow suspicious that he is becoming something deeply inhuman.

Violent riots break out in Soreaux and the Inquisition loses control. Nathan and Fyre march into the city with a holy army and repel an assassination attempt by Falmir. The Inquisition confront them, but Nathan forces them to stand down with his growing mental magic.

Acting as Grand Inquisitor and effective dictator, Baudelaire declares Fyre the official prophet. Nathan learns the city’s Bastion, Dominic, has sealed himself beneath the city in a barrier constructed by a Messenger and has gone rogue. After confronting Baudelaire about the atrocities she’s committed to beastkin and others, Fyre murders Baudelaire. A letter sealed by Baudelaire grants Reine the position of Grand Inquisitor, suggesting she knew she’d die here.

Nathan assaults Dominic’s fortress beneath Soreaux after breaching his barrier and pursues Dominic into the portal. Inside, they find he’s joined forces with Falmir and Gareth and Beatrice are present. Kadria arrives through the portal and kills Beatrice, but Gareth turns the portal into a gateway. Bauer sends a mind-controlled army through it, ruining Charlotte’s plan. Dominic was working with Bauer the entire time and is killed. After Artemis interrupts the battle, Bauer flees. Artemis attempts to steal Nathan away rather than kill him, but she and Fei exchange blows and both collapse, before Artemis runs away.

With Beatrice dead, his plan failed, and his faith in his country at rock-bottom, Gareth defects to the Empire after Nathan explains his past to him.


CHAPTER 1



Sapphire-blue flames rippled across the picturesque landscape of southern Falmir, leaving untouched the boundless fields of tall grass that grew unbound in the midst of summer. A column of plate-armored soldiers bedecked in spotless blue uniforms of the Holy Kingdom of Falmir cowered as the magical flames danced around them, threatening to consume them utterly.

A couple-dozen elite knights in matching uniforms, but far better armor, stood opposite them on the road. The difference being the uniforms were fake. The giveaway? The highly recognizable black-haired catgirl twirling a scimitar. Her name was Fei, and the three sapphires embedded in her collarbone glowed as her entire body flickered with the same fire curling around the hilltop they stood on.

Nathan von Straub stood a hundred feet behind them on a rocky outcropping, but did nothing more than take a sip from his waterskin. Unlike the others, he’d stuck to his typical black and gold Bastion uniform. The one that marked him as a Royal Bastion of the Anfang Empire, and one of the most powerful men in the world.

A small fortress loomed behind him. Its gates stood wide open and voices drifted out from the staggeringly tall tower within it. A sorcerer’s tower, typical of the man who controlled the binding stone within it and who he had inherited it from. Nathan’s old friend and mentor, Gareth Pike, had never bothered to expand his fortresses physically because they were never threatened by external invasion down here.

Nathan had once said he’d been posted to the boonies when he arrived in Gharrick Pass, a forgotten and undeveloped area in the far east of the Empire. But even before Nathan turned the site into a flourishing trade checkpoint, Gharrick Pass looked like a metropolis compared to southern Falmir.

Glancing over the edges of the hills to either side, Nathan saw nothing but wilderness in the distance. No farms. No villages. The flag of a guard post waved far in the distance, only visible thanks to Nathan’s enhanced vision. One of the greatest lakes on Doumahr shimmered below and to his right, unmarred by human activity.

The flames around the soldiers burned out, leaving them unharmed, and they began to reform. Their spirits remained broken, however. They raised their pikes half-heartedly, the faces behind their helmets visages of fear.

“Surrender!” a feminine bellow rang out.

The ground shook as a stout armored figure slammed her tower shield into the ground. The three diamonds shining from her breastplate marked her as Beth, one of Gareth’s trigems. She stood behind Fei.

The enemy soldiers practically fell over from the shockwave. This hardly counted as a battle. Nathan sighed.

“Bastion Pike is inside his tower. It’s still a success, even if our disguises didn’t work,” Ciana told him.

Two women stood near him.

His ever-present bodyguard and trigem Champion, Ciana, hovered behind him. An iridescent unicorn horn protruded from her forehead, parting her platinum-blonde hair, which was done up behind her in a high ponytail. Like Nathan, she’d stuck to a black and gold uniform, only hers was a Champion’s. It accentuated her lithe figure and modest bust. Two diamonds and an alexandrite gleamed from her chest.

While Reine, his wolfgirl spymaster and Champion stood behind him wearing a porcelain mask. A baggy dark blue robe kept her hefty bust and curves tucked neatly out of sight, although the telltale wag of her bushy black tail remained visible beneath its folds. A single alexandrite glowed brightly from her collar, powering a portal a few dozen feet behind her.

Nathan lowered his waterskin and looked at Ciana. “The idea was to avoid battle entirely. We even brought human knights, given there won’t be any beastkin soldiers in the local guard down south. Any fight will draw attention.”

The idea had been simple. Teleport in, have Gareth ensure the security of his binding stones in southern Falmir, activate a gateway in one, and use that to establish a beachhead here.

Falmir maintained such a small military presence in the south-west that pulling this off without a fight should have been easy. And it would ensure Gareth maintained his power as a Bastion, as he’d become useless without binding stones. Each passing day since he switched sides heightened the risk that he’d lose them, and therefore his abilities as a Bastion.

“They’re just local guards,” Ciana assured him. “Once Gareth convinces them that he’s not mind-controlled like the rumors suggest, then we’ll be fine.”

Ah, yes. Those nasty rumors that Princess Charlotte had been spreading about Nathan. If he’d been less familiar with Falmir’s dirty tactics, they’d have caught him off-guard.

“For such a hotshot Bastion, you seem to excel at doing nothing,” a new voice said from beside Nathan, interrupting his conversation.

He glanced over at the newcomer. She was called Erica and was Gareth’s other trigem Champion.

Although he offered her his waterskin, she waved him off.

“I’d think you’d be used to the heat here, Straub,” Erica said, narrowing her eyes at him.

Like Reine, Erica kept her frame hidden beneath a hooded getup. One that prevented others from seeing the three moonstone gems in her chest, the two studded magical gauntlets enclosing her hands, or the skintight black pants and bound leather vest she wore. Even while wandering around the palace, Erica rarely let others see beneath her robe.

Nathan knew her appearance well enough. He’d come from a different world. One where he’d been close enough to her, and Gareth’s student of sorts. A young, stupid Bastion desperately trying to save a dying world.

He’d failed, naturally, and ended up here.

“This hardly counts as hot,” he said, looking away from Erica. “I just need to give myself something to do.”

She tried to step up to him, only to be physically blocked by Ciana. Ally or not, Erica specialized in assassination. Until a week ago, she’d been an enemy. Ciana would be a terrible bodyguard to let her get so close.

“You realize a few feet makes little difference to me, right?” Erica teased, but took the hint and stepped back.

“It does to me,” Ciana said, face expressionless.

Unwilling to rise to the bait, Erica turned and faced the same way as Nathan. They both turned and faced the “battle” being fought on the road.

Not that anyone would call this one-sided show of force a battle. Fei and Beth were doing everything they could to avoid turning their enemies into gore. Either of them could end the little tiff in an instant.

“You could make yourself useful and do something over there.” Erica gestured to the faux battle. “Use that silver tongue of yours to make them stand down. That horny prophet of yours isn’t here, but you’re a good enough proxy. Worked wonders in Soreaux, I understand.”

Nathan frowned. Did she understand what he’d done there?

“There are two reasons I’m just standing here,” he said. “First, I’m terrible at holding back. My spells are all built to kill. Wind spells that cut my targets to ribbons. Floods that consume the flesh of my enemies. Spatial slashes that sever reality itself. That sort of thing. And my other discipline is exactly the sort of thing I’d prefer not to use, given the… rumors being spread.”

“That you’re an incubus Messenger taking control of the Empire and Trafaumh for the express purpose of turning Doumahr against the true prophet of Omria?” A mocking smile danced across Erica’s face. “Given you fuck anything female on two legs, I could believe it.”

“The Royal Knights would be very angry with you if they overheard you,” Ciana chirped, her horn flashing with black light.

“Not to mention you have remained sufficiently ‘unfucked’ by Nathan,” Reine added.

Erica rolled her eyes. “It was a joke. Fucking hell. I’d think you’d be used to it given you two spend enough time around those incorrigible walking pairs of tits that lurk in the palace.”

Nathan was pretty sure she was referring to the Twins, the succubi he’d taken control of years ago and whose sense of humor and obnoxiousness tormented almost everyone around him.

He continued as if he hadn’t been sidetracked, “The second reason is… more complicated.” A grimace rose to his face, unbidden. “I have history here. Long, confusing, and difficult to unravel, even for me. I never wanted to bring war to Falmir.”

Years ago, when he’d lost everything and been offered the choice to go back and repair history, he’d walked away from Falmir. Walked away from his country, and a lifetime of loyalty and the pain it had inflicted on him in spite of that same loyalty. The idea had been to save Doumahr and return a hero, so that he never needed to worry about the issue.

Instead, he faced the prospect of burning down his true homeland for the sake of the greater good. And now, standing here, he remained conflicted.

Seeing familiar and peaceful fields that he’d seen in his youth took him back to a better time. A simpler time. One where he’d thought of nothing more than saving the world, serving his princess, and fucking his cute Champions who were coaxing him into gathering more.

But he was an adult now. And part of being an adult was understanding that nostalgia was no replacement for living in the real world and getting real things done, instead of living for a misplaced yearning for a past that had never existed outside his mind.

Out of the corner of Nathan’s eye, he caught a wicked smile on Erica’s face. It split her face in twain, showing sharpened teeth and curved eyes that glinted in the light that reached beneath her hood. A truly vicious, evil smile. One that spoke of the cruelty she’d happily inflict on behalf of her beloved Bastion.

Ciana flinched and instinctively reached for her greatsword. Nathan barely batted an eye, but sent calming signals to his unicorn knight over the mental link he had with her.

“You truly do know me, don’t you?” Erica said, her voice laced with a strange mix of desire and amusement, her grin still in place. “I wasn’t sure what to make of that crazy story you told Gareth, but you’re way too comfortable around me. Beth and him are the only people who aren’t shit scared of me. And the way you look out over these fields…” Her eyes narrowed. “Your eyes are identical to Gareth’s.”

“Really?” Nathan wasn’t sure what to make of that.

“Yeah. Those of somebody who both loves and hates the place. Which makes sense given your story. He’s a royal bastard exiled to the middle of nowhere and treated like a tool, and you were betrayed by a country you dedicated your life to. Peas in a pod. And you’re both obsessed with sorcery.” Erica’s grin transformed into a grimace.

“I take it you’re not.”

“The best thing that’s happened since you dragged Pike over to the Empire is that he no longer puts me to sleep talking about magical theories I don’t understand.”

Which, ironically, was one of the nicer things for Nathan since he’d gotten his friend back. Although he hesitated to call Gareth a friend.

Nathan possessed a decade of memories fighting alongside Gareth. But the older man saw Nathan as more of a rival he’d recently gotten the chance to work with. Genuine friendship would take time.

Even so, being able to talk about the finer details of ascended magic with somebody who didn’t try to suck his dick during the lesson or talk about random, insane nonsense from a world he’d never visited was a blessing. No matter how much time the Twins spent explaining how baseball worked, Nathan failed to understand it.

Then again, they’d said that was normal, and then laughed.

“How’s Gareth doing in the tower?” Nathan inclined his head toward the sorcerer’s tower behind them.

“About as well as can be expected. The rumors about you are a pain, but the connections between himself and his Champions are real. Charlotte’s too lazy to do more than spread rumors. Or maybe coming down here and vaporizing everybody is beyond the pale, even for her,” Erica said.

“She’s petulant, not psychopathic.”

“Sure.” The assassin rolled her eyes. “Or maybe she did the calculus and worked out that murdering the Champions of a runaway Bastion would hurt her position as prophet. A lot of Bastions and nobles aren’t too supportive of her, even if they wouldn’t mind a shot at claiming land in the Empire. If she fires up the magical guillotine, they might it bring out their own for her head.”

Cynically, Nathan wouldn’t mind that. If Falmir tore itself apart, it’d save him the trouble of needing to put it to the torch.

On the other hand, he also knew how horrendous that would be. The millions that would die in the ensuing civil war might be worse than a quick and brutal war. Battles waged between Bastions and Champions could move swiftly, especially with the teleportation magic available now.

Any civil war—anywhere on Doumahr—would allow countless demons and Messengers to escape. Nathan might lose everything he’d worked to achieve in an instant.

A series of loud chirping noises pulled him from his thoughts. Looking up, he saw flashing green lights emanating from the tower. A signal from Gareth that he’d succeeded. They’d be red if his Champions somehow overpowered him and sounded the alarm.

Not that he had a chance of truly failing. Even if Gareth failed to convince his Champions, he was a paranoid old bastard. The odds that he’d let them get one over him were nil. A Bastion of his power and skill didn’t need trigem Champions to handle a couple of wayward Champions.

“Shall we see the result of the orgy?” Ciana asked Erica with a strained smile.

And only got a snort in reply. “Not his style. Not every Bastion lays his hands on every Champion under him.”

Erica turned her back on them and blinked away, using her monogem ability. After ordering some nearby knights to guard Reine’s portal, Nathan followed with his wolfgirl spymaster and Ciana.

Is what Erica said true? Reine asked Nathan over their mental link. I am quite certain that Erica and Gareth share a rather intimate relationship. And Beth as well.

He held back a sigh. Don’t bring up your peeping with Erica, Reine.

Embarrassment seared his link with the wolfgirl and he knew her face had turned into a tomato, her wolf ears flattening against her head.

I’m not peeping. I’m doing my duty as spymaster, Reine replied, and a low whine escaped her mouth.

Ciana looked at the wolfgirl with a raised eyebrow, but Nathan pulled her attention away by placing a hand on her waist. Or tried, given the unicorn simply smirked.

Hidden behind Reine’s mask were a pair of very special eyes. Her pupils glowed a brilliant gold and held the appearance of wings. They made her blind in the traditional way, but allowed her to magically scry at all times, and penetrate almost all wards on Doumahr. Only those constructed using powerful ascended magic on the level of the prophets, Messengers, or perhaps trigem Champions hoped to stop her. Some of Omria’s old defenses from her prior reign also interfered, such as those protecting Soreaux’s citadel.

And yes, Erica is being truthful. Gareth’s hardly chaste, but he keeps to his two closest Champions for the most part. The rest are loyal, but not lovers, Nathan continued.

A problem that had created immense complications in his old world, after Gareth had passed and Nathan had taken many on. In a way, it was a similar issue to what happened after Leopold’s passing.

When a Bastion died, the Champions retained their power. Their gems merely went dormant. Only the closest to their Bastion chose to retire, like Mae had after Leopold’s death. The rest moved on to new Bastions, seeking to fight for their country, their pride, advancement, or whatever internal desires they possessed.

That sure as hell wasn’t the problem here, though. Gareth remained firmly alive and his Champions loyal to him, regardless of his actions toward them. Nathan steered well clear.

More uniformed soldiers awaited them inside the tower, except these were genuine Falmirian troops. They saluted Erica as she strode past them without a glance, but swiftly lowered their arms as Nathan approached. Wary eyes watched him. Nobody reached for a weapon, however.

A lanky man wearing a sorcerer’s robe and little other adornment stood in front of two uniformed duogem Champions. One was a horse beastkin in heavy armor, and the other a young sorceress with dimpled cheeks and an inability to look Nathan in the eyes.

“Did you enjoy your little nap out there?” the lanky man asked. This was Gareth, naturally.

Nathan grunted, “A patrol stumbled upon us. Guess we stood out in a sea of nothing.”

The sorceress’s face lit up and he swore she might argue with him, but she simply bit her lip and glared at her feet. Whereas the beastkin frowned.

“Sometimes nothing isn’t a bad thing. It’s peaceful down here. Plenty of leylines untainted by the endless amount of magical generators powering all the latest inventions,” Gareth said.

“And yet it’s dotted with fortresses all the same. What does that tell you?” Nathan shook his head. “I’ve spent too much time in the Enclave not to see the similarities.”

The beastkin Champion glared at her feet now, gritting her teeth. Gareth glanced at her, then stroked his chin.

“Hmm. It’s a curious similarity, but not the same,” Gareth said, his eyes hardening and a chiding tone entering his voice. A familiar tone, in fact. Nathan had gotten used to it long ago whenever he said something that wasn’t accurate enough for Gareth’s sensibilities. “The Enclave was left to rot after a Messenger invasion long ago that left it an economic ruin, and Omria sealed away the binding stones there. The southern Gharrick Mountains are artificial for the same reason.”

“I know that,” Nathan said, trying to say a petulant sentence without sounding it. “My point⁠—”

“Was that humans have essentially despoiled and wasted beastkin territory?” Gareth gave a thin smile. “The nobles don’t like being reminded of the fact, but all of Falmir’s land was taken during the old crusades led by the Empire to crush the beastkin tribes.”

“And down here, in the deep south-west, beyond the Soaring Peaks, was the last refuge of a lot of tribes,” Ciana interrupted. “There are old records in the Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge that states they remained active right up until the goddess ascended.”

“What?” the horsegirl Champion burst out, eyes widening.

Erica and Gareth shot her a look, and she quietened.

But as Gareth ran a hand down his face, Nathan suspected the news wasn’t truly “news” to the older Bastion.

“Reality and historical record don’t always align.” Gareth smiled self-deprecatingly. “As I well know. Again, the difference is clear. The Enclave is something the Empire abandoned and gave back to the beastkin, however poorly they did so. Down here? It’s what the Enclave would look like if the Nationalists won your civil war last year. As I said, it’s quite peaceful.”

The way Gareth stressed the word “peaceful” made his mockery of the current state of Falmir quite clear. His Champions all nodded.

In that moment, Nathan knew he’d wasted his time by bringing up the comparison entirely. Gareth sure as hell didn’t need help convincing his Champions that Falmir was rotten. They knew it.

After all, they were Gareth’s Champions. Even if his soldiers might not share the same ideals, and fought for him out of the trust and loyalty many held for a capable commander, Champions were different. A good Bastion didn’t need to fuck their Champions to inspire them to greatness.

Nathan knew that better than anyone. Or else he’d spend his every waking moment in bed with the countless Champions now under his control. He had literal companies of superpowered women in his service now.

Leaving Gareth to speak to Erica and wrap things up here, Nathan took a brief look around. He’d only visited this tower once in the past. It wasn’t Gareth’s main base of operations. Even at a glance, he knew it lacked a strong foundation for a gateway.

There had been a reason Gareth came here first, however.

The lanky Bastion sidled up beside him, his staff firmly in his grip. “You’re always so thoughtful. Looking for a good place to site a gateway?”

“There isn’t one. You know that.” Nathan shot Gareth a look, and the sorcerer merely smiled. “Anyway, sorry for earlier.”

“For what?”

“Stepping on your toes. Or trying to bring up some of Fyre’s propaganda to help. Given how the soldiers reacted⁠—”

Gareth clicked his tongue. “It doesn’t seem like you to apologize, so don’t bother. And it’s a nice reminder to me who and what I’m working for. To me, Falmir’s failings have always seemed about not living up to its potential. Too much focus on internecine squabbles, creating divides to maintain control, and leaving huge resources untapped. To Fyre and her rising beastkin cohort, it’s more fundamental. I need to watch myself.”

“If you say so.” Nathan ignored the look thrown his way and instead waved a hand at the surrounding tower. “Anyway, you brought me here to test me, didn’t you? I got that vibe from Erica earlier.”

Gareth’s expression vanished. Annoyance flickered in his eyes.

“Really? Erica doing her job annoys you?” Nathan asked.

“Let’s just say the two of us have different reads on you.”

“Is that jealousy talking?”

A snort. “You can dream. That prophet of yours is more likely to betray you than Erica is to show interest in men. Or people in general.” Gareth side-eyed Nathan for a moment. “To give you some idea, I think you’re mopier and more cynical than I expected given your actions. Erica thinks you’re dark, brooding, and calculating.”

“And whose view of me is winning?”

No answer. Gareth instead chose to stare at the stone walls of the tower.

Which was all the answer Nathan needed. He smirked.

Gareth should know better than to disagree with Erica’s judgment of people. She might be a misanthrope, but Gareth was also a bit of a cynical shut-in. For much the same reason, Nathan relied on Narime and Seraph for tactical and strategic judgments, as he had his own biases.

“It’s a difficult story to believe,” Gareth said abruptly. “This infinite timelines nonsense. The only stuff written about it are crackpot theories buried in ancient binders in the Imperial Sorcerers’ Lodge. Literal loose papers. Not even cogent theories or books. Yet you’re the one with a trio of succubi at your beck and call, a prophet obeying you, and more Champions than anyone in history. Not to mention that fictional fox. I feel like I’m an atheist standing in front of the goddess in the flesh.”

“There’s a reason I don’t tell many people about it,” Nathan said. “Anyway, I was right, wasn’t I?”

Grunting, Gareth clicked his fingers and pointed at the floor. Or, perhaps, the very stones they stood on.

“If you know me half as well as you suggest, you should know all about my past, right? What this place means to me. My history, my first Champion, how I lost my virginity⁠—”

Nathan barked with laughter. “Really, Gareth? You might not believe this, but I was dumb and reckless in my original world. Less concerned about the past of my mentor, more interested in what he could teach me about killing demons and convincing the princess to drop her panties.”

“Did she? Drop her panties, I mean? She’s, uh, kind of interested in you, I think. Treats Oliver like a pet, although I’m certain he hasn’t gotten lucky.”

“She never treated me even half as well. Acted more like… Hmm, not like Alice. She had Alice’s political façade, but was used to getting her way and kept us at a distance. We were convenient tools in a kingdom run by nobles growing increasingly disloyal to the monarchy.”

“Well, shit. Sounds like the Charlotte I know, and you match Oliver almost too well.”

Nathan barely hid his wince. That hurt, given his increasingly negative opinion of Oliver.

“Anyway, I know this tower was your mentor’s,” Nathan said. “The Bastion who took you in was a sorcerer and wanted somebody to take over his binding stones who wasn’t an idiot or tied up in politics. So while you netted a couple of binding stones and some powerful Champions quickly enough, you were also in the literal wilderness.”

Stroking his chin, Gareth nodded. “The only part missing is my heritage. That mummy of an Imperial archduke banged a loose royal—one of the king’s sisters—and I resulted. All sorts of complications there. So they shoved me into a boarding school, then a mage tower once my talent with magic became apparent. Then, yeah, I became a Bastion. Nearly got killed in Kurai thanks to Adam Martel’s scheming to put me on the throne.”

Adam Martel, huh?

Nathan’s true father from his old world had been one of the ringleaders of the Republican movement, and somehow had become one of Charlotte’s foremost generals in her invasion of Trafaumh. No doubt a change in loyalties entirely out of self-interest.

“Anyway, let’s lock down the binding stone,” Nathan said. “Then move onto the next. Hopefully before anyone notices.”

Gareth led him into the basement, where a huge floating orb of solid rock lay. Black bands wrapped around it. A protective seal that stopped Bastions from other nations from claiming it. Useless against Nathan, for multiple reasons. Gareth had added his own ward as well.

Frowning, Nathan shook his head. “Was this ward aimed at stopping me from taking your stones?”

“Anyone, really. But a little,” Gareth said, scratching his chin and looking away.

“Mental magic is really the only thing that can protect a binding stone properly. Any other discipline of ascended magic won’t work.”

“A lovely thing to know. A shame there’s literally nothing written anywhere about mental magic. Not everyone has pet succubi to teach them.”

Arguing about this sure wouldn’t help. With Gareth’s help, Nathan cast a powerful mental seal over the binding stone. One coded to Gareth’s mind, but that would otherwise repel intruders. It should stop anybody from stealing the binding stones, even if they broke in with an army. Nathan had worked on this seal ever since Kadria had cut him off from his own, all those years ago when she’d attacked him.

As they left the basement, Gareth asked the obvious question, “Do you think this will actually stop Charlotte? She’s the same as Fyre, apparently. Powered by Omria. Why can’t she just snap her fingers and punch through your defenses?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure. But the real question is: if either prophet could take binding stones off Bastions, why haven’t they been doing so in battle?” Nathan asked.

Gareth stared at him in silence for several seconds. No response.

Continuing, Nathan said, “Fyre can hijack a gem and overload it, killing the Champion. But she never struck at Bastions. Charlotte never did, either. Hell, after you left, she didn’t teleport down here and cut you off. I think something stops the prophets from interacting with the binding stones much. That’s why Messengers claim binding stones to stop the goddess from destroying them.”

The nature of the binding stones and Omria seemed deeply intertwined. But the prophets seemed to only be capable of interacting with the outputs of binding stones, not the strange orbs themselves.

Somehow, Nathan knew he was touching on something fundamental by scratching at the inability of Omria to interfere with binding stones.

When he’d suggested to Tarako that Omria might literally be magic, she’d more or less agreed, implying he’d caught on to some great secret. Was that why the foxes didn’t worship her like a goddess anymore? Because to them, Omria was more force of nature than deity?

Surely if Omria was magic, she should be able to interfere with the binding stones. He still didn’t understand her true nature. Perhaps nobody did. Not even the Messengers.

But Nathan had work to do, and not enough time to gaze at his navel.

With the tower secure, he and Gareth needed to move onto the next one. Charlotte might not be able to take back the binding stones, but if she found them down here, she could certainly make their lives hell.

Claiming Gareth’s four other binding stones took a couple of hours. None took as long as the first, although they spent more time in his headquarters setting up the catalysts and establishing the magical gateway that would connect it with one of the Nathan’s more distant fortresses in the north of the Empire, near Straub.

He trusted Gareth, but any gateway was a risk. Even with wards and contingencies, should Charlotte find out about it, she might send an army through it without them noticing.

On the other hand, he worried a lot less about that risk given she could teleport an army into the Empire at a moment’s notice.

“It’s unfortunate Gareth can’t use your mental gateways,” Fei said as they prepared to pack up for the final trip.

Her cat ears twitched as she hovered in front of Nathan, clearly seeking attention from him. She’d been rather bored all morning. The most she’d done was scare some militia earlier. Dragging her away from training, eating, and sleeping was truly a travesty.

Nathan ran his fingers through her hair and rubbed behind one ear absentmindedly. Fei leaned into his touch, her bushy black cat’s tail moving more like a dog’s and her immense bust heaving with every movement.

“I’ve noticed you have your own special network,” Gareth commented. “I’m assuming that’s also mental magic only.”

“It’s in the name,” Nathan drawled. “I haven’t worked out an easy way to let anybody other than my Champions access them.”

With that, they were done. Reine provided a final portal to head back to Aleich. Their small party trooped through it and emerged inside an antechamber inside the Imperial Palace.

The air buzzed with activity, even with the door closed. Royal Knights in full armor and uniform stood guard and saluted with arms on chests as they returned.

Nathan scowled at the noise penetrating the room. “I’d forgotten. Today’s the first full day of the emergency Diet session Alice called.”

“You just forgot about that?” Erica raised an eyebrow, hand on one hip. “Aren’t you the Empress’s fiancé?”

“And I plan to have as little as possible to do with days of nobles posturing and bickering. They plan to spend days arguing over whether we should declare war against Falmir over their recent actions.” He ran a hand down his face. “I should be out front at least. There’s a good chance many of the nobles would… inquire about me if I vanished entirely.”

Alice would understand his absence, but he’d be troubling her all the same. So Nathan ordered the knights who’d accompanied him to retire and put the Falmirian uniforms in storage, before heading toward the palace steps. A small retinue of Royal Knights joined him—all beastkin, as usual, their tails wagging excitedly beneath their uniforms—while Fei and Ciana remained close. Reine vanished.

For whatever reason, Gareth came along. Other than shooting him a questioning glance, Nathan did nothing.

The palace entrance bustled with activity. A small army of Royal Knights stood guard at the exterior wall of the palace complex, as well as the various buildings within. While the most important session would be held inside the Imperial Palace itself, many attending nobles and merchants would meet in the nearby buildings dedicated to the Diet.

Horseless carriages poured through the gates at a decent clip, disgorging overdressed nobles and their many personal guards and companions. Every wagon was checked by knights and sorcerers as it entered.

Countless more nobles milled about, watching the proceedings. A dense throng of commoners gathered outside the walls, filling up the plazas that surrounded the palace. Hundreds of knights from the Imperial Army—all handpicked elites from Fei’s units—kept the crowd under control.

To Nathan, the Diet session was a bureaucratic nuisance. To everyone else, the following few days would alter the course of history. Hence all the dolled-up nobles and the massive crowd. Security needed to be tight.

Nobles began whispering to each other excitedly as a specific set of carriages pulled to a stop. They bore the coat-of-arms of Archduke von Milgar, Alice’s grandfather, and one of the most powerful men in the Empire.

Royal Knights accompanied him, as archdukes were allowed to bear the royal colors and be under their protection. As did several mystic foxes, whose many tails stood out and drew almost as much attention as the archduke.

Curiously, a somewhat familiar elf walked beside Milgar, and was in deep conversation with him. Darman Al-Dafian, if Nathan recalled. The ambassador of the Republic of Arcadia and a high-born elf noble.

His presence was especially strange, as while Nathan had dealt with him a couple of times, the faeries that ruled Arcadia refused to officially recognize Alice as Empress. The ambassador sure as hell shouldn’t be publicly speaking with an archduke.

“Trouble,” Ciana grunted, unslinging her greatsword.

Abruptly, shouts rang out from the gates. Nathan’s hand shot to the sword at his waist, while the Royal Knights across the palace began to draw their own weapons and rush to the scene.

A pair of carriages stopped dead in the checkpoint, bearing a vaguely familiar coat-of-arms. Knights and sorcerers surrounded it and were shouting warnings.

Then the front-most carriage burst open. A woman in expensive but well-tailored clothes burst from the wreckage, a pair of sapphires gleaming from her chest.

Without a word of warning, she drew a dagger from within her jacket and hurled it at the ground beneath her. Her sapphires flashed with a brilliant gold—something they shouldn’t do.

Then everything within thirty feet of her exploded into ice. The carriage exploded into shards. Sorcerers frozen solid. A dense mist filled the air. Only the knights appeared unharmed due to the protective enchantments of their armor, but they remained rooted to the ground.

“To arms,” Nathan yelled, his voice booming with magic. “Assassins at the gates. Lockdown the palace!”


CHAPTER 2



Nathan’s words barely left his mouth before Fei blurred across the palace grounds. Hundreds of knights clattered to life, drawing weapons or grabbing nobles.

Magical bells boomed from the palace itself, shaking the foundations as they rang out across the city. Speakers implanted within the walls automatically reacted to the use of an unknown Champion ability at the palace gate, and began ordering a full lockdown. The rapid clank-clank-clank of enormous magical gears above Nathan sounded, and the great steel-plated doors leading into the palace itself began to swing shut automatically.

The grounds filled with screams and shouts as the nobles tried to flee at the sight of combat. Many instinctively rushed toward the doors, only for a wall of Royal Knights to block the way. Before more panic set in, even more of Nathan’s soldiers appeared, pushing the nobles behind them, ushering them toward the other buildings and pathways along the sides of the palace.

Outside the palace, the crowds exploded in fury and disbelief. The alarms sent many running, but just as many tried to push past the soldiers holding them at bay. Religious fervor burned in their eyes, and Nathan heard their screams and shouts even over the din of the alarms. Fyre’s flock seemed unwilling to stand idly by.

Within only seconds, Nathan’s preparations turned a potentially catastrophic assassination attempt into a relatively controlled mess. All that needed to happen next was for Fei to rush the attackers, crush them with her trigem abilities, and then they’d clean up.

Everyone else had the same thoughts. He’d deployed two Champions at the gates to stop any potential attacks: a duogem and a monogem. Both had initially rushed the assassin, but stopped dead upon seeing Fei practically teleport across the grounds.

Even with her physical enhancement split across strength and speed, Fei moved with a speed unmatched by anyone other than another trigem.

She slammed down before the assassin, whose ice ability remained in effect. Both Champions possessed sapphires, but the power difference seemed apparent. Even so, the enemy produced another dagger and rushed toward Fei. Her speed suggested a pure speed enhancement.

A whirlwind of blue flames cascaded off Fei as two of her sapphires glowed. The ice from earlier disintegrated upon being touched by the fire, and she billowed great plumes of her magic-eating inferno toward the assassin. Instantly, the scene vanished in an azure blaze.

Only for a strange golden light to sparkle from within it. Nathan felt an odd power thrum within the leylines that stretched out from the palace, which was a local confluence of them. The palace itself acted as a binding stone and seemed to react in sympathy to this power.

“Shit,” he muttered.

He slapped Fei with a mental pulse, telling her to take this seriously. His favorite kitten immediately activated her trigem ability, and her body became encased in her own flames.

At the same time, Nathan raised an arm and reached for the power of the palace. Binding stones granted the ability to reshape reality around them. This close to the palace, he could do whatever he wished. Conjure up walls, create prisons, and even create automated defenses. Most of the palace’s defenses ran on this power.

A dozen twisting vines of steel rose from the ground around the blazing inferno Fei created, ready to strike at a moment’s notice. Nathan struggled to sense the Champions, however. He could make out his knights and shifted the ground beneath them to pull them out. Some had already rushed away, unharmed by the flames but freed from the ice. The rest were pulled away by their comrades as Nathan saved them.

As a precaution, Nathan prepared a spatial slash and a golden square of light hovered over his sword-arm.

Gareth looked between Nathan and Fei with a frown, then raised his staff and began casting his own spell. A glowing gold pentagon shimmered between his fingers and the end of his staff, indicating he was preparing a fifth rank spell.

“Really, Pike? You think the inferno kitty doesn’t have this handled?” Erica asked.

“I’m not the one who backed her up first.” Gareth pointedly stared at Nathan, who remained focused on the power of the palace.

Cursing, Erica rolled her shoulders and clapped Beth on the shoulder. “Keep Pike safe. I bet there’s more assassins around. If I was behind this⁠—”

“You’d use a distraction. I know.” Beth glowered up at her compatriot and brushed her hand off her armored shoulder. “Straub⁠—”

“The alarm is going off for a reason,” Nathan grunted, but he was checking the palace all the same. “The palace is full of Champions. Astra will keep Alice safe. Fyre can take care of herself. No matter how badly the Twins and Tarako feud, they can easily sweep the interior for any infiltrators.”

He had more Champions than he’d listed, but they were scattered across the Empire. Even if the Diet wanted to vote on a declaration of war, as far as Nathan was concerned, they were at war. Many of his Champions excelled at commanding or logistics and therefore needed to be on the front lines. Fei had been there until he’d called her back for the Diet session, in fact.

Beth nodded, an almost proud look on her face. “It’s good to work with somebody who plans ahead. A far cry from⁠—”

“Focus,” Gareth snapped.

Fei’s flames began to dwindle, and the reason became clear. Confusion reigned on the catgirl’s face and she fell into a cautious stance, holding her scimitar aloft. Her tail lashed the ground warily, sending sapphire embers coursing across the palace grounds with every movement.

The knights caught onto Fei’s emotional state and formed a bulwark around the dying inferno. Both Champions down there began bellowing orders to get the nobles out.

While the knights understood the issue, confusion rippled through the slowly calming crowds. Surely Nathan’s mightiest Champion had defeated the assassin?

Then the flames vanished, and the problem made itself clear.

The carriages remained little more than ash, leaving the assailants clear as day. Three of them stood in a golden bubble. All women. All duogem Champions from Falmir without a doubt. The dagger-wielding ice mage had brought company.

A tall and pale-skinned knight loomed over the other two Champions, her greataxe firmly implanted in the ground around her. It glittered with the same gold as the barrier. Presumably, she was its source. Two diamonds sat in her collarbone, although they looked more like solid gold.

The third Champion surprised Nathan. A wolf beastkin, much like most of those in the Royal Knights. Dressed as a servant, her two red garnets marked her as a lesser Champion than the others. At least, lesser in the eyes of Falmir.

Nathan knew damn well that gems meant little compared to the skill of the user. Vala had been one of his best Champions in his world despite her garnets.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but Jafeila’s flames are supposed to eat magic, correct?” Gareth asked.

“Yes,” Nathan said.

“So that barrier shouldn’t be up.”

Nathan didn’t grace his friend with a response. Whether Gareth could sense the power within the barrier or not wasn’t Nathan’s issue.

Because he sure as hell could. The power of Omria flowed from the pale knight projecting the barrier.

No, not Omria. Charlotte. The palace reacted in sympathy to the gems of these Champions because they were somehow channeling the power of a prophet. What the hell had Charlotte done to give them this sort of power? Fyre seemed incapable of it. Hell, even the Champions Nathan knew of with gems empowered by outer beings didn’t feel the same.

The barrier lowered and all three Falmirian Champions tensed.

Only for every steel spike under Nathan’s control to snap toward them at once. In an instant, his power over the palace and its surroundings allowed him to send countless tons of sharpened reinforced steel directly at the assassins.

Then, as if the steel tendrils struck solid, invisible walls, they came to a dead stop several feet away from their targets. Nathan’s power continued to pump into them, pushing them onward, but they remained stuck in place. In fact, every mote of power he shoved into the tendrils rebounded back and he began to feel his body strain under the pressure. Sweat formed on his brow.

“Nathan?” Ciana gasped out, reaching for his arm.

Grunting, he slashed the air with his sword, and the power he’d summoned for his spatial slash unleashed in an instant. An impossibly thin line of air between himself and the Falmirian Champions distorted. A moment later, his foes should fall apart, cut in half by the severing of reality itself through their bodies.

Only they didn’t react at all. It was as if the same thing that blocked his steel vines absorbed his ascended magic.

The assassins rushed forward, and that impenetrable bubble moved with them. Nathan’s summoned vines collapsed as they got near them, and he understood the real problem.

Somehow, his reality bending powers failed in a small vicinity around these strange, empowered Champions. It wasn’t a barrier they projected, but a bubble that denied his power outright.

He immediately withdrew his power from the tendrils, leaving them as they were. They stopped collapsing as the Champions rushed forward, because they’d become ordinary objects in the world.

Explaining the failure of his ascended magic was harder. His own Champions relied on the power of binding stones to power their gems, but surely these enemies couldn’t be immune to gem abilities?

The problem became killing the assassins now. Nathan pushed unnecessary thoughts to the back of his mind.

“Charlotte’s giving them her strength somehow,” Nathan said. “They’re far more powerful than duogems and something is blocking magic from binding stones. We need to shut them down. I’m calling in backup.”

Erica shot him a concerned look, but nodded. Her warning about this being a distraction lingered in his mind, but could he take the risk of letting the distraction get people slaughtered?

There was one person who could turn the tide here. Whose power countered Charlotte’s.

Fyre, get to the palace gates, now! he roared over his mental link with Fyre, the beastkin prophet and Champion who served him.

A strong affirmative came back across the link, accompanied by concern. No time to worry about that, however.

Fei met the trio of charging assassins with gritted teeth and a surge of azure flames. The garnet Champion and ice mage fell back, letting the barrier knight slam to a stop and conjure up another golden shield to protect them. The fact she felt the barrier was necessary suggested their immunity to ascended magic didn’t extend to gem abilities.

Expecting this reaction from the Falmirian knight, Fei shot forward. Her body rippled with fire as she crashed into the gleaming barrier, scimitar-first. The point of her blade slammed into the field of light, only to stop dead.

The pale knight grinned, and the other two Champions shot past her, convinced Fei had been held up. Which was true, except Fei had allies. The catgirl didn’t spare a glance at the assassins rushing past her. Her green eyes focused on the enemy in front of her as her sword began to dig into the barrier.

Her azure flames coated not only her body, but her blade. They lashed at the barrier. To no effect, at first. But all three of Fei’s sapphires roared with power, indicating she was actively using her trigem ability.

So far as Nathan knew, nobody else understood how Fei’s power really worked. They likely just saw her as a force of destruction who moved fast and spread magic-eating flames.

Her true power was that each of her gem abilities fed into one another. Her monogem ability granted her the magic-consuming flames that made her famous. Her duogem made her self-sustaining, as she powered her gems using the magic she ate and could even overcharge herself and become stronger and faster than usual.

But her trigem ability made her a veritable demigod. Fei converted her very body to magical fire. She became impervious to physical harm, and only powerful magical attacks too strong for her to instantly consume were able to hurt her.

More importantly, this extended to her weapon. At the moment, her scimitar was formed of pure magic-consuming fire, powered by three sapphire gems that fed off Nathan’s binding stones, and was slowly but surely penetrating the golden barrier of the pale knight. Her blue flames transformed into a wicked green as they merged with the golden magic.

With each fraction of an inch Fei’s scimitar dug into the barrier, she stole vast quantities of power from the knight.

Terror swept across the pale knight’s visage when she finally noticed. Panicking, she unsummoned her barrier and leaped backward. Her diamonds stopped glowing gold as she raised her greataxe in a defensive posture.

Probably her greatest mistake. Her last mistake, really.

Fei transformed into a black and blue blur. Without anything stopping her from closing on the knight, she pounced. Her speed advantage made any defensive posture meaningless.

Her first swing took the pale knight’s hands off at the wrists, cutting right through her plate armor. The cross-section she’d severed glowed bright blue as it fell to the ground.

Before she could even scream, the pale knight found her face covered by Fei’s spare hand. A hand coated in fire. The pale knight’s diamonds flickered gold, attempting to protect herself.

They dimmed a moment later, activating too late. Her face reduced to little more than a molten mess in an instant.

But while Fei had claimed victory over her target, the other two assassins had pushed onward.

A solid wall of Royal Knights barred the way forward for the assailants, accompanied by a monogem. The other Imperial Champion, a duogem, had been caught on the far side—too far to assist.

In ordinary circumstances, dozens of Royal Knights would be able to at least slow down or help a monogem against one or two duogems. Their training, equipment, and the limited magical capabilities of most of them allowed them to overwhelm monogems with ease. Hence why Nathan had felt comfortable with his defenses for the Diet session.

The garnet beastkin moved with terrifying speed, however. While the Royal Knights prepared their spells, she blitzed across the grounds with the same speed as Fei, a trigem. One of her garnets shimmered with that eerie gold glow. A physical enhancement, no doubt. She wielded a longsword and shield. Bog standard stuff for a beastkin Champion from Falmir. She should have been a perfect target for the Royal Knights.

Instead, she came to a brief stop in front of the wall of knights, well before their spells finished. Her second garnet lit up, just as golden.

Then she swung her sword. A wave of pressure blasted across the entire courtyard, strong enough that it ruffled Ciana’s skirt.

Dozens of knights went flying backward. Their armor lit up with runes and enchantments, and a deep cut ran through their breastplates as they crashed to the ground. No blood, however. As strong as the garnet Champion proved with Charlotte’s aid, punching through so many layers of enchanted armor was too much.

Cynically, Nathan thought that if Vala had been the one doing the same, she’d have left no survivors. The beastkin Champion was just some random warrior, not an especially strong one.

But she’d made a hole all the same. Binding and attack spells blasted the ground where the garnet beastkin and ice mage had stood a moment earlier, but the assassins had already rushed through. The Imperial monogem struggled to keep pace.

More knights defended the palace grounds, however. Only to be held in place by another of the ice mage’s daggers. A surge of ice cascaded over their armor, stopping them dead.

At no point did the Falmirian assassins stop charging forward, however. They crashed through the carriages parked directly in front of the palace. The garnet beastkin used her duogem slash to blast the carriages into pieces, looking around wildly for her target.

Instantly, Nathan understood the purpose of the assassins. A pair of green squares snapped into existence around his sword. This time, he was careful to avoid using his binding stones, but he felt immense power flowing into his spell nonetheless—a reminder that he possessed an as-yet-unknown source of power.

“Ciana!” he snapped, about to give her orders.

“Understood,” Ciana said before he could say anything more.

Her horn glowed a brilliant white and she leaped off the palace steps to the grounds below, directly to the likely targets of the assassins. Whether she’d spotted the same thing Nathan had or detected his thoughts over their mental link was unimportant.

“Milgar,” Gareth breathed out, eyes widening. “Erica!”

Except Erica had already vanished. As a trained assassin, she had almost certainly been the first to understand who Falmir had been targeting.

“One day she’ll actually say something before vanishing,” Gareth muttered. He kept focusing his fifth rank spell. “Beth?”

“I’m not leaving your side. Not with the strange powers they’re using. Never seen this before,” Beth said, eyes hard. “Somebody might be able to handle themselves, but you can’t.” She shot Nathan a sidelong glance, confirming the identity of that “somebody.”

Both remaining Falmirian assassins blitzed toward the most important individual out in the open: Archduke Hans von Milgar. Dozens of Royal Knights attempted to rush him and the Arcadian ambassador to safety, while the mystic foxes took up the rearguard.

The instant the assassins spotted them, the foxes stopped dead in their retreat. A pair of five-tailed foxes took up the lead defense, their tails shimmering with powerful fifth rank spells cast at an impossible speed. Even Gareth couldn’t hope to match such speed.

A pair of dense barriers cut off the attacking Champions from von Milgar, buying time for them to retreat. And for Nathan and his Champions to end this.

Except, as Nathan should have expected, they had another trick up their sleeve.

A single sapphire in the ice mage’s chest glowed as she drew an oddly ornate dagger. A relic, Nathan instantly realized. Forged by Trafaumh’s horrid experiments from sacrificing Champions, they had powers on par with ascended magic.

With a single slash, the ice mage carved through both barriers. The foxes seemed prepared for this, and fourth rank spells rained down on the attackers. Force blasts, as was typical of the fluffy warriors.

The withering barrage of magic brought the ice mage to her knees. But Champions had an inherent level of magic resistance. Without empowerment from gems, a spirit, or binding stones, anything less than fifth rank barely scratched a duogem. Trigems like Fei shrugged off anything less than sixth rank.

Her garnet glowing gold, the beastkin assassin rushed through the barrage completely unharmed. She swung her sword.

Every fox went down in a sea of blood. Behind them, the knights clattered to the ground, along with those they were protecting.

“Shit,” Nathan snapped.

He tensed his legs, preparing to dive into the fray along with Ciana.

But the knights rose to their feet, seemingly unharmed. As trained, they’d kept a solid wall between the attackers and Milgar. The distance seemingly kept them relatively unharmed.

For now. The beastkin blurred forward with her unnatural speed.

Only for Ciana to appear in front of her even faster, one of her diamonds shining brightly. She borrowed Nathan’s immense physical strength and was likely the physically strongest Champion he had.

Without hesitating, the garnet beastkin slammed her sword into Ciana’s chest. This wasn’t a slash, like before, but a thrust. Her garnets glowed bright gold. Without bothering to block, Ciana instead counterattacked while taking the blow.

The blast of pressure did little more than ruffle Ciana’s uniform. Not even a scratch on her face. Blood sprayed across her body, however.

The garnet beastkin’s shield went flying as Ciana cleanly severed the arm holding it. A moment later, she nearly removed the assassin’s other arm. Realizing the danger, the assassin screamed and rolled backward. Blood poured from the stump that had been her left arm. Her eyes turned wild.

Even so, her garnets only seemed to glow brighter. The strange golden shimmer extended to her sword. Ciana grit her teeth and slammed her greatsword into the ground.

Right as the garnet beastkin swung her sword wildly at Ciana and Milgar behind her, a solid wall of silver light separated the two. Ciana’s two diamonds shined brilliantly as she easily blocked the attack with her barrier ability.

This time, the ice mage was nowhere in sight. Mostly because Erica stood behind over her headless corpse, her hands and body covered in blood.

“No!” the garnet beastkin yelped, looking back to see her two fellow assassins very, very dead. “I cannot fail Omria! I am her chosen one! I must⁠—”

Her gems began to gain a genuinely terrifying light. Nathan felt the power of the palace being leeched by them somehow.

Before anything more could happen, he pointed his sword at the beastkin’s head and unleashed his wind spell. She dropped dead without a word. Blood and gore covered the otherwise immaculate lawn around her.

The strange magic vanished. All signs of Charlotte’s magic and the golden light that accompanied the use of ascended magic and the prophets left with the lives of the assassins.

Yet the panic remained. His knights continued to wrestle with the crowd outside and the countless nobles screaming in panic after Falmir had nearly breached the palace.

“Well, they weren’t quite as strong as we feared,” Gareth said, still holding onto his fifth rank spell.

Grimacing, the older Bastion raised his staff to the air and slowly released the magic with a wince. Beth elbowed him in the side for dismissing the attack, her eyes locked onto the many dead foxes and scattered knights.

“Trigems are still trigems,” Nathan said. “No matter what trickery Charlotte pulls.”

Yet Charlotte had pulled a truly desperate attack. An open assassination attempt in the middle of Aleich using Champions. No plausible deniability would be possible, as Gareth would surely recognize some and Champions would have gone missing somewhere in Falmir.

More to the point, her target troubled Nathan. Charlotte had tried to kill Archduke Hans von Milgar, one of Alice’s strongest allies and likely the only noble with a powerful army remaining after all the devastation of the past year.

The duel between prophets had ended. Now, Charlotte intended to simply claim her position as the Watcher Omria through force.


CHAPTER 3



With the immediate battle over, Nathan found himself overwhelmed with far too many things at once. Nobles railing him with questions over how the palace security had been breached. Knights attempting to report in, as the chain of command collapsed due to a mixture of panic and injuries. An unruly crowd outside the gates.

And, of course, a prophet furious at Charlotte’s assault on her Bastion. And her bastion, given the Imperial Palace represented Fyre’s greatest stronghold.

Fyre simmered beside Nathan, not bothering to hide her irritation at arriving too late to assist in the fight. She’d been forced into a formal gown of white and gold, even if she had somehow managed to convince her tailor to carve out a boob window and long slits along her legs to reveal her luscious thighs. A pair of curly red goat horns protruded from the sides of her head, alongside horse ears. A matching blonde horse’s tail swished behind her in the same color as her long hair.

The nobles clamoring to pester Nathan avoided Fyre, causing a huddle to form on his left side, as she stood to his right. Ciana, naturally, stood over the nobles in case one of them turned out to be an assassin.

“Lord Nathan, this sort of assault on such a monumental day is a true test of the Empire’s capacity to—” some foppish count said, before Nathan tuned him out.

Nothing he hadn’t heard before, in this world or the last.

Sometimes he wanted to say “shit happens,” but Nathan had enough tact to understand how incredibly fucking stupid that was. They were at war, and yes, attacks would happen. These nobles saw the prospect of war against Falmir as a chance to grandstand and posture about the gloriousness of the Empire and how “their” prophet was the superior one.

The reality of war remained lost on them. If the massive demonic invasions that had wracked Trafaumh and half the Empire hadn’t woken them up, then an assassination attempt sure as hell wouldn’t.

Sometimes, Nathan wondered what the point of the Diet was. He understood the history, and the purpose of preventing absolute power.

But the Diet had done nothing to stop the archdukes from nearly seizing absolute power through underhanded and, to be frank, illegal means despite the Imperial Constitution and Omria’s will. Those archdukes had even wanted to sell the Empire out to Falmir.

Hell, most of the Diet had supported the archdukes. If Kadria hadn’t pulled off her scheme and granted Fyre the power of a prophet, then the civil war Alice and Nathan started would have ended in the massacre of countless nobles.

Yet the alternatives existed in plain sight. Baudelaire had ruled Trafaumh with an iron, if largely invisible, fist, and for all its military might, it had been as brutally stagnant as it was effective at fighting demons. Charlotte had tossed aside the charade of the nobility holding power in Falmir, turning it into a theocracy with herself at the head, and it sure as hell wasn’t Nathan’s dream state.

If the Diet was the least worst option, no wonder villains like Baudelaire succeeded so easily.

And, of course, Gareth had slunk off to a corner to steer well clear of all the Imperial nobles. Not that he should have much to do with them.

Nothing good would come if anybody learned of his heritage. Alice could protect him as a defecting Bastion, but Gareth was not just a royal bastard from Falmir. He was also the eldest son of the former Archduke von Allesburg.

By all rights, Gareth could inherit the archduchy currently held in trust by Alice. Lotte von Allesburg, the current heir, was far too young to inherit it.

Reine buzzed Nathan over his mental link and he held up a hand to stop the noble chattering at him. Ciana and a couple of his knights took over and shooed the nobles away. Not the greatest look, but Nathan had things to do.

If Erica was right, this assassination attempt was far from over.

Lord Nathan, my agents have picked up disguised instigators in the crowd outside the palace, Reine informed him.

In the crowd? He frowned. Falmir?

I believe so. Interrogation will be necessary to confirm as much.

And the palace?

Reine hummed over the link. I can find no evidence of infiltrators. It would be quite the feat for them to penetrate not only your defenses and my scrying, but also the mental magic of the Twins. Tarako has also lent her not insubstantial magical abilities to detecting magical anomalies, even if she is whining too much about it.

That sounded like Tarako. She enjoyed showing off her skills, but her love of sake belied her laziness. Millennia of doing relatively little left her as a layabout.

Let me know if anything changes, he told Reine.

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. What the hell did that all mean?

“Something happened?” Fyre asked him, eyes narrowed and still full of fury.

“The panic in the crowd earlier appears to be thanks to enemy agents.” He waved a hand at the mass of unruly people outside the gates. “We’ve captured a bunch of them, but that confirms this was an intentional plot. I wonder if the distraction was intended to be something in the crowd, but they failed. Or we caught their assassins earlier than expected.”

Or maybe there was a third group involved. Charlotte made use of Messengers, so for all he knew, a succubus like Beatrice might be lurking nearby.

As if catching onto his suspicions, Fyre smiled ever so slightly. “I’ll calm the crowd, Nathan.” She rubbed his arm.

He shrugged her off, although without trying to make a scene of it.

Before she could look hurt, he bonked her over the mental link. It’s fine to be affectionate inside the palace normally, but the general public doesn’t know about our relationship. And the nobles mostly don’t believe the rumors. Don’t feed them.

Pouting, Fyre stalked over to the gates. Some nobles followed her, but were kept at bay by her escort of knights.

As one might expect from a literal prophet, calming the crowd proved effortless for her.

By now, the worst of the panic had subsided. His knights firmly controlled the situation and had retaken the checkpoints, while moving the wounded and dead away. He’d reconstructed any damaged areas.

Which meant it was time to lower the lockdown, at least partially. His knights and Champions would remain on high alert.

With a thought, Nathan switched the alarms off. The doors to the palace shuddered open, revealing a mass of knights and a trio of Champions standing guard.

At some point during the mess, Narime had returned from abroad. She took point in front of two other Champions. One was a duogem assigned to protect the Diet. The other was Kara, another trigem and a busty dog beastkin who handled a lot of Nathan’s administrative affairs, including acting as baroness and his regent in his county of Straub. He was a count, after all, and needed somebody reliable to run his territory.

Although he sometimes wondered if Kara slept. Her presence here today was political, as she frequently assisted his second fiancée, Anna, with political matters. Hence her gorgeous gown instead of armor. Although her gems meant she’d be just as dangerous as always even in a dress.

Narime, by contrast, wore a familiar navy-blue robe from her homeland of Kurai. Long, delicate silver hair tumbled down her back, while seven voluminous silver fox tails fanned out behind her. Her robe left nothing for him to imagine about her impressive curves or eye-catching bust. Especially with the three sapphires embedded above it.

“I expected the lockdown to last longer,” Narime said as she swept toward him. “Are you sure it’s safe?”

“No, but we can’t remain in lockdown forever without a visible threat,” he said. He slipped one arm around her as she pressed against him, and she stole a quick kiss with a smirk.

In the distance, Fei glowered at the fox, but remained fixated on her job of commanding the Royal Knights.

“What exactly happened? I rushed past Reine to get to the throne room, so we’re all in the dark. We couldn’t even hear the battle due to the wards of the palace,” Narime explained. “Alice has been beside herself in worry, while the rest of the Diet has been wondering if Aleich was under siege.”

“Under siege?” Nathan wasn’t sure if he sounded incredulous or on the verge of laughter. “Falmir tried to sneak in a few Champions.” He shook his head.

Narime’s eyes turned to slits. “Are we sure it was Falmir?”

“Who else could⁠—”

“Arcadia? Nobles intent on disrupting the Diet? Amican rebels? The Nationalists?” She reeled off several more possible names, although they grew less believable.

Hearing Narime talk about something other than politics, Gareth decided to wander over.

Nathan shook his head. “Charlotte used some strange power to back them. They at least had her backing. And I’d know if the Nationalists were involved.”

He still had control over Tharban, after all.

“Oh, those were definitely assassins from Falmir,” Gareth said. “Not Champions I know well, but there are few Bastions who recruit from the Far Reaches, so they’re easy to remember.”

“You recognized them?” Nathan asked, while Narime’s ears and tails lowered out of respect to Gareth’s knowledge.

The older Bastion stroked his chin. “Kinda figured you’d know them, too.”

Nathan raised a hand and cast wards around them to prevent eavesdropping. Other than raising an eyebrow, Gareth said nothing.

“The timeline’s wrong for that,” Nathan said. “Around this time, I was down south. Anyone recruiting from the Far Reaches would be nowhere near me. Then a lot of Bastions started getting massacred due to the sheer number of invasions, not to mention the wholesale loss of eastern Doumahr.”

Gareth’s face paled. “Oh. Right. Forgot about that part. Beatrice bringing down Arcadia and demons sweeping across the former Federation?”

“Yeah. It would happen around now. Means a lot of Bastions you know simply died before I met them. It’s part of why I never knew Dominic, except by reputation. Baudelaire offed him when she took supreme power.”

“Smart move,” Gareth muttered. “Should have done that myself.” He coughed. “Anyway, yeah, this attack is absolutely from Falmir. That’s obvious, even without the prophet fuckery.”

“It’s a rash move, even by Charlotte’s standards,” Narime said.

“The woman who kicked off the invasion of Trafaumh by teleporting above Soreaux and getting in a pissing match with Fyre?” Gareth asked sarcastically. “I think she’s incapable of thinking through her moves, especially when she’s losing.”

“How could an assault on the palace ever hope to succeed?” the fox pushed. “It’s insanity.”

“Because Charlotte didn’t want to attack Alice or the palace. She wanted to kill one person in particular.” Nathan let his gaze fall on Archduke von Milgar, who stood amid a huddle of knights, healers, and nobles, and seemed intent on arguing with everyone around him.

Narime’s expression darkened. “Ah. My apologies, Nathan. The pieces do fit, then.”

Curious that Narime seemed to think eliminating von Milgar might be worth sacrificing Champions in such an insane attack. Personally, Nathan figured the loss would sting, but hardly cripple the Empire.

Not that he wanted to let Alice’s grandfather die. Milgar was a good man, and he used his immense resources to defend the Empire in ways few others could.

Nathan’s eyes met Milgar’s, and the noble’s thin mustache twitched. Nathan understood the implied message writ across the elder man’s face.

“I’m being summoned,” he drawled.

“Telepathically?” Gareth asked.

“For a royal brat, you’re pretty bad at unspoken messages,” Nathan said.

“And you’re far too good at them for somebody who is at pains to complain about politics every second. I’ll leave you to it and go back to trying to be invisible.” Gareth gave him a mock salute and retreated along with Erica and Beth again.

Sighing, Nathan advanced with Narime and Ciana.

The knights and healers parted for him, although one healer implored Nathan to convince the Archduke to let him heal the noble.

“Giving the healers trouble, Hans?” Nathan asked.

“I’m fine. Tripped during that mess, but little more,” Milgar grunted, his expression darkening. “Nothing compared to what others suffered.”

Hans von Milgar was an elderly man with a lean, muscular figure, a thin mustache, and a gaunt face that failed to hide his advanced age. Unlike most nobles present, he favored simple black clothing with only his family regalia sewn in gold. Protective runes shimmered in the fabric.

“Your Grace, it is our duty to—” one of the knights began to say.

“Duty or not, good men and women died to protect me. And for what? This farce of a gathering?” Milgar boomed, waving a hand to the air.

Many nobles looked over at him, their expressions a mixed bag.

Narime and Ciana looked to Nathan, expecting him to say something.

But what was he going to say? He agreed with Milgar on this point.

Every mage, fox, and knight who had died stopping the assassins had fought valiantly and done exactly as they were trained to. Celebrated warriors all.

Yet not a single one should have died, because the Diet session was a complete waste of time.

“And everybody knows it,” Milgar continued, bitterness leaking into his voice. “We’re here to vote to start a war that has already started. Falmir knows it. They just attacked the Imperial Palace in broad daylight, with thousands of people watching. Yet here we are, voting on whether we should officially declare war on a nation openly assaulting us. We should have marched on them a week ago, like we said we would.”

“That would make us exactly like Falmir,” a newcomer said, his voice refined, inherently pompous, yet confident all the same.

Archduke Otto von Salms, who controlled the lands on the current battle front with Falmir in the north-west, strode toward them, decked out in black and gold. Unlike Milgar, Otto ensured his outfit outclassed almost every other noble. Plenty of silk, frills, and lace poured off his jacket and shirt, in accordance with the current Imperial fashion in formalwear. Jewelry shined from his fingers and neck.

While Otto usually dressed up, he looked positively ridiculous today.

“Defending ourselves against an aggressor makes us like an insane dictatorship that believes in a false prophet?” Milgar asked, voice as dry as the Houkeem Desert. “I must have missed the part where claiming the moral high ground required us to die like dogs. Oh, sorry, for the soldiers to die like dogs. Never us, am I correct?”

Otto grit his teeth. “Waier is a stone’s throw from Falmir’s front line. Their forces at Chateau de Sarn could reach my walls within days. To say nothing of the assassination attempt I faced during the cascade, Hans. And will you deny that I went south to lead the extermination of demons after the Mortiswatch cascade?”

Milgar grimaced and looked away for a moment. He lowered his voice, “Then put those troops and knights of yours to use, Otto. The entire Empire has been ready for this from the moment that insane princess stepped foot in the Torrovium Fields!”

The two men’s eyes met, and they held each other’s gazes.

Nathan kept his thoughts to himself. He knew the archdukes must argue and talk to one another all the time, but he rarely saw them do so. Most of his dealings were one-on-one, or in the public theater.

Any interruption he made would undoubtedly push both Milgar and Otto back to their public footing.

The moment passed and Otto took a step back. “We are about to put my knights to work. Even before this cowardly assault, the Diet would assuredly have declared war. Now, it is guaranteed. But out declaration of war won’t be through the Empress’s will, or some technicality, but the near-unanimous and clear will of the Diet, under the watchful eye of Omria herself. We will reunite the Empire, and it will be done according to the laws as set out so long ago. Not the ‘conventions’ invented to get around them.”

Otto whirled and strode back inside the palace. Behind him, Milgar could do little more than gnash his teeth.

Frustrating as it was, Otto’s play to faith and tradition would win the day. As it had for the past week, after he’d reneged on his promise to attack Falmir should they assault Soreaux.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Nathan, but I’m damn glad you ended up marrying Alice,” Milgar said. “I think I’d have died of an aneurysm if I’d ever given her away to such a twit.”

“He’s playing politics,” Nathan said neutrally.

“At a time when the only politics on display should be focused on how to defeat our enemies. This is the sort of nonsense that…” Milgar shook his head. “No matter. We’ll deal with this vote now and then crush Falmir.”

Everyone stared at Milgar incredulously.

“Your Grace, you cannot seriously intend to attend the Diet now!” one of his aides asked, voice practically turning into a shriek. “You nearly died. The palace was nearly breached. Our enemies⁠—”

“Tried and failed to harm us. Like I said, we were already at war.” Milgar squared his jaw. “If we let anyone influence when or how the Diet votes, then the Empire is truly failing. Plus, our Royal Bastion, Lord Nathan, foiled Falmir anyway.”

The old man leaned forward and clapped a lean, muscular hand on Nathan’s shoulder. He squeezed and leaned in.

“The palace is safe?” he whispered.

The unspoken question of “Is Alice safe?” reached Nathan’s ears at the same time.

Nodding, Nathan replied, “Nobody made it inside. Security will be raised for some time, including additional Champions and knights. They might be a nuisance, but play along.”

“I’m used to being coddled by security,” Milgar joked as he straightened up and rolled his shoulders.

“Then you should be used to letting healers look you over. Like Narime.” Nathan inclined his head toward his fox.

Caught off-guard, Milgar could do little more than grumble as Narime led the healers in a thorough checkup of Milgar’s health and vitals, ensuring he truly had done no more than trip.

Nathan slipped away, but noticed Ciana staring at the palace entrance.

“Something wrong?” He almost began to reach for his magic, before noticing that Ciana’s guard hadn’t raised.

She frowned. “Gareth paid a lot of attention to Archduke von Salms. He rarely pays much attention to nobles, so it seemed… noteworthy.”

“Especially as I’m certain there wasn’t much connection between Otto and Falmir.” Nathan drummed his fingers against his thigh. “Tharban basically chased Falmir away, and Otto potentially helped kill his father for that reason.”

Maybe Ciana was reading too much into Gareth’s idle staring, but Nathan figured to chase the matter up at some point.

For now, he needed to finish tidying up the aftermath of the attack. Leaving everything to Fei would be the definition of irresponsible.

Close to an hour flew by as Nathan oversaw cleanup. Narime saw off Milgar, then joined him. Many of his knights rotated out with those inside the palace, although he saw many more pouring out from the barracks further within the palace complex. Some undoubtedly came from Castle Aleich as well.

Fyre gave a couple of speeches, before being whisked inside by a mixture of knights, aides, and nobles. No doubt Alice needed her in place before the Diet session could begin.

Technically, Nathan should be in there as well. The longer he stayed outside, the more of the interminably long formal introductions he could skip.

His knights certainly welcomed his company, as his many captains and lieutenants took the opportunity to report to him or spend at least a little time around him for whatever reason. The vast majority of the Royal Knights and all of Fei’s Imperial knights were beastkin, largely wolfgirls.

Despite the jokes sent his way about building an enormous harem, the prime reason was functional. Nathan used Champions that were the opposite gender, and he almost exclusively recruited from his knights.

As for why they were almost all beastkin… Well, that had simply occurred naturally. His actions caused them to flock to him, to say nothing of Fyre being by his side. Many of his elites and officers dated back to the early days in Gharrick Pass, when the beastkin fought for him as much because he paid them well as anything else.

Narime sidled up to him. “I’m quite certain we’re finished here. Nothing else has happened. Whatever Falmir hoped to achieve, they failed. It’s best to leave this to Reine and her agents. This is, after all, her expertise.”

“I know. If I stay out here for too long, Alice will know I’m intentionally avoiding the Diet.” Nathan could hear the droning of the nobles even out here.

They hadn’t activated the external speakers yet, which meant nothing important was being discussed. Supposedly there was some sort of schedule so that the general public knew when the war declaration would be officially voted on.

Which likely meant the boring part had hours left.

Narime shot him an amused look, before her lips thinned. “I’ve been thinking⁠—”

“Do you ever stop?” he asked.

Her tails slapped him, and he considered his jab a great success.

Leveling a serious look at him, she continued, “If the assassination was aimed at Archduke von Milgar, they clearly intended to achieve something. But what? He has children. A clear heir, and one that supports his position, even if he’s not as politically dominant as his father. At best, all that could be served by eliminating him would be disruption.”

“He’s Alice’s staunchest ally in the Diet, a capable general, better connected than possibly any active noble now that Gorthal is… retired…” Nathan grimaced at the reminder of the former emperor’s physical state, which deteriorated by the day. “More than anything, Milgar’s important to the war effort. His heir won’t be half as effective at rallying his armies and corralling the nobles beneath him, at least until he proves himself in battle.”

Narime inclined her head, but her ears and tails remained unbowed. “Perhaps. But our war with Falmir won’t be as reliant on conventional arms. The assistance of the nobility is necessary to hold territory, but it will be Bastions and Champions that win battles. If anything, they will be galvanized by the assassination of their liege.”

“True…” The thought troubled Nathan. If killing Milgar would simply martyr him, what had Charlotte hoped to gain?

“Milgar’s more important politically, I suspect.” Narime’s tails pointed at the Imperial Palace. “His words about the ‘Empire failing’ should Falmir be able to influence the Diet bother me. If he had died or been seriously wounded today, how do you think the vote would have gone?”

“The Crusader faction would have blown their top,” Nathan said flatly. “Recall that a lot of them are former Loyalist supporters of Gorthal and Alice, and many of the old Nationalist nobles hate Falmir.”

Narime frowned. “Perhaps… I’m not as familiar with the political winds in Aleich as you are, admittedly. Few of the regents from the Federation acted so deeply on principle, and the schemes in Kurai were frequently inscrutable enigmas. Even so, would a delay work just as well for Charlotte? If the Diet stalled Alice for another week⁠—”

“Alice would lose patience. So would I. Falmir’s main army is only a stone’s throw from Tervuis’s Ford in central Trafaumh. Even with a trigem to get through, I’m not about to underestimate my old man. If the Diet refused to vote—or even voted against war—Alice would use her powers as Empress to overrule them. No matter what Otto says, the Diet can’t overrule her authority over the Imperial Army.”

Well, they could. But if the Diet was crazy enough to try to stare down Alice’s attempt to order Nathan and the Imperial Army to engage with Charlotte in the defense of Trafaumh—especially after a direct attack on the palace—it would border on a cause for another civil war.

What was the term Torneus has once used? A constitutional crisis. The Diet could take whatever actions it liked, but in the end, it had to enforce them. Nathan and Alice controlled the army. The Diet didn’t.

“It won’t reach that point,” Nathan said.

“I see.” Narime seemed concerned. Confused, almost. “I need to think on this. I’m struggling to make sense of the point of this attack. Maybe Reine’s investigation can turn up more evidence to help me.”

He nodded.

Deciding that he probably should finally join Alice, he began his slow trek toward the palace. Fei bounced over and he scratched behind her ears to distract himself.

“Nathan, do you know what that golden stuff they were using was? It made me feel funny when I absorbed it with my gem ability,” she said, making a face.

“You absorbed it?” he asked.

Her head bounced up and down, and her tufted ears flapped freely in the process. “It took a lot of effort to do it, and I think I actually used more magic than I gained, but… I dunno. Something about it felt…” Her green eyes became distant and she took a shuddering breath. “Familiar.” Her voice sounded huskier.

Older, almost. Worldlier.

Nathan placed a hand on her shoulder. Something had pulsed along the mental link he shared with her. Unlike Ciana, Fyre, and Reine, Fei didn’t know how to use it to communicate with him. So if it changed, it was a sign of something wrong with her mind. Which likely meant a problem with her gems.

When he used mental magic to check, all seemed well.

“You alright?” he asked.

She shook her head and smiled at him. “It’s fine. I, um, don’t think I’ll try that again. Oh, but I might need to if there are more of them. Will there be?”

“I… don’t know.” Nathan bit his lip. “I suspect there are only a few people who might know of this. Astra, maybe. But most likely Kadria or Tarako.”

The mention of Kadria lowered the mood among all of his Champions. While they’d long since gotten used to the buxom succubi that bounced around the palace these days, Kadria was another matter.

After the stunt she’d pulled in Soreaux and her deception—her pretend betrayal, especially—Nathan kept her inside her mental fortress, even though she now had a physical body. He struggled to come up with an effective punishment otherwise, especially as he might need her knowledge or power.

“I’ll let Tarako know you have something to talk to her about this evening,” Narime said. “So that she doesn’t get drunk and pass out.”

“She’s not that bad,” Fei muttered.

“Don’t you pretend otherwise. The two of you are terrible together.” Narime’s eyes flashed and she grabbed Fei by one ear and dragged her off.

“Ow, ow, ow! Nathan, stop her,” Fei whined.

He simply waved her off.

His thoughts remained troubled, unfortunately.

For just a moment when Fei’s voice changed, he swore her sapphires had turned purple.

“Finally braving the eternal boredom of the nobility?” Gareth asked, pulling him from his thoughts.

Nathan didn’t bother looking over at the sorcerer. He simply shrugged. “I kind of have to. At least for a little while. I’m optimistic it won’t take too long. Milgar wants this over today, even though Alice is worried it might take a few days overall.”

“Days? To declare war?”

Erica let out a choking laugh, while Beth shook her head.

“No. They’ll almost certainly make the declaration either today or tomorrow morning. The rest of the Diet session will be debating more… material matters like funding, how much nobles are expected to contribute, payment for levies, grants to supply and raise knightly orders, and who gets to claim what land.”

“Ah. The last part is especially important.” Gareth smirked.

“The most difficult, too. Recall that we’re assisting Trafaumh to retake their territory. The third day is basically going to be Alice and her allies crushing repeated attempts to seize Trafaumh’s territory.”

Nathan wanted to be nowhere near the Diet on that day. Honestly, he didn’t understand how either of his fiancées could deal with the nonsense. The day promised to be an endless shouting match.

“You look like that’s somehow worse than the sleep-inducing speeches. At least if they’re arguing it has meaning,” Gareth said.

“Showing your colors a bit, eh, Pike?” Erica muttered.

He shot a glare at his Champion.

Shrugging, Nathan said, “I can meditate while the nobles ramble on. It’s good practice for ascended magic. Especially mental magic. The problem with the arguments is that they often ask me to intervene, so I have to pay attention. It’s a stupid back-and-forth that wears you down.”

“All the more reason for me to steer clear.” Gareth lifted one leg and made a highly exaggerated step away from the palace.

Nathan turned his back on his friend and was about to enter the palace itself, but stopped when he heard no footsteps.

Turning back, he saw Gareth and his two Champions waiting expectantly.

“You have something to say, right?” Nathan asked.

“You have that fancy ward to stop eavesdropping, right?” Gareth asked.

Nathan waved a hand and summoned it, attracting the attention of the nearby knights. They showed no other reaction, however.

“The little tiff between the archdukes was interesting. Especially to me.” Gareth chewed on his lip. “I guess I’ll cut to the chase. Back when I worked with Beatrice in Soreaux, I know she had agents in the Empire. I’m certain von Salms is one of them. She visited Waier regularly and mentioned him a few times. Don’t trust him.”


CHAPTER 4



Even with Gareth’s warning about Otto’s imminent—and somewhat predictable—betrayal, Nathan couldn’t do much about it. As an archduke, Otto possessed immense latitude. Accusing him of treason wouldn’t go far without hard evidence.

Particularly as Nathan and Alice had overlooked Otto’s actions during the civil war and Otto talked a strong game about taking the war to Falmir. Any action against him would look like petty retribution over the civil war in the eyes of the nobility.

But the possibility of betrayal loomed large, as it had been Otto’s reticence to assault Falmir after they attacked Soreaux that had led Alice to leave the declaration of war to the Diet. She had originally planned to use her powers as Empress, but the opportunity had passed.

All Nathan could do was ask Reine to keep an eye on Otto and look for anything suspicious.

Then it was time to be bored to death by the Diet.

Nathan’s late entry attracted commentary as he strode across the great hall with Ciana by his side. Fei had scarpered the moment he entered, unwilling to be trapped here. Countess or not, she wanted nothing to do with politics.

“Lord Nathan, has the palace been secured against the Falmirian heathens?” a count asked from the second floor of the three-story hall. He’d been the one giving some long-winded speech before Nathan entered.

“All assailants were dealt with an hour ago, and no further threats have emerged. Security will remain tightened until the Diet rests,” Nathan replied without breaking step.

A mixture of approving nods and cheers broke out. Far too much revelry for the Diet, honestly. Then again, some random count from the Crusader faction had referred to Falmir as “heathens,” which said a lot about their mood.

Nathan took his position by Alice’s throne. His fiancé sat upon it, wearing an elegant black and gold gown with dark gray winged patterns sewn across its fabric. Other than a small window revealing her cleavage, she’d chosen to cover up most of her skin. No doubt some sort of nod to the severity of the situation, even if she needed to remain fashionable.

Her blonde hair merged with the gold of her dress, even as her blue eyes stood out given her relative lack of jewelry. Only her engagement ring glittered on one finger.

Beside her stood Fyre, who beamed at Nathan.

Two more of Nathan’s Champions occupied the room. Both were dark elves, and they acted as bodyguards for the Imperial family today.

Astra stood just behind Fyre. She stood out no matter where she was, thanks to her figure-hugging dark armor that accentuated her immense bust and revealed far too much of her luscious dark skin and thighs. She’d tied her white hair up in a ponytail. Three opals sat in her collarbone, but she carried no weapons.

The other dark elf was Nurevia, who carried more than enough weapons to make up for Astra’s lack of them. She somehow revealed even more skin, as she wore little more than a vest and hot pants, and her tits nearly spilled out of them. Her lavender hair stood out even among dark elves, and she looked deeply bored as she stood guard beside former emperor Gorthal.

Gorthal’s presence surprised Nathan. The old emperor rarely left his bedroom these days, as his health had worsened to the point he slept most of the time. At this stage, Alice simply hoped her grandfather would see her wedding.

Yet the old man had dragged himself to the Diet, where he’d been afforded an honor guard and prime seating, along with Nurevia and a duogem Champion to protect him. Gorthal’s closest mistress remained by his side, along with several healers.

Maybe Nathan wouldn’t call this Diet session a complete waste of time.

His positive attitude didn’t last long. Every noble and his dog gave some dry speech about their family history, how strong their faith in Omria was, and why this was deeply important to the war vote.

Almost as if every noble wanted to imprint the war—and the assumed victory over Falmir—on their history. The sort of thing they’d tell their children, presumably.

“I was there when we voted to crush the heathens!” or some such nonsense. Presumably they’d leave out the part where they did precisely zero actual fighting.

Although some would. While Nathan tuned out the vast majority of the speeches, a few differed from the rest. Frontier nobles, namely. And a couple of Bastions that had been granted titles. Their words didn’t so much glorify the war or talk up the part about “putting heathens to the torch” as much as talk about the need to protect their citizens or present a united front.

At least a couple of the counts realized who’d be expected to do the heavy lifting.

Nathan slipped out as the Diet session recessed, well before any of the dukes or archdukes spoke. Sure, they might have more important things to say, but a few hours of this nonsense pushed him to his limits. Especially on an empty stomach. He hadn’t eaten since this morning.

While the nobles slowly drifted out of the great hall to the serving halls that catered especially to them, Nathan retreated inside the palace.

The sun was nowhere near setting, but he wanted an early dinner. He tracked down one of the kitchens dedicated to the palace.

And, as always, was immediately set upon by the servants and shooed into a small dining room. A horsegirl maid tried not to look too annoyed by Nathan’s insistence on intruding on the kitchens, but failed.

“You’re supposed to call on us, Your Highness,” the maid grumbled. “Just like Her Majesty does.”

Nobody else called him “His Highness” or any variation of it outside the servants, but he’d given up on correcting them. The nobles all called him some variation of Lord. Apparently, his official status upon marrying Alice would be the Emperor-Consort, but he’d also be married to Anna, which made him an archduke. Oh, and he’d be a count. And a Bastion.

To be frank, nobody—not even Alice—had any clue what his formal title or form of address would be once he married. The power he held within the Empire was essentially unmatched as it was. So he just let others call him whatever they liked.

He allowed the maid to seat him and Ciana in a small dining room, which was opulently decorated. Without bothering to take his order, the maid swept away.

Which typically meant he’d end up receiving some obscene amount of food.

Ciana smirked at his exasperated expression. “This is why you let me fetch your food.”

“It is,” he admitted. “One of the knights probably mentioned to a servant that I’ve been busy all day, and it’s made its way to the kitchen servants.” He tapped the table. “Should I call Fei here?”

The color drained from Ciana’s face. “The cooks would ban you from the kitchens if you did that. You’re the one who mandated she has her own dedicated team of cooks and specific dining hours.”

“It was a joke,” Nathan said. “I’m not cruel.”

Fei’s ability to eat a small town into starvation overnight made her an object of fear and admiration within the palace. Nathan tried not to think about the food budget she consumed.

Especially once she went into heat in winter. He sincerely hoped the war might be wrapped up by then.

Now that Nathan found the time to sit down and rest, he let his mind focus on work. Not the physical jobs he’d been tied up with all day, but the busywork that kept him and several of his more administrative Champions tied down.

With war finally happening—officially—it might help to finish going over some of Seraph’s reports. He mentioned as much to Ciana, and she passed on the message to the knights who escorted him.

By the time the endless platters of food arrived, piles of paperwork dominated half his table. Ciana and another knight assisted the servants to find room to squeeze plates on around the reports.

Hours passed. Nathan found himself skimming through reports on demonic portal activity, estimated troop numbers across various fronts, potential new Champion recruits, scouting reports from Falmir’s territory, and even some reports on politics in Trafaumh.

Ordinarily, very little of this would reach him. But with his Champions focused on imminent warfare, a lot of mundane paperwork submitted by his Champions and officers across the Empire wasn’t being properly processed.

Just how much did Seraph and Kara handle ordinarily? Narime sometimes picked up the slack as well. But both Seraph and Narime were focused on Falmir, and he’d pulled Kara aside to assist Anna with the Diet.

“I need more Champions talented in administration,” he mumbled.

“I think those are just called administrators,” Sunstorm said, leaning over his shoulder.

He nearly jumped out of his skin, instead choosing to glare at the olive-skinned assassin barely an inch away from his face. Her spiky black hair framed her smirk as she leaned backward.

Sunstorm was the most like Erica of his Champions. A trained assassin with a teleportation ability and she excelled at eliminating other Champions. Unlike Erica, who covered herself with a robe at all times, Sunstorm was rarely found without her skintight black uniform that made her lithe figure apparent. A pair of wicked short swords hung from her hips. Two onyxes and a single jade sat in her collarbone.

“Shouldn’t you be in Soreaux, Choe?” Nathan asked.

Sunstorm’s eyes flickered around the room. Only Ciana was here, so she didn’t whine about his usage of her true name.

“I was. But news of your little incident is spreading, so I came back. It’s not like it’s a long trip thanks to the mental gateways. Plus, it’s nicer to sleep in my own bed. Or yours, really.”

“It’s my turn tonight,” Ciana said, but her horn turned a deep black and her gaze turned assessing.

Sunstorm grinned from ear-to-ear. “You know me, Ciana. I’m no stranger to threesomes. Just say the word.”

“Hmm. I’ll think about it,” the unicorn teased, her blue eyes lighting up.

While his Champions made plans for his evening—or the late night, given the time he’d actually end up in bed at this rate—Nathan returned to his report. Sunstorm clicked her tongue and plucked it from his fingers.

“You’re right that you should get others to look at these for you. There’s a war on, you know,” she said.

“Not yet,” he said drily. Then paused. “Or did they declare it?”

“The hell should I know? I don’t care if a bunch of overdressed assholes want to pretend we’re waiting for them.” She rolled her eyes and leaned against his back. “I’m just saying you have more important things to do. You spent the morning in Falmir, then fought off an open attack against the palace, and now Reine’s hunting down cells inside Aleich.”

That caught his attention. Nathan let the reports lie.

Now he’d moved on to something else, Ciana took the opportunity to begin tidying up the paperwork.

“Cells? Last I heard, she still needed to interrogate the enemy agents she captured outside the palace,” he asked.

“I checked in with her on the way here. Pike’s helping out—or his Lady of Death is, at any rate. Not sure how useful the sorcerer is,” Sunstorm said.

“More than you think. There’s a reason he was the one Charlotte kept sending to do her dirty work both here and in Soreaux,” Nathan said.

The assassin frowned and curled a lock of her hair in one finger. “Right. Well, Reine’s worked out we’re dealing with a smart enough operation that they kept intel on a need-to-know operation. But somebody is controlling them. Find them, find their masters. Somebody brought the Champions here and disposed of the nobles whose carriages they stole.”

Disposed of… “So we’re missing a count?”

“Yeah. Count von Harlik. Controls a relatively unimportant county near⁠—”

“Waier,” Nathan finished for her, eyes hardening.

Sunstorm raised an eyebrow. Then her eyes narrowed. “Alright, if you’re namedropping Waier, that means you suspect our good pal Otto of being up to something. He acted weirdly when you spoke to him during the cascade. Not sure I pinned him for a traitor, though. Especially after he walked away from Falmir before.”

“He might not have a choice.”

“Oh. That sort of bullshit.” Sunstorm made a face. “Guess you’ll need to talk to the bimbos, huh?”

Ciana looked over from where she’d finished stacking up the reports. “They’re not stupid, Choe.”

“Yeah, but what little intelligence they’ve got left vanishes the moment Nathan waves his cock in front of them. Sometimes he doesn’t even have to do that.”

“Enough,” he said with a sigh. “But you’re right, they’re on the list. Tarako as well.”

Sunstorm’s quizzical gaze brought on a new explanation as he helped Ciana tidy up. As they left the room, some servants swept in to remove everything for him, accompanied by knights to ensure nothing went missing.

More time had passed than he thought. Torches lit up the halls of the palace and din of the Diet had long since vanished. Few, if any, servants wandered the corridors. Plenty of knights maintained security, however.

After a quick scan to ensure nothing was amiss, Nathan made his way to his bedroom. Alice remained upstairs with several others, including Otto and Milgar. Presumably they were discussing the aftermath of today’s Diet session and how tomorrow’s would go. Nothing Nathan needed to attend.

Curiously, all three of Nathan’s targets dwelled in one spot. Tarako and the Twins stood inside in his bedroom. That boded poorly.

He opened the door to his room and raised voices poured forth.

“This isn’t your palace, you bratty rodent,” Laura snapped. “And we’re here to maintain security as much as you are.”

“More,” Maura drawled, but her lazy tone belied the fury in her voice. “So get rid of that fucking picture before I turn you into Nathan’s favorite new toy. I’m sure after a few millennia of being a frigid bitch you’ve tightened up enough for him to enjoy you for a while.”

“Cute,” Tarako said, her voice like ice. “But you’re not Nathan, and you don’t control security here. Today proved that assassins can strike at any time, and without teleportation inside the palace, I need to be able to protect him at a moment’s notice. As much as I’d love to carve failure into your corpses, I much prefer keeping him alive.”

“Yeah. Great. So strip and let him use you like a cocksleeve every night. Then you’ll be in his bedroom all the time,” Maura said.

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose, while Sunstorm and Ciana looked at each other with grimaces.

Once again, Tarako and the Twins were at each other’s throats. And, once again, they certainly refused to hold back. Nathan worried they might follow through with their threats one day.

“Ahem,” he said, not even bothering to fake a cough.

The three women turned to face him, and he got a good look at them in the light of his room.

The Twins, Maura and Laura, were an obnoxiously buxom pair of succubi with thighs to match. They possessed the typical bronzed skin of succubi, along with curly goat horns and long white hair. While otherwise identical, their eyes differed. Maura’s eyes had black sclera along with their matching red eyes.

In the past, Nathan believed that made Maura the more dangerous sister. Not the brightest assessment he’d made, given Maura had been the one to fall in love with him, while Laura mostly played along with her sister. Both succubi wore simple one piece dresses, but in reversed black and white colors.

Tarako, by contrast, was a mystic fox so ancient she’d become fictional to most of the world. Tens of thousands of years old, her nine bronze tails marked her as the oldest and most powerful fox on Doumahr. Three blue zoisites twinkled above her modest chest. Ordinarily, she wore form-fitting clothing that showed off the lean muscles of a skilled sword fighter.

For whatever reason, she wore a strapless white nightgown that fell to mid-thigh. The gold trim around its edges was of an old-fashioned cord that must have taken hours for somebody to craft and painstakingly bind to the gown. She bared her lovely legs to the world, but the rest of her trim, muscular figure was kept a secret.

“See? Nathan certainly likes what he sees,” Laura said, noticing the way his eyes traced Tarako’s bare legs. “Now just bend over on his bed and you’ll provide all the security he needs. We’ll get rid of that painting in the meantime.”

The succubi turned toward a strange, empty portrait on the wall of his bedroom that hadn’t been there this morning. It was roughly man-sized and stood flat against the floor, as if somebody hadn’t finished hanging it. Ascended magic rippled off it.

“Enough,” he said. “You know how I feel about threats like that.”

“Who said we were threatening?” Maura muttered.

“Maura,” he rumbled.

She clicked her tongue. “Fine. Whatever. But it’s not like this hag is good for anything else.”

Tarako rolled her eyes. “I’m glad that’s settled. Now, if you’ll excuse me⁠—”

“Tarako, stay,” Nathan said.

Inadvertently, he let a little magic slip into his voice. Mental magic.

The fox’s entire body shuddered, her ears flattening against her head and her nine tails falling flat against the floor. She bit her lip and glanced at him, cheeks reddening.

Not quite the reaction he’d expected, even if he’d accidentally ordered her around with mental magic. He released the mental tether he’d created.

“Sorry,” he said.

“It’s fine,” she mumbled, slapping her cheeks.

The succubi’s faces split in two as they grinned at Tarako, but they said nothing, preferring to giggle incessantly. Tarako spat a curse in her native tongue at them.

“Don’t start again,” Nathan growled.

Once the three women calmed down, he finally entered his bedroom properly and leaned against the back of the sofa in the room.

His bedroom was massive, as one expected from a man of his status. Half the room contained the preposterously large bed he slept in—which was only so large because it sometimes needed to contain as many as six or seven adults. The other half was split between a small lounge suite and dining set, including a large buffet table, dresser, and sideboard.

“I have things to talk with you about, but first, what the hell is the picture?” he asked.

Tarako puffed out her rather unimpressive chest. Or at least, unimpressive compared to the tits the Twins showed off, each of which eclipsed Tarako’s entire head in size.

“As I said earlier, I realized how much danger you remain in. Given the escalation in power the old cow is forcing upon us, it is my duty as your eldest and most experienced Champion to ensure your safety.”

Ciana’s expression turned to stone, while Sunstorm didn’t even hide a scoff.

“Why do you call the goddess an old cow, anyway?” Nathan asked.

“Because she is one,” Tarako said simply. She then pointed at the portrait. “This portrait is a portable gateway that connects to one in my room. It’s one of the many artifacts in my pocket dimension. It’s similar to a portable gateway. Although it only works over a short distance and needs to be connected to a binding stone. Far less useful than the gateways you humans invented, but extremely useful for moving around within a fortress.”

He frowned. Honestly, he found it hard to argue against it.

As if sensing his approval, the Twins pressed against his sides.

“She’s putting a gateway into your room. That’s a massive security risk,” Maura said.

“Yeah. Why can’t we have a doorway right into your room?” Laura asked.

“I mean, I don’t see why not,” he admitted. “The entrance is in Alice’s room because it started there. Presumably because I intended to sleep there more often.”

Or maybe Kadria had been pushing him to do so. Perhaps assuming he’d ignore Alice’s unwillingness to share with the other girls. She accepted he had many other lovers, but showed no interest in joining them in bed.

The Twins froze. Then tilted their heads as one, mouths opening into an “O” shape.

“Uh, you mean you haven’t tried moving it?” Maura poked him in the side. “We could have been sneaking into your room for morning blowjobs for ages now.”

Maura made a good argument for him to never create a mental gateway inside his room, or else he’d never know peace from his succubi. Their eyes transformed into slits in response to his thoughts.

“Oi,” she muttered.

He brushed them off and focused on Tarako. “So, you’ll use the portrait to enter my room if you think I’m at risk?”

The fox nodded. “Indeed. Ideally, I’d have a bed in here. That’s what I did with my last Bastion long ago, even when he was taking other women.”

“No,” he said flatly.

Ciana’s face had lit up the instant Tarako brought up the idea.

If he gave an inch for Tarako and let her sleep here, every other Champion would take a mile. His bedroom would become a dormitory for his Champions.

Row upon row of beds, as far as the eye could see. That’s what he imagined his bedroom would become. He’d be woken up every morning by Fei flopping onto him asking for breakfast. To say nothing of how often others would join in his nightly activities.

“What about security?” Sunstorm asked. “The bimbos are right about that. If somebody sneaks into your room ,they can get into Nathan’s. I’m vetoing that.”

“Who says you have veto power?” Maura asked.

“I do, as the only trained assassin under Nathan and the one who helps him and Reine with defenses against them.” Sunstorm’s eyes flashed. “You deal with succubus bullshit. I stop people poisoning his food or stabbing him in his bed.”

The Twins nodded begrudgingly.

Tarako merely giggled. “I’m no fool. The painting has a spatial ward over it coded to me, so nobody else can use it. I tried coding it to any of Nathan’s Champions, but while I am a nine-tailed fox, I’m quite rusty at spellcraft. The Twins interrupted me while I was trying.”

Frowning, Nathan wondered if he might be able to help.

Then he realized there was somebody else more suited for it. “Have Narime take a look at it with you. And no, I’m not helping you if she asks for her own.”

Tarako’s tails lowered as she winced. Evidently he’d foreseen the reason she’d avoided asking for a favor.

“Very well. Thank you for agreeing with my preparation.” Tarako gave a half-bow. “It is my duty to protect you. Whatever my disagreements with some of your decisions and allies may be, you are the one protecting Doumahr and I placed myself into your service. You’ve proven yourself far more capable than I ever anticipated.”

“If you were as old and wise as the stories suggest, maybe you should have foreseen it,” Sunstorm said.

“Choe,” Nathan chided.

She grimaced and threw him an annoyed look, her eyes flickering at Tarako.

The fox rolled her eyes in return.

“I’m not merely from your country, brat, but the very highest echelons. You think I don’t know the names of every Champion from Kurai, even those barely old enough to flee?” Tarako’s expression darkened. “I know yours and Li⁠—”

Nathan shot the fox a sharp glare, but she froze mid-sentence before he even looked at her. A sharp burst of mental magic rippled along his link with her before he even realized. Wincing, he released the spell.

“Don’t say Seraph’s name around others without her express permission,” Nathan said, voice laced with thunder. “Sure, both Ciana and Sunstorm know it.” He was pretty sure Ciana had picked it up simply through clinging to him 24/7, and everyone simply ignored the Twins. “But that doesn’t excuse you.”

“You’re right. My apologies, I let my temper get the better of me.” Tarako bowed stiffly, and her tails fanned out flat across his bed.

“Ooooh, this seems like the perfect time for punishment,” Laura cooed.

“No. I need information instead,” Nathan said. “About today. You two first.”

“Uh, punishment first?”

“No.” He stopped himself before he began looping, and the Twins smirked. “Look, I asked the two of you to check all the nobles for mental magic, just in case. Did you find anything?”

“Uh, if we had, you’d know. Like hell we’d have let a compromised noble through with the shit that went down today,” Maura drawled. “They’re all clean.”

“All of them?” He frowned. Had Gareth been wrong? “What about Otto?”

“Uh… the archduke? Guy with the wife that looks way too much like Alice?” The succubus crossed her arms beneath her breasts, which caused them to nearly spill out the top of her dress. “Nope. Definitely clean. We checked him thoroughly during the cascade. Would have pinged you about him back then if we found anything.”

Laura ran a finger along Nathan’s arm. “Oh? Has a little bird told you something?”

“Gareth says Beatrice was meeting with Otto.”

The two succubi froze for an instant, and he felt mental activity between them. Telepathic communication between the Twins he couldn’t sense. Previously, he couldn’t even tell when they did this.

“No, he’s definitely clean,” Maura repeated, but more slowly this time. “Even in death, succubi leave traces. And Beatrice isn’t good enough to hide her handiwork from us if we’re actively checking for it.”

“Even in death?” Ciana asked.

“Yeah. Our mental magic doesn’t poof out of existence when we die. We’re not a fucking load-bearing pillar. If we turn somebody into a killing machine, they’ll stay one. Only difference is that we can’t give new orders.”

Nathan grimaced. “I guess the Inquisition had a point to execute anyone they thought had been controlled by a succubus, then.”

“Probably something taught to them by the slut goddess. She sure as hell knew how it worked, after all. Anyway, if Otto was working with Beatrice, it can’t be due to mental magic.”

“But he can still be a traitor,” Tarako added. “Do not be overly reliant on magic to explain away your foes. I doubt Princess Charlotte needed to manipulate the minds of Trafaumh’s greedy nobles to convince them to rebel.”

“Got it,” he said.

Not that he liked the conclusion.

Gareth knew Beatrice had been meeting with Otto. Otto had been acting strangely, including stalling the formal war against Falmir.

Maybe there was some logical explanation for it, but Nathan struggled to find it. Especially if he looked at today’s attack.

If anyone stood to benefit from Archduke von Milgar’s death, it was Otto von Salms. Despite Alice’s issues with Otto in the past, he had been proving a somewhat useful ally. If Milgar died, Otto might be the strongest ally Alice and Nathan possessed among the nobility, especially when military force came to bear.

He’d need to run this past Alice and Narime to be sure.

“Now for you,” he said, turning to Tarako.

The fox’s tail shot upright. “That sounds much more menacing than I believe you intended.”

“Oh, I’m sure he intends on following through on all the lewd things we’ve been talking about,” Laura teased, pressing her breasts against Nathan’s side so that they spilled across his arm.

“Not like that,” he groaned.

He explained the attack by Falmir’s Champions in detail, with a particular focus on the strange power they’d presumably been granted by Charlotte.

“Have you ever seen anything like this?” he asked.

“Hey, why not ask us first?” Maura whined.

“Okay, have you—” he began to ask.

“No.” Laura hit her sister in the arm while leaning in front of Nathan. “We’ve never seen the prophets active. How the hell would we know about this trick?”

Exactly why he hadn’t thought to ask them. Tarako grinned in triumph, while Maura pouted.

“As it turns out, I have.” Tarako’s grin vanished and her eyes seemed to sink into her face. “Not that I like remembering. It’s a technique I didn’t understand when I was young. The prophet… Or, really, the old cow uses it sparingly due to the cost. Typically only to fend off the elite Messengers when she’s at her weakest.”

Nathan parsed her statements. “So, when the goddess first emerges as a prophet, and later when everything is collapsing.”

The fox nodded. “During the fall of the dragons, there were stories of immensely powerful dragons able to hold off Messengers single-handedly, only to perish because they’d ‘burned up’ all their magical reserves. That could actually happen to dragons, so it was believable. Then it started happening to foxes when the old cow joined us. I thought nothing of it. When it happened again… I saw with my own eyes the rapid disintegration of friends. Their gems burned with her power—brightly, like literal stars—but their lives burned with them.”

Tears formed at the edges of the fox’s eyes as she balled her fists and glared at the ground.

Just how many foxes had died thanks to Omria “empowering” their gems like this?

“You’re saying the goddess can grant Champions extra power… at the cost of their lives?” Nathan asked. “I’ve never heard of that in any records. No Bastion secret ever handed down, or even the most ancient or secret record in the Lodges.”

“She stopped using it before the Empire became solidified enough to record it.” Tarako scowled. “The faeries are aware of it, however. I guarantee you can find old records in the Spires, if Arcadia won’t give you anything.”

“Wait, wait, wait. You’re telling me the titty princess can make super Champions?” Laura asked.

“I wouldn’t call them that. Even at their peak, their powers pale in comparison to gems like mine or the truly talented. And the burst of power is short. The moment a Champion starts using the power, their very essence begins to disintegrate. Dragons and foxes used to last days, and I imagine humans have mere hours. Mortal bodies can’t handle the raw power of a binding stone coursing through their veins. That’s why we need gems to channel that strength.”

The Twins looked at each other, then Nathan. Something twinkled in their eyes.

“Yeah. That’s totally true,” Maura said, sounding more than a little suspicious.

Tarako hadn’t missed their glance at Nathan, but she merely sighed. “I know what I said, and I stand by it. Take what you will from it.”

The Twins opened their mouths to say something more, then shut them.

“Alright, you win,” Laura said. “You were specific enough.”

The hell did that mean? Nathan knew he’d missed something.

But he had followed the most important part. “So we can expect more of these Champions, except they’re not a sustainable strategy.”

“Nothing that princess is doing seems sustainable. But she’s losing.” Tarako’s expression darkened. “You understand Messengers and demons, Nathan. The extent they will go to in order to end us, and the depravities they dwell within.”

“Oh yeah, he really understands how depraved we are.” Maura grinned and slid one hand beneath her dress.

Nathan hit her with a mental slap, unwilling to deal with her at the moment.

Tarako continued, “But you don’t know the goddess. Because she is one. A being used to being worshipped and treated as perfect. Even if you have the upper hand, more Champions than any Bastion has ever used in history, and a stronger prophet, you’re facing a goddess with vastly more experience at using her power. And if she’s using it, she’ll resort to dirty tricks. Including sacrificing her pawns. Because that’s all we are to her. Chess pieces.”

“Well, you and Kadria certainly agree on that front,” he said.

The fox frowned at the mention of the elder Messenger, but said nothing.

He had his answers, however. Even if he didn’t like them.

A potential traitor in the Diet and a desperate goddess throwing tricks at them usually reserved for fighting elite Messengers.

Nathan really hoped Reine dug up Falmir’s cell in Aleich before he went north for war. Because he worried the danger at home might be too great to leave alone, even if Falmir’s armies beckoned.


CHAPTER 5
CHARLOTTE



Night fell swiftly over western Trafaumh, and dense clouds cut off all sign of the moon and stars even before dusk properly arrived. The countless men, women, and children dependent entirely on farming their land retired early, unable to work with such little light. Soldiers ceased marching and took up early watches. Torches and magic lamps lit up the countryside and the many forts and churches.

To the “liberating” armies of Falmir, the early night was a nuisance. They’d lose precious hours of marching time and need to devote extra resources to fortifying their positions and watching for attackers. Else they’d risk a single Inquisition Champion torching their food supplies and stopping them dead.

But to the people of the land, it stood as an ill omen. A matter of life and death, particularly with the masses of soldiers pillaging their dwindling food stocks before the first real harvest. Dark, cloudy skies with no sign of rain cut into the time they could spend tending to their crops, haymaking to feed their animals, removing noxious weeds, and forage for what little food hadn’t been stripped from the land by the soldiers.

In an ostentatious cathedral nearly the size of a small village, sited in the center of western Trafaumh, the issues of the weather went nearly unnoticed. A pair of golden wings glowed above the building, casting a warm light across the surrounding city. Candles, idols, flowers, burning incense, and many other offerings lay across the marble steps leading to the entrance.

While stone-faced soldiers in Falmirian uniforms barred the doors. Pilgrims mixed with priests and the townspeople outside and an incessant prayer carried through the night.

Few lived near the cathedral, sited as it was in the middle of the city’s mercantile district. But those who did slept poorly between the endless prayer and the light penetrating their windows all night long.

Princess Charlotte, the “true” prophet of Omria and effective ruler of the Holy Kingdom of Falmir despite her title, sat in a meeting chamber in the rear of the cathedral. Intended as it was for the archbishop to meet his many bishops in regular conferences and religious ceremonies, it stood as large as some small churches in the nearby villages.

Even so, only four other people joined her. None sat at the gold-trimmed marble table that dominated the room and could seat forty or fifty at once, and even had dedicated cut-outs for servants to stand in the middle and attend to those present.

And, for once, she’d left her puppy out of the loop. With the situation worsening, Oliver didn’t need to be here.

“How close are we to Soreaux, Earl Martel?” Charlotte asked, trying not to sound too bored as she asked the question.

As always, she’d get the same answer.

A veteran Bastion with unkempt black hair, a chiseled jaw, and a neatly trimmed graying beard answered her, not bothering to hide his sigh. “Weeks, Your Holiness. At best.”

“You said that a week ago. And three weeks ago, you said we could reach Soreaux in two weeks!” Charlotte’s temper frayed in an instant, as the voice in her head reminded her of the disaster that had ruined her plans so recently. “I thought you were one of Falmir’s foremost generals? How can you repeatedly be so wrong?”

The woman standing next to Adam Martel grit her teeth and clenched her fists, but a sharp glance from the older man forced her to calm down. Both were Bastions. Earl Adam Martel led Charlotte’s armies in their advance across Trafaumh, with his son, Oliver, and mistress, Kate Harris, at his side.

Not that anyone would dare call Kate his mistress. A woman less than ten years Oliver’s senior, her luscious red hair and tempting figure remained hidden behind her uniform.

Charlotte found it funny that Adam was now fucking a woman technically younger than his son, if she counted Nathan.

“When we first invaded Trafaumh, I said it would take us two weeks to suppress the Inquisition in the west,” Adam said, voice dead calm. Too calm, almost. “I was right, it turns out. But even so, I underestimated how swiftly they’d recover from the cascade and begin undermining our advance while reinforcing their positions west of the rivers that cut the country in two.”

The other man present coughed into his fist, failing to hide the smug grin on his face. “Be that as it may, Earl Martel, reading the winds of war is part of what makes one a great general, is it not?”

Adam shot the man a sharp look, which was more of a rise than Charlotte had gotten out of him since the disaster a week ago. Given the difference in status between Adam and the other noble, the problem was how he’d addressed Adam.

Charlotte could call Adam whatever she wished, even if calling him “Earl Martel” was polite. Those equal to or senior to a noble could use one’s name. But those below were expected to show deference. To almost everyone in Falmir, Adam was known simply as “my lord” or “your lordship.” Despite the simplicity of the title, he stood as an equal to the dukes in the Anfang Empire.

Honestly, she couldn’t even remember the name of the lesser noble. A baron of some sort, if she recalled. Although she had probably promoted him to a count if he was here. Count Glenloch, maybe? Glenhaven? Glen-something, at least.

“I’m a noble in service to our country and Her Holiness,” Adam said. “If there is another more capable of leading us to victory, then I will happily stand aside for them. Until then, I will continue to provide my advice and leadership as it is, not as others may wish it to be.”

Count Glen-something looked away, his smug expression vanishing.

After all, the reason Adam remained in command was simple. Nobody else with his power and influence remained willing to assist Charlotte. Especially not now, with the campaign faltering.

Sure, seizing Western Trafaumh had bolstered her position immensely. An influx of new nobles, new land, new wealth, and new power shut up those who only pretended to bow to her power. The Bastions in the south had begun to genuinely mobilize for war against the Empire, instead of pretending to in the hopes of another coup.

Yet that was the problem.

War.

The Empire stood on the door of an all-out declaration of war against Falmir. For the first time since the secessions, all three human nations—the splintered factions of the once great Holy Anfang Empire—would plunge themselves into conflict.

Sending Adam south, along with the vast army he’d brought with him from his own land using his own funds, and replacing him was impossible. No other Bastion would willingly take up his role and risk missing their opportunity to seize land from the Empire.

Charlotte sighed and leaned her head against an open palm, causing her cheek to puff out. “Your service is commendable and unquestioned, Earl Martel. I simply wish that we were closer to threatening Soreaux, as it’s vital to our plans. Especially…”

She grimaced.

Silence reigned.

Finally, the fourth—and until now, silent—member of the room spoke up, “Because you lost multiple trigems and one of your best Bastions, along with your scheme to seize the city?”

The black-haired catgirl smiled at Charlotte, her green eyes gleaming maliciously. Her thin smile spoke of the many awful things she’d happily do to Charlotte, but hadn’t for some reason. She wore a blue Champion’s uniform and carried a scimitar.

Nobody else said a word. Even Adam seemed hesitant to speak, his eyes flicking between the catgirl and Charlotte.

The reasons practically glowed from the catgirl’s abundant chest: three amethysts. A trigem Champion.

Everyone knew Falmir’s trigems. They stood as national treasures. Living myths. Before Gareth created two more so swiftly, the two trigems in Falmir’s service had been vitally important to the country’s defense. Both gathered in the south now, at Castle Karlam.

So they all knew this trigem was… special. Nobody knew her Bastion. Charlotte hadn’t introduced them, simply stating that she’d brought a holy Champion to assist Falmir in its conquests.

The truth would hurt too much. Just as she’d minimized knowledge of the succubus Beatrice, nobody could know that this catgirl was Artemis, the very Messenger who had nearly defeated Nathan and plunged Trafaumh into the cascades that nearly destroyed it outright.

“Yes, that,” Charlotte said. “I hadn’t expected the Empire to descend to such depths, but the fact they’ve consorted with succubi since the civil war makes it clear they’ve been compromised. Losing Gareth was a blow.”

Something flickered across Adam’s face, too fast for Charlotte to catch.

“In any case, I hope to make good progress soon. Although crossing the rivers will be difficult. Trafaumh has entrenched and—” Adam began to say.

She waved him off. “I understand.”

It is a problem that is trivial for us to deal with, the voice in her head said.

She really needed to name the voice. At the same time, Charlotte refused to.

To give it a name would grant it power. Something primal warned Charlotte never to take that step. Or even to recognize what the thing speaking to her was, no matter how difficult it became with each day to deny that it might be Omria herself.

Her eyes turned to Count Glen-something. “What of our movements in Aleich?”

For all his smugness earlier, the count tugged on his collar and turned pale. “I…”

“Bad?” Artemis chirped.

The count gulped. “Our agent reports failure.”

Charlotte expected a smirk from Adam. A look of superiority. Or some sort of reaction.

The man remained like stone. How boring.

“Go on,” Charlotte said.

Color returned to the count’s face. “I’m told the attack nearly succeeded, but the distraction failed. The military presence was far higher than expected, and Bastion Nathan returned unexpectedly. You had assured us⁠—”

“Assured?” Charlotte’s voice nearly raised the roof of the cathedral, and the count cowered. “I let you know—as a courtesy—that Nathan was likely to be away from the palace for the day. That he was and you failed to capitalize on it is hardly my fault. I even granted you elite Champions, blessed with my power, and a target far too weak to fend them off.”

“The palace is⁠—”

“Have you tried not attacking him in the palace?” she asked sarcastically.

“With all due respect, Your Holiness, the target in question hardly leaves the palace, except to travel home. And striking him there was out of the question,” Adam said.

She bit her lip. Again, this man’s reasonableness and willingness to chide her even when he wasn’t the target of her ire frustrated her to no end.

“Are you going to assert that this failure is the same as your inability to reach Soreaux?” she asked bitterly.

“Hardly. I am no expert in assassination. But we did just lose ours,” Adam said, perhaps a tad drily. “And even Pike fell short when it came to dueling with Straub. Sometimes you can make all the right moves and still fail.”

“I’m not so sure all the right moves were taken.” She crossed her arms and leaned back, staring up at the fresco that depicted a nude Omria descending on the Pearlescent Canyon. “Fine. There are other moves we can make. But that target remains the highest priority. We need to split the Empire’s attention.”

“That I certainly agree with, Your Holiness,” Adam said, bowing deeply. “We can ill afford a direct confrontation with so many trigems.”

She nearly spat out a bitter reply about how he wouldn’t need to worry about that if he’d gotten past Trafaumh’s fortress at Tervuis’s Ford, but held her tongue.

The voice said vague soothing nonsense. It had been chattier lately.

“Make sure our forces are ready at Castle Karlam for any assault by the Nationalists,” she said.

“And what about the southern border of Trafaumh? Archduke von Salms’s armies⁠—”

“Won’t be a problem. I have it on good authority.”

Or had it, really. But she knew from past worlds that even in death, Beatrice’s mental powers lived on. Her agents continued to while away, carrying out her orders.

She wondered how long before she could re-summon the annoying succubus. It had always taken years before, but all the rules appeared to be meaningless now. She already had access to an old toy.

The more power we draw on, the more our true foe unveils his own abilities, the voice said. Sometimes that can work to our advantage.

Her eyes locked onto the smiling kitty in the corner, whose eyes remained locked onto her.

“We’re done for the night. I shall make my own preparations to advance Falmir’s cause, despite your failings,” Charlotte said.

The human attendees bowed, then left.

Charlotte waited several seconds. The voice in her head seemed to thrum with power, as it always did around the Messenger.

“Still worried I’m going to gut you?” Artemis asked, tilting her head to one side. “Don’t worry, if I wanted to carve you apart and present your skin to my employer as a gift, I’d have already done so.”

“Your purpose is to kill me,” Charlotte said.

“You can think what you will. I know what my duty is. Once I fulfill it…” The Messenger’s eyes became distant.

For a moment, Charlotte almost saw happiness in the evil little kitty’s eyes. Maybe she was dreaming about torturing puppies.

Do not underestimate or belittle her. The partner’s tools are the trickiest and the most dangerous to us, the voice warned. You should never have worked with her.

The same warning again. Ever since Charlotte had happened upon the breach in north-eastern Trafaumh—trying to recruit the Messenger there—the voice had attacked her over and over.

She understood why. Beatrice had sat firmly under Charlotte’s thumb. Ordinary Messengers melted before her power.

Yet when Charlotte had first met Artemis, she’d understood the reason for the voice’s fear of the strange Messenger. For all the power of a prophet, it seemed meaningless in the face of this foe.

Toying with the idea of using it while dwelling on the memory—pointless as it was—Charlotte reached for Artemis’s gems. As always, she felt the mental tethers between them and… somewhere. The voice had said they were powered by this “partner” or whatever. That fact prevented Charlotte from tapping into them like she could other Champions.

But it was the idea of carving apart Artemis with raw power that entertained Charlotte. Not that she would. She’d already learned how pointless it was, and it would only anger the catgirl.

Even so, she held onto the power while imagining the result.

Only for the voice to surge with strength within her and that result to be realized in front of Charlotte’s eyes. Razor thin lines appeared along Artemis’s body, cutting right through her uniform and armor. The catgirl didn’t even blink as her limbs and head collapsed to the ground in a bloody heap along with her torso.

Shooting to her feet, Charlotte shrieked, “How did you do that? Why did you do that?”

The voice refused to answer, but seemed equal parts relieved and frustrated. It pushed at Charlotte’s power—the same power the voice had granted her—in an attempt to vaporize Artemis’s remains. Not that it would work. They’d tried as much when first meeting Artemis.

All it had resulted in was a more macabre version of what now followed.

Despite being carved apart, Artemis’s limbs began to move. Sinewy tendrils of gore and muscle stretched between the open cuts on her torso, arms, and legs, swiftly reconnecting them. The legs and arms twitched and danced on the stone flooring as they shifted back into position. Sometimes they cracked and twisted into impossible shapes in order to move faster.

Within seconds, Artemis’s body sans head had reformed. It stood up and leaned from side to side, as if stretching. Her head glared up at Charlotte, still laying on the ground in a pool of blood.

“You know, I should do this to you some day. But unlike you, I don’t actually get off on ripping people apart. It’s just fun murdering people I hate.” The look in Artemis’s green eyes made it abundantly clear Charlotte was on the list of people she hated.

The Messenger’s body bent over and picked up her head. Rather than replace it on her neck, she cradled her own head like some sort of headless warrior.

“I didn’t… I mean, I wasn’t going to…” Charlotte babbled, unsure how to explain the voice seizing control of her body and power.

Especially as she didn’t understand it herself. In the past, it only happened when she let the voice do it. Like when they needed to jump worlds.

“Oh, don’t worry. I won’t rip your head off. It’d be fun for a few seconds to watch you writhe in pain, but even if you claim to be some immortal goddess, you’d drop dead like the mortal you are.” Artemis grinned at her.

Charlotte blinked. “If dying when your head is ripped off is a test of immortality, I think all Messengers are mortal then. Well, most.” This evil kitty didn’t count. “They all seem to die from it. Including Beatrice. Are Messengers mortal?”

“Well…” Artemis paused and her cat ears drooped. “Okay, yeah. Not the greatest test. I meant that you’re not the supreme power you think you are.”

“But you think I’ll survive a few seconds with my head cut off. I don’t think⁠—”

“Oh, no. You will. I’ve tested that. Repeatedly.” That evil grin returned, and her cat ears and tail twitched. “You have enough magic in your body to survive and watch your body collapse to the ground like a limp puppet. I’m betting the real goddess can probably stitch herself back together or build a new body. But you aren’t her.”

She’d… what? Tested?

Meanwhile, the voice in her head sounded smug. As if confirming the truth of Artemis’s words.

“Tested?” Charlotte echoed. “You’ve killed me?”

“Yeah. Just like you used to murder that succubus.” Artemis paused, seeing the horror stretch across Charlotte’s face, then rolled her eyes. “Not exactly the same. You control the whole world-hopping shit, even if you can’t escape me with it. You’d know if I killed you. I mean that I’ve killed other yous in the multiverse. It’s kind of my job. Usually.” Her expression darkened. “Can’t say if I have killed you recently. Been a while since…”

Silence fell over the room.

She’s cut off. For all her bravado, she knows she’s gone rogue, the voice said, almost gleefully.

Artemis’s gaze snapped toward them, as if she’d overheard the voice. “Don’t get any ideas. I know my job. The thing helping you doesn’t.”

Had she overheard the voice?

Artemis giggled and replaced her head atop her shoulders, much like one would equip a helmet. “Just remember, I’m not a toy you can abuse like that stupid succuslut that got minced. Which is why I don’t care what you think of me. You can’t do a thing to stop me, after all.”

Somehow, Artemis was immune to the power of a prophet. No wonder she’d defeated Nathan.

Which raised the question…

“Why didn’t you kill Bauer a week ago? I wouldn’t need to worry about him if you had,” Charlotte said.

“It’s not my job. I could have killed him if he made things difficult, but going out of my way to do it would get me in trouble.” The catgirl shrugged. “Honestly, I’m amazed you haven’t found and blown him up yet.”

Charlotte grit her teeth, then stood. With a thought, she teleported somewhere else.

Only to realize she was alone. Artemis’s immunity to her magic extended to even beneficial effects.

Sighing, she summoned a portal between the cathedral and her new location. The Messenger stepped through it.

The two of them stood in Falmir’s royal palace. Specifically, the throne room with its gaudy benches of white marble cascading upward in a semi-circle before them. Nobody else stood inside the palace. Not even guards.

“Miss your old bed? I can kind of understand. There’s one bed I really miss, but it wouldn’t be the same now.” Artemis’s eyes turned distant again.

“No, you dolt. I need to keep checking the defenses here. Ever since Bauer broke through them, I can’t risk it happening again,” Charlotte said.

Artemis returned to reality, only to appear bored. She placed her hands behind her head and paced, taking exaggerated steps.

Ignoring her, Charlotte focused on the immense wards built into the ancient stone here. Each was powered by the magic of a prophet and intrinsically tied to her. It should have been impossible for a Messenger or enemy Bastion to breach them without her realizing.

Yet one had.

A week ago, her plans to seize Soreaux had fallen apart. She’d placed Beatrice and Gareth there, working with the traitor Dominic, with the plan to create a gateway between the portal beneath Soreaux and her palace. Surely the cascades should have triggered one.

Then she would teleport Adam’s army back to the palace and sweep through, seizing Soreaux, Trafaumh, and an immense amount of power and legitimacy as the prophet. A nearly perfect plan that would have pushed that slut prophet Fyre back and maybe even granted her ultimate victory if the bitch had tried to fight her head-on.

Only for everything to go wrong.

First, the portal never opened. Even through two cascades, it remained shut. Gareth reported over the wireless that the energy buildup simply… stayed there. Like a Messenger was intentionally refusing to invade.

The voice insisted this was impossible. There was no way for the being behind the Messengers to know their true plan.

Then, when the portal had opened, Charlotte had missed her opportunity. An elite Messenger named Bauer had somehow broken into the palace, taken control of the army she’d gathered here, and sent them through the portal.

Beatrice had been killed and Gareth betrayed her, defecting to the Empire. Both Falmirian armies deployed had been completely lost, even if many had likely been taken prisoner. Only Adam’s force survived, as Charlotte had never teleported it to the palace.

The failure was colossal. Beatrice knew far more about the workings of magic and Messengers, and excelled at undermining their foes. Plus, Gareth had two trigems and powerful magic.

Sure, his defection wasn’t too surprising… except Charlotte questioned whether it had been willing.

“Are you sure Gareth wasn’t under Bauer’s influence?” Charlotte asked aloud.

Artemis turned to face her and shrugged. “No. I’m nearly immune to mental magic, thanks to how much you prophets love to use it, but sensing it isn’t my forte.”

“But you said⁠—”

“I guessed he wasn’t, because he was helping Nathan fight Bauer.”

Frowning, Charlotte remained at a loss.

“Still confused? I thought you were blaming Nathan for everything? That he was using dark mind control powers or was a puppet of those titty-brained succusluts, and has turned the Imperial Palace into an endless orgy,” Artemis teased.

“You know that’s propaganda. He’d never stoop so low.”

“Oh? What if he would?” The catgirl’s voice dropped several octaves and gained an edge.

Charlotte gulped. Sure, the Nathan here was so much more… ruthless than the one she had become used to, but even so…

“No. Only a true villain would use such powers. A hero should always seek success through their own charisma and strength, and being incapable of succeeding is a mark of irredeemable failure,” she declared.

Artemis barked with laughter. “I wonder what that means coming from you. Or does it not count if you use others to mind fuck your enemies?”

“Shut up.”

After sticking her tongue out, Artemis returned to ignoring Charlotte.

In the end, Charlotte’s true problem was that she faced multiple foes now. And couldn’t even be sure that they weren’t the same foe.

Bauer had been active for months. Possibly ever since she and Fyre first emerged as prophets. That was the earliest an Elite Messenger could invade Doumahr, according to the voice.

In that case, had Charlotte stumbled on the real reason Nathan had refused her on the Torrovium Fields? What if Bauer worked behind the scenes to push her and the Empire into war, ensuring a terrible future?

The goal of Messengers is the destruction of Doumahr, the voice said. They know defeating us isn’t the answer. Omria is eternal. But if they undermine us and sow chaos, the world may be lost before we can save it.

Hence why Charlotte needed to claim the true power of a prophet. Losing Soreaux had hurt. Fyre now controlled three places of power: the Imperial Palace in Aleich; Soreaux; and the Pearlescent Canyon. Charlotte only had this royal palace in Fertheim.

Three more remained. The Spires and two more in Arcadia.

Yet, as Charlotte drew on her power as prophet, she sensed the distant call of more places of power. One to the south, quite close by, if faint. And another to the far north.

The moment she focused on those weak threads, the voice snapped at her, Stop worrying about those. Some things are best consigned to history.

If that was the case, then Charlotte needed more power. More new techniques. She flexed her fingers.

“That trick with the Champions was nice,” she whispered, thinking of the way the three Champions—especially the pathetic beastkin—had worshipped her after she pumped power into their gems. “Why not teach me something new for when we help Martel with his problems?”


CHAPTER 6



Sunlight peeked through the edges of Nathan’s curtains, forcing the rising heat of a summer morning into his bedroom. His eyes blinked open. As always, he found himself smothered in warmth, but it wasn’t from the sun.

Ciana curled up against his chest, her body only partially covered by the sheet she’d kicked off during the night. Her slow rhythmic breathing indicated she remained firmly asleep. Her right hand pressed against his abs.

But her left arm was missing entirely, reduced to a stump.

Glancing over to the dresser, he saw her prosthetic sitting there, as it did every night she shared with him. He’d never asked, but suspected she kept it on when sleeping by herself. It was powered by his binding stones and the connection only weakened on nights like the last one.

Nathan ran a hand through her long, silken hair. Her ears twitched and she nuzzled against his chest with a murmur. Despite everything she’d lost since meeting him, she firmly remained the same Ciana he’d fallen in love with. If a little different to the solemn knight who’d given her life to save him all those years ago.

The bed shifted behind him and he twisted his head in surprise. The other source of warmth froze, her face reddening.

Sunstorm lay naked behind him, her olive skin lustrous in the low light of morning. He almost reached out and pulled her back against him.

“Morning,” she mumbled, tucking strands of her jet-black hair behind one ear without looking at him.

“Sleep in, Choe?” he asked. A gentle shudder ran through her body when he whispered her name.

As often as he spent the night together with Sunstorm, he rarely woke up to find her next to him. She rose with the sun and almost always had some sort of early shift.

Of course, her duties right now involved being on the other side of Doumahr. But he trusted that she’d delegated those responsibly before choosing to dally with him.

If he couldn’t trust his Champions, who could he trust?

“It’s not that late,” she protested. “Soreaux’s boring, so I haven’t needed to do much.”

“It’s a nest of Beatrice’s old agents, to say nothing of all the clergymen, nobles, and inquisitors of questionable allegiance,” he said. “Reine might be Grand Inquisitor now, but we need to root out the rot if we want to have any chance to make Trafaumh useful.”

“I am.” Sunstorm fixed her dark eyes on him. “I just…” She sighed and fell forward, pressing her forehead against his side. “I miss you. Everyone does. We’ve spent the past few weeks working tirelessly, constantly rushing across Trafaumh and the Empire to keep things together. And I know you’re just as busy, given several feet of reports pile up whenever Seraph or Narime look away for a second.”

He brushed her cheek. “You don’t need to make excuses for enjoying your time with me, Choe. Feel free to relax. Nothing’s going to happen in only an hour or two.”

“You say that, but look at yesterday,” she mumbled.

Another hand reached up and pinched Sunstorm’s cheek. The assassin yelped and shot to her knees, kneeling beside Nathan.

Ciana half-rose, propping herself up with her one good arm. She tried to glare at her fellow Champion, but her messy bed head reduced her to little more than an adorable pout.

“There was an entire team of Champions and knights there, and more arrived within minutes,” Ciana said. “If we hadn’t responded, Tarako or the Twins would have. Or Kara, Astra, and Nurevia, given they were inside the great hall. We’re a team, Choe. So we can rest and let others do some work. That’s why we get to share Nathan. So don’t run away for once.”

“I don’t run away,” Sunstorm muttered. But a smile flitted across her face in response to Ciana’s words.

The three of them rose from the bed and began preparing to clean up. Ciana reattached her prosthetic, and it briefly glowed with the same light as her horn—currently her typical iridescence. Sunstorm retrieved fresh uniforms for her and Ciana after checking that their clothes from last night had been tossed in the correct hampers.

Sure, the servants would clean up anyway, but Ciana would tidy everything up herself well before anyone else got close.

Nathan attempted to pick out his own clothes, which would be a Royal Bastion uniform given the events in the Diet. Although he rarely wore anything else with how busy he was.

He was cut off by Ciana, who insisted on picking out the exact clothes he’d wear. Even on days he didn’t sleep with her, she often managed to slip in and lay out his uniform.

“You know I don’t like being pampered like this,” he said.

“Uh huh. I’m sure you’ll start pressing your own uniform any day now.” The unicorn smirked as she followed Sunstorm into the bathroom.

Their shower went exactly as one might imagine a shower between one man and two young women in a very healthy relationship went. The first two-thirds was wasted on some very slippery sex and service as Ciana and Sunstorm filled the bathroom with giggles and moans. Only afterward did they clean up Nathan while he returned the favor.

Once cleaned up and dressed, they stepped back into the bedroom. A newcomer had arrived in their absence.

Fei lay on his bed, clutching his pillow against her body as she wrapped her entire body around it. Her bushy black tail lashed the bed as she purred.

“Fei, you’re fully dressed. You’re making a mess,” Ciana said, stalking toward the other Champion.

The catgirl merely glared at Ciana, refusing to let go of her prize. At least until she saw Nathan.

She pounced off the bed, flying across the room in a neat arc to land in front of Nathan on her knees. An ordinary person would shatter their knees and shins with the same maneuver.

“Your hair is a mess,” Nathan said, reaching out and pulling a lock of Fei’s black hair toward himself.

“It doesn’t matter until you comb it out. And my tail,” Fei insisted, green eyes bright and cheerful.

And insistent. He felt the pressure emanating from her. If he said no, she’d throw a massive tantrum.

Not that he had a reason to. Sunstorm’s words from earlier echoed in his mind. His Champions had been scattered to the four winds lately, carrying out his orders. Fei in particular had been extremely busy until he’d called her back. She trained and commanded his most elite knights, was his most recognizable Champion, and acted as Seraph’s second-in-command.

So what had once been a regular morning ritual had become a rare occurrence. Denying Fei some quality time with his comb was cruelty.

“Just to check, Reine hasn’t found anything?” he asked her.

She shook her head. “I checked with her before I came here. She’s still scanning the city.”

“And Narime?”

“Um, I think she’s still sleeping. She took over security for all the nobles.”

Nathan hid a wince. He hadn’t thought of that problem. With an assassination attempt, protecting the Diet members as they left the palace had become an even greater task. Even with a dedicated team allocated to it, help would be vital. Narime had stepped in while he’d done paperwork.

Admittedly, it had been her paperwork. He’d still check in on her once she awoke.

“Then you can get a good brushing.” He ruffled her hair and scratched behind one ear, causing Fei to purr loudly. “Once we’ve eaten, we can chase up these assassins. Ciana⁠—”

“I’ll rustle up some breakfast,” Ciana said. “Did you want to help, Choe?”

Sunstorm shook her head. “Nah. I’ll get my exercises in.”

Fei ducked over to her usual spot in the bedroom, on the edge of the lounge suite. Her ears flicked excitedly as she kneeled in front of a chair, turning her back to it in anticipation of Nathan taking good care of her. He retrieved her brushes and comb from a drawer. Even though everything else had changed over the past few years, these remained the same set he’d used since Gharrick Pass.

While he settled in behind Fei, Sunstorm took up a position beside the windows. Each morning she undertook a series of stretches and other exercises to remain limber.

As a Champion, she didn’t really need to do them. Her muscles wouldn’t weaken over time and her improved strength and speed was provided by magic. Tarako appeared to have spent countless millennia boozing it up while lazing around, and still moved and fought with an eerie grace and speed.

But if Sunstorm enjoyed her exercise, Nathan wouldn’t stop her. Plus, he’d rather her remain active than become the brat Tarako was. It was fortunate she supplied her own sake, because she drank enough that there’d be words otherwise.

Speaking of the nine-tailed fox, he glanced at the portrait she’d placed in the room. No change. But she could technically walk through it at any moment.

Maybe he should have refused her request. On the other hand, he might owe her his life one day. Invasions of privacy by his Champions and the Messengers he controlled were nothing new. Dying would be.

Ciana returned with breakfast and another companion, as Fyre helped her carry the trays of food in while wearing little more than a simple white shift that barely fell to her thighs. The panicked noises creeping through the open door suggested the servants had their own thoughts about the prophet carrying food around the palace.

“Did Ciana wake you?” Nathan asked Fyre, confused by her clothing. She was even barefoot.

Fyre rolled her eyes. “I’ll need to dress up in that stupid robe again today. I can’t wear much beneath it and it takes forever to get dressed. It’s not like anybody can question what I wear.”

“I can,” Nathan said.

A lewd smile crossed her face as she lifted the front of her shift, revealing a distinct lack of underwear. “Would you prefer me to wear nothing under my robes? They’re quite awful, but I’m sure some wonderful memories can be made with them if you sanctify them with your cock.”

Ciana poked her friend in the side of the head, and Fyre dropped her dress with a roll of her eyes.

“No sex this morning,” Ciana said. “We’ll all be too busy to get clean again.”

“I’m talking about sex after the vote,” Fyre said. “Although, honestly, I really do think we need to start teaching my followers my place in the Empire. Namely that it’s on Nathan’s massive dick. It was annoying to pretend I’m not his yesterday.”

“Yes, yes.” Ciana pushed a piece of bread into Fyre’s mouth. “I think Alice is already up and about, as Nurevia wasn’t in front of her door.”

Nathan frowned, ignoring Fyre’s furious pout when he didn’t answer her. Sunstorm joined Ciana by the food and began filling two plates. When Fei tried to rise, Nathan held her down.

“Not yet, Fei,” he insisted.

“I’m getting your food,” Sunstorm said. “Although you’ll need to get seconds. I’m not breaking my arms to carry a plate loaded down with an entire cow’s worth of beef.”

“I don’t eat an entire cow each morning,” Fei whined. “Even my cooks say I’m only at half-a-cow at best.”

“Good to know you’re holding back for them.”

Nathan’s favorite catgirl simmered, but that allowed him to focus on brushing out her tail. Her purring swiftly overwhelmed her annoyance.

“If Nurevia is guarding Alice, where was Astra?” he asked.

Ciana shrugged. “I believe she’s only assigned as a bodyguard during the day. She tends to nod off overnight.”

Some legendary dark elf.

“Who stood guard here? Usually it’s you or Nurevia?” Sunstorm asked, shooting the door a wary look.

“Tarako, I think. She left an empty sake bottle for the servants. I collected it on the way out.”

Sighing, Sunstorm returned to the couches with the food. “Well, at least she is doing what she said she would. Even if she is more of a petty bitch than the stories ever told.”

“I don’t think she’s any worse than the rest of us,” Ciana said.

“Yeah, but I know all of you really well and want to fuck you and be fucked next to you, so it’s different.”

Fyre nearly choked on the bread she’d just finished chewing. “All of us?”

Sunstorm shrugged. “Well, yeah.”

“But…” The prophet looked away, holding one arm with her other hand.

Ciana shot Sunstorm a look, her horn turning a deep black.

A frustrated sigh escaped Sunstorm. She scratched her hair furiously, making a mess of it. Nathan almost wanted to comb it back to its usual spiky self.

“Look, Fyre, I don’t hate you. Never have,” she said.

“Really?” Fyre sounded dubious.

“I hated the way you abused Nathan’s trust. That you damn well knew all you had to do was return to Nathan, explain everything, and be the loyal girl you want to be. Like you are now. Instead of pretending to be some tortured soul doing ‘what had to be done’ while he cleaned up your mess.”

Fyre’s fists clenched, but she said nothing. Her cheeks reddened.

A vicious smile crossed Sunstorm’s face. “That, and your head would have looked really pretty in my collection. I haven’t added many lately, as these Messengers keep vanishing when killed, and you’re gorgeous. It’s nice to imagine cradling yours while Nathan rails me.”

“I mean, it can probably be arranged.” Something nasty flared in Fyre’s eyes as she returned Sunstorm’s gaze. “The opposite as well. I managed to pull myself back together after Siv vaporized me at the canyon, and I bet I can do the same to you. Holding your head during sex might be amazing, too.”

While the two women bonded over an incredibly dark fetish, and left everyone wondering whether they’d actually made up or wanted to murder each other, Nathan instead focused on a few of Fyre’s words.

“Siv did what to you at the Pearlescent Canyon?” he asked, eyes widening.

Fyre froze. The other Champions as well.

Well, shit. They had been keeping a secret from him.

“Um…” Fyre bit her lip.

“You all knew?” he asked.

Ciana bit her lip. “I found out later when talking to her. It seemed like something you might not… react well to.”

“Like you are now,” Fei chirped helpfully from her knees.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Correct me if I’m wrong. When we fought Siv, you tried to attack her and she hit you with one of her high rank inferno blasts. While you vanished, you reappeared unharmed later. And your gems never vanished. You’re saying you… died?”

“No. I just… lost a lot more of my physical body than I expected.” Fyre rubbed her arm without looking at him. “While fighting in the civil war, I sometimes took mortal blows that weren’t as mortal as they seemed. I can reconstruct my body at will. Just like you repaired the damage done to the palace complex yesterday, my body is an extension of my magic.”

“Can you die?” he asked, regretting the question immediately.

“I… don’t know. Even she wasn’t sure. But she knows prophets can die. Even those in full control of Omria’s power. She’s, um, killed them before, after all.”

He frowned. Tarako had said as much.

While the fox disliked the Twins, she despised Kadria. The elder succubus had slain Mirie, the prophet of the ancient fox empire Tarako had fought for.

Fyre’s nigh-immortality became another mystery. But he felt he’d bumped into this one before, and gotten an answer.

“Maybe it’s like Artemis,” he wondered aloud.

The kitty in his hands froze, her tail shooting bolt upright and escaping his grip.

“What?” Fei breathed out, eyes wide.

“She reforms from almost any damage. Tarako believes the only magic that can harm her needs to come from a source that isn’t natural to Doumahr. Maybe prophets…” he trailed off.

Shouldn’t that mean any Messenger could slay a prophet? They were foreign entities.

Then again, Siv used the natural elements. As powerful as she was, her magic seemed awfully similar to what sorcerers threw around.

Hell, Siv had said that the famous inferno tornado, one of the most powerful sixth rank spells in existence, had been stolen from her. Maybe she was incapable of truly harming a prophet.

He sighed. “Everybody seems to be immortal now. I’m guessing Charlotte can use the same trick. Then again, if stopping all the Messengers was easy, it would have been done before.” Scowling into his plate of food, he realized he was brooding too much over something he knew little about. “Let’s eat.”

For the past week, breakfasts had been much simpler than usual. Typically a range of fresh fruit, cured meats, fluffy baked bread, and eggs. Plus the typical accoutrements in the Empire of pickled cabbage and a few sauces. More than enough for a spread for Nathan and a few Champions.

Today, Ciana had somehow brought back vastly more extravagant platters. Apple-stuffed pancakes teetered on the edge of Nathan’s plate, gleaming with sugar. Thick slabs of crusty bread had been covered with bacon, eggs, and an off-brown paste. Another slab had been soaked through with egg and practically fell apart when touched by his fork. And the range of fruit and berries was far wider and less seasonal.

“The kitchens have gone all out thanks to the Diet, huh?” Nathan asked aloud.

“The palace’s chefs would be appalled if they served you and Alice worse fare than they gave the nobility,” Ciana said. “I’m sure we’ll be back to normal next week.”

“I’d prefer we were still at normal. We’re going to be pushing our food stocks hard until the first big harvest, but…” Yet another sigh escaped him. He’d done that a lot this morning.

“The nobles would vote against war if they knew they’d be fed poorly,” Sunstorm said while tucking into a baked filet of fish.

Cynical as her statement might be, she was probably right. Half the Diet had been willing to sell the country out to Falmir months ago while fighting for the archdukes. For all their appearance of patriotism in their speeches, only a fool would trust a politician willing to betray their own nation for an enemy. They’d turn on the Empire out of pure self-interest.

The door opened toward the end of breakfast and both his fiancées stepped in, flanked by his dark elf Champions.

“I see you’re enjoying the kitchen’s efforts,” Alice noted.

“I’m sure if I asked for my usual breakfast, they’d have probably made the food more luxurious,” Nathan said drily.

Not that Ciana had probably even bothered. She steadfastly avoided looking at them.

Anna wrapped her arms around him from behind the sofa and gave him a peck on the cheek. Like Alice, she wore a gorgeous black and gold gown and had blonde hair. But her hair was a deeper, almost rust-colored blonde and done up in curls. He’d never describe the two women as sisters, even if they certainly looked beautiful together.

“I take it you’re avoiding the Diet today?” Anna asked.

“Are they actually voting on the war?” he replied.

“They should be. The vote’s supposed to be after we return from lunch.”

He looked at Alice, who nodded.

“I’d like you to be there, given the crowd turnout will be enormous,” the Empress said, before pausing and biting her lip. “But…”

“But?” he asked.

Her eyes flicked to Sunstorm, who simply raised an eyebrow.

He caught on. “The attack yesterday.”

“Yes. Appearances are all well and good, but Falmir launched a brazen attack on the palace itself and got frustratingly close to Grandpa Milgar.” Alice’s expression darkened. “I’d rather the rats flushed out of Aleich than you waste time listening to ‘historic’ speeches as the Diet declares war yet again.”

“Again?” Fei asked. “Eh? I thought this was a big deal because we never properly go to war or something.”

Anna laughed. “That’s the rhetoric, yes, and people’s memories are so short that they buy the propaganda being spread by the Crusader faction. But it’s complete nonsense. The Diet forced us into war against Trafaumh four years ago with a vote, even if Emperor Gorthal was the one who actually carried it out.”

“There is a technical difference,” Alice said, but her resigned expression made it clear she didn’t truly believe her own words. “With Trafaumh, the Diet ‘authorized’ Grandpa to make demands of Trafaumh about our ownership of the Pearlescent Canyon and to retake it with force if they refused. A declaration of war in all but name, and one that allowed the Diet to pretend they hadn’t voted for war directly. This time, the declaration of war is immediate once Fyre approves it.”

“Which I will the second you say I can,” Fyre said bitterly. “This entire week has been a waste of time.”

“And here I thought you’d enjoy a holy war being declared in your name.”

“I’d prefer if we were already out there pushing Charlotte’s armies back, instead of letting them advance and entrench.”

Alice inclined her head, then turned back to Nathan. “In any case, the vote is a formality.”

“Are we expecting any trouble?” He leaned against the cushioned rear of the sofa. “What about Amica?”

Anna shook her head. “There’s a lot less support for a war, given they’re not affected, and they know a lot of their food and supplies will be feeding the soldiers. But the dukes are on our side and there are plenty of supportive nobles, particularly with how many beastkin barons and knights were appointed following the civil war. Most don’t have votes, but they’re the ones the counts rely on.”

“In other words, even those who oppose the war won’t do so publicly.”

“Exactly. It’s a war supported by Omria, her ‘champion,’”—Anna flashed a smile at Nathan—“the Empress, and every duke and archduke. Not to mention it’s in blatant opposition to a long-term foe who has been building up an army on our borders and already invaded our neighbor under suspicious reasoning.”

“It will be a unanimous vote,” Alice said confidently. “No abstentions. At least in public. I’m working with the other archdukes to canvass those in opposition to ensure at least nominal support once war breaks out.”

As always, his fiancées had the politics ironed out. They might sometimes suggest he could hold his own in the Diet or should get involved, but he scarcely saw a reason to bother.

“What about the Princes College?” he asked, referring to the section of the Diet exclusive to the dukes and archdukes.

“We’ve already voted,” Alice explained. “Officially, the result is secret, but it was also unanimous. Once the Lords College votes, the war will have started.”

“A week late, not that I intend to move immediately,” Nathan said.

“I still think that’s stupid.” Fyre scowled as she munched on a pancake.

“It’s public knowledge when the declaration of war takes effect. Falmir will be expecting an attack either tonight or tomorrow,” he said. “We need to keep them guessing.”

“What if they know you’re thinking that and aren’t going to attack, so they make a move?”

“Then our scouts should alert us and we’ll attack in return. Why do you think I have Seraph and so many Champions out on the front lines… at least until recently?”

Not that pulling Narime and others back should hurt his preparations. They’d been ready for a week to hit Falmir hard.

“It’s fine,” Alice said. “Otto is the only noble in position to assist with the initial assault. While Grandpa Milgar is bringing his forces to bear, they’ll need weeks to cross the Empire unless you teleport them. Other nobles are still mustering. It’s unlikely the bulk of our forces can be brought to bear until fall.”

Ah, Otto. Nathan’s eyes narrowed at the mention of his name by Alice.

Which didn’t go unnoticed by Anna. She poked his cheek.

“Something wrong?” she asked. “You’ve gotten along rather well with Otto lately, even if he is a pompous prick. Weird for you to react like this.”

“It’s…” Nathan briefly explained what he’d learned yesterday from Gareth, including the information from the Twins.

His fiancées traded glances, but neither seemed certain.

“I don’t believe Otto would betray the Empire,” Alice said. “If he’s not under mental control⁠—”

“I mean, can we trust those succubi that deeply?” Anna asked.

“Yes,” Nathan said. He ran a hand through his hair when she threw him a questioning look. “We’re well past the point of pretending otherwise. Maura’s as loyal and trustworthy as almost any of my Champions. Not all of them.”

Ciana smiled.

“Then what about the source of the gossip?” Anna pressed. “Could Gareth be wrong? Or trying to mislead you? If I was an agent from Falmir, this sounds like a great plan to mislead you.”

Anger sparked in Nathan’s mind at the suggestion, but he forced it down.

This was Anna, his beloved. Snapping at her for asking a difficult question—especially one that might be a blind spot for him—would be idiocy.

“I trust Gareth,” he said. “More than that, he’s also free of any mental influence. I suspect the issue is that while he knew what Beatrice might be up to, he didn’t go everywhere with her. It’s possible she lied or else failed to get her hands on Otto.”

“Or tried to influence our favorite archduke without using magic,” Sunstorm suggested. “I mean, she knew we had the titty Twins. If she wanted an effective agent, he needed to be undetectable.”

“Then I’ll ask the other difficult question,” Alice said. “Could Maura and Laura have failed to detect particularly subtle manipulation?”

“Maybe. But I doubt it.” He drummed his fingers on Fei’s thigh and she giggled. “Bauer’s mental magic sticks out like a sore thumb, as powerful as it is. I often missed Beatrice, but both the Twins and Kadria are confident they can spot her when looking closely. They proved as much during the ambush in Soreaux.”

Beatrice had tried to cause a massacre in the middle of the city with hidden agents, but the Twins had been able to dig them out almost instantly, even when Nathan couldn’t even tell.

In his mind, the buxom duo had earned their rep as the most capable Messengers at mental magic. Bauer might be a heavyweight in a different way, but he trusted the Twins to never fail at detection.

“Then I’ll leave monitoring Otto to you and Reine,” Alice said, resignation filling her voice and expression. “But again, I don’t believe it. I’ve known him for years. And he even helped Tharban kill his own father when the former archduke tried to sell us out to Falmir. It’s… difficult to reconcile such a betrayal with the man I’ve known for so long.”

“Even if he is a pompous asshole,” Anna added.

Which unfortunately left Nathan with little to go on. A problem he’d need to rectify.

After his fiancées left to handle the Diet and he finished breakfast, there was only one destination in mind.

The control room in his mental fortress, where his spymaster Reine would be monitoring Doumahr and commanding his intelligence efforts. It was time for Nathan to take a firm hand in uprooting the traitors and insurgents in his midst.


CHAPTER 7



“Are you sure I can’t come with you?” Fyre pouted while rubbing against Nathan’s side.

“Unless you’ve found a replacement prophet to sanctify the Diet’s war vote, no,” he said. “I mean, if you have⁠—”

Her face transformed into an angry pout as she pinched his side. “I’m the only prophet you need in your life, Nathan.” Clicking her tongue, she took a step back. “Fine. I’ll do the boring stuff and let you find the assassins.”

“We already found the assassins. They’re very dead,” Sunstorm drawled.

Fyre didn’t deign that with a response. Instead, she spun and stalked off to her room. The movement caused her shift to rise and flash Nathan, his Champions, and the servants who had arrived to help Fyre dress for the day. Only one of those groups grew flustered at the sight of the beastkin prophet’s privates.

After reuniting his fingers with the bridge of his nose once again, Nathan led his retinue of Champions into Alice’s bedroom.

Alice’s bedroom looked similar to Nathan’s. Both contained massive beds, a small dining set, a small lounge suite, and various cabinets. There were differences, however. Nathan’s room used the extra space for more couches and a large buffet table, as well as a large dresser to contain his Champion’s spare clothes. Alice possessed a bulky wireless set to communicate with nobles and separated a corner for changing into extravagant dresses.

Of course, the greatest difference was a dark blue door on one wall. Bright, glowing runes shined along its surface. It slid open upon his approach. A white void lay beyond it.

This door connected to Nathan’s mental world. Or a physical representation of it created using a complex intermingling of spatial and mental ascended magic, which the succubi had weaved well before he learned enough to create it himself.

While he’d implied to the Twins that he’d never tried moving it, the truth was he couldn’t. Even when he rearranged the palace and furnishings, this door always shifted to Alice’s bedroom. The only time it hadn’t was when he’d combined his bedroom with hers, but that would be unworkable long-term with all the extra guests his bed received and her unwillingness to join them each night.

What he could do was create additional doors. Reine had her own in her underground chamber, as she needed immediate access to his mental world. Even more mental gateways existed across his many, many binding stones.

Maybe he could create one in his bedroom, but the hassle it would bring threatened a migraine just thinking about it. Forcing his Champions and succubi to use normal doors and corridors limited their ability to annoy him. Otherwise, he’d wake up every morning in a pile of women, rather than just once every week or two.

“Nathan?” Fei asked, bending in front of him to stare up into his eyes.

“It’s fine. Just remembering why I never added a separate door in my own room,” he said.

“It would be hell,” Sunstorm said. “We’d have to post a separate guard there just to keep the Twins out.”

“That might not work,” he admitted. “Mental gateways don’t lead to a singular location in the mental world. It might only lead to somewhere in my mind, but the succubi have their own territory carved out there.”

Kadria called the Twins mental parasites, but he suspected the same applied to her. Their mental fortresses fanned out from his own.

And, of course, they could step out into reality directly from them, without transiting through his world. No physical guard could stop them. Not unless they also commanded mental magic.

“Surely there’s a way to limit access through a gateway?” Ciana asked, screwing up her face in a frown. “You control the palace and these are doors to your mind.”

“Yeah, but I’m still pretty new at this. I only worked out how to start creating the gateways months ago. Even if I learned, that’s effort I could spend elsewhere. Like on learning how to let others use them.” Although Nathan wondered if the problems were linked.

They both related to using magic to control who accessed his mental world. One kept annoying succubi from pestering him using the gateways. The other allowed people with no mental link to him to access the world without needing their hand held by a Champion.

Pushing his thoughts aside, he strode through the door. A white void consumed him and his Champions as they entered.

His vision resolved into a highly advanced metallic control room, beyond the current magical science of Doumahr. While the mages of the Imperial Sorcerer’s Lodge had been progressing toward magic such as this, the rapid rise of war and demonic invasions had distracted them.

In Nathan’s old world, the sorcerers had remained largely distant from the conflict, leaving it to Champions even as nations collapsed. When the Empire collapsed, the sorcerers of Trafaumh and Falmir had merely picked through their old records and used them to push their research further.

He couldn’t entirely blame them. Much had been accomplished by sorcerers actively working to replace or assist Bastions, particularly as casualties mounted. Countless secrets kept by Bastions for millennia fell into the hands of mages intent on using them for whatever they could—which turned out to be for survival.

With the Empire facing a less dire situation in the eyes of most, even if Nathan disagreed, those same secrets would result in a far less sanguine situation.

Hence the banks of glowing control panels, holographic displays, and fancy central console remained something only Nathan could create with his magic. Although enough sorcerers had seen him at work now in strategy meetings that they’d likely replicate it in some sense within a decade, if not sooner.

A massive monitor hung on the far wall, flickering between various images almost too fast for Nathan to take in. First, a bird's-eye view of Aleich, then a specific building, a group of soldiers arresting merchants, an entire residential quarter. He swiftly stopped paying attention.

Especially as the image stopped changing when the room’s sole occupant noticed his arrival. Reine turned from where she sat beside the central console, her wolf’s tail wagging and ears twitching. She’d removed her robe, displaying her abundant chest in a simple one-piece dress, and her mask was nowhere to be seen. The golden wings in her eyes glowed softly.

The monitor displayed whatever Reine was scrying, allowing others to witness what she did. In order to avoid a feedback loop, it kept the last image whenever she looked inside the mental world, however. Nathan had nearly collapsed when Reine tried to look at a monitor displaying her own vision.

“Good morning, Lord Nathan,” Reine said, smiling broadly.

“Morning, Reine.” He approached her and ran a hand through her hair and behind one ear. “Busy looking for Falmir’s agents?”

“Good morning to you, too,” Sunstorm said drily.

Reine’s ears twitched in response to Sunstorm’s words, but she ignored the Champion. “I am, Lord Nathan. They are proving more difficult to eradicate than I hoped.”

“Eradicate? So you’ve found some.” He crossed his arms and looked at the monitor.

The arrest from earlier popped up. Nathan scanned all the individuals involved.

They looked like ordinary merchants. All of them were humans, but nothing about their features gave anything away. No strange tattoos.

Unsurprising, given the physical differences between people hailing from the Empire, Falmir, and Trafaumh were minimal. Farther north, individuals tended paler, thanks to the shorter days and colder weather, but even the northernmost stretches of Trafaumh got a healthy dose of sunlight outside of the depths of winter. Many areas of the Federation varied in appearance, thanks to the warmer weather and proximity to the Houkeem Desert.

“We’ve found three cells so far by investigating how the assassins attacked the palace and the instigators we captured,” Reine explained. “Unfortunately, even the insurgents who slew Count von Harlik knew almost nothing about the greater plan.”

“These are the lowest rungs on the ladder, then. Patsies that helped with logistics and getting the assassins in place,” he said.

Reine nodded. “The insurgents in von Harlik’s home provided transport. The merchants facilitated the Champions’ entry into Aleich and got them onto the carriage. A larger cell provided manpower to start the failed riot outside the palace. There are likely more that took on other roles, like handling funds or supplies.”

“But we want the guys at the top. Can we work our way to them through the contacts each cell had?” Sunstorm asked.

“There were no direct contacts. Orders were sent over the wireless or through dead drops. Gareth tells me this is standard practice for Falmir, in order to prevent what you’re suggesting we do.”

“Well, does the old Falmirian spymaster happen to know where we might start to look?”

Reine bit her lip and glanced up at Nathan.

He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “I’m aware of what Gareth used to do. Erica’s a trained assassin and he was the Bastion undermining us in Soreaux. Go on.”

“We’ve already integrated what information Gareth fed us about Falmir, but it appears to be out of date. He warned as much, given he no longer operated here, and it is unsurprising. And because Falmir no longer works with the Nationalists, there are no easily exploitable connections with political entities we have influence within.”

“That we know of,” Nathan said.

The image flickered abruptly to show a random house. Ostentatiously built and decorated sure, but still just a home. Likely one owned by a noble.

“Reine?” he asked.

“While we haven’t made significant headway on the true mastermind, I have determined why they are acting, and some of their allies,” Reine said.

Allies, huh? The change of scenery had been triggered by his comment, which suggested Falmir might be buried deeper into Aleich than he cared to appreciate.

“The merchants were being sponsored by a wealthy baron with strong trade links to Falmir,” Reine said. “Similarly, each of the merchants also trade primarily in the west. Confirming their connections with Falmir is harder, given their lower status and the limited paperwork tracking their activities. Some operate in the black market as well.”

“Uh, isn’t it a huge red flag if somebody’s trading with Falmir at all?” Sunstorm’s eyes narrowed.

Nathan shook his head as he leaned against the central console. “We’ve been at peace with Falmir since not long after they seceded. Even with Charlotte’s rise, trade has continued. It’s just heavily restricted. Plenty of tariffs, and new bans on anything that might assist them with warfare, such as gemstones and magical catalysts.”

“And weapons?”

“Only if they’re enchanted.”

When the others looked at him, he shrugged.

“Ordinary soldiers don’t make a huge difference in the sort of conflict about to break out,” he explained. “We actually need more weapons than they do, given we’ve been suppressing demons and rearming after the civil war. If Falmir wants to sell them to us, that’s not our problem. Although they tax the shit out of weapon shipments.”

“So why are these assholes so grumpy?” Sunstorm nodded her head at the noble estate on screen.

“Plenty of reasons, I imagine. Falmir might bribe them. Or war is bad for their business, either because it destroys their land or cuts into their trade. They might even believe Charlotte and Falmir will win. Out west, they’d see the Nationalists beating their chests while a huge army builds up near Castle Karlam.”

“Those are answers we have received,” Reine confirmed. “But there is a more troubling one.”

He raised an eyebrow.

The monitor shifted to the great hall, where Fyre stood next to Alice and the throne.

Nathan felt a chill run down his spine, as his mind raced at the implication.

“Some of those we’ve interrogated—particularly the instigators of the riot—firmly believe in Princess Charlotte’s superiority as the true prophet,” Reine said, surprisingly emotionlessly. “It is not always greed that motivates our foes, but faith.”

“Eh? But isn’t Fyre from the Empire?” Fei tilted her head. “Shouldn’t they want her?”

“Uh, pretty sure she’s from the Federation,” Sunstorm said. “Even if everyone loves to gloss over that fact.”

“Amica is part of the Empire,” Ciana said, smiling.

“Yeah, but it’s not the heartland. A lot of the noble fops jacking off to their own voices in the great hall give a lot of shits about whether somebody comes from the west or east of the Gharrick Mountains. There are plenty of stories about how Fyre actually has one parent from the Empire or whatever nonsensical story is going around.” Sunstorm snorted. “I think one even suggested she was Alice’s half-sister.”

“I don’t see Milgar leaving one of his granddaughters in the Federation,” Nathan said drily. “Like most nobles, he has a few illegitimate children hanging around, but he tends to set them up somewhere.”

“I mean, it’s bullshit. My point was that the nobility wants Fyre to be local. But to anyone with their head not in the sand, she’s not that different to a foreign prophet if you have a thing against Amica.”

Fei frowned. “But she’s the one in the palace!”

“Yeah, and I bet they hate that too.” Sunstorm shot Reine a dark smile. “Tell me, did your interrogations turn up why they dislike Fyre? Wouldn’t have to do with that tail and ears of hers, right?”

“Many of the agents we have captured share a common dislike of the goddess returning as a beastkin. They believe Fyre to be a fraud,” Reine said.

“Figured. People are nothing if not predictable. And most people are petty, awful, small-minded assholes. Especially if they live on the other side of the Empire to the Enclave.”

Nathan could do little more than nod and acknowledge the issue.

His response drew an odd look from Fei, who frowned at him. Ciana remained silent.

“Isn’t this bad, Nathan?” Fei asked. “Shouldn’t we be… um, pushing out those who don’t support us?”

“If we get rid of everyone who doesn’t believe in Fyre because she’s a beastkin, we may as well open up all the portals and let the Messengers through, because it’d be faster that way,” he said.

All three women winced.

Clearly, he’d gone a little too dark. Especially with three beastkin present.

Sighing, he tried to pull back the tone of his comment a little. “We have the entire Diet on side, including nobles with a strong dislike of beastkin. The better known Fyre becomes, the harder she’ll be to ignore. She’s spent little time in the west given it was controlled by the Nationalists. In the end, we have enough allies that we can safely say we’re on top. Even if they actually would prefer Charlotte.”

“Fyre is the prophet they have, especially now she’s recognized by Trafaumh,” Ciana said.

“Exactly. These merchants might think their future lay in Falmir, but everyone else can see that Charlotte has isolated herself. Falmir and the Empire used to share a church, and she created a new schism. Her Sorcerer’s Lodge just lost access to the rest of Doumahr after Gareth provided evidence that they’d actively supported the infiltration of Soreaux. And even if Arcadia refuses to recognize either prophet, we have an ambassador and she doesn’t.”

Nathan did need to check up on Darman, the elf ambassador from Arcadia. He’d nearly been killed during yesterday’s assassination attempt on Milgar, after all, simply because the two men were together. Even if it had been strange that Darman was speaking with Milgar at all.

In any case, his strong words reassured his Champions.

But they did little to quell his own concerns.

Falmir had not only struck deep in the Empire, but powered their infiltration with zealotry. Despite all the effort put forth, it seemed the war between the Anfang Empire and the Kingdom of Falmir was doomed to go down as a holy war.

The War of the Prophets, or some such name, he suspected. It would only end when one removed the head of the other. Or, as he’d learned, utterly obliterated the magical essence of the other.

A war won not through open warfare, but seizing legitimacy in the eyes of the people and raw magical power through the traces of magic left by Omria in her previous incarnations.

He leaned over the central console and grimaced, pulling himself back into reality. “Reine, even if you don’t have any strong leads, surely there’s something I can do to help. Or the Twins can. Somebody needs to make those dead drops and the wireless isn’t as untraceable as everyone thinks it is.”

“While I’m aware that the Twins believe they can crack and trace the wireless, I believe it is unwise to use that method too soon,” Reine said. “It is likely Falmir is unaware we hold that trump card. If they’re continuing to use it after we penetrated the barrier beneath Soreaux, it means they don’t know our full capabilities.”

“So we should save it for a desperate situation. Especially now they don’t have Beatrice,” he said. “Fair. But I still think we can track them without showing our hand. Falmir’s cells are panicking, right? Many of them are pulling out and going to ground?”

“No, actually.” Reine shook her head. “While none of the groups we attacked had received new orders, they appeared to be waiting to make another move. As if they expected to make another attempt on Milgar’s life. Possibly when he leaves Aleich.”

“Through a gateway?” Nathan laughed.

Milgar had stayed overnight in the palace, and likely would remain there until the vote finished due to the dangers involved. But Nathan could easily teleport the man and his retinue around to avoid exposing any weaknesses.

“Possibly. I attempted to lure them out with Archduke von Milgar’s carriages last night, loaded with my own agents and watched by Astra, but they never took the bait,” Reine continued. “Perhaps the same reason they waited for him to arrive at the palace stays their hand?”

“We can’t afford to wait. Or allow them to make an attempt on his life when he returns to his archduchy,” Nathan said. “I assume⁠—”

“I am working with the mystic foxes dwelling in his territory to find any possible agents in his territory.”

He nodded. Figured Reine was a step ahead of him. “Did anybody you capture know more plans? Some other team of Champions coming in?”

“No. They didn’t even know the target. A frustratingly watertight operation.”

He drummed his fingers against the metallic console. “The dead drops, then. If they’re not leaving the city, that means orders still need to flow between the cells.”

“I am watching those we know⁠—”

“And maybe they know that. They’d abandon any locations used by the groups we arrested. Maybe…” He bit his lip.

This sort of thing was well beyond his knowledge. Sure, Nathan had handled his fair share of clandestine operations, but Gareth remained the expert and Reine knew how to manage an entire Empire of operatives.

“Mental magic is still our edge,” he continued. “If you find a new cell, don’t arrest them. We’ll have the Twins find out everything we can from a distance, then try to catch somebody from outside the cell.”

“That may take days,” Reine said.

“There’s no way they can wait that long without giving new orders. Most of the Diet will leave within a few days. Falmir will need time to plan a second attack.” Assuming they were making one.

But then, shouldn’t the existing groups have started covering their tracks?

“I believe there is already a cell that can be monitored. But what happens next? A single cell isn’t enough,” she said.

“Not to find them, no,” he admitted. “But it is enough cover to just hit them using the wireless trick. Find a few dead drops, hit them with your agents, and then we hit the cells we’ve found through the wireless. Falmir will think we rumbled them the hard way.”

A complicated method. One that might annoy the Twins.

But he wanted to have his cake and eat it, too. To take care of Falmir’s operatives and retain the secret weapon of being able to capture them using the wireless. Burning it so swiftly might cost them countless lives in the future.

As he expected, the Twins found the idea more annoying than interesting. A little mental prodding and persuading got them moving. Along with another push.

“You better not be lying. We never get a night to ourselves with you,” Maura said, glaring at him as she slipped out of the mental fortress.

Fei tapped her chin. “Whose night was tonight’s? I’m tomorrow. Ciana was last night. Um…”

“Nobody’s,” he said. “I’ve been keeping free nights in case somebody came back or I was out and about.”

Nathan had planned to spend the night with Narime, as she’d returned unexpectedly. But if fucking Maura and Laura all night kept them happy and obedient, that was a sacrifice he’d willingly make. A truly arduous sacrifice.


CHAPTER 8



While the Twins focused on solving his insurgency problem, Nathan returned to the palace. He’d lost most of the morning by now. Once lunch finished, he’d be dragged into the Diet without a good excuse.

“We might find Falmir’s agents,” might not fly, given it might not be until tomorrow that the Twins found enough of interest. Unwinding the wireless turned out to be more complicated than he’d guessed. But they reckoned they could find something. Maura would handle the dead drop, while Laura focused on the magical theory side with the wireless.

After he grabbed a bite to eat, Nathan wandered into one of the gardens. Various nobles wandered the halls of the palace, even if the Royal Knights kept them clear of the inner areas. Usually, the Diet wouldn’t be such a bother, but almost every single noble of importance had turned up. He wondered how many would linger past the length of the emergency session.

Dappled sunlight filled the garden, cascading across the various vines, herbs, and brilliantly flowering plants that the servants somehow crammed into a space roughly the size of his office. Waterways carved into the stone carried water to fountains and provided a constant source of humidity. The trickle provided a constant sense of companionship.

Although Nathan didn’t need it this time. He wasn’t alone. Even excluding Ciana’s permanent presence in his shadow.

Former emperor Gorthal stood in one corner of the garden, looking over a hanging plant with mixed golden and white flowers. The many butterflies fluttering about in the sunlight appeared to ignore him, even as they avoided those accompanying him. Nurevia waved a hand at Nathan once she spotted him, still assigned to ensure Gorthal’s protection during the day.

The gesture somehow caught Gorthal’s eye and he turned. The wizened old man hardly matched the impressive and dominant ruler that Nathan had first met two years ago. Age proved a cruel mistress, and struck hard and fast.

“Ah, Nathan. It’s been a while since we last spoke,” Gorthal said. “Don’t mind me if you’re busy, however.”

“It’s no trouble, Gorthal,” Nathan said.

He crossed the distance between them in only a few steps, Ciana trailing behind. The servants retreated to the far side of the room, leaving only the Champions in ear shot.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

Gorthal chuckled, his throat raspy. “Exactly the same as I have for months now. Like a man destined for a final visitation by the Watcher herself. Yet, she grants me grace. There are duties yet unfinished. What use would my life have been if I struggled through all the nonsense with the Nationalists and the Diet, only to falter before I achieve the things I truly love?”

The deep faith Gorthal spoke with unnerved Nathan.

Would it have done so a few years ago, before he’d worked with Kadria, tamed the Twins, and helped turn Fyre into a prophet? Nathan struggled with his old beliefs, which had once been as strong as this old man’s.

“I’d assume you’d avoid the Diet, then,” Nathan said drily. “Given it’s a return to that nonsense.”

“It is.” Gorthal’s brow furrowed. “It’s also where I can see my dear Alice flourish as the Empress I knew she’d be, ruling with Omria herself at her side, and driving the Diet with a singular drive I’ve only read about.” A wry smile creased his lips. “To you, this war and the Diet are everyday matters. Common frustrations as you battle against the grandest of foes that threaten humanity’s very foundations. To me, I feel I’m witnessing the start of a new era.”

“The priests haven’t decided on that yet.”

Gorthal burst into laughter, deep and from the belly, only to be wracked with a lung-splitting cough that bent him double. Nathan caught the former ruler before he fell over, while Nurevia and Ciana also held his sides.

A familiar young catgirl beastkin rushed over. Gorthal’s favorite mistress, who rarely left his side and had nearly been killed when Beatrice abducted him. Her name was Lena, if Nathan recalled, although he rarely spoke with her.

Lena wrapped an arm around Gorthal’s back and began to rub it along with his chest.

“I’m fine,” Gorthal grunted out, taking deep breaths. Lena refused to leave him alone, however. “It’s quite frustrating to be incapable of laughter, yet such is age. I wonder how you’ll handle it, Nathan?”

“Hopefully as gracefully as Leopold. I’m amazed he was genuine about his plan to retire with many of his Champions,” Nathan said, keeping his face clear of emotion.

A sigh escaped Gorthal. “Indeed. Tell me, Nathan. Be sure to do what Leo and I failed to. Once you achieve victory, be sure to celebrate it. If not for yourself, then for those around you. Even a lifetime of victories and struggles can become meaningless if you never spend it with those you care about.”

A strange feeling ran through Nathan’s body as he recalled Gorthal’s answer to an old question.

“You sound more regretful than I expected,” he said.

“As one often is at the end of it all.” Gorthal smiled wryly, slowly straightening after his fit.

“During the civil war, when I asked you⁠—”

A deep chuckle from Gorthal interrupted Nathan as the former ruler leaned against his mistress and he smiled wryly. “Funny that your thoughts are troubled by the same event as mine own. I’d like to say that great minds think alike, but that would be supreme arrogance.”

“You’ve been thinking about when I asked you whether you would change the past if you could?”

“Indeed. At the time, it was a statement made on blind faith. One to justify that everything taking place at that moment—all the senseless death, including of my closest friend—had been worth it. Predestined, even.” The old man heaved a sigh. “Always a difficult topic. One I’ve debated with my peers far too often. Peers who have, by and large, seen Omria’s light well before me.”

“Including Baudelaire?” Nathan asked.

While he and Alice had told Gorthal about Baudelaire’s death, they’d spared him the details. Not that the old ruler couldn’t imagine them.

“Indeed. To her, the idea of predestination was the height of offense. Not because it denied us free will, but because it justified laziness and inaction. That nobody needed to do anything brave, consider their mistakes, or accept accountability because ‘Omria willed it.’ Cowardice, in her words. Platitudes by the unfaithful seeking a shield from their own ineptitude.”

Damn. Baudelaire had some fiery opinions for such a generic statement that Nathan had heard uttered so often after tragedies and disasters.

Not that he disagreed. Even when he’d believed fervently, prayer had never been a replacement for actually doing something to protect Doumahr. To him, evil prospered because of those coming up with excuses for inaction.

He wondered how things might be had Baudelaire lived. Then he understood why Fyre had cut the ancient inquisitor down.

“Whenever Baudelaire comes up, I always see such conflict in your eyes,” Gorthal said. “Tell me. What did you think of her? Alice has told me of your abrasive relationship with her.”

Had she? It was Nathan’s turn to sigh and look at the plants, rather than Gorthal. “There’s no easy way to describe her.”

“Ah. Then you do understand her.”

“I’m not so sure about that. What I do understand is that she, unlike so many others, genuinely fought for Doumahr. Even if I disagreed with the things she did, and her own biases meant she stood idle on issues she could have solved, I never doubted that Baudelaire’s actions would be for the greater good.”

“Hmm. Did you ever ask her if she’d change anything given the chance?” Gorthal asked.

Nathan chuckled. “I didn’t, but she brought it up instead. Did you want to know what the one thing she might change was?”

Gorthal’s brow furrowed and he straightened, even as Lena’s arms held him close. Nathan saw the old man’s mind race as he tried to guess what single decision may have tortured Grand Inquisitor Baudelaire enough for her to wish to change the past.

“No,” Gorthal admitted. “The strength of her will made me think she would never consider as such. But perhaps that was projection. Baudelaire willingly took steps in Trafaumh that I balked at, and the nation seemed all the safer for it. Until this… ‘dueling prophets’ business, Trafaumh remained the most stable country on Doumahr.” Contempt dripped from his words upon mentioning the existence of multiple prophets. “Perhaps I needed to believe she would have no regrets, so that I could hold none of my own.”

“I see.” Nathan hoped he wouldn’t regret what he was about to say. “The one decision she questioned was when she refused to side with you when you ended beastkin slavery 40 years ago.”

Gorthal’s eyes widened and a gasp escaped him.

“But, as you might expect, she didn’t necessarily want to join you,” Nathan added, and the old man’s face turned to confusion. “She questioned which decision was the right one. To end slavery alongside you, or at least end her… experiments. Or what if she convinced you to step back, and therefore limit the rise of the Nationalists and their warmongering? Would Doumahr be more stable?”

“No,” Gorthal rasped out, his eyes flinty as a grimace formed across his face. Then he smiled. “Ah, but I’m being arrogant again. Who am I to know what may have resulted? I do believe this is the best path. That all our decisions have played out as they should have, even if some of us have suffered their consequences. Yet, maybe things could be better.”

Cynically, Nathan knew they couldn’t be. The Messengers had made it clear that the new cycle only formed in this world.

Was that because he had come here? But in an infinitely large multiverse, shouldn’t there be Nathans who went to different eras? Who knew. He didn’t care to learn.

“For what it’s worth, I agree,” Nathan said. “Not just out of arrogance, but because I don’t think the changes would be any easier. The Nationalists would have found a new excuse to fire up the war engine and try to rebuild the old Empire. Their hatred of beastkin is an excuse used to motivate others. If Trafaumh helped, it simply would have galvanized the rebels currently aiding Charlotte.”

“And the experiments?”

Damn. Not an easy one to get out from.

Nathan scratched his head. “I… can’t think of a good justification for those. Not without sounding selfish. Reine’s by my side and has empowered the Empire as spymaster only because of the atrocities visited on her by Baudelaire. She’d be far happier otherwise, but Doumahr needs her.”

And as he’d learned, Baudelaire sometimes succeeded. Reine somehow gained enough power to rival even Fyre and threaten Messengers.

But a false prophet wasn’t enough in the face of utter destruction. Nathan sure as hell wouldn’t excuse the horrific things Baudelaire did.

“It’s difficult to remain resolute about one’s decision in the face of such evil,” Gorthal said. His fingers ran along the stalk of a hanging plant, only to stop where it branched off. “Yet, as I pondered my own legacy, whenever I question the tragedies I failed to stop, I wonder whether acting on those may have prevented the glories I achieved. Resources are finite, especially time, and political capital especially is a fickle thing. I burned much for the beastkin. A folly, in the minds of so many, for so long. Yet…”

“If there’s any decision I know you don’t regret, it’s that one,” Nathan said.

A thin smile rose to Gorthal’s face as he faced Nathan. “True. But sometimes, I look at the cost, or what nearly was, and ponder the question of predetermination. If all that happened was the will of humanity, not Omria, then I doomed many and brought us close to destruction. I lacked the capital to stop the Nationalists, bringing war to Doumahr. The civil war nearly made my achievements a moot point, and I’d done nothing to aid Alice.”

“Not nothing,” Ciana interrupted, then her cheeks flushed and she stared at the ground.

“It’s no trouble to interrupt me, young Ciana. I am Emperor no longer. But even if decisions I made long ago did pay off, it looked bleak at the time. I look out at the Diet today, and despite their spirit, I again worry about how little we’ve prepared for a conflict that will attract even more demons.”

“That’s my duty,” Nathan grunted. “I won’t say I’ve prepared for every possibility, but I have been preparing.”

Although he sure as hell would have liked another year or two to prepare.

Gorthal nodded solemnly. “Indeed. And it’s for that reason I am… happy enough with my decisions. Not just out of faith, but because I question if I’d be the same man if I made different ones. What friends would I have lost? Had I refused to tackle the most difficult tasks to rebuild the Empire, such as the beastkin, would Omria be standing beside Alice, or atop her corpse?”

A gasp escaped Ciana, who flushed and covered her mouth.

Yet the former emperor merely sighed and shot the horsegirl a smile. “You need not worry. I’ve spoken with Fyre at length. The fire that blazes in her… I know it to be genuine. The same fervor as the goddess that brought humanity out of the dark, yet consigned others to our shadow. It is impossible to miss the fury boiling inside her small frame.”

“So, is there a decision you’d change?” Nathan asked. “Knowing that even Baudelaire might wish to change the past.”

“If I were to jest, I’d say that my only regret was dying.” Gorthal chuckled. “But no, I believe I’ve found my deserved end. I would change nothing. Instead, I trust in you, Alice, Fyre, and those who believe in you to carry the torch forward.”

Nathan watched as Alice’s grandfather and the former emperor of Anfang Empire slowly left the room, supported by his servants and accompanied by Nurevia. Silence followed for nearly a minute.

Lunch passed uneasily as Nathan dwelled on the former emperor’s words. Even without anything else to do, he saw no reason to attend the Diet proceedings. Not with the high likelihood of something happening with respect to Falmir’s spies.

And, as luck would have it, exactly that happened. Hours later, Maura contacted him over their mental link.

“We’ve found your troublemakers. And they’re real trouble,” she said. “Old pawns of Beatrice.”

“Then deal with them,” he said, preferring to return to his thoughts.

“You really should come out here and meet one of them,” Maura insisted.

Meet? “Why would I want to meet traitors?”

“Because one of them is your brother.”


CHAPTER 9



The last time Nathan had seen his brother, Vane, was roughly eight months ago, in the midst of the Empire’s civil war. He’d barely paid the man any attention back then, as he babbled about the rights of nobles before fleeing. Nurevia had wanted to blow his balls off, while Nathan barely spared a thought for Vane before and after that meeting.

Calling it a mistake to spare him seemed rash. Vane had been an incompetent buffoon who ran Straub into the ground after Tharban disowned Nathan—the original Nathan von Straub, not the current one who came from an alternate world. If anything, the existence of Vane might have undermined Falmir’s operation.

Surely not even mental magic could make something useful of Vane.

Even so, Nathan agreed with Maura that he’d head out to meet his mind-controlled brother.

“Are you sure it’s fine to leave Nurevia behind?” Ciana asked him as they traveled by carriage throughout the city. “She should know your brother well.”

“I don’t need her going ‘I told you so’ before ripping Vane’s balls off,” Nathan drawled. His crossed arms belied his annoyance at the situation.

Tarako accompanied them, although he struggled to imagine why. He’d wanted another trigem, given the dangers that might lurk. Bauer or Charlotte might take the chance to eliminate him.

Yet he’d expected Sunstorm or Narime, not this precious little fox whose voluminous bronze tails took up an entire half of the carriage.

“You’ve been glowering at me since I elected to join you. While I’m no stranger to Bastions taking out their frustrations on their Champions, it’s unusual for you,” Tarako said.

She didn’t even have sake in hand, preferring to tend to her tails with an ornate comb carved from bone and partly encased in silver. Nathan’s hands twitched as her tail wiggled in her grip, reacting to each stroke of the comb.

“I figured you’d have already combed your tails today,” he said, avoiding her question.

“It takes too long of a morning to give them a proper combing.” Her eyes flickered between her tool and him. “Usually I just use telekinesis to run brushes through them after I bathe, and find the time to comb them out during the day.”

“Do they really take that long?” he asked.

“You spend twenty minutes doing Fei’s hair and tail each morning, and you question how long it takes to care for nine tails of my size and pedigree?”

“Foxes have pedigree?” Ciana asked.

Tarako rolled her eyes. “A figure of speech.”

“I can do Narime’s in about 2 hours,” Nathan said.

“That’s quite a lot for a morning routine, even if I’m sure she’s jelly by the end of it.” The elder fox narrowed her eyes, locking onto his hands. “But if I’m sitting still to have my tails taken care of, I have a strict routine.”

“I’m sure.”

“Uh huh. So, why are you so grumpy at me?”

Damn. She refused to let him change the topic.

Rather than answer, Nathan looked out the window. Magic prevented the well-dressed merchants and occasional noble from seeing back in. They trundled across a smoothly paved plaza, which held the appearance of being silver-plated thanks to spells cast by mages.

Varying stores all catering to the tastes of the wealthy lined the street, including a couple of gentlemen’s clubs in prime locations on the corners. Women pored over dresses and checked out street stalls full of knick-knacks and jewelry. A host of spices and herbs outside one store drew more than window-shoppers, as traveling merchants exited with small but highly valuable bags for trading afar or delivering to noble customers.

But while the exteriors appeared gentrified and beyond reproach, much could be hidden behind the faux-marble facades and gold trims of the ostentatious multi-story buildings looming over them.

The gentlemen’s clubs entertained with alcohol and gambling on the open floors, but for the right price, one could enjoy a night with the women kept on-premises. Regular visits from the city guard ensured none were slaves here, but the same couldn’t be said of every brothel in the city.

“Nathan,” Tarako chided. “I sincerely doubt you’re window shopping.”

“I might need something for the wedding,” he said.

“Ah, yes. The wedding you’re putting so much time into preparing, rather than the army of personnel Alice and Anna have assigned to it.” She grinned. “I guarantee Fyre is putting more work into it, even if it’s mostly in the form of lewd scenarios that get repeatedly rejected.”

“So I’ve heard.”

She stared at him. Finally, he sighed.

“You don’t get along with the Twins at the best of times,” Nathan admitted. “If they want me to talk to Vane, it’s because they’re up to something. I’d rather the three of you not start openly threatening each other in public.”

Her lips thinned. “Understood. I may dislike them, but I can follow orders and maintain my composure.”

“Really?”

“I am your Champion and⁠—”

He waved a hand in the air. “Is that the only reason you’ll do it?”

“Maybe I’ll do it because I respect your decision-making ability,” Tarako said, but she shot him a dirty look. “Is it so wrong for a Champion to do her duty as instructed? I’m quite certain it drives many of your others.”

Nathan looked at Ciana, who pursed her lips.

“I follow Nathan’s orders because I trust him with everything that I am,” Ciana said. “I’m certain that’s the same for the others.”

“There are many more Champions than those in his inner circle,” Tarako said.

“Yet you are one, effectively,” Nathan said. “That’s the difficult part. Astra, for all her power, chose to trust me and join me, which is why she remains by my side even though she could return to the Spires.” He didn’t miss the annoyance that crossed Tarako’s face when he praised Astra. “But I feel that you chose to help me because inaction during the cascade was unjustifiable.”

Tarako’s tails began to rise, pointing toward the roof of the carriage, and her comb vanished with a shimmer of a zoisite. “Nathan…”

“The most immediate threat is over,” he continued. “And I greatly value your experience, advice, and definitely your power.” Oh, he definitely wanted the immense power contained in her petite frame. “But I worry that you only fight for me out of a sense of duty. Whenever we disagree, you bring up that you’re my Champion and immediately defer to me. You even left it up to me to choose what sort of relationship we had. What was your suggestion again? Master and servant?”

Tarako eyed him warily. He suspected she’d be downing sake hard if she had the bottle in hand.

The silence was interrupted as the carriage rolled to a gentle stop down a back alley not far from the earlier plaza. But when one of the escorting knights knocked on their door, Ciana poked her head out to say they’d be a minute.

“I feel you’re misinterpreting my words,” Tarako said carefully.

“Am I?

Silence.

Then the fox loosed a deep sigh and slumped in her seat. For the first time since Nathan had met the cheeky woman, she looked old. Not physically, but mentally. Millennia of experience poured off her body and brimmed inside her usually bright blue eyes.

“You are my Bastion. To me, that’s a sacred thing,” Tarako said, meeting his gaze with one that held the weight of the tens of thousands of years she’d live. “Each human nation teaches its Champions different priorities, yes? Whether to obey your Bastion before your country, or how to handle one’s own faith.”

“Those largely match the ideology of each nation,” Nathan said, unsure where this was going.

“Well, mine are more complicated than that. Because what I stand for no longer exists.”

“The old fox empire⁠—”

She cut him off with a sharp cutting motion. “No. Nothing so banal. The mission I carry is the one granted to me by my creator and instilled in me through the gem that I am the last bearer of.” Her fingers traced her third zoisite, which contained the power of her Nine-Tail Slash. “When he left, he entrusted this world to us. Granted us strength to repel demons and Messengers. No matter what happens, his gift remains absolute. And so do his teachings.”

Nathan almost didn’t respond, but he needed to get to the bottom of the issue. “Which are to obey me absolutely?”

“Hardly. If I felt you turned on Doumahr or became a puppet of the Messengers you’ve seemingly tamed, then I’d cut you down without warning.” Her eyes hardened, and he tried not to flinch. “But disagreement is different. I’m no leader, even if that’s what became of me. I’m a warrior. A silly fox swinging around swords, who somehow became the last one left out of countless far greater men and women. When I chose to become your Champion, I did so on my terms. And that means I respect your decisions. Even if I disagree with them.”

“I understand that, yet…” He paused, worried he might be reaching a point of no return. “In a carriage trip in Soreaux, we spoke at length about the steps I would go to. You changed after that.”

Tarako blinked, and in that moment her ancient, threatening demeanor vanished. Her tails drooped. “Wait, you noticed that and… assumed I’d become an unthinking pawn?”

“I felt that you’d lost faith in me and mostly carried on out of a sense of duty,” he said. “Or, perhaps, had simply finally given up. It was the conversation after that when you suggested that I needed to give your life meaning.”

She clicked her tongue. “I feel your self-deprecation has gone a little too far. It was precisely because I did trust you that I left you that choice. Did I not tell you back then, in the hours before we assaulted Dominic, that I’d lost my purpose in this world?”

“You just said⁠—”

“How great of a job do you think I’ve been able to do to protect Doumahr, with no Bastion, no goddess, and a nation that has crumbled to dust?” Tarako’s laugh leaked with bitterness. “I chose to serve you as Champion, for one last time, because I felt that spark. The possibility to achieve what I should be doing. Even though I still feel lost and burned out. That’s why I’m being dutiful, Nathan. Until you give me clear direction all I can be is your sword. Your bodyguard. An advisor. Whatever I can offer. But, in the end, you hold my reins. Because I chose you.”

“And if I don’t want to?”

Her tails coiled around her body, and she tried not to glower at him. “I know you’re just testing me. You grant that dark elf the release she needs, even when it’s against your nature. The Twins prostrate themselves before you as you use them like toys, despite being gentle. If you send me away, I…” Her tongue moved, but she seemed incapable of saying it.

Frustration crossed her face.

Once again, Nathan wanted to wait, but had a feeling he knew the cause of the problem.

“I won’t make you say something you know to be untrue,” he said.

“Good. Because I didn’t want to admit the limits to my… dutifulness after saying all that,” Tarako mumbled.

“If I want to do anything with you, Tarako, it’s to restore your faith,” he said, causing her eyes to widen. “To aid me not out of duty, ancient teachings, or a spark of what you thought lost. But because you earnestly believe I can save Doumahr, and your strength will help me achieve it.”

She lowered her head and glared up at him through upturned eyes. Yet her tails lowered, brushing against his legs as they covered the floor of the carriage.

“You’ve proven yourself to be more capable than I ever expected. I guess it’s my duty to see if you can manage that,” she said.

He tried not to laugh, only for the fox to bat him in the head with one of her tails. That caused the dam to break and he shook his head in exasperation.

“I can see why you and Astra don’t get along. You’re more similar than you care to admit,” he said.

“Don’t compare me to that lazy, dull-witted dark elf,” Tarako whined. “I, at least, keep up with modern languages.”

If that was the only difference between the two women, then no wonder they didn’t get along.

Nathan rose and ruffled her hair, causing her fox ears to twitch wildly. Rather than knock his hand away, she pretended to ignore him.

Outside the carriage, the alleyway looked like any other in the city. Well, not quite any other. This close to the merchant plaza they kept it clean and no homeless dwelled. Residences and smaller stores dwelled here, and people moved around the carriage in the narrow street, wary of the Royal Knights.

For Nathan to be here meant two things: his reputation was not what it seemed; or a raid was taking place. Only a fool wouldn’t connect the dots. Especially with so many seedy establishments around.

Gareth and Erica stood beside a second carriage, and the older Bastion waved at Nathan. They kept their distance otherwise, until he called them in.

One of Reine’s agents stood atop a stairway leading directly to what appeared to be somebody’s home, sited above a shopfront selling magical remedies and herbal supplies.

The agent was a familiar sight, even with her gems hidden beneath a collared white blouse. He caught a glimpse of the short sword strapped to her thigh as he ascended the stairs and her long skirt ruffled.

“Enjoy the view?” the catgirl spy asked with a glint in her eyes. “And here I thought you’d have plenty of women between all your Champions and the Royal Knights.”

The Royal Knight lieutenant who’d accompanied them glared at the spy, who simply winked back.

“I’d say it’s been a while, but I’m not sure a couple of weeks counts,” Nathan said. “I take it Soreaux’s safe enough for you to come down here?”

The catgirl shrugged. “Our cover got blown during that mess with the Royalists in the plaza when you seized the city. We’re not super recognizable to most, even as Champions, but a lot of Royalists wanted us dead. Makes us a liability as clandestine agents, you know? So once the worst was done, we came home. Or, uh, close enough.”

“Your Bastion doesn’t need you?”

She snorted. “We’re from safe territory. Er, safe-ish, with how hell can break loose at any moment. But none of the cascades hit us. Plus, it’s a lot harder to refuse the Imperial Spymaster these days. Everyone knows she works for you, and even if our Bastion wasn’t a fan, he sure as hell wouldn’t want to explain to his count why he refused.”

“A fan, huh?” Nathan raised an eyebrow.

“You have a few.” The catgirl leaned forward and ran a finger along his arm. “Can have more.”

“I think we’re talking about fans in different ways.” He rolled his shoulder, shrugging off her hand. “Anyway, I take it the Twins are inside?”

Unfazed by his rejection, the catgirl scanned the surroundings, before opening the door. “Yeah. The succubi still freak me out, but it would have taken all week to find this place, even if we got lucky. I don’t even know how they managed it. This network is entrenched.”

A half-dozen well-dressed men and women were lined up against the wall of a living room. Nothing looked amiss, although somebody had rifled through every drawer and cupboard.

The catgirl spy’s other half stood guard and winked at Nathan when he entered with Tarako and Ciana.

“Define entrenched?” he asked.

“Multiple layers of businesses, backed by nobles that probably don’t know what’s actually happening. Each of these assholes here”—the catgirl pressed a foot against the shoulder of one of the captives—“ran a front that handed out orders. If we shut one down, there’d be nothing linking it to this place or the others, meaning Falmir would just keep going.”

“Which is where Maura and Laura came in.”

“Yeah. If we’d caught one, they could have tricked us into thinking they’re the mastermind. But it turns out, when you can dig through somebody’s mind with mental magic, all the bullshit that normally works doesn’t.”

What a complicated mess.

Vane had somehow ended up in the middle of this. Worse, the fact he wasn’t out there made Nathan wonder if his brother was somehow at the top of it. Which would be strange.

“Quite the nasty set-up.” Gareth let out a low whistle as he leaned against the doorway.

The catgirl Champions shot Nathan cautious looks, clearly letting him take the lead.

“I thought you were hanging back?” Nathan asked.

“It felt like you forgot about me. And I’m curious to see what Beatrice did since I left. Something stupidly complicated it turns out.” Gareth shook his head and stepped into the room, Erica right behind him. “Falmir always struggled to make much headway in Aleich. The Nationalists gave us an in, and your spymaster still knew our every move.”

Nathan glanced at the catgirls. Funny that they’d be here, given both of them had helped foil Gareth’s assassination attempt on Anna years ago.

“Reine’s not perfect,” Nathan said.

“Yeah, but she punched through everything we did. It’s annoying having to plan around the idea that everything you do is already common knowledge. But this…” Gareth waved a hand. “This is the sort of thing you can only pull off with succubus bullshit. A bunch of perfectly loyal agents, none of which will be suspected. No need to bribe and cajole people into helping.”

“That’s why they’re dangerous. I’m surprised you never made more headway in Soreaux.”

“You and me both. Beatrice always complained about how annoying the place was, and that she needed to stay hidden. Guess she worried about the Inquisition finding her and putting everyone to the torch with anti-succubus relics.”

Nathan nodded. “Baudelaire would do that. Trafaumh takes a strict approach to succubi contamination.”

Speaking of which, he had a pair to talk to.


CHAPTER 10



The catgirl agent led him through a few rooms and corridors, leaving Gareth behind. Vane lay on the floor, either asleep or unconscious. Presumably the latter was inflicted by mental magic.

The Twins lounged on the desk, boredom evident on their faces until Nathan strode in. Maura bounced toward him first, her breasts drawing his eye for a moment despite the situation.

“You took forever to get here. What happened to teleporting?” she complained.

“I don’t do it for every little thing. Especially as Reine’s agents needed time to go through everything. It would be worse if I turned up and had to wait,” he said.

“What’s there to wait for? We’ve netted all the pawns, like you wanted us to.” A surprising amount of irritation filtered into Maura’s tone.

Nathan paused and assessed the situation in more detail. Not out of distrust, but confusion.

Something about this situation had riled Maura up. She tapped one foot on the floor, scowled at him, and generally vibrated with excess energy. The boredom from earlier appeared to be a front.

“Is something wrong?” he asked, subtly reaching for his magic.

Laura rolled her eyes. “Not in that way, so you don’t need to slap anyone with magic. Sis is just being a baby.”

“Oh, fuck you.” Maura kicked her sister in the shin, and the two women nearly came to blows.

“Enough.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You asked me to come here. I assume it’s for more than just a look at my brother, right? Although he barely counts. I’ve hardly spared him a thought since tossing him out of Straub.”

Nathan’s body might hold a blood relation to Tharban and Vane, but his mind didn’t. The memories of being raised as Nathan von Straub were like a book he’d read, rather than the lived experiences of a child. His life as Nathan Martel still reigned supreme.

“Right. Yeah.” Maura forced herself to calm down. She jumped back on top of the desk and tried to affect a smug expression, despite her anxiousness. “We dug up these morons easily enough. Found a courier, connected him to a business. The kitties out there looked up the owner and bam, we had everyone. One look in their heads told us where to look and unraveled the scheme.”

“Beatrice’s scheme?” he checked.

“Kinda? She fucked with the heads of all the wealthy assholes and nobles running stuff. I bet we’ll find more if we follow the paper trail. Probably anyone not attached to the Diet could be a good target.”

“Because you or I would spot them. So Vane is…”

“Completely in Falmir’s hands, yeah. The mental control isn’t just a single order, but a complete rewrite. Loyalty to Falmir, Charlotte is the true slut goddess, be a weak pansy who doesn’t think for himself, operate the spy network and obey orders. That sort of thing.”

One of those didn’t match the others.

“Is it really his fault if he gets hit with mental magic?” Nathan shook his head. “If that’s the case, just undo it and… I don’t know, throw them back into the sea like you would a fish?”

“Is that wise?” Tarako asked.

That anxiety from earlier roared back as Maura shot to her feet, face marred with fury, and jabbed Nathan in the chest. “That’s not how this works. And this isn’t your business, hag.”

Tarako’s tails fanned out. “That’s quite the statement. And I suspect you’ll find I agree with your idea more than you expect.”

“Yeah, only until a point.”

“Their minds are too damaged to be saved. It’s best to simply execute them,” the fox said.

Maura huffed. “See, that’s what I meant. You just skip to the ‘fucking murder them’ part, and ignore other options.”

Before Tarako could respond, Nathan placed a hand on her head. “Did you forget what we talked about in the carriage?”

The fox’s expression turned downward and her tails fell to the floor. “Very well. I’ll let you handle them, and this.”

Although maybe that would turn out to be a mistake. Maura grinned maliciously at the fox, before anger overwhelmed her expression again.

“When I said Beatrice fucked with their heads, I meant it. There’s no off switch for her mental magic. No reversing the polarity to magically solve issues.”

“I don’t even know what that means,” he said.

“It means that the only way to undo mental manipulation this strong is to reconstruct their minds. Which is easier said than done. We can see what Beatrice has changed and hasn’t changed, but anything she’s removed—like, say, anything that might make your brother less of a traitor—is gone without a trace.”

Nathan frowned. “I thought you said mental magic leaves traces.”

“Yeah. Of what it’s done and where it’s been. If I go into your head and remove the memory of you losing your virginity to that musclegirl⁠—”

“Pretty sure he fucked some catgirl in Falmir first, actually,” Laura said. “Even if he doesn’t like to admit it.”

Ciana looked at him in confusion, while Nathan ran a hand down his face.

“You don’t need to remind me of my past,” he said. “Go on.”

Maura smirked. “Well, if I remove that embarrassing memory of fucking some random kitty, then we know a memory was cut out. But the memory is gone. It’s not hiding in the back of your mind, ready to be restored. Gone is gone. Same goes for changing personalities.”

A chill ran down his spine. “So anyone affected by mental magic…”

Tharban…

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. You’re not feeling guilty about that awful fuck who tried to kill you and everyone else you care about, right? He’s not even your real dad.”

“I mean, he technically is,” Laura pointed out.

“Shut up, Sis. Not helping.” Maura sighed. “Anyway, you probably can try to restore somebody like that bear. The better you knew them before fucking with their head, the easier it is to restore. And sometimes we keep a record of their mind with magic, in case we do need to undo it.”

“Did you?” His voice came out far harsher than expected.

After all, the Twins had guided him when he’d chosen to take control of Tharban.

“Uh, no?” Laura scoffed. “You were going to kill him. So when he lives out his usefulness, that’s what we’ll do. Assuming he doesn’t die against Falmir.”

Sometimes, the reality of Nathan’s decisions only hit him months later. A ragged sigh escaped him and he leaned against the wall.

Both Tarako and Ciana eyed him, but more out of concern. Neither of them seem worried at all by the knowledge that he’d irreversibly damaged Tharban’s mind.

Tarako likely knew all along, and simply didn’t care or had come to terms with it. Ciana… Well, he didn’t like to think about how far he’d have to fall to make her turn on him. He might not ever hit the bottom.

“Your old man isn’t the problem. This idiot is.” Maura nodded her head at the unconscious Vane. “Look, we can reconstruct his mind if you want, but none of us know much about him. Plus, it’s not like he’s innocent.”

“He was controlled⁠—”

“And how do you think Beatrice found him?” The succubus sneered as she took a step closer and pressed her body against his. “You took everything from your brother. Not that he deserved all the shit he had, but he thought he did. Treason? Hardly worth losing sleep over.”

“You’re saying he planned to betray the Empire?” Nathan asked.

“Damn right. He ran for Waier, hoping to find an ally in the archduke fucking Alice’s body double, and got snatched up by Beatrice there. All of them trace back there, by the way.” Maura bit her lip and looked away. “We’ll, uh, need to take a closer look at everyone around Otto. Even if he’s fine…”

“Somebody else might be compromised.” Nathan nodded. “But that was how Vane was caught? He wanted revenge, and got his wish, in a sense.”

“Yeah. Got what he wanted. Or deserved, depending how you think about it.” Maura’s expression hardened and she poked Nathan in the chest again while staring up into his eyes. “That’s why you shouldn’t spare him. He’s like so many other privileged assholes who can’t stand the idea of consequences. And you think he’s alone? Half the fucking Diet are bitter assholes over losing the civil war and will turn on you the moment they think you’re losing. Just like they tried to last time.”

An unfortunate truth, and one that Nathan was all too aware of.

The archdukes might have been the ones directly working with Falmir, but would any of the nobles beneath them have opposed the plan? Tharban’s intervention weakened the Nationalists in the civil war, ironically. The nobles were thrown into disarray when he killed the archdukes for trying to betray the Empire.

“So, why shouldn’t we kill him?” Nathan looked at Tarako, aware that Maura had disliked that conclusion.

“Because if their minds are already fucked—and they got what they deserved—then you should use them as your own pawns.” Maura’s eyes glowed red. “Double agents to sabotage anything Falmir tries, controlled by us. Do the same in Waier. Hell, when we find the nobles behind them, they can be used to fuck over other traitors. This is a war, and you want to win, right?”

Her body rubbed against his as she spoke. Hardened nipples pushed against the fabric of his shirt, while one of her hands traced the outline of his crotch.

And, of course, he felt her needling the edge of his mind with mental magic. Nothing serious. Just a light peppering of it to mess with his emotions.

His own mental magic shot back, crushing hers, and giving her a mental slap upside the head.

“Fuck! Ow!” Maura gasped out, reeling from the magical blow. “You didn’t have to be so mean.”

“And you didn’t need to use trickery to convince me,” he said.

Her eyes widened. “So⁠—”

“No.”

This time, both mental links with the Twins flared up. The deal with them prevented either of them from doing anything serious, so all he got was the equivalent of two young women batting at his chest futilely. They caused him a mild headache by filling the links with raw emotion. Anger, mostly.

“Enough,” he snapped again.

Laura stopped, but Maura didn’t. Her pout threatened to consume her face.

Nathan reached out and tried to pat her head, but she knocked his hand aside.

“Don’t you fucking get it? This isn’t the time to be principled and shit,” she said. He swore he saw tears in the edges of her eyes. “This asshole here deserves it. So do the ones out there. And all the other dipshits who will happily sell you and everyone else out for themselves. They’re exactly the same as the greedy bastards who fucked you over before, even after the world had been turned into a wasteland. Convinced that by the time the demons arrive, it’ll be somebody else’s problem.”

“I’d say the demons move too fast for that, but you’re right that they think that.” This time, when Nathan reached out, Maura didn’t reject him.

He ran his fingers through her silky white hair, then cupped a cheek. She pouted at him, but leaned forward for a kiss anyway. Although he hadn’t planned to give her one, who was he to deny her?

“You still won’t do it, will you?” Maura asked, glowering at him while rubbing his chest with one hand.

“Not yet.”

Her eyebrows raised, while Laura whistled.

“Oh, so this is the tortured hero act?” Laura smiled wickedly. “It’s hot when you’re like this. You’re trying to fight and stay away from doing things you think are evil, but when the time comes and there’s no choice, you’ll stick your dick into evil so hard we cream instantly.”

Tarako grimaced. “If he were truly the evil you’re claiming to be in that metaphor, I’d have killed him already. And both of you.”

“Oh, hush, hag. Nathan’s making me hot and bothered. I don’t need you around.”

“What am I going to do with the two of you?” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“I mean, sex is great,” Maura said. “But you still should fuck these guys minds first.”

“Not yet,” he repeated, his expression darkening. “Maybe it’ll be needed one day. If we fail to defeat Falmir, then the Diet will begin to turn on us. Bastions might change sides. It would be the end of everything I’ve fought for, as Messengers would exploit the division. Then, and only then, will I take the steps Baudelaire would.”

“She’s dead. You don’t need to⁠—”

“If Baudelaire held the power you do, she’d have never hesitated before using it to seize control of Trafaumh. Charlotte would have lacked any rebel nobles to assist her, because they’d all be under Baudelaire’s mental control. But I’m not here to make a massive dictatorship that obeys my every whim. I’m here to protect Doumahr and establish a world for everyone I love.”

The Twins looked at each other, then jointly poked him in the sides.

“I mean, I count in that, right?” Maura asked. “You know what I’d love⁠—”

“Maura,” he warned.

She paused, then rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’d love for you to fuck us super hard tonight, after we deal with this wreckage. Happy?”

“Yes.”

“Also, I totally want an orgy involving all the Royal Knights. It’d be amazing to see the palace full of pregnant beastkin thanks to you.”

Nathan might not be delivering on that last wish, but he let Maura dream.

Tidying up the wreckage fell to Tarako’s plan. She confirmed that the Twins hadn’t lied about the damage done by mental magic.

“You’ve no doubt seen how Bastions can destroy the minds of their Champions, turning them into puppets?” Tarako asked, causing Nathan to look away in anger. “It’s the same principle. A mind isn’t a building. You can’t put down new stone blocks to repair damage. What is lost, is truly lost. Again, it’s why the old cow moved away from teaching others mental magic. The damage one madman could wreak was too high.”

“Even if that madman was the goddess herself?” he asked bitterly.

“She knew the dangers better than others, it would seem.”

Hence he left instructions for Reine and her agents to execute everyone involved in Falmir’s spying operations if the Twins confirmed they’d been affected by mental magic.

Despite his attempt to avoid following in Baudelaire’s footsteps, he’d been forced to adopt one of her principles. Those tainted by succubi would die.

Darkly, he wondered if that might include himself. Although he doubted any of the succubi under his power would let the others manipulate him, even if they somehow could.

Gareth awaited him outside. Evidently he’d been satisfied with what he saw, and Nathan hadn’t needed to draw on his expertise. The Royal Knights kept passersby away.

Even so, Nathan cast anti-eavesdropping wards when he approached the other Bastion. Erica twitched and tapped her fingers against her thighs, as if worried his magic signaled a fight rather than a chat.

“You can wind down,” Gareth chided his Champion. “You’ve been tight as a drum since we left.”

“Can’t say I think it’s a good idea to be involved with Falmir’s spy operations again, even if it’s from the other side,” Erica said. “And are you going to say that at a different time?”

“What, that you’re loose as⁠—”

She hit him.

Nathan held a hand out to help Gareth back to his feet, while Ciana tittered at Erica, a smirk on her lips.

“Don’t tut me,” Erica said. “You should try that on Nathan when he gets lippy.”

“I think the only Champions he gets ‘lippy’ with usually like it,” Ciana said.

Gareth groaned as he stood up and brushed off his robe. “Erica likes it, too. She’s just⁠—”

“Do you want to reunite with the ground, Pike?” Erica didn’t even move. Her words implied enough of a threat.

“See what she puts me through? We should trade Champions. I get the quiet, unassuming assassin from Kurai who’s focused on her mission, you get the uppity one who only knows a life of hedonism,” Gareth said.

“You know Sunstorm collects heads, right?” Nathan asked. “Actual heads she keeps magically preserved beneath her bedroom.”

Gareth blinked and his mouth opened soundlessly.

Cackling, Erica slapped a hand on his shoulder. “Unassuming, eh? Should I start collecting heads so you think the same about me?”

“I give up.” Gareth held his head with one hand. “I guess that explains how you handle the succubi so effortlessly. If you started with a head-collecting assassin, a pair of crazed women spouting off literal nonsense and insane fetishes isn’t that big of a jump.”

“No, they’re still a bit much. It’s… disconcerting when they start talking about mutilation or rape so casually.” Nathan shook his head. “Tame remains the best word for them. I can trust them—more than I should admit—but their values differ fundamentally from our own.”

Like Maura’s push to mentally control everyone in the Empire who opposed him, starting with the Diet. Some of that surely came from her own past. She seemed to have a strong dislike of the wealthy, and that drove much of the chaos she inflicted.

Curiously, Beatrice hadn’t been that different if he recalled correctly. She’d apparently loved tearing down monarchies and power structures from the inside. While he’d never held a proper conversation with Beatrice, he couldn’t help but speculate.

Was there a common thread in the mentality of succubi? The only other Messengers he’d encountered that appeared to have racial similarities were the dominions, the direct servants of the outer being destroying Doumahr. Something else set succubi aside. Aside from dressing scantily and enjoying sex more than most.

“Yeah, I caught the edge of the little, uh, discussion you had with your succubi.” Gareth scratched his cheek. “Not my fault. The building had wards on it, but that argument got a little loud. I can see why you say you trust them. Charlotte would have killed for anybody to have given as much of a shit about her as that dark-eyed succubus does you.”

So even Gareth could spot Maura’s affection. The succubus had really changed then.

“Do you have an opinion on it?” Nathan asked, keeping his voice neutral.

Gareth shrugged. “Are you asking professionally or personally?”

“Both.”

A frown. “Professionally, I think it’s a dangerous idea. You get away with tamed Messengers because you keep them in line and don’t let them go nuts. Charlotte’s attempt to paint you as a mind-controlling dark lord is ineffective because there’s no actual evidence of it. If somebody finds it…” Gareth made a throat slitting motion with one hand. “There goes your hard-earned rep.”

Nathan nodded. “And personally?”

“Fuck ‘em all. Like they said, the Empire is chock full of traitors whose loyalty shifts with the wind. Charlotte is failing to take advantage of that for now—in large part because she’s a petulant bitch—but a lot of them would happily toss out Fyre for a human avatar of Omria. You’re playing with fire—and not the fun kind—by letting politics as usual play out.”

Damn. Gareth had held some extremely cynical opinions in Nathan’s original world, yet never voiced them to quite this degree.

Nathan rubbed his chin, wondering if this was another test. “I’ll be honest, that’s extreme. Can’t say I’d think you’d do that.”

“Well, no, I wouldn’t.” Gareth leveled a dark look at Nathan. “There’s a long gap between what your deepest, darkest desires can be in the face of the utter awfulness of the world around us, and what we rationally know to do. Tell me, if you didn’t have to worry about being some exemplar of a Bastion, would you do it?”

Hesitating, Nathan glanced at Tarako and Ciana beside him. Both met his gaze. Tarako’s tails lowered automatically in submission, while Ciana’s horn shimmered with darkness.

He’d somehow brought a good pair of Champions for this visit. Ciana never questioned him. And Tarako… The conversation from earlier made it clear she stood only a step short of Ciana’s devotion, simply due to what she stood for.

Nathan sighed. “Honestly, yes. The Diet is full of the type of people I detest. Those convinced they hold some special place in the world that they inherently deserve, and if anyone or anything threatens it, then they’ll abandon all pretense of principles to destroy them. That’s also why I don’t want to take those steps. Baudelaire became the corrupt ruler she claimed to be excising from Trafaumh.”

“Sometimes, the only way to remove evil is to be evil yourself,” Gareth said.

“Then who removes you, once you’ve fallen?” Nathan replied. He shook his head. “I know you’re playing devil’s advocate, but I try not to cross lines without good reason.”

“Fair.” Gareth nodded. “Try to keep that in mind when more traitors pop up, so that you don’t take rash steps.”

Erica nudged her Bastion in the side, and he glared at her.

“You just said you didn’t want to become involved—” Gareth started to say.

She rolled her eyes and spoke directly to Nathan, “What Pike would like to ask is to help with this mess. Sounds like you’ve got troubles in Waier. I can be a lot more useful as an assassin than lounging around your palace or pretending I’m some sort of elite knight.”

Nathan hesitated while Gareth ran a hand through his hair. When the older Bastion didn’t disagree with his Champion, Nathan took that as a sign that the request was serious.

Was it a good idea to let Gareth get involved with his spy operations? Anna’s concerns about Gareth echoed in Nathan’s mind.

But he trusted his old friend. More than that, he found it hard to believe Erica would be the one proposing this if they intended to betray him. She’d have been more reclusive, and Gareth likely would have brought Beth along to play the gruff bodyguard.

Nathan also needed the Twins to do a lot more. They were his counter to Bauer, a powerful weapon on the battlefield, and could assist him when he undertook massive teleportation. As powerful as he’d become, moving an army with a single spell brought him close to collapse. The Twins alleviated the pressure through a ritual spell.

In other words, it was the opposite situation as with Reine. He’d pulled Reine off spy work to help with the battlefield, weakening the intelligence efforts of the Empire. The Twins worked better on the battlefield and supporting Nathan directly, and it wasted their power to have them digging into slums.

“Alright,” Nathan said. “But you’ll report to Reine directly. She still manages everything. And when conflict arises⁠—”

“I’m still a trigem,” Erica grunted. “When you face somebody dangerous on the battlefield, I’ll happily pulp them. See if I can match the thrill of trying to kill you.”

“Thanks,” Nathan drawled.

She winked. “I knew you’d appreciate it. Although it was frustrating to have so many new tricks, only to be stopped by a single Champion.” Erica glanced at Ciana, who merely smiled.

“I’ll stay here and talk with the agents,” Gareth said. “I assume you’ll let your spymaster know?”

“Call her Reine,” Nathan said.

Gareth nodded. “Alright. Hopefully, I get to know her well enough that it doesn’t feel awkward.”

The carriage ride back to the palace was dead silent. He ruminated on his decision, including whether he’d regret it. Reine received his message but didn’t reply.

Once back at the palace, he knew something was wrong. Reine still hadn’t replied. A large contingent of Royal Knights and Champions escorted his carriage inside the palace complex. The crowds that had gathered for the war vote had thinned as well, yet nobody seemed panicked.

Vala and Narime met him outside the palace, their faces grim masks.

Vala should be up north, helping Trafaumh’s knights. She excelled at slaying other knights and was perfect for working with the Inquisition to slow down Falmir. Her body reflected that. A tall and muscular figure, with thighs matching the Twins in size, save that hers were all muscle. Bushy brown hair hung in a high ponytail. A diamond and an amethyst glittered in her collarbone.

Until recently, her eyes always held some wariness or exhaustion when dealing with him. All he saw today was conviction. Although her eyes had brightened when he’d come into sight.

“Something’s gone wrong, but not so bad that I needed to respond immediately,” he said while alighting the carriage.

Vala responded first, to his surprise. “Got it in one. Guess we’re too obvious. Shit’s gone down up north.”

“Before that, you should know the war vote passed. Unanimously, despite an… interruption.” Narime sighed. “But that’s less important than knowing we’re clear to launch an offensive at any moment.”

“Has Falmir already attacked us?” he asked, alarmed.

“Nah. Not that,” Vala said. “Falmir just hit Tervuis’s Ford. Way before we thought they were ready. Charlotte herself cut the fortress open and slew the trigem defending it, according to sorcerers. Without the ford, Trafaumh has lost its last major line of defense before Falmir can march toward Soreaux and fuck with everything to the east.”


CHAPTER 11



“Before anything else… Narime, what did you mean by an interruption?” Nathan asked.

His Champions led him into the great hall, which remained abuzz with activity from the Diet. The war vote might be over, but there was plenty of business to conduct afterward. No doubt continuing debate on who should be going to war and where.

The Royal Knights spotted him enter and formed a wall, ensuring he could slip along the edges of the great hall without being pestered. Many of the nobles in the upper galleries watched him, but understood the message. He might be in the great hall, but he wasn’t participating in the Diet.

Unfortunately, he’d returned from outside the palace in the middle of such an important vote, accompanied by no less than four Champions. Either fact would raise eyebrows. Combined, most nobles knew something had gone wrong. He heard the whispers rumble across the massed ranks of lords as he exited.

“It can’t have been a bad interruption,” he said. “All seems well.”

“If you’d seen it, you might disagree.” Narime’s tails batted his side. “Griem showed up right as the vote was about to start. Excoriated the nobles for sitting on their hands for a week, letting Falmir build up their forces even when we’d been ready the entire time.”

Griem was one of the Empire’s few trigems not under Nathan’s control. Officially, there were only two: Griem and Janice, the protectors of the largest cities in the Empire outside Aleich. Unofficially, he suspected a couple of Bastions might have acquired trigems without alerting anyone.

War and demonic invasions brought out the potential in Bastions and Champions. It had been the only way humanity had managed to fight back in his world, even as the old guard of trigems fell to Messengers. Gareth had proved it.

Not that Nathan expected that many trigems to pop up out of nowhere. And they’d be nowhere near the strength of his own.

“I take it the nobles took Griem’s accusation on the chin and then voted normally?” Nathan replied.

His Champions collectively snorted, while Narime gave him an upturned look. Even in her silence, he felt Reine’s and Fyre’s mirth. Seemed both were spying on him, despite being otherwise occupied.

“Hardly,” Narime said. “The Diet collapsed into nearly an hour of bickering. Former Nationalists screaming at Griem, only to be shouted at by nobles affected by the Mortiswatch breach or those worried about losing their land in the war. Others then joined in. Alice cut the external speakers off after Griem’s spiel, but the silence would have spoken volumes to the crowd.”

“Interesting strategy to let Griem be heard. Was this planned?” he asked.

Narime frowned. “I… don’t believe so. Griem arrived unannounced. The only reason I let him in was that he promised not to use his gem abilities and we’d have three trigems watching him. Fighting him seemed unwise, by contrast.”

“He’s trustworthy.”

“I agree. It was working with him—however briefly—at Kaufberg during the Mortiswatch cascade that convinced me. We’d never have recovered Lotte if he hadn’t stalled his Bastion.” Her tails wavered. “Just so you know, he’s still here. He wanted to speak with you about the coming war.”

Did he? Nathan showed no reaction.

But the fact he’d gotten nothing from Tharban on this bothered him. Then again, Griem had long since separated from the Nationalists camped out in the Torrovium Fields. Kaufberg needed a permanent defender and had officially reconciled with the Empress. Alice technically ruled it, given her status as steward while Lotte grew up.

Narime led him into the rear of the palace, but not toward the residential wing where he and Alice resided. Importantly, that was where he’d go to reach the control room.

“Is something wrong?” he asked, slowing down.

Ciana’s guard raised instinctively, her diamonds glowing.

Narime shook her head, but her eyes shot to Ciana. No doubt the willingness of the unicorn to use her gems against a supposed ally and close friend concerned the fox. Then again, tensions were high.

“We’ve moved to the palace war room. I figured you’d have noticed Reine had moved there so didn’t explain,” Narime said. “With our guests, it seemed wise.”

Nathan winced and rubbed the back of his neck. “Right. Bringing Griem into the control room would be… difficult to explain.”

“Not just him. The Diet session has attracted others that are interested in the outbreak of the war.”

He swiftly found out exactly who those “others” were.

The Imperial Palace contained many gargantuan halls and chambers that rarely saw use but contained a level of opulence scarcely matched elsewhere on Doumahr. The war room was one such room. Nathan almost felt bad for not using it.

It stood as large as some performing theaters, with half the room set aside for an extravagant set of magical inventions, maps, and a magically powered table that matched the capabilities of Nathan’s command console in his mental fortress. A hundred advisors could pack in with room for a brawl over the correct strategy to employ.

The other half of the room contained plush sofas and decorative coffee tables, plus empty cabinets. Although servants trundled in and out to stock them with various supplies. Tea, coffee, and a variety of liquors. Carafes were deposited about the room, complete with warming and cooling spells.

It seemed that the extravagance deployed for the Diet would continue, at least for tonight.

Only a handful of people were in the room. Reine and Seraph stood around the table with Torneus. A pair of faces Nathan hadn’t seen for a long time kept their distance from one another on the sofas: Vera and Griem.

Nathan focused on Seraph first. She administered to a lot of the more bureaucratic matters he ignored, but was also a highly capable general. Naturally, he’d left her in charge of the front line, with the others taking care of individual areas.

She wore a form-fitting black cheongsam with long slits along her legs to reveal the luscious olive skin of her legs. A pair of jades and a sapphire sat above her impressive cleavage. Decorated tonfas hung from her waist, ready for use in battle at any moment.

“Has Falmir made any other moves?” he asked, noting that Seraph and Reine were still setting up the projection on the table.

If this was in his mental fortress, the projection would update itself automatically. But they’d work with what they had to.

“No,” Reine said. “Charlotte has left Tervuis’s Ford, leaving Adam Martel’s forces to occupy it, but her armies at Castle Karlam and Chateau de Sarn are unmoved.”

“Where’s she now?” Vala asked.

Reine shook her head. “I cannot tell. When she assaulted the ford, I only knew because my scrying was cut off. But she’s established powerful wards on multiple locations to prevent me from scrying her, including the Reaches’ Guard, Castle Karlam, and a cathedral in Trafaumh she frequently stays in. It is also possible she has traveled elsewhere.”

“Knowing where she isn’t is power enough,” Torneus said, stroking his chin.

The elder statesman was an odd sight in the war room, but Nathan sure as hell wouldn’t chase him away. He served Anna as her administrator in her archduchy, in spite of his checkered past.

As always, the old man wore a plain white robe, kept himself clean-shaven, and maintained closely cropped white hair. The cup he held was the most expensive thing on him, and he didn’t even own it. No doubt he’d found the cheapest alcohol in the room to drink.

“Here for the vote?” Nathan asked.

Torneus nodded, then gestured at Vera. “The same goes for her. And the Champion, naturally. I noticed the commotion being made by your Champions and slipped away with Her Grace’s permission. Even if I’m no general, a war of this scale and scope can only benefit with more eyes on it. You’ll miss things. Especially given the opening stages of the war involve dealing with rebels.”

“Your specialty,” Seraph said drily.

“Indeed. And yours as well. I imagine we can come to a firm agreement about which of Trafaumh’s unruly nobles to wrangle and which to dispose of,” Torneus said. “That will leave more time for the others to spend on sweeping ahead.”

While the old dictator and Seraph talked, Nathan watched Reine set up the projection table with a deft hand. How many times had she done this for Gorthal, he wondered? During the conflicts against Trafaumh, had she slipped in wearing her mask and robe and acted like a simple servant or advisor, leaving everyone assuming she was another of his servants or mistresses?

Given Gorthal’s tastes, hardly anybody would have blinked an eye at another young beastkin girl in his presence. Hell, Nathan could get away with the same thing. He sometimes hid the Twins in plain sight that way.

“You said Martel was occupying Tervuis’s Ford,” Nathan said.

Reine nodded, while the others eyed him. Only Torneus didn’t understand the hidden meaning of his words.

Naturally, the old man spoke first, “He’s a Bastion to be wary of, even for you. While I’ve no doubt you can crush him with raw force, there’s a reason he’s survived where countless others haven’t. From the disaster of Kurai, to Charlotte’s rise, and now leading Falmir here. Earl Martel is everything your father isn’t. Stable, patient, calculating, and always with an ace up a sleeve.”

“Yet they both stood for the same thing,” Nathan said bitterly.

Torneus narrowed his eyes. “Well, it seems you know Martel better than I expected.”

Damn. Maybe Nathan should have kept his trap shut.

“Gareth mentioned him. Martel’s the secret leader of the Republican movement, even if he somehow avoided involvement with the murders of Charlotte’s parents,” Nathan explained. “And just for that, I’d say that he and Tharban both count as calculating.”

“Tharban certainly made plans, but being calculating implies one can add up the odds.” Torneus grinned. “Dumb luck and relying on being a martyr are different from being a dangerous bastard. Tell me, which would you call me?”

“Somebody who gave up easier than I expected.”

The old man inclined his head in acknowledgement. “Maybe. But you certainly knew how I’d act and countered my moves before I made them. Martel surely knows how you handled me, and will expect that. Don’t underestimate him. He’s taken his time moving east for good reason.”

Nathan definitely wouldn’t underestimate his old man.

Because Adam Martel was his true father, and a Bastion he both respected and hated. Unlike Tharban, who Nathan felt little more than disdain and certainly no familial attachment.

Adam had survived throughout everything in Nathan’s world. A cockroach, in many ways. Where Tharban had been more bark than bite, and brought low within days of the Empire’s fall by Trafaumh’s forces, Adam never let demons or rival Bastions best him. The worst he’d suffered had been the loss of his mistress, Kate, at the defense of the Gharrick Mountains.

“Are all three of Falmir’s Bastions there?” Vala asked, her eyes hard.

Reine nodded. “Oliver and Adam Martel, along with Kate Harris. A family gathering, in a sense.”

Vala glanced at Nathan, then coughed. “Well, Oliver never got along with Kate. That’s a weakness we can exploit. If we start mustering⁠—”

“We don’t need to start mustering. We’ve been preparing all week,” Nathan interrupted, with a sidelong glance at Seraph.

She nodded in response. With a wave of her hand across the projection table, Seraph drew everyone’s attention to herself and the half-finished assemblage of forces. Reine continued to set up the table, although the twitch of her wolf ears suggested she knew everyone was already using what she’d established so far.

“The Diet’s prevarication bought us time to shift our primary forces to the frontier. While the original plan had been to attack in a few days, the possibility that Falmir might strike early has always been on the cards,” Seraph explained.

Vala grimaced. “Yeah. Guess stealing the prize while the nobles were all smelling their own farts might have been too good to pass up. Weird that Charlotte struck tonight, though. Why not yesterday? Or the day before?”

“Because Alice would declare war the moment Charlotte moved,” Nathan said. “The Diet vote holds symbolic importance, but we have an agreement with Trafaumh to assist in the defense of Soreaux.”

“An assault a day earlier loses the advantage of the Diet’s delay, while a day later means we are in position to attack first.” Narime frowned. “Even so, are you sure we should move now? While the Imperial Army is in position, as it’s loyal to you, the same can’t be said about the armies of the nobility. Even Otto’s soldiers will need a day to muster.”

In response to Narime’s words, specific parts of the projection table lit up. Two areas, to be specific.

One in the far north. A large fortress that straddled a major river in the middle of Trafaumh. It had housed a trigem. Another, smaller river stood a little to the east, but had far more crossings and lacked the same defensibility.

Second was a fortress city further south. Chateau de Sarn had stood as a bulwark of Trafaumh’s power in the secession and was the main reason they held territory south of the river the fortress sat upon. Unlike Mortiswatch, which was a relic of a bygone era, Trafaumh had kept the castle up to date, especially with the conflict over the Pearlescent Canyon.

Nathan’s soldiers—the Imperial Army in service to the Empress—hovered in large numbers near both sites. But much of his force comprised his elite knights with the assistance of the Royal Knights. With the ever-increasing danger of demonic invasions and Messengers, Nathan devoted more and more of his rank-and-file troops to the defense of the many fortresses he held across the Empire and Trafaumh.

By far, the largest forces in the regions stood independent of his command. In the south, Otto’s army massed close to the Chateau. Up north, the battered armies of the Inquisition spread out across the land, anticipating the Ford to be taken and guerrilla warfare to ensue.

Which was exactly what Nathan wished to avoid.

He reached out and tapped a finger in the air above Tervuis’s Ford. “If we want to make good progress against Falmir, we need to keep their forces contained in the west. We know Martel is marching on Soreaux. The Inquisition’s plan for a fighting retreat, burning the fields as they go, is a sound one, but self-defeating.”

“You’re not just saying that because Deverese is in charge?” Torneus asked, his lips quirked upward in a shadow of a smirk.

Nathan shot the old man a dark look and earned himself a chuckle.

“For what it’s worth to the vastly more experienced ladies here, I do agree.” Torneus inclined his head. “Trafaumh’s defensive tactics are outdated. Gateways, horseless carriages, portable wirelesses—and to say nothing more about the things Martel might accomplish as he seizes binding stones on his march—make it easier than ever to establish strong supply lines over long distance. This was well known to Amica’s Regency Council when we considered how to repel the Empire years ago. A battle of attrition was never on the cards.”

“I believe it would still be possible to encircle Martel in such a scenario,” Seraph said. “But we’d give up any chance of an offensive posture in the north. Except…”

She and Narime looked at each other, then at Nathan.

He frowned, but gestured for them to say their piece.

“We don’t need to fight a conventional war with Falmir,” Narime said, after Seraph nodded for to take the lead. “Even with three Bastions, you have more trigems than have almost existed in known history. Any one of us could likely destroy Martel’s army as it marches.”

“True.” He nodded, and both women scowled as they saw his counterattack coming. “Except that we have no idea what Charlotte will do to assist him. The fact Falmir is moving against us when they know we vastly outnumber them in terms of Champions and Bastions speaks volumes to Charlotte’s confidence—and we don’t know where it comes from.”

“Her tits?” Vala joked.

Nathan chose to ignore that comment and instead continued, “In fact, I’d argue tonight is our best chance to actually take our Martel’s force and contain Falmir. If we wait, the Ford will be heavily fortified, including with Charlotte’s wards that she’s installed elsewhere. Plus, Falmir is already spread thin. Much thinner than us.”

His fingers wandered south, to the Chateau de Sarn, which Reine had lit up earlier.

“The fighting over Sarn will be brutal,” Torneus said. “Unless you can crack it open with one of your trigems. Even then, I can only imagine how many traps the Inquisition laid within it. They surely knew in a conflict against the Empire that von Salms could unleash his own trigem on the fort. Do you truly mean to attack it tonight?”

“We have more than one trigem. And Otto’s armies are vast,” Seraph said. “Charlotte’s also ignored it. My greatest concern is that means she plans to attack Waier instead. Why else would she ignore defense for a fortress not even a day’s march from our border?”

Nathan nodded grimly. “I agree. But my intention isn’t to seize Sarn. Rather, to convince Falmir that we are going to.”

“A distraction,” Narime said. Her tails lowered to the ground behind her. “I see. You intend to pull Falmir’s and Charlotte’s intention south, while taking back the Ford in a lightning strike. Hence why you want to move tonight.”

“Exactly. But before that, I wanted to check on one other front.”

The third problem, namely. Reine lit it up without being asked as she caught his thoughts over their mental link.

He was talking about Castle Karlam to the far south. A fortress that stood along the southern border between Falmir and the Empire. Nathan’s first binding stone in his old world, and it technically still belonged to Oliver.

The vast majority of Falmir’s forces had amassed here. Opposing them were the Nationalists. A rag tag but quite large group of Bastions and Champions, with their own army, which had been blooded in both the civil war and Mortiswatch cascade.

When Falmir invaded, the Torrovium Fields would be bathed in blood once again. In this case, Nathan expected it mostly to be Imperial blood. But if Tharban died to slow Falmir’s advance and let Nathan retake much of Trafaumh, before he swept in and cleaned up Falmir, that would be almost too good of a death for the bastard.

“I’ll need to talk to Griem before I make any firm decisions on the southern front, but…” He hesitated.

Seraph shrugged. “We don’t have major forces in place there, given the Nationalist presence. If Falmir makes unexpected headway, we’ll need to teleport forces and Champions in. The hope is that the armies and Bastions elsewhere in the Empire arrive in time. But I can’t imagine it’s a concern tonight as we have no indications of Falmir’s advance in the region.”

Given Griem’s facial expression, Nathan suspected that hope wasn’t enough. He held a hand up toward Griem before nodding at Seraph.

“Like I said, we need to attack tonight,” Nathan said. “Which means mustering everything we can ASAP.”

“That’s not as much as I’d like for an assault on two fronts,” Seraph admitted. “I doubt we’ll be able to rely on Otto’s armies.”

“Falmir won’t be ready, either. Martel will be reinforcing the ford and if we’re correct, Falmir’s forces at Sarn are preparing for to attack, not defend.” Nathan tapped the large open fields south of the rebel fortress. “Even if they’re not ready tonight, Otto’s forces should be ready to move very soon, based on everything he’s said. If we send in enough Champion support, plus Reine’s assistance with teleportation, we can scare Falmir by moving on their farmland. The nobles will panic.”

“Will the military?” Narime asked.

“Martel won’t. But I’m not convinced he’s truly in charge. Especially once we distract him. If Trafaumh’s rebel nobles start screaming for help, Charlotte might give in. Or they’ll send in their own forces anyway. The idea is to prevent Charlotte from helping Martel, which will enable us to seize the Ford without Fyre openly battling Charlotte.”

Almost immediately, all his Champions seemed to understand his strategy. Their eyes widened and Vala even slapped a fist into an open palm.

“You’re trying to avoid more cascades,” she said.

“Yes. We know that when the prophets battle, they cause them.” He paused.

Foolishly, he’d forgotten to check the state of the leylines.

Because while under normal rules new invasions couldn’t easily break out after so many recent cascades, they’d learned that the prophets could still cause them.

He dove into the leylines with his power, checking them. The closest binding stone he controlled to Tervuis’s Ford was Soreaux, but he could also monitor Seraph’s binding stone at Chateau de Polierre. Neither showed any signs of the strange magic of the prophets leaking into their leylines.

Nathan could check a little further west, but nowhere close to the ford itself. He simply needed to hope that Charlotte’s display hadn’t set off any Messengers.

Returning to reality, he shook his head. “I can’t tell if Charlotte has caused any invasions. If she has, they’re localized. Much like when Fyre caused Siv to invade the canyon.”

“I imagine Martel will be on top of that,” Narime said.

“Assuming he’s aware of it.”

Solemn nods all around. The fact the prophets caused invasions wasn’t exactly the best kept secret anymore, but very few knew. Nathan had let the information slip while saving Trafaumh, primarily to damage Charlotte’s reputation, but also to restrict expectations on Fyre openly battling the other prophet.

Presumably she’d shared her disinformation about him in retribution.

“I’ll start putting together plans for attacking Tervuis’s Ford and distracting Falmir south of Chateau de Sarn,” Seraph said. “We’ll regroup shortly. But I think it’s time for you to deal with our guests. I assume you’ll also gather your ‘pets,’ as none of us can wrangle the Twins or the other one.”

Kadria remained a sore point among his Champions.

Yet by bringing her up, Seraph had reminded Nathan that he needed to bring the succubus into the fold. Leaving such an immense force behind would be utter folly.

“I’ll deal with them after I speak with Vera and Griem,” he said. “Thanks.”

He gave Seraph a quick kiss, which she returned by pulling him against her. Narime’s tails batted against both of them in annoyance, as she’d held back.

While the two women bickered, Nathan joined Griem. The diamond trigem wore a simple black and silver Champion’s uniform that belied his status. A glass of chilled white wine sat before him, and the bottle sat inside an ice box on the table.

“Care for some?” Griem asked. “Or do you not drink with battle on the horizon?”

“I can handle a drink or two. I doubt we’ll move before nightfall,” Nathan said.

One of the servants overheard him and rushed over with a wine glass. Before he could do anything, she’d poured his glass, bowed, and returned to her duties.

Griem chuckled. “I’m used to attentive service in Kaufberg, but it’s something else here. Then again, everyone keeps an eye on you. They’d be foolish not to.”

“The Nationalists seem to have done a good job ignoring me,” Nathan said.

The dryness of the wine matched the conversation, and Griem’s personality. Serious, dry, and with a deep complexity if Nathan let the drink linger.

“Tharban’s too busy nursing his pride after the fuck up at Mortiswatch. All that bullshit about protecting such an important fortress, only for the Messenger to have already invaded and just… blow it up.” Griem shook his head. “I was battling for the survival of Kaufberg while a small army of the morons struggled to hold off a single Messenger.”

“They do vary in strength,” Nathan admitted.

“And you were the one battling the worst one. The same Messenger who struck the Spires at the outset of the civil war, even.” Griem’s gaze turned distant, and Nathan saw the trauma within it. “Twice now, you’ve battled those monsters after they break free. Twice, you’ve prevented what I witnessed in Kurai. Whole cities laid to waste. Ashen fields. Miles of road littered with bones.”

Nathan said nothing.

After all, he’d seen the same ruination in his old world. If he spoke a word, he felt afraid he’d reveal too much about the shared trauma they’d both lived.

“Tharban used to say you could never have possibly fought a Messenger, given what we’d experienced on Kurai. I believed him then.” Griem chuckled darkly before downing his glass and pouring more. “Stupid. Because I understand now why you’ve been preparing so much. It wasn’t for our little spat over the crown. Or fighting the bastards coming through portals. It was for when they break out, isn’t it? You have a small army of trigems, and it’s everything you have to hold them off.”

“Yes,” Nathan admitted in a whisper.

“I won’t pry about how you knew to prepare. Omria walks among us and she works in her own way. But that’s why I’m here, trying to work with you. Tharban’s too much of a stubborn ass, but I still have friends there. You know damn well that the Nationalists will all die brutally when Falmir moves east. They’re the most experienced army of Champions you have, save for your own and the Inquisition’s.”

“The hard part is trust.”

Griem leaned forward. “Trust that we all want to protect the Empire. And Doumahr itself. Even Tharban, the sadistic monster that he is, stopped his march on Aleich when Messengers struck. Martel might be the only Bastion left in Falmir who knows how much danger we’re in, but the Empire is full of old souls like me. Whatever bullshit politics the Diet wants to play, we will hold the line for the Empire and Omria.”

Damn.

Damn, damn, damn. Even with Nathan’s faith as cracked as it was, he found it impossible to refuse somebody as earnest as Griem. If he walked away from a fellow soldier trying to protect Doumahr, simply because Nathan had a grudge against the Nationalists and planned to use them as sacrifices, would he still be the same Nathan von Straub?

“I’ll talk to Seraph and Reine about ensuring reinforcements at the Torrovium Fields,” Nathan said. “But that depends on Tharban.”

“I’ll talk to him.” Griem’s voice filled with both gratitude and solemnness, as if he knew how difficult it would be to convince Tharban.

Which was a farce, because Nathan would decide if Tharban agreed or not. The implied lie hurt him.

But with one conversation finished, he finished his drink with Griem and joined Vera.

She lounged along the cushions with little more than a glass of water and a large tome. One she’d acquired from Aleich’s Sorcerer’s Lodge, he believed. Nathan had read a copy when he’d first come to this world as it helped him create mental wards.

“Brushing up on your ascended magic?” he asked drily.

Vera looked up at him while lowering the book, and he got an eyeful of her abundant cleavage. Her long red hair cascaded down her back. But it was her uniform that surprised him. She’d always worn fancy robes in the past.

Today, she stuck with an adjusted Bastion’s uniform. Black and silver as per specification, but in the form of sorcerer’s robes instead of pants and jacket. Presumably she had wanted to look like Anna’s Bastion, rather than a sorcerer.

“Long time no see. I was beginning to think you’d forgotten me,” she drawled. “And not quite. I tried, but simply can’t manage it. Wards are different, however. Inscribing them seems to work, and with all the mental magic being thrown around, I’m worried. Adding runes to protect against mental magic seems vital.”

“It’s smart,” he said. “And it’s less I ignored you, more…”

He struggled for the words.

“You were busy?” She shrugged and straightened up, putting the booking down. “I can understand. Anna let me seize a bunch of binding stones in the civil war, because I let my power get to my head. Now I have portals to protect from Kravum Rock to Medstejn Castle. Demons invade every week. Even with a bunch of your highly trained knights—lent to me by Anna—it’s a pain to stay on top of.”

“Yet you’re here.” He frowned. “Did you finally create a Champion?”

“Yup. Although they barely count as them.” She scowled. “I picked a couple of your female beastkin knights that seemed talented—none from the Academy, as you steal those—and slowly gemmed them. Except those girls still view you as their true Bastion. You know how annoying that is?”

“No.”

Well, not quite. The closest he’d gotten had been taking on Champions from deceased Bastions, but he respected their relationship with the fallen should they refuse to move on.

But a new Champion who still pined for a different Bastion? That would hurt.

Then again, it was Vera’s fault for poaching his knights that Fei had trained. Especially as Vera showed no real interest in Champions anyway.

“Anyway, I came here with Anna to see history. War breaking out.” Vera tapped her nails on the tabletop. “My question to you is: is there a place for me to help? Or are you going to tell me to go back east and maintain my portals?”

“We’re drawing from Bastions across the entire Empire. There can’t be enough help,” he said.

Her eyes brightened up.

“But it’s also down to Anna. You’re her Bastion,” he reminded her, causing Vera to scowl. “Get her permission to join the war and Seraph will find a place for you to fight. If Anna wants you to hold the fort, then that’s your duty as a Bastion.”

“Duty, huh? Is that all being a Bastion is about?” Vera slumped against the rear of the sofa. “Sometimes that feels like a word that’s bandied around when it’s convenient, and forgotten the rest of the time.”

“It’s an important word in war and when Doumahr is in danger.”

She winced. “Fair.”

Her attitude bothered him. Possibly because it reminded him of his old behavior.

Anna had told him that Vera had become irritating. Perhaps there had been some reason she’d been refused entrance to the Academy.

Then again, given the behavior of so many noble Bastions, she hardly stood out.

Nathan stood. “Again, talk to Anna.”

“I get it.” Vera picked her book back up. “I’ll see you on the front line.”

With both guests dealt with and Seraph busy, Nathan had only one task remaining.

Wrangle an unruly succubus constrained to his mental world.

The time to deal with Kadria had finally come.


CHAPTER 12



Nathan’s problem with finding Kadria was that she preferred to find him. Trying to punish her after Soreaux had simply caused her to hide from him.

He ventured to Alice’s bedroom with Ciana in tow and checked the usual locations in his mental world. The control room contained Champions ducking through it on their way to and from various mental gateways.

Given the absence of Fei and Sunstorm in the war room, he suspected they’d used the gateways to head to the front line while Seraph and Narime returned to the palace. Even so, he kept an eye out for familiar faces. Although all of them were familiar in some way, given he needed to personally gem each and every Champion.

Next was Kadria’s “bedroom.” An ominous black door stood in one corner of the control room, invisible to anyone except himself and Fyre. He left Ciana behind as he stepped inside it.

No sign of Kadria. Not even when he probed it with spatial and mental magic.

“It’s always strange when you vanish,” Ciana said, her expression uncertain and horn dim. “I dislike it.”

“I’ll take you with me if I go into another of the succubi worlds, then,” he said.

Although he worried about what might happen. The last time he’d taken any of his Champions into Kadria’s world had been… a memory he preferred to forget. And they’d been unable to see anything at all.

However, next was his own mental fortress. A special one that he retreated to when he needed to ruminate on personal matters. He teleported Ciana there alongside him.

She’d never been here before and her eyes lit up at the sight of the combined throne and war room he’d crafted in his mind, which was based on the hidden throne room in the Imperial Palace. Yet with no sign of Kadria, they didn’t linger.

Once back in the control room, he pondered his next room. Surely, there had to be a way to find the succubus. Not only did he have a mental link with her, but she lived in his mind. How could she possibly hide from him?

His thoughts were interrupted by the sensation of a hand rubbing his head. He glanced to his side to see Fei standing on her tiptoes, her tail swishing back and forth as she rubbed his head with a broad grin.

“Having fun?” he drawled.

“You do this to me when I’m thinking,” she chirped. “It’s fun!”

“Now you know why I do it.” He returned the favor. Or tried, as Fei bounced away in a blur of motion the moment he raised his hand.

Ciana took the opportunity to replace Fei’s hand, and he gave up on chasing his Champions away.

“How’s the front?” he asked Fei.

“Boring. I trained them all too well, and they kept asking me if I’d read their reports.” Fei made a face. “Why do they keep filling out reports?”

“Because there are dozens of officers spread across hundreds of miles of war front, and checking in on every single one is more wasteful than reading a few dozen pieces of paper?” Ciana suggested.

“No, I think I agree with Fei here. Seraph just has a fetish for paperwork,” Nathan said.

He and Fei nodded in all-too-serious agreement, while Ciana’s hand on his head increased in strength for a moment.

“But everything’s fine. Choe’s scouting the ford, and it looks like Otto’s forces understand as well,” Fei said. “They’ve been itching for a fight.”

“Good. Because we’ll be attacking tonight.”

The catgirl tilted her head, then simply nodded. “I figured. Why let them take a chokepoint when we can easily hold it? It’ll be better once you control the binding stone, too.”

Ciana narrowed her eyes. “You didn’t gamble with your officers about this, did you?”

“Nooo.” Fei’s eyes darted from side to side as she placed her hands behind her back. “Although I tried. Too many of them got suspicious of me.”

“Fei, don’t try to fleece your subordinates with your superior understanding of me.” This kitty…

He led both women out of his mental world, and ended up back in Alice’s bedroom.

But he still needed to find Kadria. Fei bounced around him, unwilling to leave him alone and head to the war room. He could live with her attention.

Nathan let his attention drift away from reality. His Champions were a distraction, unfortunately. The white void that occupied the open doorway that led to his control room stood before him.

Focusing his mind, he thought of Kadria. Not just her appearance, but where she was.

If she hid in his mind, surely he could find her. That was how it worked, right? He was the master of his mind and mental world, so nobody should be able to hide from him there.

The white void remained unchanged, but he felt something change. A shimmer in the magic forming it.

“Let’s go,” he said. “Hold my hands.”

He worried what might happen to Ciana and Fei going in here. After all, he had no clue where this door might take him this time and he’d only ever taken Fyre into Kadria’s private fortresses.

The white void transformed into blackness, before his vision cleared and he found himself in a sea of mist. Water lapped at his feet and a soft drizzle pattered against his face and neck.

“It’s cold,” Ciana said. “I can’t see anything.”

He shot her an alarmed look, but she frowned.

“It’s foggy,” she said.

“I can see,” Fei said. “It’s just miserable.” The catgirl hugged herself with one arm as her tail and ears fell, droplets of water forming on them and causing them to lose their fluffiness. “You’re combing my hair and tail after this, Nathan.”

A relieved sigh burst from his lungs. “That’s all? I worried you literally couldn’t see anything.”

Near-forgotten memories of Sen and Sunstorm being incapable of seeing anything in Kadria’s mental fortress came to mind. Not that he had the slightest clue where this was.

His hands clasped Ciana’s and Fei’s tighter. Ciana responded in kind, while Fei shot him an odd look and tapped her fingers against his, as if asking him to loosen his grip. The warmth in Ciana’s artificial arm grew, as if the magic powering it responded to him.

They took a step forward. Something loomed out of the darkness.

Ruins. Towering metal ruins, formed of wreckage and materials Nathan struggled to recognize.

Sure, the wreckage looked like metal, but it was unlike anything he’d seen on Doumahr. Perfectly cylindrical metal tubes the size of a man stacked end-on-end teetered atop thousands of feet of rusting cables. Steel panels larger than anything Nathan had seen in Doumahr were piled like so much trash. All manner of other objects loomed from the towering ruin, including golden, copper, and strange iridescent panels made of materials he didn’t recognize.

Whatever or whoever made the thing this ruin had once been, they possessed technology so far beyond Doumahr’s that Nathan couldn’t even imagine it.

Even at the very end of his old world, when Falmir’s magical scientists had improved metallurgy and crystal manufacturing, they struggled to produce metals this large or impressive. Let alone the other strange materials.

And it stood in utter disrepair. Waterfalls ran down the tower of wreckage, often forming small pools.

Had this thing been destroyed in Kadria’s world and left like this? Or was this symbolic?

“Where is she?” Ciana asked. “I can’t see a way up.”

As if responding, the ruins shifted to form a stairway. That meant Kadria knew they were here.

The three of them ascended.

At the top they found their quarry, sitting on a grassy mound that formed atop the ruin. A wooden bench stretched across the mound. Kadria sat with her back to them, with what appeared to be a floating bottle of sake next to her and a small vessel in her hand.

Unlike the Twins, Kadria cut a svelte, bottom-heavy figure. She had the same bronzed skin as all succubi, four curly horns, and was short. Tiny black strips barely contained her breasts and crotch, and gave Nathan plenty to look at from the rear. If she turned around, he’d see her violet eyes and red pupils. Countless platinum hoops and bangles jangled along her body.

“Getting an early start?” he asked her, eying the sake.

“Asks the man who already drank some wine. I can put you under the table ten times over, so don’t waste your breath,” Kadria said. “I’m surprised you brought them, though. They tend to be a disagreeable sort.”

“No, I just don’t like you,” Ciana said.

Fei merely shrugged, but her ears flattened, as if she might hiss at any moment. A strange look dwelled in her eyes, unlike anything Nathan was used to seeing in the bouncy kitty.

“See? Already disagreeing with me,” Kadria said.

“Do you think your jokes will make us trust you?” Ciana spat. “You murdered everyone in Nathan’s old world. You’re the reason he hurts when he looks at me sometimes, even though I’m right here. And you even ‘joked’ about doing it again beneath Soreaux. Am I the disagreeable one?”

The succubus narrowed her eyes at Ciana, but merely took a deep gulp of her sake instead of responding.

Before Ciana continued her attack, Nathan placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Ciana, we’re not here to interrogate her,” he said.

“If we’re letting her out, then shouldn’t she at least admit some fault?” Ciana asked. Emotion brimmed in her eyes as she clenched her fists, and both her horn and artificial arm shimmered with a deep darkness not dissimilar to what lay beneath the fog beyond these ruins.

“Fault in what? Killing Beatrice? Helping you fend off Bauer? Stopping Charlotte’s plans by tying up Soreaux’s demonic portal without her knowledge?” Kadria curled her lips in a sneer. “I won’t apologize to you.”

“Enough, both you,” Nathan snapped.

The two women froze, as mental tethers brimming with his power snapped into existence between him and their minds. Fei tilted her head. She pouted, as if feeling left out.

Sighing, he severed the tethers. Here he’d thought he’d gotten more used to his growing power and could stop giving orders imbued with mental magic.

“Like I said, we’re not here to interrogate you,” he repeated.

“But you do want my help. Given you shoved me back in here after I finally got to walk on Doumahr, it’s a hard pill to swallow,” Kadria said.

His eyes flashed. “Don’t give me that. You can pretend you did nothing wrong, but I’ve given you an almost endless amount of latitude with your schemes. All you had to do was tell me what you were up to. I said no more secrets. No more games. And you still held out on me. Pretending you helped stop Bauer is a joke, as he only invaded Soreaux because you activated the portal at the worst moment, letting Gareth turn it into a gateway.”

Kadria looked away, face reddening.

For all her spunk, she’d failed to guess why Falmir had hidden themselves beneath Soreaux for so long. While everything had worked out, it had been a closer thing than he cared to think on.

“Not to mention you’ve been hiding from me.” He looked past her, beyond the edge of the mound that sat atop this strange, metallic ruin, where mist rolled endlessly across the void. “What even is this place?”

As if this conversation formed firmer ground, Kadria regained her composure. She pat the bench beside her while staring out into the misty abyss.

Aware this might be a long chat, Nathan took a seat. Ciana chose to remain standing and instead stood near the edge, as if trying to peer through the wall of fog to see the bottom. Only Fei remained still, her expression as odd as earlier.

“It’s a mental fortress. You have multiple, no? So can others. This one is more personal to me. The other was more of an outpost that I established to talk with you while attempting to avoid my former employer’s gaze. For what little good it did.” Kadria grimaced. “I did at least fool the false goddess.”

Ciana’s horn dimmed, signaling she failed to understand the conversation she eavesdropped on. Nathan lacked the time to explain it, however.

“I’m assuming the architecture holds meaning. It’s too… strange not to,” he said.

“Strange, hmm? I suppose it would look that way to you. Almost anyone from my original home would recognize the feeling, however.” Kadria sipped her sake as her eyes stared into the distance, almost glazing over. “It does.”

Nathan nodded.

But before he could speak, Kadria continued, “A long, long, long time ago, I was studying to become…” She mouthed several words, as if trying to find the right ones. “The equivalent of a magical scientist, shall we say. My research relied on enormously expensive facilities called particle colliders, but more were being shut down each year, limiting the work and research available. In the end, I took a job from the devil himself to do what I loved. It cost me everything. It’s why I’m here. This ruin beneath me is a memorial, built from the last collider I worked with.”

He said nothing.

What was there to say?

He’d seen the mental worlds of the Twins and crafted his own. He understood the personal nature of them.

His own were reflections of his mental state and past problems. The control room was where he’d been banished after failing to save his world, and where he’d ultimately lost everyone. The throne room represented what he currently had, and the people who had accepted him.

He’d never puzzled out why the Twins had a strange mental world formed from a museum, and had never asked. Something told him it might be a dear memory. But he understood why their mental fortress had been a sunny day outside a house. It was their family home. It represented a nostalgic glimmer of the happy family they’d lost—and the abusive father they’d killed upon becoming Messengers.

Every Messenger seemed to have lived a life of pain. Nathan wondered what Artemis’s mental world looked like.

As if he’d spoken of the devil, Fei said, “If you want to remember what you lost, why memorialize what cost you everything?”

Kadria shot the Champion a sharp look. “Because sometimes it’s better to remember the scar.”

“Really?” That off look appeared in Fei’s eyes again, like when she’d absorbed Charlotte’s magic during the assassination attempt. “Last time we spoke, you said you knowingly worked for the person who killed your family. Is this actually a memorial to them? Or a warning to yourself not to repeat that mistake, like Nathan’s control room is to him?”

Everyone stared at Fei, jaws ajar.

Yet while Kadria’s hackles raised, Nathan reached out across his mental link with Fei.

Once again, he found nothing amiss. No strange mental tethers or odd activity. Just Fei. Although her emotions boiled beneath the surface of her mind. He worried about diving into them.

Unlike his other Champions, Fei possessed innate mental defenses. Her naïve and boisterous exterior hid a cunning and thoughtful side. She’d realized he wasn’t who he claimed he was before anyone else, guessing he came from the future, and even tested him. Her mental defenses had made it difficult to determine her true thoughts when he’d been less capable.

Even if Fei lacked any training in mental magic, he worried that probing her mind might alert her in some way. Or affect her emotional state. So he let her be.

His worries remained intact, however.

“A scar is a physical reminder of a mistake,” Kadria eventually ground out, her eyes locked on to Fei’s. “But I can’t create one to stand for what I did. So, yes, this place is a warning to myself. It’s a scar in my mind. In turn, it gives me strength.”

“It… does?” Nathan frowned.

“Do you remember when you first practiced life magic?” She giggled at the memory. “The face you made when you bit into that apple still warms me.”

He looked away, and Ciana smiled at his no doubt flustered expression.

“I told you then that ascended magic is about enforcing your will on reality. That each school represented a facet of your mind. It’s why Messengers possess vastly different affinities for it, even when ours should have similarities. The Twins excel at mental magic and raw magical manipulation. I’m a master of spatial magic, but can still use mental magic through raw brute force.”

“I heard Sofia could best you at spatial manipulation,” he said.

Kadria drained her sake vessel immediately, and the floating bottle automatically tipped to refill it. “She could. A long time ago. Another reason not to buy the theory that she’s the false goddess, even if Sofia created her.”

“… you can defeat the prophet in a contest of spatial magic?”

“Easily. That’s how that fox slut died all those millennia ago. The one your hag despises me for.” Kadria sighed. “We’re getting distracted. These mental fortresses aren’t just places to use as command centers, but methods of internalizing our own power. As a monument to my own folly, I can center myself and channel my fury. The Twins prefer more social memories, and excel at manipulation.”

“Social…” He frowned. “I’m not sure that’s how I’d describe the feeling I get from their worlds.”

A museum might be a place where people congregated, but something about it gave off a feeling of nostalgia. Perhaps it was the crayon-style the Twins constructed their worlds from.

“But you understand, don’t you? Your mental magic is also growing in strength from your fortresses. They represent places of extending dominion. A central control room where you monitor an entire world and determine the future of Doumahr. A throne room modeled on the Empire’s, but adjusted to suit your own image.” Her mouth twisted into a scowl. “It’s no wonder your power is growing so rapidly you can scarcely control it. I wonder if you even need me anymore.”

Ah, back to his original reason for coming here.

“There’s a war on,” he said bluntly. “I know you watch what happens. Charlotte sent assassins empowered with her magic to attack the palace. Who knows what other magic she’ll draw on as she grows increasingly desperate. So, yes, if you’ll finally stop playing games, then I do need you. You said you wanted to save and live in a world that hasn’t been despoiled by demons, right? Or was that a lie?”

Kadria’s face flushed. “I’ve done many things, but my deal with you was earnest.”

“Was it?”

When she tried to look away, he gripped her jaw with one hand and forced her to face him. Her entire body heated up and he felt her swallow. One of her hands wandered upward along her thighs.

“Answer me honestly, Kadria,” he said. “Your joke of betraying me when you finally entered Doumahr. Was that your original plan when you brought me here years ago? To dispose of me once I was no longer useful?”

Her eyes widened and her body shook. She definitely wasn’t playing with herself now.

“Well?” he pressed.

She gulped. “You won’t like the answer.”

“As I’ve told others, I’m used to hearing things I don’t like.”

Silence.

Genuine silence, in fact. The mist roiling beneath them made no noise and the ruins didn’t even creak. Somehow, that felt off to Nathan. Neither of his Champions spoke a word.

“Fine,” Kadria said, closing her eyes. “It wasn’t the only plan, but it was one. As I’ve said before, I knew little about how capable you’d be. You outperformed my expectations by… An absurd margin now. It’s almost silly to think about. I found it amusing when you claimed the Twins, but now…” Her words caught in her throat. “I would have killed you when I entered Doumahr if you’d outlived your usefulness. What were the odds you’d actually be able to help me take the actions necessary to protect this world against everything that would be thrown against it?”

Nathan eased his grip and she slipped away. “See, that wasn’t so hard?”

“Oh, fuck off,” she muttered.

“Now you sound like Maura.”

A bolt of mental magic struck his mental wards, and he laughed.

But something did truly bother him.

Not her plan to potentially murder him so long ago.

Rather, the way she spoke of him as so far above her. Nathan definitely didn’t think of himself as so powerful he could make Messengers bow. The Twins and Kadria were special cases, thanks to how they lived in his mind.

“I’ve noticed you and the Twins talking about me in strange ways,” he said. “As if I’m stronger than I actually am. When I helped Seraph become a Bastion, they said they needed to talk to you. But that’s been the end of it. Why are you acting as if I’m somehow so much more powerful than you?”

“Because…” Kadria bit her lip. “How’s your life magic?”

A strange change of topic. “Not my strongest field of magic,” he admitted. “I can use it, but often still slip in emotions that overpower anyone who consumes the food or drink I make.”

“Seraph still isn’t sure if she likes coffee that prevents her from sleeping for over a day,” Ciana chirped.

“If that’s your only problem, then that suggests I’m not incorrect.” Kadria looked him up and down. “Those titty-brained idiots and I disagree about you, for what little it matters. It’s not as though we have any evidence to back our theories up.”

The fog rolling across this mental world seemed as deep as the fog afflicting Nathan’s mind, for what little information he could glean from Kadria on the topic.

“Are you going to share any of those theories or just talk around in cryptic circles?” he asked.

Calling her refusal to elaborate on the topic another “secret” might be a reach, but it bothered him all the same.

“Don’t blame me if you end up confused or make a bad decision if I’m wrong.” Kadria crossed and uncrossed her legs, as if trying to draw his gaze lower on her scantily clad body. “Let’s start with your mysterious source of power. Magic must come from somewhere. Even beings you think generate it themselves have a source.”

“I know. Messengers gets theirs from outer beings. Bastions and Champions use binding stones. You’ve said outer beings eat entire worlds to feed themselves. And the goddess…” He hesitated.

While he’d voiced his theory to Tarako, it had gone no further.

Kadria noticed. “Have a theory of your own, do you?”

“She’s intrinsically linked to magic itself on Doumahr. Even Tarako agreed. The prophets cause some sort of reaction along the leylines when they use their power and Fyre can interact with the connections between Bastions and Champions—which are really just links between binding stones and Champions. Not to mention the strange link between Reine, relics, and the prophets, when Trafaumh’s experiments use the gems of active Champions.”

A sigh escaped the succubus. She stood, her sake bottle and vessel floating behind her as she approached the edge of the floating mound. Ciana stepped away from Kadria and took up a position behind Nathan.

Staring down into the foggy abyss beneath her, Kadria said, “I told you that the goddess is a system, didn’t I? She’s part of Doumahr. That’s what separates her from the Outer Beings. They exist outside reality itself, and sustain themselves by consuming it. Whereas she merged with reality, and appears to fundamentally be part of its propagation. I believe those idiot Twins have explained the true purpose binding stones before?”

Nathan vaguely remembered Maura telling him back when he first learned ascended magic from her. “Binding stones pull magic into Doumahr from… somewhere and it’s propagated by the leylines. That’s why life and magic can’t exist without them.”

“Exactly. And her goddess’s power is intrinsically linked with them, to the extent that she can create artificial ones that contain so much of her stored power they sustain the world around them.”

Nathan stared at Kadria, unable to believe what he’d just heard. “You’re telling me Om⁠—”

She cut him off with a glare. Fortunately, the mental presence refused to make itself known.

“Sorry, the goddess can create binding stones?” he asked. “But then… Why doesn’t she just take control of binding stones entirely? If the prophets are so powerful⁠—”

“Why doesn’t my former employer just use his immense power to consume this world instantly?” Kadria retorted. “They have limitations. But I’ll admit I don’t fully understand what they are. All I know is that she’s intrinsically linked to the binding stones, yet entirely reliant on others to do her dirty work. Almost like a mirror of my old boss.”

“And what does this have to do with Nathan’s source of power?” Ciana asked, her face a mask of confusion and frustration.

“I just said it, didn’t I? The goddess possessed enough power to make artificial binding stones. Her power comes from somewhere—no doubt connected to whatever deal Sofia made to create the goddess system.” Kadria turned and sashayed over to Nathan, then ran a finger down his chest. “And here you are, topping up binding stones from an unknown power source. Mysterious, isn’t it?”

He blinked. “Are you suggesting I’ve made some sort of deal to become a god?”

“If you have, it’s a terrible deal. If you were a god, Charlotte would be sucking your cock by now.”

Point taken. “Then I don’t get it.”

“I think you’re tapping into the goddess system somehow. Look at how many of your subordinates view you as the true prophet, even if they’re unwilling to say as much. It’s possible this is one of the failsafes established to keep control of cycles.”

Nathan raised a dubious eyebrow. His Champions joined him, particularly Fei, who crossed her arms beneath her breasts, tilted her head, and looked at Kadria as if she’d announced her new name was Kaura and she was the Twins secret sister.

“And your proof of this is…?” he asked.

“None.” Kadria shrugged. “It’s why I don’t agree with those morons. But the alternatives seem outrageous to me.”

“What’s their theory?”

Annoyance filled Kadria’s face. “That you’re somehow absorbing magic from somewhere and turning yourself into a great big snack. It’s dumb but… not the worst theory. Except that being able to pump a binding stone full of energy doesn’t mean you’ll have enough to be attractive to our old boss. It’s difficult to get cross the scale of his appetite.”

“What would a binding stone be compared to an entire world?” Fei proposed. “I can even come up with the scale. A treat, like chocolate or nuts, compared to a light meal, like what everyone usually eats⁠—”

“Really, Fei?” Ciana asked. “You think we all eat light meals?”

Fei poked her friend in the tummy, and the unicorn danced away with an involuntary giggled.

“Yes,” Fei said. “You all eat so little. Anyway, then there’s actual meals, with big meat platters, and then the rare times I get to eat as much as I want.”

Kadria’s eyes popped. “You mean you think you can’t eat as much as you want? I’ve never thought to compare you to those idiots Twins, but maybe I’m wrong. Nathan would feed you half the nation if you asked for it.”

Redness filled Fei’s cheeks and she looked down, her tail swishing slowly.

How huge had Fei’s appetite gotten that she felt she was holding back?

“Anyway, the scale is meaningless, because you fundamentally don’t get it. Outer beings exist beyond the multiverse. That meat platter of yours? Each slice of ham or chicken is an entire world. The binding stones would be salt flakes. And he never stops eating, because he’s always burning energy somewhere. It’s a matter of ensuring he’s consuming enough worlds to match what he’s burning.”

Kadria was right. Nathan truly couldn’t comprehend the problem at a base level.

Even trying caused him to view her old boss as some sort of colossal world the size of the stars in the sky that hurled an endless amount of Doumahrs down its gullet every second. How could such a being find the time to even help the Messengers? Or recruit them? Or do… anything?

He shook his head. “I kind of get it. And I get your disagreement with the Twins. Even if I could create a binding stone, it doesn’t make me notable by outer being standards.”

“Right. Unfortunately, they do have some supporting evidence. Your mental magic spilling out from you is one such piece of evidence. In my opinion, that’s just the goddess’s magic,” Kadria said.

“Fyre doesn’t use mental magic.”

“I know. Don’t remind me.” Kadria huffed. “It’s possible it’s related to one’s mind and convictions. That’s what powers ascended magic, after all. Your magic is stronger than ever, just like your life magic. It’s possible your view of the world is tainting it. After all, Fyre’s own grasp of the prophet’s powers are different because I’m backing her.”

“Hmm. Is it possible they’re also different because she’s attached to me, then? Like, because I excel at reality bending, she’d be the same?”

Kadria’s face transformed into genuine surprise, then she nodded appreciatively. Before showing her appreciation with a firm pat on his crotch. “It’s always nice to be reminded of your competence, and that you have so much more than what’s down here.”

“Are you trying to get bent over?” he drawled.

Her body didn’t react, but he saw lust flicker in her eyes. If she’d possessed the dog ears and tail she’d once summoned, they’d have twitched.

Unfortunately, he needed to broach a topic that was the opposite of sexual. One that required him not to give in to her temptations. At least, not yet.

He stood. Kadria banished her sake to the void and waited for him to start walking away, then frowned at him when he simply stood in front of her.

“Before we leave, are you going to be honest?” he asked her, looming over her small frame. “I’m past games. If you want to work for me⁠—”

“With you. I’m your partner, not your pet,” she snapped.

In a flash of anger, he placed a hand on her head. Her eyes shot to his crotch. If he applied even the slightest downward pressure, he’d have her on her haunches, ready to suck him off.

Now wasn’t the time. But he’d proven his point.

“If you want to be my partner again, you need to earn it,” he said. “But I do need you. If that’s good enough, come with me. Or else stay here, dwelling on your scar.”

Fury filled her face. He turned and walked toward the steps down.

He, Ciana, and Fei left in silence. They stood in Alice’s bedroom for a minute.

Kadria never came. Her mental link remained shrouded as it had before, preventing him from finding her, although he could force his way back into her mental fortress if he tried.

Sighing, he left Alice’s bedroom.

“Took you long enough,” Kadria drawled, leaning against the corridor outside while the Royal Knights circled her menacingly. “Care to teach these puppies who I am?”


CHAPTER 13



“So your genius plan is to immediately pick a fight with your rival prophet at a time you need to avoid causing more cascades,” Kadria said upon arriving in the war room. “Are you sure your brain hasn’t leaked out of your dick?”

“We’re not fighting Charlotte,” Nathan said exasperatedly. “The plan is to draw her away from the north so we can bottle up Falmir.”

Night had fallen and the war room bustled with activity now the Diet had retired. Alice, Anna, and his many Champions surrounded the projection table, which displayed the current deployments of all forces. Only Charlotte herself remained absent, given Reine still hadn’t found the princess.

Griem had left at some point, presumably to return to Kaufberg and “negotiate” with Tharban. In the meantime, Nathan had made sure to adjust his control of Tharban to make him more amenable.

Oddly, Vera had also left. He needed to talk with Anna to see why. But given the sorceress-turned-Bastion possessed an icon on the projection table near Sarn, presumably she’d been given permission to aid the war effort.

The intervening few hours had seen orders go out to prepare for Nathan’s plan, despite the arguments taking place at present. If he wanted Charlotte to believe he intended to recapture south-western Trafaumh, then the soldiers posted there had to be active.

Otto’s soldiers received orders to decamp, albeit through the archduke himself and his seniormost Bastion, Herman, who commanded his trigem Champion, Janice. Nathan’s own forces prepared to move tonight. Sen took command in everyone else’s absence, while Sunstorm scouted the north to look for any nasty surprises.

“I mean, the goat’s not entirely wrong,” Maura said. “What happens when titty princess shows up and starts blasting? We just stand around, fingers jammed up our pussies?”

Almost everyone present glared at Maura over her use of crude language. She stuck her tongue out in return and raised both middle fingers.

“You’ll slow her down,” Nathan said.

The Twins blinked at him. Then they pressed their bodies against one another, linked their hands, and leaned toward him. “Huuuuuh?”

He tried to ignore the way their cleavage threatened to burst from the top of their dresses thanks to their pose. “We’ll be splitting our forces with a focus on convincing Charlotte we’re serious and then slowing her down or crushing any army she sends south. The rest will swiftly retake Tervuis’s Ford, with contingency plans for Charlotte’s arrival.”

“And you want us to deal with the slut princess? You realize she can just snap her fingers and barbecue us, right?” Laura reminded him.

“No, she can’t,” Kadria said. “Your links to Nathan are too strongly reinforced by now. Especially with Fyre’s backing. Even if the princess possessed her full power, it would be faster for her to destroy you the conventional way.”

“Oh, so she needs to hold her hands together and chant the magic words before vaporizing us.” Maura broke away from her sister with a huff. “Huge difference.”

“Listen to the full plan before giving up, please,” Fyre said, narrowing her eyes. “I’ve been practicing how to negate Charlotte’s power without battling her outright. I’m going south, right, Nathan?”

He nodded. “You and the Twins will be the key to containing Charlotte when she arrives. Don’t battle her outright. That would defeat the entire purpose of the battleplan. You interfere with any attempts to channel power from Doumahr—or wherever she gets it—while the Twins slow her down with mental magic.”

“Ooooh. You mean we can fuck with her mind? Like, you’re giving us official permission?” Laura’s jaw dropped. “No limits?”

He hesitated, even as several others frowned. Alice grimaced.

Yet with so much on the line, it would be stupid to back down here.

“Doumahr’s at stake. And if it was so easy to take control of a prophet, you’d already be Elite Messengers,” Nathan said. “So, yes, go all out.”

The Twins clicked their tongues and pouted, pressing their arms beneath their breasts deliberating.

“You’re boring,” Maura whined. “I really wanted to tease you with the idea of returning with Charlotte as a fucktoy.”

“But, yeah, there’s no way we can actually control her,” Laura admitted. “We’d have snapped her over our knees even without your permission when she showed up at the Torrovium Field months ago. With Sofia backing her⁠—”

“Don’t,” Kadria warned.

“Oh, shut up.”

The succubi traded glares.

Nathan sighed. “Enough.”

Even with as little force as he put into the word, the succubi shivered. Kadria scowled, while the Twins’ hands moved toward the bottom of their dresses.

He severed the mental tethers he’d created, freeing their mouths, and slapped the Twins with mental blasts.

“Not now,” he said. “And I meant that I don’t need you to argue over who is behind Charlotte. As far as I’m concerned, it is Sofia. Maybe it’s not. But if the shoe fits and her powers align well enough, I’ll act as if it is. The alternative is to make no preparations at all.”

“Fine,” Kadria muttered.

“Laura?” He gestured for the Twin to continue.

“The minds of the prophets are locked up tight. As succubi, we have minds constructed for the express purpose to fend off intruders. Mental magic doesn’t do much to us unless we let it,” Laura said.

“Like letting somebody into your deepest, darkest depths.” Kadria snickered.

The Twins rolled their eyes.

While Kadria had been referring to Nathan’s first true meeting with them in their mental world, when she’d used her mental magic to overpower them, it lacked power. After all, they’d likely intended to ensnare Nathan the entire time. Letting him think they were weak worked as intended.

Even if they hadn’t planned to let him tame them at the time. Maura’s crush on him had developed later.

“But you agree that Charlotte can be slowed down? Or is she completely impervious?” Nathan asked.

The Twins pursed their lips and pressed their backs against one another.

“I mean, she’s pretty thick,” Maura said. “That titty fat definitely got to the princess’s brain.”

“Yeah, we can definitely fuck with her a bit. Simple stuff. Make her think you’re around, or that Fyre’s about to go down on you, or that portal to a pool of magma is actually your cock⁠—”

“I get the point,” Nathan said.

“I think we all do,” Seraph added. “Do you really think Princess Charlotte is so focused on Nathan sexually?

“Dunno. Maybe the part where she tried to world hop because Nathan was mean to her,” Laura said drily.

Gareth stood off to the side in silence. Although a few Champions glanced his way, he said nothing.

But Nathan had heard about Charlotte’s obsession with Oliver from his friend. He’d let the Twins do their thing.

“So long as you keep Charlotte busy, it doesn’t matter how,” Nathan said. “The rest of the group we’ll send to the southern front will be focused on attracting attention and defeating any forces sent your way.” He fiddled with the table’s controls and several figures began to appear near Chateau de Sarn. “Sen, Seraph, and Narime. Reine, you’ll use your portals to get our knights into position, before retreating to the palace.”

“But if I’m not out there—” Reine began to say.

“No,” Alice and Nathan said together.

He took over with a glance at Alice, who nodded at him. “Every second you’re outside the palace is one Charlotte or an assassin might use to eliminate you. Even with dedicated bodyguards like Seraph or Narime, it’s too dangerous. Teleport the knights into position, then get out. Otto’s forces will be left to attack in the morning.”

“Will that be enough?” Seraph asked. “A small night raid will panic Trafaumh’s nobles, but it’s a far cry from an all out invasion.”

“With multiple trigem Champions, I imagine you can make it appear like much more than a raid. And if they scry Otto’s armies decamping, they’ll know we’re moving.”

Astra shifted uncomfortably. “And me?”

“The palace⁠—”

“No.” She glared at him. “Omria comes for us. I will not stand by.”

Almost every person in the room glared daggers at the dark elf for speaking the goddess’s name. Fyre bared her teeth and her power flared, gems and wings glowing with golden light.

Yet no terrifying mental presence loomed over Nathan in his mental world. He waited for it to appear.

All three succubi shot him a confused look. Kadria’s expression darkened, while the Twins became practically gleeful.

Something was awry. This was the second time Omria—or whatever the thing that attacked him in his mental world was—hadn’t responded to her name.

“We’ll talk about this later,” he told the succubi.

“Sure, sure,” Maura chirped.

Ignoring the confusion, he looked at Astra. “I need a powerful protector for the Imperial Palace. If Charlotte⁠—”

“She won’t come here. It isn’t her place. Not anymore.” Astra looked at Fyre, who preened. “I will fight.”

Nurevia leaned against the table. “I’ll do it, Nathan.”

“Really?” He raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you usually complain about guard duty?”

“Yeah, then you tell me all about how you can trust me and all that mushy stuff. If somebody needs to stay behind and warm your bed for when you come back hot and bothered, I can manage it.” The dark elf’s purple eyes sparkled with mischief. “Or are you going to punish me for not taking things more seriously?”

“That depends what I find you doing when I return,” he said.

No doubt Nurevia would defend Alice, Anna, and Reine perfectly, only to slip into his bed with a dildo the moment he returned.

The Twins glared at the dark elf.

Oh, right. He had promised them tonight.

“How about we worry about that later,” he said, trying to disarm matters.

“Oh, don’t worry.” Laura grinned. “We’ll be happy to help you punish this naughty dark elf. She’s never seen your dick at the size we love it.”

“It gets bigger?” Fei gasped.

“No,” Nathan said flatly.

Well, it did, thanks to the Twins messing around with their body manipulation magic. But he sure as hell didn’t want to use it on his Champions. They’d already “bullied” him into permanently upgrading one size permanently for reasons beyond his comprehension.

“I’ll leave protecting the palace to you, Nurevia,” Nathan said. “And Astra…” He frowned. “Do you want to join me in the north or aid the others in the south? I’ll admit, I planned for Nurevia’s assistance in the north, given she specializes in long-range attacks. You’ll be good against both, but…”

He suspected Astra wanted something to do with Charlotte.

The dark elf had been quiet lately. She’d largely retreated from social activities, and her insistence on fighting on the front line surprised him.

For that reason alone, he didn’t want to choose for her. Reinvigorating her could only be a good thing.

Astra bit her lip as she stared at the projected war map. “Who else?”

“Words,” Narime said drily.

Nathan didn’t need Astra to elaborate, however. “I’ll be going north with Fei, Sunstorm, Ciana, Vala, and Tarako. Kadria as well. Fei and Vala command the army. Ciana goes without saying. Sunstorm will help eliminate the Bastions and Champions present. Tarako and Kadria are backup, in case Charlotte or a Messenger arrive. Both can also teleport away under their own power.”

“Oh, is that why you want me up there? I’d found it odd you didn’t include me with the army destroyers down south,” Tarako said. “Fair. Although I’d prefer not to be partnered with her.” She glared at Kadria, who ignored her.

Astra nodded as Reine keyed in the projection, adding everyone to their allocated spots.

That left only the undying dark elf.

“And me?” Gareth asked.

“I mean, I’m all for not going to a battlefield,” Erica said.

“I am,” Beth said.

If anyone felt uneasy about a former Bastion of Falmir joining the war, they didn’t show it.

Nathan shook his head, however. “Work with Reine on what we discussed earlier. Given how important it is that Otto’s forces move out tomorrow morning, any deviation from the plan needs us to act immediately.”

Grimaces crossed half the faces in the room. Not everyone knew about Otto’s potential betrayal, but those who did understood Nathan’s concern.

Gareth stroked his chin. “Got it. I’ll wait for you to return, Reine. Then we can make plans for Waier. Plenty of time overnight. Guess I’ll be part of the palace defense force until then.”

“North,” Astra said abruptly.

“Pardon?” Gareth asked.

“Not you. Me. North.” She pointed at Tervuis’s Ford. “I’ll fight there. Omria will see me. She will go there.”

“Uh, not sure that’s the plan,” Tarako said with an uneasy smile.

“She knows me. Knows my strength,” Astra said. Her green eyes tried to bore holes in the table, as she glared at something that wasn’t there.

Unsure what to say, Nathan merely gestured his approval to Reine, who keyed her position in.

Because he couldn’t agree. Charlotte had showed no interest in Astra and even if Omria had once liked Astra, there appeared to be no sign of the former goddess in Charlotte yet.

Tarako told him that Omria took over the minds of her prophets. That Charlotte would become Omria—presumably, Sofia. Once it happened, would Astra be correct?

He’d find out one day. For now, he had a plan to enact and a fortress to conquer.

Perhaps more importantly, he had a father to confront. Adam Martel stood as his opponent. Even if Nathan hadn’t said as much, he worried about this test of his own will. For the sake of Doumahr, he couldn’t falter.


CHAPTER 14



Tervuis’s Ford blazed like a beacon in the dim night of northern Trafaumh. Cloudy nights continued to roll in from the north, bringing plentiful darkness for Nathan’s forces to hide in.

Not that he got too close to the fortress. With a binding stone at his fingertips, Adam Martel would sense any intruders well before Fei got within army-melting distance, no matter Nathan’s skill. Sure, he could hide a few Champions and somebody like Sunstorm could keep themselves hidden due to their talents and her onyxes. But sneaking an army past somebody with decades of skill—and actual experience in warfare at that—was another matter.

A translucent dome of colorless light shimmered around the fortress, while dozens of soldiers and mages patrolled the walls behind it. Nathan watched from a forested hill a few miles away using magic to enhance his vision. His army waited quietly behind him, keeping their usual bustle to a minimum as they waited for orders to prepare to attack.

“We’re still waiting?” Sunstorm asked as she appeared next to him.

“Yes. It’ll be hours,” he said. “You should be used to this.”

She rolled her shoulders. “I am. But that’s not the problem. We’re in position way too early, given how long it will take for Seraph and the others to successfully distract Falmir’s force near the chateau. And we’re too far away.”

“We’re not marching on them,” Ciana said.

Nathan nodded. “We don’t have a massive assault force, but I can’t teleport it across Doumahr in an instant. What I can do is teleport it a few miles once Fei hits the barrier and starts eating it.”

“Then Charlotte immediately springs a trap on us?” Sunstorm raised an eyebrow when he looked at her. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re cautious, but not this much. You even said that the reason you don’t want to let Falmir into eastern Trafaumh is because of the shit the princess might pull. Well, doesn’t that imply she’ll pull shit here, too?”

He inclined his head in acknowledgement.

While he’d left that part unsaid, tonight’s planning had focused a lot on what Charlotte might do. Naturally, that included leaving nasty traps behind after she left the Ford in Adam Martel’s hands.

How else might Charlotte stop Nathan sending a trigem or two in and retaking it instantly, after all?

Sunstorm even said as much, “You have a Messenger and five trigems. If this was an ordinary battle, it’d be over before it even started. When we fought Dominic and Gareth beneath Soreaux, the only reason they even had a chance against us was because of all the bullshit that suited Messenger pulled. Hell, even Messenger invasions are full of bullshit now. Nobody’s playing fair against us.”

“This is war,” Nathan said. “Whether it’s for our survival or to stop Charlotte, everybody uses the resources they have. Fairness isn’t exactly a meaningful concept.”

Annoyance crossed Sunstorm’s face and she shoved him, for what little result it effected. One of Ciana’s diamonds glowed and he remained unmoved.

“Don’t give me that crap. Yeah, we’re fighting to kill and all that, but there’s been some semblance of rules.” She looked around for support and received a half-hearted shrug from Ciana. Nobody else was close enough or informed enough to have any input, as Nathan’s other Champions remained busy. “Look, invasions have worked on a certain rhythm. Even Messengers, which were the worst threats. But everything went nuts with the dual cascades in Trafaumh, and the evil kitty and…”

Nathan sighed and cut her off, “I get it. But that’s my point. Things… changed. Humanity spent centuries learning how to crush demonic invasions, to the point it became rote and they focused on each other. I learned how to defeat Messengers. But behind it all is an actual foe and it sure as hell isn’t lying still. Just as Charlotte isn’t bound by the rules of a chess board. So, yes, she likely will spring a trap. And I have no clue what it might involve.”

“An attempt to capture you and kill everyone else, no doubt,” Kadria said as she approached, proving Nathan’s assumption that everyone else was busy wrong.

Then again, he had said his Champions were busy.

Not that Tarako approached alone. The ancient fox had refused to leave the succubus alone since Nathan loosed her from his mental world, and always kept one of her enchanted swords summoned at her side. As if she might need to put Kadria down at any moment.

For her part, Kadria ignored her shadow.

“I don’t think Charlotte is as interested in me as you and the Twins think,” Nathan said slowly.

“She certainly wanted something from you when you met with her at the Torrovium Fields. And I believe she’s still trying to contact you over your mother’s mirror, no?” Kadria shot Ciana a look.

The unicorn grimaced and nodded.

Nathan possessed a magical communication mirror he’d been given by his mother, which had a matching pair that Charlotte had ascertained from Tharban. Charlotte had been constantly trying to contact him over it ever since.

“Sofia was capable at mental magic, right?” Nathan asked.

A dark expression crossed Kadria’s face and she refused to answer.

But Tarako frowned. “While past prophets—including Mirie—have powerful defenses against mental magic, I’ve never seen them use any magic like what you or the succubi possess. The mental magic she taught to Bastions is almost fundamentally different to the power to manipulate minds and emotions.”

“It’s tied to the goddess’s connection to the binding stones, I believe,” Kadria said, her anger dissipating as the conversation shifted to safer ground. “While mental magic is the means used to connect to them and Champions gemstones, that’s more of a technicality. Other methods can work just as well. After all, not all Messengers can use mental magic, but we all need to utilize binding stones.”

Nathan blinked. “Wait, what?”

Kadria laughed. “You mean you didn’t realize? The tethers you construct to minds are a conduit of magic, yes? But you also use those tethers to cast mental magic on individuals. The channeling of magic is more of an ancillary technique of the school. Koji used to create direct channels of magic, much like that pair of idiots use in teleportation. Siv is much the same. I believe life magic can connect with the world directly somehow, which must be how Artemis sustains her connection. Bauer… Well, it’s likely part of his bag of tricks.”

The fact that Nathan was only now learning that other schools of ascended magic could create their own magical tethers—presumably very similar to mental tethers—bothered him immensely. Not exactly the boost in confidence he needed before the battle.

He set his jaw and glared out at the fortress.

“Oh, don’t be like that. Most of the Messengers don’t even realize this fact themselves.” Kadria strode over to him and ran a hand along his jaw, earning her nasty looks from the assembled Champions. “You’re actually learning how to use ascended magic properly. It’s what separates the chump Messengers from those who mean something.”

“I’m not a Messenger,” he grunted out. “Anyway, my point was⁠—”

“That you think Charlotte was trying to manipulate you over the mirror, yes.” Kadria took a step back and frowned. “Honestly, you’re probably right. The first time you met her once she revealed herself as the prophet, she hit you with a powerful glamour. Whether she knew about your infatuation with her or not, most men would struggle to resist.”

Sunstorm placed a hand on one hip and shot Tarako a dirty look. “Hold up, I just heard that our lovely prophet sluts don’t use mental magic.”

Tarako scowled. “I mean, glamours hardly count. Even I can cast them. They’re just a form of illusion.”

Nathan recalled the feelings he felt when Charlotte floated above the Torrovium Fields. Even the false version of her when Beatrice had taken her form had conjured up a similar impression.

“No, that was definitely mental magic,” he said. “Are you talking about something different?”

“They’re the same thing,” Kadria said, before Tarako could defend herself. “Illusions are a form of mental magic, as they involve changing the perceptions of those watching you. It’s why I’m… less than good at them.”

And, Nathan realized, why Fyre struggled with them compared to Charlotte.

“The difference,” Kadria continued, “is that a powerful glamour can also be used to affect emotions, not just the physical senses. The fox is right that the prophets avoid using overt mental magic, but glamours have always been part of her repertoire. I imagine it’s why the Inquisition soldiers at Soreaux never suspected Nathan of foul play when he ordered them around.”

“But Baudelaire had known…” he said, then narrowed her eyes. “Because she’d made her cane, which had mental magic in it. It’s purely a matter of familiarity.”

“Indeed.”

The conversation had dragged on, but ultimately ended with the conclusion he’d started with.

Charlotte’s attempts to contact Nathan were part of her agenda to manipulate him. Avoiding contact with her could only be a good thing.

“This is lovely, but not that relevant to the impending trap we shall set off,” Tarako said.

“My, you’re still focused on that? If you’re half the trigem you should be, you should know why talking about that is pointless.” Kadria’s eyes gleamed with menace as she smirked at the fox. “Maybe the true reason Kurai failed is⁠—”

With barely a whisper of steel sliding along the carefully maintained leather of a scabbard, Tarako’s sword teleported into her hand. A bead of blood ran from Kadria’s neck along the edge of the blade.

“You bleed a lot more easily than I expected,” Tarako said, voice empty of emotion.

“Oh, don’t worry. If I wanted to leave you as an insensate corpse, you’d never have the opportunity to touch me.” Kadria’s violet eyes glowed.

“Really? Because I recall your better endowed kin making it clear that another of your kind was far better suited to battling me.”

A snort. Kadria shook her head, causing additional rivulets of blood to run along Tarako’s blade, which never wavered. “If they truly said I’d struggle against you, they’re dumber than I thought. For all your preparations, you’re a long step from being a threat to me. Do you think that toy of a spatial slash of yours can match the skills of an elite?”

All three of Tarako’s zoisites shined. In an instant, Nathan knew he’d have the answer to that.

“Stop!” he snapped.

But even before the words left his mouth, he felt mental power lash out at Tarako. Intentionally, this time. With her gems already active, she might carve apart Kadria before his voice reached her.

The mental tethers snapped around Tarako’s mind. Her defenses seemed like butter to his powers now as he effortlessly restrained her mind and body at once.

The fox’s body froze, even as magic shimmered along her blade. Her sword seemed to have split into nine, all overlapping one another and popping in and out of existence. Staring at it physically hurt Nathan’s eyes.

Deep, heaving breaths escaped Tarako as she found herself completely under his control. And not in the usual “unable to speak” way. Her body quivered and fear transformed her face into a visage of terror.

Nathan felt something beating against his mental grip on her mind. Months ago, he’d have described it as a formidable force. Now, it paled in comparison to the monolithic presences he’d dealt with in Bauer and Omria.

Worried he’d gone too far, he severed the tethers. Tarako’s gems stopped glowing and she sheathed her blade. She regained her composure in an instant. Save the way her tails stood bolt upright and the very tips quivered.

“Tarako—” he tried to say.

She shook her head. “There’s nothing to say, my lord. I apologize. It’s not my place to turn a rebellious vassal into the garbage she is—without your command, that is. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

“Tarako, it’s fine,” Nathan ground out, careful not to make his words a command. Hell, he kept a close grip on his mental magic just in case his words somehow forced her to be cheerful.

No such mental magic closed around her mind. The fox bit her lip.

When she looked him in the eyes, a complex mix of emotion warred within hers.

Plenty of fear. Almost as much shame, suggesting she truly did regret trying to kill Kadria and forcing him to stop her like this.

But lust lingered beneath those emotions. Just enough of it to be clear. And, although he remained less certain of this fact, that lust appeared tinged with the same feelings some of his other Champions felt toward him: subservience.

Although maybe he was just mixing up her desire to serve him as a Champion with something else.

“It’s not fine,” Tarako said. All nine of her tails dropped nearly flat to the ground. “If I’d carved this succubus apart, I’d have removed a valuable asset from your arsenal. One I don’t think you need and that has little purpose beyond carnal matters, but that is hardly my place to say.”

“Wow. You truly are spending a lot of time talking with that pair of dunces,” Kadria drawled. Yet her fists had remained clenched ever since Tarako nearly used her gem ability.

Whether Kadria could back up her boast of deflecting Tarako’s Nine-Tail Slash or not, she appeared rattled.

“You call the Twins idiots, but at least when they bicker it’s never so serious that somebody’s about to die,” Sunstorm said. “Can we get back to why it’s pointless to talk about how Charlotte is going to try to murder all of us and turn Nathan into her sex slave?”

Both Kadria and Tarako grimaced at the admonishment. Whatever game Kadria planned to play with Tarako before giving the answer evaporated.

“Fine,” the succubus said. “The problem is that we have no way of knowing what sort of magic Charlotte might use against us in her trap. While I have extensive knowledge of the general techniques and approaches of the goddess, they change from prophet to prophet. Not to mention that Charlotte appears to still be in control. Oh, and there’s never been a precedent of two prophets dueling like this.”

The fox nodded grimly. “Each of the subsequent prophets acted substantially different to Mirie. Even once the old cow fully subsumed them, they still utilized different magical techniques. No doubt the vessel she steals affects her ability to channel power.”

“It’s the same problem Messengers have,” Kadria explained. “Succubi and dominions tend to vastly more dangerous than most, simply because we’ve been physically transformed and can handle more magic. I imagine Charlotte is more likely to rely on complex magic, unlike Fyre who prefers melee combat. Teaching that beastkin to use more than her swords was… troublesome.”

Evidently it had paid off, given some of the tricks Fyre pulled off.

“Fyre drove Charlotte off when they fought above Soreaux, so you did well,” Nathan admitted.

The succubus shrugged off the compliment.

“Even if we don’t know the exact technique Charlotte might use, is there any information you can provide us to help?” Ciana asked.

Tarako opened her mouth to answer, before frowning and lowering her tails. Although her expression suggested she’d rather bite off her tongue than admit as much, she glanced at Kadria, yielding the field to her.

Surprisingly graciously, the succubus answered without gloating, “Don’t assume she’s an idiot. Reckless, short-sighted, rash—I can summon a thesaurus to hammer my point home, if you wish?”

“I get it,” Nathan drawled.

“Even if Charlotte makes foolish moves, she has an expert guiding her in her use of magic. Fyre has a hammer, and every problem is a nail to be hammered down with brute strength. Particularly now that she’s… eschewing my assistance.” Kadria’s face flashed with a scowl. “We don’t know how to battle another prophet, and you’re still fumbling with your growing magical talent.”

“In other words, you’re backing my caution,” Nathan said.

She nodded.

Unfortunately, that only proved that tonight would be more dangerous than he preferred.

Particularly as Charlotte wasn’t even the greatest issue looming in his mind. A certain Bastion harried his thoughts.

To distract himself, he kept the conversation going. “I’ve already asked Fyre to use her power to protect everyone, as well as strengthen my tethers. That should hopefully protect me from the worst tricks she can pull.”

“An attack that cannot be otherwise stopped is the worst, indeed,” Tarako said.

Fyre had proven that she could obliterate Champions through their gems and even disintegrate ordinary mortals. The power of the prophets ran through magic itself, and therefore life itself. Whatever tricks Nathan might have up his sleeve, he fell frustratingly short of stopping Charlotte from doing the same.

So far. He had ideas.

For now, Fyre’s power as prophet thrummed along his mental links with his Champions, much like it had when he’d fought Siv. But unlike then, when she’d used it to protect them from physical harm, this was a different type of ward. One intended to prevent Charlotte from accessing the mental links at all.

As if sensing Nathan’s discomfort about an entirely topic, Kadria brought it to the fore with her next words. “Charlotte is far from the only issue present. There are three Bastions here, one of which controls the binding stone.”

“Nathan already displayed his superiority over the supposed elite Bastions of this world,” Tarako said. “I hardly see how this Adam Martel can be more dangerous than Dominic. Without the support of the dandy, he’d have utterly crushed the fool beneath Soreaux. The same is true here. Only Charlotte is the threat.”

Kadria shot Nathan a sidelong look and he grimaced.

As if trying to support him, Ciana spoke up, “With his extensive experience in Kurai and warfare, surely Adam Martel’s reality bending skills can’t be underestimated?”

“He might be skilled, but even the most talented swordmaster can’t cut down a mountain with mere mortal strength.” The fox shook her head. “Bastions manipulate Doumahr with force of will, empowered by the magic they command with their binding stones. There is no Bastion who has ever been able to contest Nathan’s sheer power. At best, Martel’s talent will allow him to prevent Nathan from crushing him with his own mountain.”

Nathan scowled. “I’m not exactly experienced at using my reality bending offensively. Even if I have a much larger reserve of power, it’s still more difficult to summon or modify things this far from a binding stone.”

Especially as Nathan worried about how much power he might burn trying to do so. He’d genuinely exhausted himself refilling Seraph’s binding stone weeks ago. Since then, he’d been more cautious abusing his apparently bottomless well of magic.

Who knew what price he might pay if he tapped it out. Nobody even knew for sure where it came from.

“I can keep Martel from doing anything too troublesome, but only if it’s close to me. My ability to sense the manipulation of reality wanes pretty quickly,” he said. “So nobody is getting too far from me, as I’d prefer not fishing bones from lava pits.”

“Got it,” Sunstorm said drily. “What about teleporting in and cutting off some heads? That Oliver prick is here, right? Bet I can duck in and cut his off real fast. Would kill two birds with one stone.”

“Two?” Ciana asked.

“He’s a Bastion, and Nathan can’t even look at him without getting an aneurysm. Fei seems to handle Artemis better, as she only started acting weird after they stabbed each other.”

Nathan blinked.

Wait, Fei had been acting weird ever since she and Artemis had stabbed each other. He’d been checking on her mind, but…

Was he checking the wrong place? After all, outer beings formed connections with gems. He resolved to give Fei’s gems a closer look after this battle.

Vala’s voice brought him back to the battle. “What’s this about Oliver?” She’d evidently been summoned by the prospect of imminent violence toward her former Bastion.

“We’re deciding who gets to murder him and present the trophy to Nathan,” Sunstorm said.

Vala scowled. “Oh. You’re totally stealing that prize, aren’t you?”

“I mean, if you get to him first…”

Ciana looked at Kadria, who remained silent. “Will this cause any problems?”

“Hmm? Killing a Bastion?” Kadria smirked as Ciana glared. “I get it. Don’t you try to kill me as well. The answer is no, delivered with 100% confidence, rounded to the nearest significant figure.”

“That’s not certainty,” Tarako said drily.

The succubus’s jaw literally dropped. Nathan and the others had no clue what they were talking about, though. Although he did at least understand what significant figures were.

“When did you learn the difference between certainty and 100% probability?” Kadria asked.

“Our entire race is specialized in spatial manipulation. I’ve known about multiverse theory for tens of millennia. Are you really asking me if I don’t understand basic quantum physics?” Tarako raised an eyebrow. “Next you’ll tell me you don’t understand how magical and ascended energy interact with one another in low energy states while being transplanted through space.”

Everyone stared at the ancient fox. Including Kadria.

A grin split Tarako’s fox. “You don’t, do you? How cute. You Messengers act so superior, but you’re the masters of one domain, fools in all others. No wonder you’re so easily tamed.”

Sensing a reversal of the earlier violence, Nathan raised his hand. “Enough.” He applied immense pressure on his mental magic and managed not to impel anyone to silence. Tarako almost looked disappointed.

“Kadria, what did you even mean when you said it’s safe to kill Oliver?” Nathan asked.

Put out by Tarako’s taunting, Kadria shrugged. “I’ve killed others mes before. There are side-effects. Forcible merging tends to occur, which is normally impossible without the interference of an outer being. It’s quite horrifying to be murdering somebody while having their memories and thoughts—which include their terrified emotions as they die at your hands—be transplanted into you.”

“Lovely.”

“But if you don’t do it directly, it doesn’t affect you,” she said. “There’s nothing tying the two of you together. No mental tether sharing your memories or any such nonsense. Your Champions are similarly unbound. So if you want him dead, have them do it.”

He looked at Sunstorm, whose eyes lit up.

“Oh, can I really kill him?” She looked like a child receiving her first real gift. “Holy shit. I’ll finally be able to add your head to my collection.”

Silence. Broken by Ciana’s greatsword clinking against her armor as she pulled it from her back.

“Care to repeat that, Choe?” Ciana asked, voice saccharine sweet as her horn and artificial arm oozed an inky blackness.

“Uh, wow. Even if can see the bicorn shit,” Sunstorm said, ogling Ciana’s horn. “Not Nathan’s head, Ciana. Oliver’s. It just looks like his.”

Ciana refused to put away her sword.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Choe, have you seriously always wanted my head in your collection?”

“Well, yeah. I love you. Why wouldn’t I? Your head would be the crown jewel.” She rolled her eyes at the horrified expressions surrounding her. “Look, I never wanted to cut Nathan’s actual head off. I gave up after he, uh, brought me back. But Oliver is Nathan, and they look close enough that I can imagine it’s Nathan’s head when he…” she trailed off.

Nathan had looked away at some point. He continued to rub the bridge of his nose, but mostly as cover.

Nobody else had noticed, but Sunstorm narrowed her eyes at him. Ciana frowned, then tilted her head.

A grin lit up Sunstorm’s face. “Oh. My. Goddess. You’re jealous. You and Oliver are the same person, and you don’t want me cuddling his head while you fuck me because it’s not your real head. Wow, Nathan. Are you going to give me an anatomically accurate copy of your head for my birthday?”

Nathan might. It was within his power using ascended magic.

Sunstorm stepped up to him, pressed her lithe body against him, and gave him a peck on the chin. He finally looked at her, and she stole a kiss.

“Fine. Just for you, I’ll cut his head off and splatter it all over the stone floor instead of keeping it. Happy?”

“This conversation is over,” he said in an absolutely neutral tone. The grins from the women surrounding him suggested his voice might have a sour tinge to it.

As if he’d given her his approval anyway, Sunstorm patted his chest and gave him another kiss, before taking a few steps backward.

“Is it awkward to point out the third problem now?” Kadria asked. “Because I’m not sure there’s any way to follow up with that.”

“Say it,” Nathan said.

“You’re holding back because you don’t want to kill your father.”

He scowled, but said nothing.

The others, including Tarako, shot him concerned looks. Then Tarako sighed.

“Very well. This is something I can understand, unlike collecting severed heads and strange emotional attachments to them,” she said. “He remains your father, whatever your thoughts of him, and whatever world this may be.”

“If he gets in the way—” Nathan tried to say.

“I’m doubtful he’ll stand his ground, given his personality. Death isn’t high on Earl Martel’s priority list,” Kadria said. “If nothing else interrupts us, it’s easy enough to capture him as he escapes. But he does have a gateway.”

Vala cocked a hip to the side while hefting her battle-axe over a shoulder. “What, you think the great Earl Martel is going to bail the moment we hit him? I mean, he’s a fancy-ass noble, sure, but he’s gotta have some pride.”

“My old man isn’t one for dying,” Nathan drawled. “He pays other people to do that. Hell, he never even turned up to strategy meetings in my old world. Always sent Lily or Veronica. Has that in common with Tharban, at least. Preferred to have others handle things for him. Although I think the reasons were different.”

So far as Nathan knew, Tharban had avoided managing his county because he had no clue how. The bastard had married into it and bullied his way into holding onto it despite the rules that should have prevented him from doing so.

By contrast, Adam Martel was the latest in a long line of earls. It was less that he was disinterested in managing his home estate, so much as he had more important matters. Such as trying to overthrow the monarchy.

Sunstorm, Ciana, and Vala looked at each other with knowing looks. Realizing he’d fallen into his thoughts, Nathan shook his head.

“Are you sure you’ll be fine?” Sunstorm asked. “I mean, this might be a personal thing between you and your old man, but I’m not getting the same resentment here that you have for Tharban. If that old bear was standing here, I know you’d cut him down. Martel, though…”

Nathan sighed. “It’s complicated. Tharban’s just another monster in a world full of them. A Bastion inadvertently seeking to do the job of Messengers. Adam…”

Nobody missed the fact Nathan called his true father by his first name.

“Honestly, I barely know him,” Nathan admitted.

“What.” Kadria stared at him, earning her a look of surprise from Tarako.

Vala clearly echoed Kadria’s disbelief, while the others listened patiently.

“How do you not know this?” He laughed. “I grew up as a noble brat, wanted to follow in my old man’s footsteps to be a famous Bastion. Except he wanted me to follow in his footsteps and focus on becoming an earl, not a Bastion. I ran away, became a Bastion anyway, and the last time I spoke with him for over 15 years was at my acknowledgement ceremony. He said only a few words to congratulate me. But once I got wrapped up in the king’s schemes…” A sardonic smile graced Nathan’s face. “Well, I was dead to Adam. Last time I saw him was when he personally exiled me.”

Silence followed Nathan’s words.

The fact even Kadria seemed to be at a loss for words spoke volumes about Adam’s actions. Nathan held a deep contempt for his father that had followed him since coming to the Empire. His fists balled even without him willing them to, and he forced them to relax.

“Well, I guess he lives up to the rep Gareth gave him,” Vala said, trying to break the ice. “He always said Oliver and Adam were nothing alike. Said one was like an adorable corgi and the other was a brutal war hound.”

“So, kill him on sight?” Sunstorm confirmed.

Nathan shook his head. “No. He’s valuable for a lot of reasons. Particularly because he’s chafing under Charlotte’s command. I might not be the one who can get through to him, but I’d like for Gareth and Adam to have a chat if we can capture him.”

Honestly, Nathan worried that he might slug his old man across the jaw the moment he got the chance.

“What about his Champions?” Vala asked. “I’ve met Lily before. She’s like if you crossed Beth with Nurevia.”

Nathan stared at her, and she flushed.

“Well, it’s true.” Vala twisted a lock of hair. “She’s short, tough as nails, and likes a good fight.”

“Uh, sure.” He shook his head. “Difference is, Lily doesn’t enjoy murdering people. She’s my old man’s best fighter and bodyguard, but also helps with command. Veronica’s more like his Seraph. I spent more time with her than my own mother, as she ran the estate.”

“Okay.” Sunstorm stared at him. “So… Don’t kill them.”

“That’s…” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Look, this is war. At no point should you ever hold back. Duogem vs trigem doesn’t mean anything. You’re fighting highly experienced Champions who will think nothing of killing you for their Bastions and nation. They don’t know me, and they’re not the women I once knew. Treat them the same way you would in any other battle. Adam’s the only one with political value.”

Nods all around.

Nathan merely hoped he could live up to his own words. He talked a good game, but now needed to live up to it.

“Let’s talk about our final plan, so we can enact it when we get the go-ahead from Seraph,” he said. “There’s a barrier and a gateway in the fortress. Fei can handle the barrier, and once she hits it, I’ll teleport everyone there.”

“Except me,” Tarako said.

Kadria’s eyes glinted, and Nathan prodded her over their mental link.

Fine. I’ll spare the fox a little nuisance. But she really should get used to your spatial magic, Kadria responded.

“Next, everyone moves in, while trying not to get too spread out from me,” Nathan said. “If you see a chance to eliminate a Bastion or Champion, take it. But remember Charlotte and Adam have tricks.”

“But I’m taking out Oliver,” Sunstorm said.

He sighed. “Without overstretching yourself. Vala can help. As for the gateway, Adam will likely shut it down when we attack,” he continued. “It likely leads to a major supply point. So if he doesn’t shut it down…” Nathan looked at Tarako and Kadria. “One of you two should teleport to the gateway and go through it. Then destroy everyone in sight. Teleport back afterward.”

“My pleasure,” Kadria said.

Tarako merely gave him a half-bow.

Fei and Astra had missed his briefing, so he had to rustle them up and pass it on.

As he’d expected, another couple of hours passed before he received word to attack. Midnight came and went. The watch on the enemy’s walls remained strong. Adam Martel clearly expected them.

That fact concerned Nathan. Maybe his old man merely knew better than to overlook the possibility of counterattack.

Or maybe Nathan had been predicted.

A mental message from Reine broke him from his dire thoughts.

Forces from Chateau de Sarn are sortieing to respond to our attack. Champions are included in their number, Reine informed him. Their forces along the border closest to Waier are beginning to decamp despite the time as well, likely to withdraw to stronger fortifications before Otto’s armies reach them.

Nathan thanked her and reminded her to remain in the palace, before pinging Fei with his mind. The catgirl shot up from where she’d been laying on a grassy hill.

Grinning, she shot off into the night like a burning blue candle blazing across the countryside.

Once she hit the barrier of Tervuis’s Ford, the slaughter would begin.


CHAPTER 15



Nathan waited for Fei’s signal. His knights formed ranks, moving swiftly once their captain had rushed off. They knew what to expect once she turned the fortress’s barrier into an inferno, as they were long since used to his teleportation magic. Even Tarako knew what to expect, as she eyed him warily, just in case he tried to get the jump on her and take her with him.

Within a few minutes, an azure blaze erupted in the distance. Fei’s signal burst through the pitch black night, ensuring that Nathan and anybody else nearby saw it. Hell itself began to consume the barrier protecting Tervuis’s Ford.

Who needed mental messages, fireworks, or codes when Nathan could see his kitty’s success writ across the night sky?

“In case anybody has missed Fei’s handiwork, we’re about to teleport,” Nathan said. “Make sure the officers know.”

More than a few beastkin ears twitched among his knights as they eavesdropped. Sunstorm and Vala put on a show of issuing orders, but they clearly all knew already. Almost everyone here had been trained by Fei. Although there were enough new faces joining the ranks of his elites after the ceaseless battles in Trafaumh and the Mortiswatch cascade.

He idly wondered how the older knights inducted the new ones.

“We’re all good, sir,” Vala said once she’d trooped back.

“You can just call me Nathan like you usually do,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

He looked at her, and she grinned.

Well, so long as she enjoyed herself. The gap between himself and Vala had shrunk during the Trafaumh campaign, particularly since seizing Soreaux.

A golden spell frame flared in Nathan’s hands as he prepared his teleportation spell. He reached out with his magical senses and memorized the precise positions of each of his soldiers, aware that he needed to move each individual one to their new position.

Due to the binding stone beneath it, Tervuis’s Ford had a network of leylines stretching out from it. Nathan had positioned his force atop one such leyline and used it as part of his spell.

Truthfully, as teleportation spells went, this was easier than most he attempted. But he still had dark memories of teleporting his troops from Aleich to Mortiswatch and nearly dying, and that had been with the Twins help. He minimized the burden on himself using a myriad of techniques.

Then the world shifted. To Nathan, the world turned white as he felt his spell activate and force himself and everyone around him to move approximately five miles in an instant. The sensation of continuing to use magic while feeling as though he lacked a body remained indescribable.

To everybody else, their vision simply changed in an instant. The forests and hills shifted.

Most importantly, the blazing blue orb that was their target fortress dominated their vision. The entire bottom half no longer existed, allowing them to see the fortress and its surrounds instead.

“Shields up!” Vala shouted.

“Shields!” Her words were echoed by the officers. “Shields!”

The massed ranks of knights closed even further, lifting either kite shields or heavy tower shields depending on their role. Although useless against the power of Champions, the shields glimmered with enchantments that would stop arrows and weaker spells.

Alarms and bells practically deafened Nathan as he regained his bearings. Screams and shouts poured out from the immense fortress, and sometimes from the walls that were now only a couple hundred feet away.

And immense was the right word for Tervuis’s Ford. Despite the unassuming name, it stood as a fortress rivaling Gharrick Pass in size. A river split the fort in two—far too wide, deep, and wild to be crossed without going through the castle.

Two layers of concentric walls protected that castle, which straddled the river like some sort of fortified bridge. Gates, towers, and battlements bristled on both ends of the castle-turned bridge, ensuring no intruders could get through. And, of course, a second interior barrier prevented intrusion. It had likely been activated when the alarms went off.

“To arms! Imperials!” a soldier called from the walls, and Nathan saw him pointing down at the army that had literally just appeared in front of him.

To Nathan’s surprise, arrows and rocks immediately began to rain down. The air filled with the whistle of hundreds of arrow shafts flying in volleys.

They clattered harmlessly against the shields. A couple of his Champions looked for cover in turn, although Ciana didn’t bother to put up a barrier. Tarako cut down an arrow before it reached her, although Nathan barely even saw her sword move.

Sunstorm hid behind him. An arrow bounced off his head while he glared at her. One of Ciana’s diamonds lit up, although there was no point for such a minor nuisance. Nathan had been immune to simple arrows for many years.

“Really?” he asked her.

She smirked. “You’re practically indestructible. Why shouldn’t I use you as a shield?”

Good to know she took this seriously.

Although when something red twinkled in the distance and magic thrummed in the air, her smirk vanished.

Ciana looked at Nathan with a questioning look. She’d felt it, but didn’t recognize it.

“Protect us from above,” he ordered.

Nodding, she raised her greatsword with one arm. Both her diamonds glowed and a solid wall of silver light shot across the top of Nathan’s army like a ceiling.

A few seconds later, a blazing meteor burst against it. One large enough to take out a company on impact, and probably the rest of the army with the pieces and the fire it would cause.

Instead, the shards disintegrated against Ciana’s barrier. Even the flames melted, turning into little more than prismatic light over the course of moments.

“That was disappointing,” she said.

“Imagine you didn’t have a heads up on that,” Nathan said. “Now remember she can do that a bunch more times. I’m pretty sure that was Veronica, Adam’s ruby duogem. She’s basically artillery.”

Ciana still looked unimpressed.

Which, he supposed, was fair enough. Not only was she a trigem, but her abilities made her effectively impervious to all but the most powerful enemies. A duogem who struggled to compete with Sen from a year or two ago was far from the most dangerous thing they faced.

More fireballs and meteors joined Veronica’s initial attack. Nothing too dangerous, but enough to prove Nathan’s suspicions right that Adam had expected an attack tonight.

Between the almost instant response from the soldiers on the walls and bombardment from mages and Champions further within, the enemy seemed unsurprised at Nathan’s surprise attack.

Which almost certainly meant Charlotte had set some traps. Nathan kept his mind focused, ready to draw on his binding stones and ascended magic at a moment’s notice.

The arrow fire increased in density, but failed to trouble Ciana’s barriers. Realizing the threat had passed, Nathan’s knights began shuffling forward. They kept their shields up, for what little it mattered.

But so long as the wall continued to stand, no progress could be made. Falmir’s ongoing barrage amounted to little more than a child battering at a solid steel door, and was as noisy as one.

Nathan frowned. No siege weapons had joined in so far. Yet the sheer amount of arrows slamming into the barrier bothered him, particularly with the speed. There sure as hell weren’t enough soldiers to keep up such swift volleys. The spellcraft appeared weak, too. Platoons of battlemages at best.

After the stunt beneath Soreaux, Nathan had expected to see more of Falmir’s sorcerers on the battlefield. Then again, maybe Adam was keeping the sorcerers away from the front line for exactly that reason. The political fallout had been horrific already.

He raised a hand and the front ranks of Vala’s knight-killers pushed forward. Vala herself looked up at him with a raised eyebrow.

By now, enough of the barrier had burned away to leave a gaping hole large enough to shatter the wall through. High above them, Fei’s flames continued to light up the night. The armor of Nathan’s knights shimmered with its eerie blue light.

“Slow,” Astra said, abruptly appearing next to Nathan.

The dark elf seemed to bounce on the spot, rolling her shoulders as she glared up at the walls and the defenders hurling rocks and arrows at them. Her opals glimmered uselessly as she seemed to activate and deactivate her gem abilities, as if itching to fight.

“Us or them?” Nathan asked.

“You. Wall should be destroyed.”

Vala snorted. “We’ve been here for like a minute. I know Nathan’s a god, but we had this big chat about caution and shit. Maybe waiting to see if any traps spring on us is a smart thing, eh?”

“We are safe. Need to show strength.”

“Are you talking about me or yourself?” Nathan asked.

Astra tilted her head at him. After a second she said, “Words.”

Nathan’s jaw nearly dropped. He thought he’d seen through her intentions—that she wanted to make a fuss to attract Charlotte—but instead Astra might have been sincere and was confused. Ciana giggled at his expression.

“Nevermind,” he muttered. “We need to crack the wall open. Care to do the honors?”

Honestly, being so circumspect with Astra typically spelled trouble. She caught on this time.

Or perhaps she didn’t care what he said and just wanted an excuse to cut loose.

Astra dashed forward so that she stood in front of the column of knight-killers and her arms windmilled through the air.

Dust billowed out from the stone walls and great booms echoed out cross the night, silencing the constant patter of arrows and stones against the barrier. Two of Astra’s opals glowed their trademark iridescent sheen as she windmilled her arms in the air, and explosion after explosion rippled off the wall.

Her magically enhanced fists blew apart the stones, tore them free from the wall, or sometimes rent great holes several feet deep. Huge sections began to topple, kicking up plumes of dirt into the air. Astra kept going.

Soon, more than just deafening impacts against stone met Nathan’s ears. Screams of pain as Astra punched through the defenders on the other side, or the collapse of metal armor.

The dust cleared soon enough, even as Astra kept pummeling everything in sight. She’d carved a clear path and wiped out everything behind it for several hundred feet.

“Astra, stop. We need to walk through the breach,” Nathan said.

The dark elf finally stopped.

With a nod to Vala, Nathan sent his soldiers streaming into Tervuis’s Ford. Ciana released her barrier but hesitated to join them, which left Nathan no real choice but to keep up.

Almost the instant he took a step forward, magic surged within the ground itself. Nathan had been idly monitoring for this. In the past, he’d needed to dedicate nearly all his attention to halting a rival Bastion’s reality bending attempts. The hard part had always been detecting it. Now, with mental magic and an intrinsic understanding of how Bastion magic actually worked, he spotted Adam’s attempt the moment he started.

Nathan’s own magic roared in response to Adam. He pulled on the power of a binding stone—genuinely, rather than whatever mysterious source of energy he usually used—and pushed magic into the ground.

His own reality bending effort was simple: force reality to stay exactly the same. Whatever Adam wanted to do needed to overwhelm Nathan’s attempt.

After a few seconds, Adam’s magic shifted. Mostly likely, he’d been trying to reform the wall or open a sinkhole. Something to do a lot of damage and slow down the intruders.

This new shift could mean anything. It remained in the ground, but deeper.

Nathan frowned. He could sense Adam doing something deep in the ground, but not what. He’d only know for sure if he let Adam do it. Most of the time, whenever somebody did something tricky, it could be stopped by preventing them from altering the ground between what they’d done and the surface.

Yet, something about this attempt and the depth bothered Nathan.

When he let Adam get away with his first creation, the reason became obvious.

“Ciana, barrier against the ground, now,” he snapped.

Without questioning him, she stuck her sword into the ground, but only the very tip. That same barrier from before presumably sprung into existence, but several inches below the ground.

Which, admittedly, was smarter than his idea. He’d thought to create one just above the ground. But Ciana’s barrier might have chopped the legs off his entire army in the process.

Her expression suggested she knew he hadn’t thought of it.

“I have tested my barrier on objects,” she said. “It’s not pretty.”

His attempt to answer was cut off by a rumbling. Explosive blasts went off far beneath the surface, but the sound shot upward. Knights stopped charging as they felt the ground beneath themselves shake.

But nothing happened. Ciana’s face paled, but she looked confused.

Vala was too far ahead to notice, but Sunstorm hung close.

“What the hell was that?” the assassin asked.

“Adam set off a geyser. It was far enough below I didn’t think it’d be dangerous, but there was enough pressure to blow through soft dirt,” Nathan said. “I doubt he has many tricks like that, but I need to stay on top of him.”

“Haven’t you used geysers?”

“Yes.”

“Wow. You really are father and son.” She gave him an odd look. “I never saw anything similar between you and Tharban, yet the similarities between you and this Martel guy are already obvious.”

Nathan opened his mouth to object, but Sunstorm kept talking.

“And yeah, I know you’re about to say that everyone disagrees.” She tapped her head. “Old phantom emotions and memories of you and him tell me that you’re nothing alike. Yet… I wonder if that’s because you’re different now. I’d say grown up, but you were plenty grown up back then.”

That might have been flirting, were it not for the pitched battlefield around them. Nathan kept half his mind focused on thwarting Adam’s attempts to create more geysers while his knights poured through the breach.

So he simply grunted in response to Sunstorm’s comment, and she shrugged and moved on. Nathan found the time to focus on the battle on the other side of the wall.

What greeted the knight-killers once they crossed the breach was a little different than they’d trained for, but also exactly what they were suited for.

Traps filled custom-built killing fields constructed by Adam, constructed primarily to crush ordinary knights and soldiers. The knight-killers bounded over trenches using their enchanted armor, smashed apart fortified earthworks with spells, shrugged off fusillades from automated ballistae, and ignored the endless barrage of arrows that no longer rained down on Nathan’s army outside the walls.

To say nothing of the dense columns of summons that Adam filled the open field with to fight Nathan’s soldiers with. Hundreds upon hundreds of animated suits of wrought iron armor and archers constructed from reeds. Typical summons from Falmir for use in fighting demons.

“This will take too long if we fight them normally,” Nathan said. “We’re being stalled.”

He nodded at Sunstorm. “Go tell Astra and Vala to cut loose. We’re moving on the wall. Feel free to do the same.”

“And you?” she asked.

“I’m still keeping Martel from doing much and keeping an eye out for any traps.” He frowned at the fact Charlotte had yet to show her hand.

The order to cut loose had the desired effect. Buildings began to come down. Astra swept her arms and took out a dozen summons on either side of her, or sent a ton of stone bricks flying through the air. Columns of defenders fell into pieces due to Sunstorm’s spatial slashes. Vala rushed forward, her diamond and amethyst lit up, and cut down anything in front of her in bursts of immense strength and speed.

Behind the Champions came the soldiers. Namely, Vala’s knight-killers, who kept up with their commander. They didn’t have a duogem ability that was secretly on par with a trigem and could let them go toe-to-toe with a Messenger, but the summons sure as hell weren’t Messengers. The stalling tactic collapsed.

They reached the wall with little difficulty as a result. Even there, the resistance seemed oddly weak. Another barrier glowed in front of the wall, just like the exterior wall.

Behind it, atop the battlements, stood Oliver and a handful of Champions. No sign of Kate, Adam, or any Champions that Nathan recognized.

Vala bit her lip as she stared up at Oliver, though. “Eska…”

Her eyes glanced at a wolfgirl standing next to Oliver. The beastkin, Eska, had two diamonds. Anger and jealousy flared in Vala’s eyes.

Nathan knew exactly what the issue was. Vala had been Oliver’s first Champion, yet had a single garnet and had admitted to basically being a second-rate Champion in Oliver’s mind. Yet some random beastkin that Nathan didn’t recognize had two diamonds.

Given how badly Vala had wanted higher status gems like the diamond and amethyst she currently held, it stung her to see Oliver handing those gems out to others. Even if the likely reason was Oliver’s higher status since Vala originally joined him.

Unfortunately, Nathan made the mistake of looking at the annoying bastard after assessing Eska. Pain assaulted him and his vision began to blur. A pair of hands grasped the side of his head while mental magic shrouded his mind.

“Careful,” Kadria said. “If we somehow fail to splatter him tonight, you should investigate some sort of recognition block. It’ll make it easier to focus on him.”

“Fei doesn’t get it this bad,” he muttered.

“She’s too different from Artemis. Oliver is still very close to what you once were.” An odd look overcame Kadria. “Which implies he could still become you. Curious.”

“Coming up with a backup plan?” Tarako asked acidly.

Kadria rolled her eyes. “I’ll leave playing the Bastion lottery for other mes. Less successful mes, who are still under my old employer’s yoke. I’m free.”

“For a certain definition of free. You are tamed, after all.”

“I’m sure Nathan will facefuck you as hard as he does me.”

The fox pouted as her taunting failed and she looked away with a huff. Not a shred of embarrassment made it to her face, however. Nathan filed that fact away for later.

“If it weren’t for that damn barrier, I could easily get his head from here,” Sunstorm muttered.

“My turn?” Fei’s eyes lit up and her body surged with flames once more.

Before Nathan could give her the order to proceed, Oliver chose to speak and ruin Nathan’s night.

“Imperial Heathens, as the representative of Omria herself, I will offer you one opportunity to partake in her mercy,” Oliver shouted.

His voice grated on Nathan’s very mind like nails grinding on metal. Kadria’s mental magic tried to soothe him again, and he felt both Ciana and Fyre soothing concern over the mental link, as they picked up on the issue. A second later, the Twins shunted Kadria out of the mental picture and started layering their own mental magic over his mind from afar.

Which helped a lot more, even if Kadria looked like she wanted to gut somebody after they did so.

“Do it,” Nathan ordered Fei.

The kitty grinned and shot forward. Her flames roared forth, consuming a huge stretch of the barrier within seconds.

Only for a flash of light to nearly blind them all. The barrier shined with a brilliant golden light. Fei gasped, her body freezing in place, even as her flames continued to tear along the transformed barrier.

“By spurning Omrias mercy, you leave us no choice. Her light shall cleanse you,” Oliver intoned.

Nathan noticed that Oliver gained the same golden light as the barrier.

“Big talk given the barrier’s still burning,” Vala said. “I can’t believe he’s gotten worse.”

“I can’t believe I was ever that bad,” Nathan said.

“You weren’t,” Sunstorm said. “Every fiber of my being hates this prick.”

Small victories.

He needed to take what he got because a second later, Oliver vanished from the battlements and instead a ritual circle surrounded Nathan’s entire army.

No, not his army. The fortress. Charlotte had inscribed a spell frame across the entire fortress. One so large it contained smaller spell frames within it. Only once in the past had he ever seen something like this, back when Gareth gave his life.

“Ninth rank magic,” Nathan whispered.


CHAPTER 16



“The rank doesn’t mean much if it’s ascended magic, let alone cast by a prophet,” Kadria said drily.

Even as she spoke, power roiled off her nearly naked body. The seven-foot black spear she’d wielded beneath Soreaux had appeared in her hand at some point, and she stabbed it into the ground, casually punching through the solid stone beneath them.

Tarako barely spared the succubus a glance. Her tails shifted rapidly as spell frames rippled across them.

But while Nathan would love to let the two of them do all the work, he knew he could actually help a lot for once.

“Vala, you’re in command. Have everyone form a defensive circle,” he ordered. “Try to pull Fei back from the barrier before she sucks up too much energy from it. Sunstorm⁠—”

“We’ll wait for something to fight. Got it,” Sunstorm said. “I’ll tell Astra. Start casting spells, Nathan.”

He nodded. Every second he spent giving orders was time wasted. Who know how long this prepared ritual might take to cast?

“What magic is this?” he asked Kadria.

“I don’t know. It doesn’t feel like anything associated with a Messenger,” she replied. “Something tied into her nature as a goddess, is my guess.”

Which likely meant some attempt to manipulate gemstones or life itself, based on what Nathan had seen the prophets do. As a ninth rank spell, it might be Charlotte’s attempt to breach Fyre’s protections. Had she somehow predicted that Fyre might be involved?

Kadria had said to assume Charlotte—or the being backing her—wasn’t an idiot.

Tarako didn’t say a word. While she was a talented sorceress, her spells appeared to be pushing her limits.

With so little info, Nathan needed to rely on his gut. And his gut told him this was raw prophet magic that might kill everyone he loved. He’d gotten similar feelings when Fyre killed Champions using their gems or pulled that stunt at the Pearlescent Canyon.

Nathan sincerely hoped this wouldn’t end in a Messenger invasion like that time had.

What he needed was a ward that somehow cut them off entirely from Charlotte’s magic. Until now, he’d always relied on Fyre. And while her presence lingered in his mind and protected his Champions, he couldn’t trust that alone.

Not that he had any clue how to stop a prophet. But Nathan had gotten himself into this mess all those years ago without any clue what he was really doing, so why would he risk everything ending without trying the same thing?

Rather than use spell frames, he opted to follow Kadria’s example. Every mote of power he could draw from his binding stones and his unknown source of power coursed through his body. He’d been holding back for a moment like this, ensuring he could cast his spell without a moment’s notice.

His knights huddled against each other, forming a circular shield wall against an unknown threat. The golden glow of Charlotte’s spell frame lit up the moonless night as if it were day.

Wards began to snap into existence around them. First Kadria’s, as she cast everything she could think of. Spatial, mental, magical—even one to restrict life magic. Ironically, they paled in comparison to the complexity of the wards Nathan typically cast, but she certainly cast them quickly enough.

Tarako joined in and an odd glowing script hovered in the air in front of soldiers. Rather than a specific ward against magic, it cut off the flow of magic across its boundary. The elements of Charlotte’s spell frame beneath them vanished afterward.

Ordinarily, the two women would make snide comments about who was most effective. Neither bothered, instead staring at Nathan.

Because the next moment he finished casting his spell. The world warped. Their surroundings transformed from the middle of a fortress to a portal world, with a volcanic hellscape, eerie red sky, and craggy cliffs.

Screams of shock erupted from his soldiers.

“It’s fine,” he shouted.

Just like that, they calmed. Most believed he’d teleported them away.

His Champions knew better. Each of them knew the feeling of his mental fortresses well.

“How…” Kadria gulped. “No, it’s pointless to ask. You didn’t move us to your mental world. You replaced part of Doumahr with it. This is insane. How much power…”

“A lot,” he said. The strain wore on his mind. He’d done the exact thing he’d worried about—drawing on too much of his unknown source of magic. “Something is pushing against my spell. It’s familiar.”

That mental presence that had once railed against his mind attempted to tear apart his mental world. As if it knew it didn’t belong here. Whatever this mental presence was, it seemed intrinsically tied to Doumahr.

Fortunately, he only needed to maintain his little pocket dimension for a short while. Even here, he could still sense Charlotte’s magic in the Ford. Her spell began to reach its apex.

Seconds passed in silence. Anticipation built.

They could do nothing but wait.

Nothing happened.

“It’s done,” he said.

All the tension left his body as he unsummoned the mental fortress he’d constructed so quickly. Their surroundings snapped back to those of Tervuis’s Ford. Charlotte’s immense spell frame was no more.

In its place stood roughly ten glowing figures in a circle around them. No, not glowing. They seemed to be constructed entirely of light. Several appeared familiar.

“Eh, Eska?” Vala’s eyes widened as she stared at one of the figures.

The same wolfgirl Nathan had seen atop the battlements earlier stood in front of them carrying an enormous shield, only formed of solid golden light.

Then that figure’s body split in two, before collapsing into prismatic light.

“Don’t waste your breath,” Kadria scoffed as she twirled her spear. “Really, a copying spell? Is this how she created the stupid clones? I’d always wondered.”

“No, this really is new,” Tarako insisted.

“To, you, maybe.”

The golden figures said nothing. Yet they evidently appeared to be Champions, as two gems began to shine in the chests of each. A few were male, even. Kate’s Champions, evidently.

Nathan’s mind began to process what he saw.

Before he could, the enemies leaped forward. Flames ripped from them, barriers burst into existence, earth spikes exploded from the ground, and countless other gem abilities rippled forth.

Only for half of them to barely matter. Kadria teleported forward and half the figures exploded instantly. Mental magic bounced off the conjured Champions, yet they collapsed to spatial attacks as if they were little more than dolls.

Sunstorm’s own spatial slash killed another as they charged her, while Tarako knocked one down with force blasts from her tails. A sword appeared at her waist, but before she could draw it, Astra pulverized her target’s head.

Only two remained. Two very familiar Champions, even if they were little more than constructs made of light. Both with glowing red gems, although one set were of garnets and the other rubies. The one in the rear sent down a half-dozen meteors that Ciana summoned her barrier to deflect, and another with an axe and shield slipped past Kadria and went right for Nathan.

Lily and Veronica. Clones of Adam’s two greatest Champions. Lily looked almost like Beth, but more lithe—a short, lethal woman who excelled at close-range combat. Veronica’s oversized witch’s hat stood out even as a construct and she held her staff out as she summoned meteors.

Charlotte had somehow created copies of every Champion present. If Nathan had remained here, would the spell have copied his own and turned them on him?

He already struggled with Artemis. He didn’t need another evil Fei.

Veronica’s head began to crack from Astra’s assault, only to shatter. The meteors exploded harmlessly against Ciana’s barrier.

Nathan watched as Lily charged him.

If he wanted to, he could summon a spatial slash in moments and end the doppelgänger. Or use Ciana’s monogem combined with own immense strength from the binding stones to easily overwhelm his foe. Even the natural elements would be enough, as he’d proven back at the palace against the Falmirian assassins.

Yet he did nothing. His Champions spotted his obvious hesitation and did nothing in turn. Any of them could end the fight just as easily.

Only for Vala to let loose a roar and dash ahead. Her two-handed battle-axe crashed into Lily’s, only for Vala to be knocked on her ass. The garnets in the fake Lily gleamed, as if taunting Vala, who had thrown away her garnet when she sided with Nathan.

“Nice fucking gems,” Vala snapped as she bounced back to her feet.

Her amethyst lit up and she shot forward like a ballista bolt. Lily blocked.

To no avail. Vala’s axe burst through the shield and the construct in one go, obliterating the summon. Vala staggered, then looked back in surprise.

She looked at Nathan. “If that had been the real thing, I’d be covered in gore right now, huh?”

“Don’t try that against the real Lily. She’s not as stupid,” he said drily.

But, yes, Vala might very well end up wearing Lily’s organs as war paint. When experience met raw, overwhelming power… Well, power often won. Vala’s duogem ability matched a trigem and she had a better gem to begin with.

The speed and ease of their victory began to sink in.

For all the terror Charlotte’s spell had wrought, it amounted to little more than a minor distraction. Admittedly, it might have been worse. But given how it worked, Tarako’s disruption ward would probably have protected them.

As expected, the two hags began to bicker over who contributed the most.

“Somebody would point out that you should obviously fuck both of them silly to make them stop arguing,” Ciana said, horn pitch black, “but there’s something more important.”

Nathan followed her gaze and saw a wall of azure flames where the fortress’s inner barrier should have stood.

“Fei! I gave you an order,” he shouted.

The catgirl ignored him, standing slack-jawed and nonresponsive beneath the burning barrier of Charlotte’s magic. Her arms hung at her sides, scimitar barely in her grasp. Her eyes shimmered with the same golden light as the barrier.

Her gems seared his eyes with the same golden glow when he looked at them. He felt Fei’s mind, yet she seemed dormant.

“Shit!” He reached for her gems.

An utterly absurd amount of magical energy poured off them. Fei could overcharge her sapphires, making her faster and stronger, but whatever happened here was overloading her body almost completely. Magic bled out from the gems, pouring into the world itself like a leyline.

Nathan did something he would have thought impossible a few years ago: pull energy out of the gems.

Which only moved the problem back to himself. He gasped as what felt like an entire binding stone of energy slammed into him. His vision wavered.

Storage. He needed storage.

Which he had in spades given he’d just burned an immense amount of power on making a pocket dimension.

Second by agonizing second, Nathan pulled magical energy from Fei’s gems and shoved them into his binding stones. After close to a minute, the golden barrier burned away and his catgirl’s mind began to reawaken. Her gems contained a normal amount of magic, supplied only by him.

Magic began to rain down on them from the keep again, but Ciana’s barrier snapped in place. Just as outside the fortress, the enemy failed to trouble her at all.

Boulders crashed down alongside meteors and fireballs, suggesting that the catapults mounted on the keep’s towers had joined the fray. Lashings of glowing rocks exploded like fireworks as the mangonels unleashed magically heated loads of rubble and rocks on the barrier. Scores of automaton ballistae rained down a constant hail after remaining silent earlier.

Or, perhaps, Adam had summoned them after Charlotte’s scheme failed. Nathan didn’t recall seeing them atop the battlements earlier.

Archer summons filled out the battlements, peppering the barrier with arrows. Not a single human soldier remained in sight. Oliver had vanished with his Champions when he presumably activated that ninth-rank spell.

Adam appeared to be in a fighting retreat, using his binding stone to hold Nathan back while preserving his best forces. A sound tactic from an experienced Bastion. One that would likely work against anyone but Nathan.

If this were an ordinary assault, there’d be no way for Nathan to churn through the walls as swiftly as he did. Two powerful barriers, backed by binding stones, plus the keep’s defenses? It was insanity to breach in a night. Every time Nathan breached a wall, he needed to push through a small army of summons under constant bombardment. All while resisting Adam’s constant attempts to sweep away his forces with geysers, lava moats, pit traps, and rockfalls.

Any other Bastion would find themselves in a battle of attrition. Their binding stones would be bled dry constantly battling Adam, while their Champions’ gems drained in the constant warfare. Even if they had the ability to destroy barriers, they’d swiftly exhaust them. The siege weapons and magic necessary to destroy barriers were a mixture of rare and time-consuming.

To say nothing of Charlotte’s support.

Once past the second wall, Adam and his fellow Bastions would be able to unleash everything they had with a fresh army and Champions who had barely used their gems.

Except Nathan was no ordinary Bastion.

Fei remained in his arms as he pulled back from the front, leaving the defense to his knights and Ciana.

But as he did so, he snapped off an order, “Astra, Sunstorm: bring that wall down!”

Before he’d even laid Fei on the ground to check on her, he heard the rumbling of Astra’s blows on the stonework. A strange grating sound of stone on stone suggested Sunstorm had sliced clean through the wall and it had begun to topple. He tuned the cacophony out.

“Fei, are you alright?” he asked the catgirl.

Fei blinked several times in response to his question. She lay on the cold, hard ground, and shot up once she realized.

“Eh? What happened? I started burning the barrier because they shot a spell through it and…” She tilted her head. “Did I get hurt?”

A quick triage confirmed she remembered nothing from the moment Charlotte’s spell activated. Not even Sunstorm’s order for her to stop consuming the barrier.

“Fei, do not absorb any golden energy in the future unless I’m right there and know,” he warned her. “It’s dangerous. You nearly died.”

A cold hand gripped his heart at the fact he’d nearly lost somebody dear to him, simply because he’d been so focused on Charlotte’s spell and underestimated the danger of absorbing her magic.

Had Charlotte known that? Her spell had triggered when Fei tried to consume the barrier, after all, and he always used Fei to destroy barriers. It would be trivial to spring a trap to kill Fei, while distracting Nathan and the others with the ninth rank spell.

Especially as the spell would have been a disaster if it had succeeded. A genuinely dangerous ploy by Charlotte, even if it had been defeated relatively easily.

“I’m impressed you were able to absorb that much energy to begin with,” Kadria said. “I’d always wondered why Koji never got promoted to an elite, given his talents and power. This answers that question. I sincerely doubt his disruption ability could ever interfere with a prophet’s raw power, if your magic-consuming flames can’t truly handle Charlotte’s magic.”

Fei pouted at the comments from Nathan and Kadria, then looked over at the wall.

She blinked several times at the plumes of dust and rubble rising from what had once been the inner wall of Tervuis’s Ford. “How much did I miss?”

“Astra and Sunstorm are bringing down the wall. I’m expecting to face the worst resistance here. The moment we get inside the keep, Adam surely knows we’ve basically won,” Nathan said. “Even if it has its own barrier, Falmir would be giving up too much ground to sacrifice the keep’s courtyard without a real fight.”

Realistically, Falmir didn’t have a chance against so many trigems. Yet, if they going to fight at all, where else could they do it? Battling inside the keep was equivalent to a last stand.

As if to prove Nathan’s words true, Adam stopped using his reality bending powers the moment the wall went down. Veronica’s meteors continued to rain down, so the old man had yet to retreat, but it suggested Adam was preparing the next stage of his defense.

Nathan marched back to the front of his lines. Vala and her knight-killers stood in formation with locked shields, with Astra in front, as if wary Falmir would launch a counterattack through the collapsed wall.

Arrows peppered Nathan as he strode out from beneath Ciana’s barrier. She stood a little further back to sustain the barrier but kept an eye on him. The summons atop the walls barely counted as flies to Nathan, and their arrows shattered on impact with his body. The same applied to the knight-killers, who didn’t even react to the incessant assault.

“We’re leading?” Vala asked.

“This is what your unit was made for,” he said.

She nodded, a strange glimmer in her eyes. “Yeah. Yeah, it was. Figured the day would come when it would be Oliver on the other side of my axe.” Not a single note of regret or hesitance entered her voice.

The dust cloud began to clear, giving Nathan his first clean view of the inner courtyard. Astra and Sunstorm had blown apart a solid two hundred feet of wall. Tracts of rubble lay across the cobblestone courtyard just beyond the opening, making any charge slow and troubling for his knights.

Alarms sounded in earnest from the keep. Yet he wondered who they were for.

After all, a solid wall of Falmirian soldiers formed a solid wall in front of the keep, all bedecked in battle-worn blue uniforms from weeks of marching. The river to their back, they had nowhere left to retreat. A barrier blocked off the keep itself and the gargantuan double door gates leading into it stood closed.

Even more summons and automated ballistae stood atop the many buildings that lined the inside of the walls. They waited for the Imperial knights to enter the courtyard, and seemed eerily still at the moment.

And, of course, a half-dozen Champions stood in front of the soldiers. Along with Oliver. Nathan quickly looked away from his annoying opposite, before a migraine seared his mind.

He did find it ironic that he actually had brought as many Champions as Falmir assembled to stop him. Although he knew Kate and Adam kept several to protect themselves.

That pair of Bastions was nowhere to be seen, but Nathan saw Veronica standing on a balcony of the keep. Her witch’s hat made her stand out.

Vala looked up at Nathan. He raised an eyebrow in return.

“They’re your soldiers,” he said. “We advance when you’re ready.”

Her face flushed. “Uh, right.”

Vala’s arm snapped into the air. When it lowered, her knight-killers roared.

They bounded forward over the rubble. Instantly, every summon and ballistae inside the courtyard unleashed on them. Hundreds of bolts and arrows burst uselessly on the enchanted heavy armor of Vala’s company. They barely slowed. Vala herself shot ahead of her troops.

Then the gems of Falmir’s Champions lit up. Not with the usual colors, but with that frustrating golden light Charlotte used.

Nathan didn’t even need to ping his Champions over their mental links. By the time he rushed forward, everyone else had already leaped ahead of the knight-killers.

Ciana’s barrier sprung ahead of the soldiers, glittering with silver light. Blasts of force and magic exploded against it. When more meteors rained down, Tarako’s response was to swat them from the air with her own blasts of earth. The fox fired off multiple fourth rank spells with the ease that Nathan might cast cantrips.

Fire rained down across the courtyard and the knight-killers as the meteors exploded into smaller chunks. Armor glowed as enchantments shrugged off the much weaker remnants of Veronica’s spell. Nobody slowed, even as Ciana unsummoned her barrier. Falmir’s ranks remained locked.

Sunstorm’s and Astra’s gems glowed as they unleashed their own attacks. Barriers sprung up in response, just as gold as anything Charlotte might create. They appeared impervious.

Even Nathan’s spatial slash did nothing, just as it had when he’d used one against Milgar’s would-be assassins. Charlotte’s enhancement appeared to grant some form of resistance to ascended magic. Perhaps it was an anti-Messenger technique? Kadria didn’t bother joining in at all.

Within seconds, Vala’s charge reach Falmir’s lines. The first Champion shot forth to meet her. Both sets of gems glowed. Vala’s amethyst gleamed with the typical glow one expected, fighting against the unnatural gleam that Charlotte gave the Falmirian woman.

A half-dozen “clones” of the enemy Champion appeared around her, all hurling daggers at Vala. They dug into Vala’s armor, drawing blood and a stifled scream as if each were real.

“Even with that bitch’s help, that’s all you have?” Vala snarled as the cloned daggers vanished, leaving behind streams of blood pouring down her arms, legs, and torso.

She operated on a pure strength enhancement, so the pain would be excruciating. Yet her diamond shined brilliantly, absorbing the pain and turning it into power. Vala shot forward like an arrow. Her axe blurred through the air, cleaving apart two of the clones faster than Nathan could blink as her amethyst charged her up to the level of a Messenger.

Gasping, the enemy Champion tried to retreat. She dashed backward, retreating back to Falmir’s lines.

Only for fear and pain to mar her features. A moment later, her body collapsed and her head rolled off to one side. The clones snapped out of existence.

If a barrier hadn’t still existed in front of Falmir’s knights, their entire front line would have collapsed the same way. Sunstorm twirled one of her blades as her onyxes glowed.

Vala shot her friend a thumbs up as she leaped forward.

Eska appeared in front of her former compatriot, shield slamming into the dirt behind the barrier. Oliver seemed unfazed by the loss of his own Champion. After all, Nathan knew damn well that dagger-wielding Champion hadn’t been Adam’s or Kate’s.

But Vala didn’t fight alone or even just with Sunstorm. The blazing blue inferno churning toward them proved as much.

Nathan snapped a warning at Fei as she surged toward the golden barriers in front of Falmir’s soldiers, Don’t absorb the magic, Fei!

He caught what seemed like a whine over the link. Unlike Ciana and Reine, she couldn’t communicate in return. He rarely spoke to his other Champions over the link like this, to be honest. But Fei needed a harsh reminder.

Her flames washed over the barrier as she stopped short, as if spurning his order.

Yet he knew she wouldn’t do as much. The magic within the barriers held strong, suggesting she’d stopped just short.

Instead, her flames roared higher and higher. Fei stood stock still, scimitar held to the sky.

The problem with barriers was that they stopped everything from going through it. The ones used to protect castles were specially constructed to let projectiles and magic go through from one side, but Champion barriers were rarely specialized enough to do the same.

And unlike Ciana’s massive army-protecting barrier, those in use by Falmir’s Champions had substantial limitations. Nathan strongly suspected they’d been significantly smaller before Charlotte’s enhancement, as Ciana’s barrier had been powerful by all standards he’d known. A certain prophet was copying his beloved Champion’s power.

But she hadn’t gone far enough. None of the barriers went very high.

Fear crossed the faces of the Falmirian soldiers as Fei’s flames soared above the barriers without eating into them. The kitty grinned with an almost innocent malice as her body burned from the inside with her magic, her flames spilling downward toward the enemy.

Instantly, one of the barriers dropped to block Fei’s new flames. Fei pulled her flames back.

The maneuver suggested that his enemy knew about Fei’s weakness to the golden magic.

But the move had been a mistake. A hole opened up in the barriers protecting Falmir’s line.

Screams burst from the enemy knights within seconds. Astra rocketed through the hole before anyone could plug it, her opals shining like miniature suns. Soldiers went flying. A heavily armored beastkin Champion tried to stop her, only to have her helmet and head smashed against the barrier intended to protect her like a melon.

“Lower it!” Oliver shouted as he stepped back, his body glowing with that strange golden light again. “We shall fight these heathens with the power and will Omria has granted us.”

The barriers lowered, and as they did so, Vala and her knight-killers slammed into the entire formation of Falmir’s knights. Blood washed across the cobblestones. The line wavered almost instantly. Falmir had likely never seen a unit like Vala’s.

After all, normal battles between knights typically minimized bloodshed due to their heavy armor. Champions might be able to tear apart entire companies, but rival soldiers like themselves? And not even Royal Knights?

Yet the enchanted weapons of the knight-killers cleaved apart the knights as if they were mere peasant levies.

And Falmir’s Champions couldn’t do a damn thing to stop Vala. Each of them found themselves fighting for their lives as Nathan’s other Champions laid into them. Astra, Vala, Sunstorm, and even Ciana ensured the remaining four enemy Champions had their hands full.

Nathan frowned as he noticed two missing individuals from the fight.

A pair of twitching fox ears next to him drew his attention. Tarako looked at the rubble behind him with a furious expression.

“She’s gone,” the fox snarled, then gave Nathan a half-bow. “I can sense where she’s gone. It’s not far, but…”

Nathan blinked. Then realized he’d somehow missed Kadria teleporting away in this whole mess.

Pushing the terror inside him down, he checked for her location using his mental link with her.

Less than twenty miles away, to the south-west. Nowhere near another binding stone, and stationary. Her location didn’t add up to an escape attempt.

Something had happened, he guessed.

He pestered her over the mental link.

Busy. Really busy, she grunted back.

A strange noise, almost like the whining from the wireless, sounded over the mental link. He winced at it. His gut feeling suggested Kadria was using powerful ascended magic which interfered with the link. Unlikely to be mental magic, as he’d sense it.

Spatial magic? If she was teleporting, his link might pick up interference as she wouldn’t be in the same place while communicating with her.

He shook his head. Battle raged around him, and he was wondering about magical theory.

“She’s to the south-west, doing… something with powerful magic,” Nathan said. “I… don’t think she’s escaping.”

Tarako shot him a scowl.

“If she wanted to, she’d have teleported away and stolen a binding stone already,” he said. “I don’t have the control over her that I do the Twins. This is something else. If it’s troubling her, it’s bad news.”

“A Messenger.” Tarako’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “The dandy.” Her tails fanned out and the tips began to waver.

“Possibly. This is exactly the sort of battle I can see Bauer trying to interfere with. Go help her.”

Tarako nodded. A golden spell frame shimmered into existence around her tails and she disappeared momentarily.

All Nathan could do was allow two of his most powerful subordinates to deal with a problem he didn’t fully understand the nature of.

Around him, the battle raged. Falmir’s Champions retreated as their line collapsed. Oliver stood behind Eska, whose diamonds appeared to be solid chunks of gold as she blocked Vala’s rain of blows. Hundreds of corpses barely slowed the knight-killers as they used them as a form of high ground while advancing through Falmir’s shattering formation.

But Nathan’s gaze rose. Above the battle, to a witch glaring down at him with two gleaming rubies that showed no signs of Charlotte’s taint.

As if in response to his gaze, Veronica pointed her staff at him and the air around him began to heat up rapidly.

Nathan raised a hand and a pair of blue squares rippled around it. Binding stone magic filled them instantly, and an explosion of water burst around him. The world turned into steam, which he chose not to breathe in.

“Nathan?” Ciana called out.

Her hand closed over his wrist.

With a quick third rank spell, he blew the steam away.

“I’m fine,” he said. “But…”

Ciana followed his gaze to the balcony.

“We’re going there, aren’t we?” she asked.

He nodded.

Sure, there was a barrier in the way. But did that even matter to him anymore?

With a quick spatial spell, Nathan and Ciana appeared atop the balcony.

The time to face Adam Martel, his true father, had finally come. Nathan would deal with his flesh and blood with his own two hands.


CHAPTER 17



Veronica whirled, her staff pointing directly at Nathan and Ciana as her rubies glowed. “How in the goddess’s name did you get up here?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, a jet of lava burst from her staff, aimed directly at Nathan’s face. A supercharged fourth-rank spell, that might actually be capable of hurting him given it came from a Champion.

It never reached him. Ciana’s alexandrite shimmered and she blocked it with an outstretched palm, causing the lava to freeze in the air. Fear filled Veronica’s face as she found herself unable to move her staff. Her rubies continued to glow, continuing to endlessly cast the pre-prepared spell.

Unlike when the same stunt had been pulled on Gareth, Veronica likely couldn’t cancel the spell. After all, she’d cast this spell hours or days ago. Nathan had no clue how a Champion could deactivate a gem ability that was supposed to be effectively instantaneous.

Focusing on Veronica nearly proved fatal, however. A soft grunt was his only warning.

Yet it was enough. He whirled, raising his sword to block a blur shooting toward him from his peripheral vision.

A one-handed axe crashed into his sword with enough force to nearly numb his arm. Lily’s muscles strained as her garnets sent a surge of immense power through her body, trying to cut clean through his sword and body.

Sparks flew as her axe instead ground along his blade, shaving the edge clean off. Even as heavily enchanted as Nathan’s sword was, it’d never be sharp again—short of effectively reforging it.

Lily’s garnets remained like miniature suns—golden suns, Nathan realized with horror. She shot forward with her shield, feet shifting in a familiar pattern.

Even after almost an entire lifetime, Nathan’s muscle memory kicked in. His arms and legs moved by instinct.

Lily shot toward him in a shield-charge, and he dropped his sword, stepping backward to dodge. Her shield blew past him. A blast of air ruffled his hair as her immense strength accomplished little more than trouble the air.

She’d overextended herself in the process. When she’d stepped forward for her shield charge, she’d bet hard on connecting and now had to withdraw to regain her footing. Any monogem could end the fight in an instant by striking before Lily did so.

All Nathan had to do was snap his sword upward and skewer her.

Which he pretended to do, while summoning a supercharged wind spell in his other hand by his hip.

In an instant, Lily’s body uncoiled like a spring. A vicious grin split her face in twain as her “overextended” position revealed itself to be a trap. One of her legs shot upward in a snap kick, reaching so high that Lily stretched her body nearly 180 degrees. The view of her crotch would be deeply lewd in less life-threatening circumstances.

Nathan’s sword should have been sent flying. Possibly along with his entire hand, as her gem-empowered blow would have smashed apart his hand and wrist, disintegrating the bones within it.

When Lily had trained him in melee combat as a teenager—even testing him over the subsequent years whenever they crossed paths on his father’s orders—she took it easy on him, never leaving him with more than a bruised wrist that could be easily healed.

The blow she’d unleashed here would have given even Ciana’s monogem ability a run for its money. Lily’s leg blurred so fast that only familiarity with the technique let Nathan escape it.

He dipped his sword and hand while shoving his other hand forward, wind spell glowing ominously in it.

Lily barely had time to blink before he blasted her across the room. Splinters of stone and wood swirled in a miniature tornado around her as his spell blew apart the doorway into the hallway behind her, plus the furniture inside it. She tumbled through the ruins, blood streaming across her body and ruined uniform.

The world pulsed around Nathan, as a surge of magic attempted to transform reality. He batted it away effortlessly while turning to face the cause.

Standing within the hall past the balcony was Adam Martel himself. Nathan’s true father.

Adam wore the same armor as his knights fighting in the courtyard below, but it shimmered with enchantments. Rather than the Bastion’s uniform of Falmir, he wore a tailored jacket and padded armor decorated with his coat of arms and Falmir’s regalia. His unkempt black hair resembled Nathan’s, although the neatly trimmed graying beard didn’t.

Two male duogem Champions blocked Nathan’s line-of-sight, while a female Bastion tried to usher Adam backward, out of the hall.

“Lily, what was that?” Veronica snapped as she dashed inside the hall. She’d evidently worked out how to deactivate her gem ability.

Ciana stepped in front of Nathan, her greatsword raised. While she glanced nervously up at him, he ignored her.

Lily grunted and pulled herself back to her feet, only one of her garnets shimmering with that golden luster. “Well, that caught me off guard. Never heard of an Imperial knowing Falmirian combat techniques.”

“It’s not like a duogem Champion to leave herself so open,” Nathan said, refusing to rise to the bait.

Because she was right, but would anyone believe her?

A snort escaped Lily. “Yeah, sure. Problem is, even if you knew I had something up my sleeve, how’d you know I’d go for your sword hand? Somebody’s been teaching you. And teaching you damn well.” Her eyes narrowed. “Makes me wish I’d sparred with Beth at some point after Kurai. Girl barely knew more than how to hold a shield back then. Guess she knows her shit now, huh?”

“Lily, enough,” Adam said, his voice as calm and authoritative as ever.

“Adam, what the princess-loving fuck are you even doing here still?” Lily spat as she glared at her Bastion. “You’re supposed to have gotten the fuck out while I keep this asshole occupied.”

“Last I checked, I’m in command here,” Adam said drily. His eyes never left Nathan’s.

Lily cracked her neck and hefted her axe and shield. “For fuck’s sake. Gotta do everything myself. “Kate, get that moron out of here.”

Without any further warning, the Champion shot forward, golden light streaming from her gems.

This time, Ciana was ready. She stepped forward, alexandrite glowing as she attempted to catch Lily.

Only for the other Champion to flip upward, landing on the ceiling with one foot outstretched. The stonework cracked from the pressure.

Then she rocketed at Nathan, shield-first. He ignored her, instead busy casting a fifth rank spatial spell with a matching golden glow to Lily’s gems.

Lily crashed into a glittering silver barrier that appeared between herself and Nathan, as Ciana refused to let the enemy Champion get close. Another stream of lava shot forth from Veronica’s staff. Except this one struck Ciana squarely in the back. A grunt of pain escaped Ciana as the spell melted her armor.

But the unicorn knight shrugged off the searing pain. Even empowered by a Champion, her endurance ensured Veronica’s spell was far too weak to truly harm her.

Not that Ciana should get too cocky. Veronica’s rubies were typical ones for a sorceress: a monogem ability that empowered her spells, much like Sen relied on Ifrit; and a duogem ability that could store spells of up to fifth rank.

By contrast, Lily’s garnets were atypical. Although garnets were considered by most to be a weaker diamond, they lacked the durability focus of diamonds.

The modern theory of enhancing Champions taught Bastions to specialize. Diamonds for protection, amethysts for physical combatants, and sapphires for spellcasters and specialists. Rubies held a similar role to sapphires, but lacked the same versatility and had become less popular.

Garnets, by contrast, could do anything a diamond or amethyst could do. Merely worse. In Lily’s case, her monogem granted her immense endurance, while her duogem did the same for her strength. Her mixed durability/strength enhancement, she appeared to be an extremely underwhelming Champion. Except that she knew how to fight, and fight damn well.

As Nathan had learned with Jafeila in his old world, sometimes the best Champions are those who know how to hit really hard and fast, and do it exceptionally well.

Lily’s axe spun and crashed into Ciana’s greatsword, knocking it to the side. The unicorn knight blinked in shock, unused to being overwhelmed physically.

Nathan would have reacted similarly, except he’d felt Lily’s strength earlier. Charlotte’s empowerment made her easily as strong as Vala using her duogem ability. An absolute monster.

Before Ciana recovered, Lily’s shield snapped out and slammed into her nose. Reeling, Ciana let go of her barrier as she focused on defending herself from an attack from both sides.

Only for Lily to redirect and focus on Nathan again.

Too late, however. He raised his hand as Kate and her Champions tried to force Adam out one of the far doors.

With an immense surge of magic, Nathan pumped spatial magic into the entire hall. Every Champion froze, and he even saw Sunstorm, Fei, and Astra look up at him in confusion.

Nothing seemed to happen. Kate’s Champions shoved Adam out the door.

Only for them to fall over themselves as they tumbled back into the room, disoriented by the sudden change in direction. Kate stared at Adam and her Champions in confusion, while the elder Bastion pulled himself out from beneath the pile.

Lily froze in front of Nathan, her axe raised to cleave his head open. She stared at the doorway, which now showed the hall they stood inside when one looked through it, instead of the corridor it should lead to.

“What the fuck is that?” she gasped out.

“Nobody leaves,” Nathan said.

Then he stepped forward and tripped her, his sword snapping forward to slice her wrist.

To no avail, as Lily bounced off the ground and flipped backward. He withdrew before she kicked his sword from his hands.

Ciana once again stood in front of him. Blood streamed from her nose, which Lily had broken.

“Nobody leaves until you’re dead, you mean,” Lily growled. But he saw fear in her eyes.

A new look for her. He’d never seen her show the emotion before. It tugged at his heart to know she looked at him like that.

But something else bothered him even more. His eyes fell to the golden gems still glowing in her collarbone.

“This is a pointless fight,” Nathan said. “I have more Champions outside. And even if Adam escapes the room, there’s nowhere to go.”

“Sure. You can think that,” Lily drawled.

He raised an eyebrow, then looked at Adam. No response.

“Have you really kept the gateway active even though you know I’m capable of teleportation?” Nathan asked his father.

Adam’s eyebrows flickered with annoyance. That was a familiar look on the old man’s face.

“How the hell do you—” Veronica began to say.

“So, you really are the Bastion all the rumors claim you to be,” Adam said, interrupting his Champion. “Fighting in the front lines along with your Champions, powerful magicks—forbidden ones, even—and an uncanny grasp of strategy of tactics. Even with your strength, I’d have thought that some of my tactics might slow or stop you.”

“Did you keep the gateway open because you didn’t believe I was capable enough to use it against you?” Nathan asked.

If it wasn’t for the threat of Bauer or another Messenger, he’d summon Kadria or Tarako and have them immediately make a mockery of Adam’s arrogance.

Only for the old man to shake his head. “I deactivated the gateway the moment you overcame the princess’s trap. When ninth rank magic failed to stop you, I knew the keep was lost. What surprises me is that you’re here, with nothing more than a single Champion. I’d have thought the sword of the Empress wouldn’t take such risks.”

Nathan paused, halfway to an incendiary reply.

Any other time, he’d have called his old man a condescending asshole. Even as a child, every compliment had been forced or backhanded. When trying to make a point to Nathan, it would be shrouded in mockery and insults, as if to make a point that Nathan was far from the earldom he was supposed to inherit.

Yet nothing in Adam’s tone suggested as such. The caution in his gaze spoke to the opposite.

For the first time in Nathan’s life, his father spoke to him as an equal. He wasn’t being spoken down to. No, Adam was being political.

These were the words of a man who couldn’t speak openly with an enemy, but knew something was up.

Fucking nobles.

Before Nathan said anything, he asked Reine something over their mental link, What’s happening to the south? I’m busy, but wanted to check if Charlotte was there.

Charlotte has engaged but is being distracted as planned. Her efforts seemed half-hearted, as if she’s wary of engaging Fyre for some reason, Reine answered immediately.

That raised questions, but he had the answer he needed.

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Can we skip the bullshit here? This is a battlefield, not the Diet.”

Lily raised her guard, ready to attack again.

“Lily, stop,” Adam snapped, then looked back at Nathan. “Fine. We’ll talk Bastion to Bastion, then, rather than noble to noble. Given what I’ve heard of your reluctance to attend the Imperial Diet, I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“Oh, you can’t be serious, Adam,” Lily groaned out. “If we’re going to get massacred, can we at least go down fighting? I’ve never felt this strong in my life. I’d hoped to fight a few more battles like this.”

That line seared Nathan’s mind with anger.

Without thinking, he snapped, “So, Charlotte didn’t bother telling you the cost of her gift, then?”

“Yeah, tell me some bullshit.” Lily rolled her eyes.

Only for Adam to frown. “What does that mean?”

“Adam—” Veronica tried to say.

“Quiet. If the Empire’s Royal Bastion wishes to speak with me, instead of kill me, I imagine it’s important.”

Nathan caught onto the meaning of Adam’s earlier words. His father thought that Nathan had come here personally not to kill or defeat Adam, but to talk.

After all, why else would a Bastion with so many powerful trigems personally show themselves in front of four enemy Champions and two Bastions? Nathan did this all the time, but Adam couldn’t imagine the idea.

Resisting the urge to shake his head and therefore confuse everyone, Nathan instead said, “I’m more familiar with what the prophets are capable of than you. I have my own, after all. Plus resources that know plenty about them.”

“I’d rather not draw on the knowledge of demons,” Adam said darkly.

“Then what about a mystic fox that’s seen prophets come and go for races before ours? Even before the First Peoples?”

Lily sneered and almost everyone else looked confused.

Only for Veronica to rub her chin. “That nine-tailed fox I’ve seen and heard of yours. Our spies reported about her in Soreaux. Whether her name is a joke or not, it’s well known by the Lodges that the foxes predate humanity. I wouldn’t write her off, Adam.”

Adam nodded. “I know. I don’t care much for all the… hubbub over these prophets. A war to reunite humanity was coming, whether it was driven by genuine holy causes or not. So, what of this ‘prophet magic,’ von Straub?”

Nathan nearly forgot to respond, as he hadn’t expected his old man to call him by his surname. “Tell me, Martel, what do you think happens if you put too much magic into a gemstone? You’ve been a Bastion for long enough. You know the limits of your Champions. Of what happens when a Bastion tries to force one to go beyond their limits.”

He was telling a white lie here. Nathan had long overcome the limitations in creating trigems. But to most Bastions, such an issue seemed insurmountable. Adam was undoubtable a capable Bastion, yet had no trigems.

Darkness overcame Adam’s expression. “They break. Yet Lily is fine.”

“Exactly,” Lily said. She slammed a fist into her chest, which caused blood to gush out from her earlier wounds.

“For now. But the extra power has consequences. In fact, you’ve almost certainly heard of or even seen the same technique used offensively.” Nathan crossed his arms. “The prophets can kill Champions by overloading their gems. I’ve seen Fyre do it. I’m betting Charlotte used the technique to seize this fortress. It’s a common enough technique that we’ve developed countermeasures.”

“Uh…” Veronica’s eyes widened. “Lily⁠—”

“Don’t you fucking start,” Lily snapped.

“Even if I believed you, why bring this up? What can be done?” Adam’s expression turned to stone. “To turn me against Charlotte?” A bitter laugh escaped him. “I don’t fight for that bitch of a princess. I fight for my nation and everything it stands for. This is a war for the future of Doumahr. A choice between an Imperial dominion ruled by a single, all-powerful individual in the name of the goddess, and that of a genuine republic where the people and nobles choose the direction.”

Was that how Adam saw Falmir? Hell, was that why the old man had been willing to overthrow the monarchy even in the darkest of times?

Most frustratingly, Nathan actually agreed with his old man. Except that the sides were the opposite in each of their minds.

After all, why else had Nathan refused to push aside the Diet or let Maura turn them into mind-controlled puppets than to limit the power of the Empress or even himself?

So, Nathan merely gritted his teeth. “I’m telling you because I think you’re right.”

“Then you’re on the wrong side,” Adam said.

“Am I? If Falmir wins as it is now, isn’t it exactly what you think you’re fighting against? A Holy Kingdom ruled over by that ‘bitch of a princess?’”

Veronica’s eyes widened. “Adam, you really shouldn’t⁠—”

The old man merely raised a hand, causing both his Champions to scowl.

Seconds passed in silence. Battle raged outside.

Nathan glanced backward to see Vala still battling Eska, whose shield shimmered with that golden light. Oliver cowered behind her, now almost solid gold in color. As if he had turned into a construct.

What the hell was going on down there?

“Allow me to frank here. I’m not your father,” Adam said, a touch coldly.

The words hurt more than the man likely intended. In fact, he almost certainly hadn’t intended them to hurt Nathan at all, as much as shittalk Tharban.

Continuing, Adam said, “I fight for my country. More than that, I fight for my family and its legacy. That’s guaranteed under Charlotte, just as she’s supporting the many nobles of Trafaumh. You can’t offer that. While I don’t know exactly what you planned to offer, I guarantee it would fall far short of what I currently have.”

Nathan blinked.

This was his father’s line in the sand? Being guaranteed his earldom, lands, and legacy?

Sure, he certainly felt strongly about his republican ideals but… Nathan had always thought something stronger had worked behind the man he’d never known whether to detest or admire for his entire life.

“Last I checked, the rulers of the Amica Federation retained their positions when the folded,” Nathan said. “Even Torneus, the architect of the war, is still alive and holds a powerful position in the Empire. Can you truly say you’ll survive Charlotte’s rule the same way?”

“You’re hardly the one to judge that,” Adam said. His face remained unmoving.

“The hell I’m not. You’re one of the masterminds behind Falmir’s republican movement. I knew that even before Gareth told me that you nearly got him killed on Kurai. The fact Charlotte hasn’t killed you for being involved with her parents’ deaths yet simply means you’re useful to her.”

Adam frowned. He glanced at Veronica, whose attention was split between watching the battle below and Nathan’s arguing. As such, she had no immediate response.

“Oliver will—” Adam began to say.

“Survive, and do what?” Nathan asked. “I can tell you’re stalling. Waiting for Charlotte to appear and save everyone, because Oliver’s here? What will you do when he’s teleported away the moment somebody tries to hurt him? Charlotte’s not coming. If he was, she’d already be here. Do you think she missed her spell activating?”

Seconds passed. Then Adam sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Let’s say you’re right. Yet I still have no reason to trust you. Events have already been set in motion now that the Empire and Falmir are at war. You’ll need to prove that you’re everything your followers say you are, even with a supposed incarnation of Omria against you.”

Followers? Nathan opened his mouth to ask what Adam meant.

Only for an explosion of magic to interrupt him. The keep’s barrier shattered instantly, and Ciana summoned her own to replace it.

Yet nothing struck it. Nothing physical.

Magic rippled along the leylines in that bizarre way caused by prophets when they used their power. Nathan’s heart stopped. The worst had come to pass.

Floating several dozen feet above Oliver, whose retained his golden glow from earlier, hovered Charlotte. Eska’s beaten and bloody body lay beneath her Bastion, who was unharmed, while Vala and Sunstorm backed away from the golden circle of flames shrouding Oliver.

“Who dares to hurt my Oliver?” Charlotte snarled, her long blue gown billowing around her.


CHAPTER 18



Golden spell frames shimmered along Charlotte’s arms as she looked down at Nathan’s Champions and knights. Her long, conservative gown fluttered along her entire body from an unseen wind as she hovered above the castle’s inner courtyard.

“How did she teleport here instantly?” Nathan asked, thinking aloud in his panic.

Not that he had the time to worry. Ciana unsummoned her barrier and spun, expecting an attack from the rear.

Nathan focused on the most dangerous thing near him: Charlotte.

Expecting an attack along the leylines or his mental tethers, he dove for his power. No time for spell frames. He pumped immense amounts of it through his body, preparing to counter whatever trickery Charlotte attempted.

Nathan’s knights panicked, pulling back into formation while the officers gave orders to pull back. No sign of Tarako or Kadria. Without any warning of Charlotte’s teleportation, how could they have known to be here instead of battling a Messenger?

Astra stood stock still, hands balled into fists as she stared up at Charlotte. Her eyes gleamed with… something. As if expecting the being inside Charlotte’s head to recognize her and react.

Charlotte’s spells activated. Dozens of Nathan’s knights slammed into the ground. Vala’s amethyst shined with fury when the force blasts shattered the cobblestone beneath her, and her armor creaked as she forced herself to remain standing. Sunstorm teleported out of the way, not even using her trigem ability.

Neither Astra nor Fei sustained any harm. Fei looked around in confusion, flames pouring out of her head as she continued to use her trigem ability. A question mark of blue fire appeared next to her, visualizing her confusion.

Nathan froze.

Force blasts? That was a standard technique of mystic foxes. Sure, it was a form of ascended magic, but hardly a powerful one.

Manipulating raw force directly comprised a lesser form of spatial magic. Nathan had been able to do it even before he came to this world, as Gareth’s research had uncovered how to replicate Narime’s magic. Not that either Bastion had known it was ascended magic at the time. Narime had been significantly more tight-lipped about her magic and the world at large at the time.

If Charlotte wanted to do a lot of damage, force blasts weren’t it. Even now, the knights began to pull themselves back to their feet. The enchanted armor of the knight-killers in particular allowed them to resist the attack, although only the best equipped of the Imperial knights managed to remain largely unharmed.

“Not enough?” Charlotte asked imperiously.

She raised another hand and yet more spell frames appeared. Supercharged fourth rank spells. Far below her status.

Especially as they weren’t even ascended magic. One glowed red and the other green—fire and wind magic, respectively. He didn’t even know the prophets could still use the natural elements.

Charlotte demonstrated that he shouldn’t dismiss her too quickly, however. Nearly as fast as the spell frames appeared, they shined with an ominous light. Her spellcasting speed matched what one expected of a prophet of Omria, and prevented anyone from doing anything of substance.

Although Sunstorm still tried. A spatial slash distorted the air. To no avail, as a familiar golden barrier shimmered across Charlotte’s entire body. He’d seen the same trick used by her to protect Beatrice from harm, so it stood to reason that she could protect herself with the seemingly impervious protection spell.

Her fire spell activated first and Charlotte hurled a long, steel lance at the knights. It slammed into her target before she could move, punching through her armor and pinning her leg to the ground.

Nathan’s eyes widened as he recognized the lance. “Get away!”

He was far from the only person who recognized the spell. In a testament to their training, the knights scattered in an instant. Fei transformed into a blur and snatched her pinned subordinate off the lance, turning her leg into a mangled mess in the process.

But losing a leg was nothing compared to what might have happened.

Within seconds, lava streamed from the lance, disintegrating the few plants grew between the stonework. Any knight that had been close would have died just as fast. Enchanted armor or not, lava killed all the same.

Sen had proved as much. This was her spell.

No, Nathan realized. It belonged to somebody else.

“How the hell is she using one of Ifrit’s spells?” he asked.

But as Charlotte launched her wind spell at the panicking knights and Champions, Nathan lacked the time to watch. A grunt behind him accompanied the clatter of steel on steel.

He spun and saw sparks flare as Lily’s axe met Ciana’s greatsword. His unicorn knight held the other Champion at bay, but as strong as she was, taking the offensive seemed difficult.

Not due to a lack of power, but skill. Lily stood as one of the best warriors in Falmir. And while Nathan adored Ciana, she lacked the same level of skill or experience. Particularly as she wielded a greatsword rather than her traditional shield and sword combo. Raw strength and speed wasn’t enough to win.

Nathan glanced past Lily and bit back a curse. The hall stood empty. His spell had been shattered when Charlotte appeared and he’d missed it during his panic. Or perhaps the sheer overwhelming magical pressure had prevented him from noticing.

But Adam sure as hell hadn’t missed his escape route opening up. He, Veronica, Kate, and her Champions had bailed.

Only Lily remained.

A grin crossed her face as she darted backward. “What? Finally noticed that you fucked up?”

“Hardly.” Nathan glanced at her golden gems and frowned. “It would have been nice if I’d found the opportunity to do something about that.”

“Save the bullshit for when you’re standing over my corpse,” Lily said. An odd expression crossed her face. “I have one job here, and every second you waste with me is one you can’t spend dealing with a literal prophet tearing your army a new asshole.”

Was it? Nathan glanced behind him and saw chaos, but not a lot of death.

Not on the level that Fyre would cause. She’d torn apart countless armies during the civil war and vaporized enough Champions to leave the Empire in dire straits in the long term. Yet Nathan didn’t feel a single attempt by Charlotte to strike at the tethers with his Champions.

Even so, he reached out to Kadria with mental magic. Charlotte’s here. She’s acting weird, but is effectively invulnerable. I need support.

What? That’s not… Kadria’s voice trailed off and that strange whine took over. Fine. Hold out for a minute. I can’t feel her power, so she must be trying to seduce you.

Kadria couldn’t feel Charlotte’s power? Nathan checked the leylines and definitely felt prophet magic flowing through them, if at a far lower level than what had caused cascades in the past.

Perhaps that was why Charlotte was holding back. A Messenger invasion here would ruin her own plans.

With support on the way, he chose to quickly handle Lily before dealing with Charlotte. Before he turned his attention away, he noticed Astra acting oddly. Even by her standards.

She remained standing where she’d always been, ignoring the spells raining down around her. Her body shook as she glared up at the princess-turned-prophet. Nathan saw deep fury in Astra’s eyes, unlike anything he’d seen her show in the past.

Then Lily’s axe slammed into Ciana’s greatsword again, and he needed to finish this fight before he joined the other one.

Now by herself, Lily relied heavily on being unpredictable. Her garnets shined with an almost uncomfortable level of power as she dashed across the hall, feinting, ducking, and weaving to prevent Ciana from using her trigem ability to lock her in place.

Ciana played defensively, all too aware that Lily could punch through her durability enhancement. The reason could be found in the glances the unicorn threw back at Nathan and her shimmering black horn and artificial arm.

If Lily could harm Ciana, that meant she could hurt Nathan.

Staying out of harm’s way wasn’t his thing, though.

A fourth rank water spell snapped around his sword as he dashed forward, attempting to pincer Lily. Ciana gasped.

Instantly, Lily changed targets. She rose from her roll in a leaping charge, axe overhead in a killing blow. No amount of fancy footwork would stop this attack.

Nathan merely caught the blow with his sword while his spell activated. Mist burst from his blade, blocking out their vision. Curses escaped Lily, and grew somewhat fainter, indicating she’d fallen back.

Something clattered to the floor and shattered. Without even looking down, Nathan knew it to be Lily’s axe.

While it was a good axe, and definitely enchanted, it sure as hell hadn’t been able to stand up to an ice spell backed with his power.

Lily grimaced as he banished the mist with a blast of wind. “Should have taken my arm with that.”

“Doesn’t work like that. Human bodies are too⁠—”

“Living beings and magic interfere with magic, and Champions are both.” She rolled her eyes. “I bet Veronica would love pillow talk with you.”

Nathan paused, trying not to let his eyes bulge.

The idea of fucking Veronica nearly caused his stomach to roll over. Not only was she as old as his father, but she’d practically raised him. Ew.

“Wow. And here I’d heard you were all about fucking other Bastion’s Champions.” Lily narrowed her eyes. “I can’t pin you down at all. Your rep is insanely ruthless, and your tactics show it. Hell, your power proves you can get away with it. I should be dead ten times over.”

“Maybe Adam had it right,” Nathan said.

“Uh huh. Maybe.”

What was with Doumahr and physically focused Champions being unexpectedly sharp? Not that Lily had a chance of guessing his true secret. But she knew something was up. She’d make any deal with Adam hard.

Nathan could simply avoid making a deal, of course. But the opportunity had been there and…

He shook his head. His reasoning for trying to negotiate with Adam over simply killing him and every Champion and Bastion was something to worry about later. Maybe he’d fucked up. Seraph and the others could grill him later.

Right now, he had one particular objective in mind. His eyes fell to Lily’s gems.

“You really hate these, huh?” She grinned. “Well, at least I really do get to go out in a bang. Always figured I’d die in some really boring way. A last stand with superpowered gems protecting my Bastion is all any Champion can ask for.”

“What about dying with him by your side?” Ciana asked quietly, her horn flickering bright white for an instant.

Lily’s expression softened as she glanced at the unicorn. “I won’t deny a girl her dreams but… That ain’t me. Especially not as I know you’re right, Straub. Whatever that insane princess did to my gems, I can feel it eating away at my body. Muscles burning. Heart pumping even when I’m not doing anything. So… give me this at least.”

Utter fury threatened to overtake Nathan and he felt pain lance his free hand. Looking down, he saw that he’d punched his nails through his glove and managed to draw blood.

The sight of it brought him back to reality. He’d never seen Lily die.

Yet, somehow, he knew that had been her future in his world. What was the point of coming back here if all he could accomplish for his old home was burning it down to save the rest of Doumahr? Wasn’t the whole damn point to save the people he loved?

“No, I won’t,” Nathan ground out.

Lily gripped her shield tightly.

He ignored the motion. Instead, he shot forward. Magic roiled off his body, pumping through every vein of his body.

Her shield snapped forward to block him. He knocked it aside, shattering her wrist in the process. Next her leg snapped up, but he dodged and tripped her, using her precarious footing against her.

Both of them tumbled to the ground. Her garnets flared with Charlotte’s power, attempting to overpower him. Yet between his raw power, binding stones, and Ciana’s monogem ability, Nathan held her down.

Then, ignoring the death glare Lily shot him, he pressed one hand against her garnets. His magic burst into them. Mental magic, to be precise.

Nathan dove into the mental world, focused purely on Lily.

Her mind expanded before him, much as it would when he gemmed a Champion. His physical connection with her gems made it trivial to latch onto her mind.

Powerful wards surrounded her mind in the mental ward. Not hers, naturally. The sort Nathan associated with Messengers, like the Twins or Bauer. Charlotte’s power emanated from them.

Unsure of how difficult they’d be to shatter, he slammed into them with everything he had. He blew through them, crashing into Lily’s mind.

Only to find himself in hostile territory. Rage and hatred poured down on him, trying to oust him from her mind. He’d never felt anything like it.

Then again, he’d never tried to gem a hostile Champion or force anyone to become a Champion. Facing such resistance, Nathan understood how a Bastion might easily shatter his Champions mind.

Distant pain assailed Nathan. Unsure if it was due to Lily’s mental assault as he intruded on her mind or something in reality, he ignored it. He needed to finish this quickly.

But he worried that a single wrong move might vaporize Lily’s. His own power vastly outmatched any Bastion’s. Even with his greater control of mental magic, he hardly knew how to manipulate her gems inside her mind without hurting her in some way.

For the first and possibly only time, he wished he’d asked the Twins to teach him offensive mental magic. Something to help him manipulate Lily’s mind and calm her.

A pulse of foreign magic washed over her mind, doing exactly that for him. He froze.

The source of magic was far too familiar. After all, it currently raged in the courtyard outside.

Charlotte. She’d protected him. Or, perhaps, whatever latent power she left her had done so.

Now able to navigate Lily’s mind without hurting her, Nathan found her gems. His experience allowed him to do so within seconds.

Two sets of tethers connected to her gems. One to Adam, presumably. The other thrummed with Charlotte’s immense magic.

Without hesitating, Nathan reached out and destroyed Charlotte’s tethers.

Shock across the world. Not from Lily, but Charlotte.

Had she felt him do this? Was her connection to the Champions that intimate?

Before the tethers vanished, he tried to trace them back to a source. Perhaps they’d explain Charlotte’s powers. Or help him find her in the mental world.

Yet all he felt was an immense void at the other end. One he scarcely understood. As though Charlotte’s power came from some unknown source.

It felt familiar.

Then Nathan pulled out of the mental world before Lily’s mind assaulted him again.

That distant pain became all too clear. His vision blurred and screaming filled his ears.

“Get off him!” Ciana screamed.

Something rumbled into the remaining furniture in the hall, and Nathan collapsed to the ground. His head throbbed. Liquid streamed down his face. His vision wavered.

But he pushed himself to his feet regardless.

Lily lay on her back, her garnets reduced to their typical red glow. Blood covered her remaining good hand and poured from her many gaping wounds.

Standing over her, horn pitch black and expression full of murder, Ciana raised her sword for a coup de grâce.

“Ciana, stop,” Nathan ground out.

His mental magic slammed into Ciana automatically. Once again, it shattered before it affected her.

Yet she froze all the same. Tears filled her eyes as she looked back at him.

One of her diamonds shimmered with darkness, not dissimilar from an onyx.

Nathan shook his head. That made things worse, and he nearly lost all vision.

“Don’t move! You’ll…” Ciana sobbed.

Well, that explained the pain. Lily had tried to gouge his eyes out, or possibly punch holes in his skull with her bare hand.

Magic flowed through Nathan’s body and he cast a regeneration spell. Within seconds, the splitting pain in his skull vanished. His vision returned.

Sighing, he waved Ciana down once more and tried to wipe any blood off his eyes. “I’m fine, Ciana. Regeneration magic is one of the few healing spells I excel at.”

She slammed into him, grasping him in a deep hug. He returned it. His eyes watched Lily closely.

Tapping her gems as if in disbelief, Lily rose to her feet. Then she scowled at him.

“I don’t what the hell you are but…” She shook her head. “You’re too fucking soft. Can’t conquer Doumahr if you spare idiots like me.”

“Good thing that’s not my plan,” he said. “Now go.”

Without another word, Lily ran off.

Whether Adam had lied about closing the gateway or not didn’t matter now.

The prophet terrorizing his soldiers outside needed Nathan’s full attention.


CHAPTER 19



“Come here and fight me!” Astra bellowed, her shrill tone echoing off the surrounding walls.

Nathan rushed to the balcony in shock. In all the time he’d known Astra, she’d never lost her cool like this. A strange mixture of fury, despair, and frustration filled her voice.

Yet all he saw was the same dark elf as always, standing exactly where she’d been when Charlotte first appeared, utterly unharmed. Her opals shined. She held her arms out, miming gripping something large and solid.

Standing a mere fifty feet away was that “large and solid” thing. Charlotte herself, with her golden barrier clinging to her body in an attempt to shrug off Astra’s psychokinesis.

But just as when Fyre had sent Beatrice flying with each of her blows, Charlotte seemed unable to escape the laws of physics. She appeared unharmed, yet paralyzed by Astra’s raw strength.

Although unharmed was stretching things a little. Charlotte’s oddly conservative gown had been shredded, revealing an equally conservative set of white underwear beneath pieces of what had presumably been a simple shift worn beneath her dress. Her barrier seemed to only extend a little above her skin, presumably.

Beatrice never had that problem. She’d worn little more than lingerie when pretending to be Charlotte, after all.

“I am fighting you, you insane dark elf heathen,” Charlotte snapped back, not a hint of recognition in her eyes.

A fifth rank water spell shimmered in her hands, presumably preparing to freeze Astra solid. The dark elf ignored the spellcasting attempt and continued to grapple with the prophet from a distance, yelling all the while.

Their little tiff had bought Nathan’s knights the time they needed to scatter. His companies had scattered across the courtyard, breaking up into smaller units that would be harder to destroy with individual spells.

Although, realistically, sixth rank or higher spells—or powerful ascended magic—would make short work of his army in such an enclosed space. Even Nathan’s own fifth rank spells, such as his flesh-eating flood would be lethal here.

Unfortunately, time had been bought for Falmir as well. Oliver and the remaining Champions and soldiers were nowhere to be seen. Charlotte had teleported them away.

Sunstorm, Vala, and Fei kept their distance as well. They’d likely tested Charlotte’s barrier. Or, in Fei’s case, had a standing order not to try to absorb it.

“We’re going down,” Nathan said to Ciana.

Then he leaped over the balcony and crashed down on the stones. They cracked beneath his weight. Ciana landed in a deft roll, without causing even a hint of damage. Although he saw her gems flare and suspected she’d cheated a little.

Had she been practicing how to use her barrier and alexandrite in secret?

Charlotte spun when he arrived. If the Twins were right, this would be when she’d drop everything and attempt to charm him. Hit him with a powerful glamour or try to convince him to join her.

Instead, she pointed her water spell at him and activated it. Magic flared in the ground and air around him, pouring in from seemingly nowhere as it forced the temperature to drop rapidly. His breath came out as mist.

Rather than waste time attempting to counter it with a fire spell, he simply took the easy way out. His veins burned with raw magical power as he pumped half a binding stone’s worth of magic into the surrounding air within seconds. Prismatic light shined around him. It shimmered from his very pores, as if exuding from his skin like sweat.

Charlotte’s spell dissipated harmlessly. The magic in her spell failed to overpower the amount he’d used to crush it.

Which, realistically, shouldn’t have happened. Fyre could cleave apart mountains when she threw tantrums and her automated mental defenses nearly killed him the other week.

“You need to stop playing games,” Nathan said.

He pointed his sword at the prophet—or whatever he was dealing with. Reaching for his magical senses, he couldn’t confirm much. That same power lingered in the leylines.

In the mental world, her presence appeared to be shrouded. Nathan failed to understand this. Something or someone stood before him, yet he had no clue what they might be.

Then again, he’d never tried to reach Charlotte using mental magic before. Maybe she intentionally hid herself. He could find Fyre because he had a permanent link to her mind.

A supercharged fourth rank spell appeared around his sword, and Charlotte smirked.

“Cute. I’m a master of the elements, you know. For longer than you can even comprehend,” she said.

What the hell was that supposed to mean?

As if casting a spell had been a cue, the air beside Nathan distorted. Kadria appeared there in the blink of an eye. Her black spear shimmered with the mysterious darkness that succubi used for their spatial magic. Numerous cuts covered her body and she’d lost the black cloth covering her breasts at some point.

Not that Kadria being topless mattered much. If anything, she appeared less lewd in the process, given how little her clothing covered and how suggestive it was.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, sounding genuine and out of breath. “The fox can only do so much and if we’re dealing with… the… slut…” Kadria fell out of a defensive posture and pressed a hand to her forehead. “Oh. It’s this bullshit. First copycat Champions, then the clone. Here I thought she might use something original.”

Nathan blinked. “What?”

“And now you call upon a foul Messenger? Allow me to dispose of all of you at once, then,” Charlotte intoned.

She began to rise into the air again, even as Astra grunted once more.

“Face me!” Astra snarled.

She reared up and threw a punch, which caused Charlotte’s barrier to shimmer. Yet the prophet paid no attention to the dark elf.

For the first time since Charlotte first appeared, ascended magic once again glowed in her hands. Two sixth rank spells hovered beneath her palms as she hovered several dozen feet in the air.

“Shit! Less talking, more helping,” Nathan snapped, blasting his wind spell at Charlotte.

To no effect, naturally.

He prepared a spatial spell. Not an offensive one, but teleportation.

Discretion was the better part of valor, and he had a thousand soldiers whose valor he was responsible for protecting. And their lives.

Kadria simply rolled her eyes. Then she reared back, her spear held like a javelin. Darkness made it invisible as she coated it with spatial magic so dense that Nathan felt it even without using his magical senses.

Then she hurled it. Or did something with it. It blinked out of existence the moment Kadria “threw” it.

Charlotte’s barrier remained perfectly intact. Yet the glowing spell frames in her hands shattered instantly and blood burst from her mouth in a coughing fit.

The woman reached for the spear that now protruding from her chest, directly where her heart would be. Her barrier wrapped around the black spike.

“No…” Charlotte choked out.

Her barrier flickered once. Twice. Then it was gone.

She collapsed to the ground. Her legs shattered on impact and a blood-curdling scream escaped her.

Despite that, none of Nathan’s Champions wasted a second. Every single one of them rushed the fallen prophet. Astra’s opals flared as she gripped Charlotte’s head, causing her eyes to bulge with pain.

Only for a thin line to appear in her neck a moment later, and Charlotte’s body to collapse to the ground, leaving her head hovering in the air in Astra’s grip. Fei and Vala stopped short, their gem abilities ready to pulverize the prophet.

Silence.

Princess Charlotte of Falmir was dead.

Nathan turned his head away from the brutal scene, holding a hand over his eyes. Of all the things to see tonight, Charlotte’s death hadn’t been one.

“Oh, don’t act like that,” Kadria said. “Look.” He ignored her. “Look!”

One of her hands yanked his away from his face and he saw Kadria pointing at Charlotte.

Reluctantly, he did as she asked.

And stared at the body laying beneath Sunstorm in shock. The assassin had teleported up to the prophet and picked up her “prize.” Charlotte’s head.

“She was mine,” Astra said as she walked up to Sunstorm.

“Didn’t think you collected heads,” Sunstorm said. “And I doubt I’ll be allowed to keep this one. Nathan has a thing for her.”

“Not for this one,” Astra said, glaring at the corpse. Her fingers twitched.

Sunstorm raised an eyebrow, then looked at Nathan. Her expression turned to concern. Then she followed his gaze.

“What the fuck?” she asked.

Charlotte’s corpse had sprouted a long, golden cat’s tail. In every other respect, she matched the princess exactly, including her immense bust.

Sunstorm looked down at the head in her hands and nearly dropped it. Golden cat ears had sprouted from it.

“The clone…” Nathan said slowly, turning to face Kadria. “You meant that’s a copy of Charlotte. She was never here?”

“Most likely. That’s why none of us sensed her teleport here. This is rougher than usual,” Kadria said. “You’d have thought she’d use a human. Can’t easily change the race of somebody even with life magic and reality bending. But that’s not the real problem. I need to get back and⁠—”

Tarako blinked into existence next to Kadria and Nathan, her tails ruffled and clothing cut up. She bore no actual injuries, however.

“You can’t just leave like that,” Tarako snapped.

Kadria narrowed her eyes at the fox. “I leave you for five seconds and you already fuck it up. You really are a washed-up old hag. Maybe the Twins really should turn you into Nathan’s cocksleeve.”

Nathan’s hackles raised. “Enough. If there’s a Messenger coming⁠—”

Something exploded in the distance. Dust billowed from one of the courtyard’s walls and shouts escaped the knights closest to it. Something blurred across the open area, so fast that Nathan couldn’t follow it.

Kadria and Tarako did. The succubus’s spear reappeared in her hand as she cut a thin line in the courtyard without even appearing to cast a spell. Tarako moved slower, sending a bolt of lightning from her blade toward the blur.

Only for it to vanish. The fox cursed, her tails shimmering with golden spell frames.

Nathan raised his hand, his teleportation spell still active. He recognized this movement. As did the unicorn knight raising her greatsword to protect him.

Something moved above him. He cast his spell and he reappeared fifty feet away along with Ciana.

The ground he’d stood atop transformed into a crater, reducing his vision to a few feet as a cloud of rubble filled it. Tarako cursed beside him. She’d followed him with her own teleportation.

“Get rid of the dust,” she snapped.

He was already on it, wind magic glowing from his fingertips.

The instant the cloud cleared, a familiar catgirl appeared in front of them. Her scimitar snapped down toward Tarako. Three glowing amethysts in her collarbone granted her speed and power well beyond anything Nathan’s Champions could match.

Tarako’s sword clattered to the ground along with the hand holding it, even as the fox dashed backward using her speed enhancement. A trail of blood followed her.

All that escaped her were curses in her native tongue, which Nathan failed to recognize. A sword appeared in the fox’s other hand and her zoisites gleamed, ready to unleash her Nine-Tail Slash on their enemy.

Yet she held back.

Artemis rolled to her feet, standing between Nathan and Tarako. She grinned at Nathan. Lust gleamed in her eyes.

“Long time, no see, Nathan,” she purred. “Ready to get bred?”


CHAPTER 20



“Ithink it’s usually the other way around,” Nathan said reflexively.

Artemis tilted her head, her cat ears flattening and tail swishing against the ground. “I mean, I’ll be the one getting knocked up, but if I’m the one smashing your groin into the ground fast and hard enough to shatter rock, I’m pretty sure I’m the one doing the breeding.”

Hard to argue with that. Especially in such a ridiculous scenario.

Artemis continued to watch him, remaining surprisingly still despite her challenge. Her eyes traced every inch of his body and he swore she licked her lips.

Elsewhere, his Champions rushed over, but they kept their distance. Both due to Artemis’s danger, but also her abrupt docility.

“Nathan, get out of the way so I can kill her,” Tarako snapped, zoisites still glowing.

The catgirl snorted. “Sure. He can just step to the side and I’ll stand here like an idiot as you turn me into… uh, what do you foxes call sliced fish again? Samishi or something?”

“Sashimi,” Tarako said. “And yes, that is the plan. Nathan?”

Ignoring the fox, Nathan kept his eyes firmly on the Messenger. “You’re surprisingly talkative today.”

“Really? Maybe I’ve always wanted to talk and you’ve just never noticed,” Artemis said.

“You’ve tried to kill me within less than a minute of meeting me both times.”

She blinked and tilted her head. Her ears twitched a few times. “I mean, the first time was because I thought you were just another useless Nathan. Last time…” A lewd grin stretched across her face. “Well, I thought I had pretty good odds of taking you back through that gateway with me.”

“By… killing me?” he asked.

“You know regeneration magic. It’d all work out.”

Yeah, no matter how much Artemis resembled the Jafeila he’d known and loved, she’d gone off the deep end long ago. Her actions and personality resembled the Twins more than Jafeila.

Or, perhaps, she was what Jafeila had become after becoming exposed to the same things the Twins were. Nathan doubted they’d always been so twisted.

“And this time?” he asked Artemis. “Are we talking or…?”

She shrugged. “I mean, we’re definitely talking. But I’d really prefer to end the night with a lot of sex.”

“Great. Then this can end really easily,” Kadria said, appearing next to the catgirl.

Artemis hissed and blurred a dozen feet away, falling to all fours. Her tail stood on end as her amethysts glowed.

Twirling her spear idly, Kadria raised an eyebrow at the other Messenger. Darkness shimmered along Kadria’s hands. “You’re so much warier around me now. Funny that.”

Artemis glanced at Nathan. “Yeah. See, this is the problem. I have a job to do and a succuslut whose head I want to take as a trophy, but I also really want to fuck you, Nathan. Work and pleasure always clashes.”

“You always used to say the opposite,” he said, voice full of regret.

He grimaced at the memories he’d conjured up. Far too often, Jafeila had convinced him to walk away from his duties as Bastion for sex. Nothing ever went that wrong.

The Messenger straightened and her body seemed to almost vibrate. She closed her eyes.

“See, you can’t say shit like that and not expect me to try to steal you away,” Artemis whined. “You’re my Nathan. I’ve been looking for you for so long. But if you die being an idiot before I get shit done, everything’s been for nothing.” She opened her eyes. They glowed a vivid green. “So, I’ll steal you away, shove you in the pocket dimension my abyssal horror of a boss gave me, and you’ll be safe. Then I can just drop you back in some other world, safe and sound, and it’s all kittens from there.”

“Well, you’re definitely Fei,” Sunstorm drawled. “About the same level of thought going on.”

“I’m not Fei,” Artemis snapped, glaring at Sunstorm. “I’m Artemis.”

Then the Messenger fell into a crouch, her gems flaring with power.

Only for Kadria to finally use the spatial magic she’d been holding on to. She blinked across the courtyard and appeared next to Nathan. A moment later, the world blurred.

Nathan, Kadria, and Ciana appeared atop the keep. The roar of rushing water beneath them was the sound nearby.

Panic gripped Nathan and he whirled on Kadria while preparing a spatial magic spell. “Are you insane? We can’t leave her with everyone else. They’re not safe.”

“Artemis has only one target: you. Anytime she hurts others, it’s because they get in her way.” Kadria looked along the rooftop toward the side of the river they’d teleported from. “Look. She’s already here.”

A strange tock-tock-tock sound echoed off the crenelations of the keep’s upper walls. Nathan followed Kadria’s gaze and saw the source. A furious, crazed catgirl rushing across the wooden rooftop at an inhuman pace.

Ciana slammed her sword into the ground and summoned her barrier. It stretched across the entire rooftop, stretching a hundred feet or more into the air.

Without missing a beat, Artemis activated her first gem ability and leaped into the air. Her body shot upward like she’d fired herself from a crossbow. She sailed over the barrier.

Kadria raised her spear and fired off a spatial spell that rumbled through Nathan’s magical senses. Knowing the likely result of it, he dropped his teleportation spell and began preparing a water spell.

Artemis hit the ground in more pieces than she’d possibly ever been in. Kadria’s spell had sliced her into chunks too small to be identifiable. Nathan grimaced as blood and gore rained down on himself. A shriek escaped Ciana as it got in her hair and ran down her clothes. While she might be otherwise used to this result from battle, Kadria’s spell had produced more gruesome results than usual.

And, more than anything else, Artemis looked like Fei.

Nathan raised a hand and blasted them all with water. The blood washed away, gathering along the edges of the rooftop.

Not a second too soon. The blood began to boil and the remains quivered. Slowly, it congealed.

Kadria scowled. “Truly, nothing works on this oversexed corpse. The fox even incinerated half her body before and she just grew the rest.”

As if annoyed by the comment, Artemis’s regeneration sped up. Within seconds, she had a head and a mouth.

“Don’t call me oversexed when your tits are hanging out,” Artemis said, crossing her arms. “I wear clothes. Anyway, cute trick. Still gonna claim Nathan.”

She shot forward.

After a moment’s hesitation, Ciana snapped in front of the charging Messenger. Her Alexandrite gleamed.

Artemis’s scimitar shot backward before it made contact with Ciana’s spatial barrier. The catgirl flipped overhead, landing behind Nathan. Her muscles coiled, then unwound, sending her flying toward him.

He held his hand out. His spatial magic spell activated, and a small field of barely perceptible distortion flickered in the air between him and Artemis.

She stopped dead before hitting it. An eyebrow raised. “Really? You think I can’t shatter a simple spatial barrier?”

Rolling her eyes, Artemis activated her trigem ability. Her arms moved like lightning. Her scimitar slammed into Nathan’s barrier.

And the catgirl vanished. A shriek of anger echoed from the distance.

Ciana blinked and looked around in confusion.

Kadria merely snorted. “Well, she definitely is the kitty. Everything’s a nail to both of them. Your one tries to eat everything—magical or otherwise. This one thinks she can smash everything.”

“They’re both mine,” he muttered bitterly.

Because Kadria was right. Jafeila, although reliable and sharp, tended to see everything as a nail and herself as the hammer. Vala relied heavily on technique, thanks to her garnets, and Narime had her tricks. So Jafeila overpowered everything with the immense power and strength her amethysts had held.

Although she hadn’t been quite this arrogant. How long had it been since Artemis faced a genuine challenge?

The rooftop began to rattle again as Artemis rushed from the other end. She’d already reached them despite being teleported a good mile away.

Sunstorm appeared beside Nathan. “I ordered Vala to focus on cleanup below. Don’t want her getting involved in this.” Concern filled her eyes.

He nodded. “Thanks. I… doubt Artemis will hold back against her.”

Her only response was a grim nod. No doubt she’d understood that after Artemis nearly killed Narime while expressing her jealousy of the fox.

As Artemis approached the same way, Ciana repeated her earlier actions. This time, to no avail.

“Fuck you!” Artemis snapped.

She slammed into Ciana’s barrier shoulder-first. Her amethysts exploded with light.

The silver field shattered almost instantly. Ciana let out a strangled scream as she collapsed to ground, her diamonds flickering.

A strange sensation ran through Nathan’s body, almost like his body had become much lighter. Or thinner, even. He struggled to describe it.

Yet knew the cause. Ciana’s barrier remained intact so long as she could power it. Artemis had rained the unicorn’s gems dry in a single blow, including Ciana’s other diamond.

No gems, no sharing of physical attributes. Nathan had lost Ciana’s immense durability, and she’d lost his strength and speed.

Artemis continuing barreling toward him. Cursing, Sunstorm flung a spatial slash at the catgirl, only for her to slide beneath it, losing only a few locks of hair. The slide tore up entire planks of the rooftop as Artemis’s raw strength shredded them.

Grimacing, Ciana put her remaining strength into slumping in front of the Messenger. Her gaze remained locked on Artemis, her expression resolute.

Dark memories flickered in Nathan’s eyes. “Ciana!”

He summoned a spatial slash in his sword, instinctively drawing on his fury and the immense power he knew lay beyond his binding stones. An oddly familiar sensation struck him as he tapped into that unknown source of power. Almost like he’d just felt the same thing recently. And not from casting a spell.

But his fury prevented him from thinking about it. His sword glowed bright gold as he raised it in an attempt to stop Artemis.

Too slow. The blur crashed into Ciana. Amethysts sent Artemis’s immense strength and fury crashing into Ciana’s body.

Except nothing happened. Artemis stopped dead on the rooftop. The leg she’d led the slide with remained tensed only inches from Ciana’s body. Given the Messenger’s raw power, if she’d crashed into Ciana, the unicorn would have been sent flying, bloodied and battered.

Yet Ciana lay there, her alexandrite shining like the sun. Her gaze bore into the enemy Messenger. She mouthed something to Artemis, and the catgirl blinked, then grinned.

Nathan’s arm came down, slashing across Artemis’s body.

The entire keep split apart. A six-inch chasm opened up in the rooftop, tunneling through every floor of the keep beneath it, and even well into the earth below. Water was blown away.

For an instant, Nathan saw the riverbed. Then the river kept roaring and filled in the gap. The castle creaked ominously, as he’d cut it open.

Fortunately, the foundations and pontoons kept it stable. Somebody had likely predicted that one half might get destroyed, and engineered the keep over the river to survive such a thing.

Unfortunately, for all the damage he’d done, Artemis remained mostly intact.

Mostly being the keyword. The lower half of her left leg appeared to be missing as she hopped on her right leg. Blood congealed furiously around the stump, yet made little progress.

A manic smile split Artemis’s face in half as she stared at Nathan, lust and surprise warring in her eyes. “You really are the weirdest Nathan. I’ve never seen magic like that. This really is the world my job will be finished in. I couldn’t really believe it, but…” She gulped.

“What the hell does that mean?” he asked.

Before answering, Artemis fell backward onto her hands and transformed into a blur again. Nine more deep slices tore apart the keep and a huge chunk of it collapsed into the river below. Rubble and furnishings washed downstream.

Tarako landed next to Nathan, her tails busy casting a wind spell that had presumably kept her aloft in the air. Her severed hand had been reattached somehow.

She clicked her tongue as Artemis landed on her one good leg again. By now, the Messenger had regenerated nearly half of what Nathan had cut off.

Which posed a genuine issue. He’d assumed that certain spells might cause permanent injuries to Artemis. When they’d fought in her portal world, that had seemed the case.

Now, she appeared able to slowly heal the injuries.

“Did you get a new trick?” he asked, pointing at Artemis’s damaged leg.

“It’s not new, I just didn’t have it available the first time,” the catgirl said.

“That’s the definition of new,” Sunstorm said.

“No, it’s⁠—”

Kadria placed her spear on Artemis’s shoulder from behind, and it shimmered with an ominous darkness. “She’s using a binding stone to heal herself. The partner’s Messengers don’t get stronger when they enter Doumahr, but the energy they claim from binding stones still assists them. They act as assassins, intended to slay prophets, so it helps if they can’t die so easily.”

“I don’t need you to explain things, bitch,” Artemis growled. Her leg had fully healed by now.

The spear shuddered as Artemis blurred. Even as the catgirl’s arms exploded into gore, she spun in a spin kick that would have killed Kadria instantly. Except she wasn’t there anymore.

Kadria appeared next to Nathan with a grimace, watching as Artemis healed her missing arms within a couple of seconds.

They now stood on opposite sides of a gaping chasm in the keep, below which raged a river. Artemis scowled at the woman arrayed beside Nathan.

Taking the opportunity, he reached for Ciana’s gems and topped them up with mental magic. His body strengthened once again as she rose to her feet.

“You know, it still really bothers me that you’re working with that bitch.” Artemis nodded her head at Kadria. “You know what she did to me?”

“I can imagine,” Nathan said.

“Yeah. Then you can imagine why I want to gouge her eyes out and tear her limb from limb while forcing her to apologize for killing you. The fact you can work with a monster who did that amazes me.”

Nobody said a word for several long seconds, leaving the river to fill the silence. Ciana frowned and rubbed her chin, her horn flickering black and white at odd intervals.

“Um, didn’t you say earlier that you’d kill other Nathans?” Ciana asked.

“Yeah?” Artemis tilted her head to one side, evidently not seeing the point of the question.

“But you want Nathan.”

“Yeah.”

“… you don’t see the issue?”

Artemis blinked, then waved a hand in the air. “I mean, you guys have chopped me up how times by now? Plus, we’re not working together. I just want to grind his pelvis into dust.”

“Not working together yet,” Kadria drawled.

When Artemis narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth to argue, Kadria sighed.

“It’s funny you specifically say that the issue is that I killed Nathan. Because I’ve never done that,” she said.

“Oh, don’t give me this bullshit. These chumps don’t know this multiverse crap, just like I never did, but I do. Other yous have killed him on that night. We eventually get the memories of others versions of ourselves, so there’s no difference,” Artemis said.

Kadria raised an eyebrow at the word “eventually” but remained silent until Artemis finished. She then shook her head. “You don’t understand. I haven’t received any new memories since I brought Nathan here. Part of going ‘rogue’ as a Messenger is that our employers sever us from our alternate selves. There are other Kadrias out there, still operating as ordinary Messengers. Should you join Nathan, there will be other Artemis’s.”

Shock overcame Artemis and her face paled. Her entire body appeared to shake.

“Wait, that can happen?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“That’s…” Artemis gulped. Her eyes appeared far too wide.

Kadria narrowed her own, then smirked.

Something was up. Nathan prodded Kadria over their mental link.

I’ll explain later, Kadria replied.

But before she could push Artemis further, the catgirl shook her entire body like a dog.

“Well, this is fucking useless,” Artemis whined. “This is the first time I’ve met you and figured I could finally get some vengeance. But no. It’s not the right one. What’s that weird saying the other Messengers have about forgetting things?”

“Need to be more specific,” Kadria said drily.

Ignoring her, Artemis thought for a few seconds. Tarako waited patiently, likely for her Nine-Tail Slash to be ready again.

Then Artemis gasped. “Right. ‘It was a Tuesday.’ Except, for you, it’s not even a fucking Tuesday. It’s not any day. I figured you’d give me some shit like that, because I can’t remember all the Nathans and old friends I’ve killed. But, no, it just never happened.”

“A surprisingly sympathetic problem, yes.” Kadria nodded.

Nathan and the others looked at the women like they were nuts.

Artemis rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t look like that. I exist to kill you, Nathan. And don’t protest. I’ve heard it all. The outer beings know plenty about you, even if these walking, horned cocksleeves don’t.”

“I thought I wasn’t important,” Nathan said.

“You weren’t,” Kadria corrected. “But now there’s an infinite number of worlds where you’re the most important person in them. Before Fyre. Before me, you were a generic Bastion that none of us remembered.”

“Yeah, and now he’s Nathan, and you’re the forgettable cocksleeve. Given I’ve never fought you before, I guess he kills you or the other succusluts replace you.” Artemis smirked. “Anyway, that’s why you’re special, Nathan. I’ve killed more versions of you than…” She paused and tapped her chin. “Um, I’m not good at comparisons like this.”

“Meals you’ve eaten?” Ciana suggested.

Artemis frowned. “Uh, not that many. I wanted to make some sort of sexual comparison for Nathan, but I don’t know how active he is here. Like, I bet he’s fucking you all constantly but…” She scowled at Ciana and Sunstorm.

“You can just not bring it up if you’re going to try to murder us because of it,” Sunstorm said, raising her swords.

“Tch. Fine.” Artemis tilted her head. “You know, I like you more than the old version.”

“Can’t say I share the sentiment.”

Nathan’s mind raced as he focused on the meaning of Artemis’s words. Not her nattering away about nonsense, but what she’d said about why she existed.

“Wait, you said you exist to kill me. Just me?” he asked. “I’m that important?”

Kadria’s eyes widened as she understood as well.

Artemis merely shrugged. “Basically. My job is pretty simple, and pruning all the worlds where you’re useless and can’t let me finish it makes it faster. You know, kind of like pruning off the branches of a tree you don’t want, so that the remaining ones are better. Except I’m pretty sure my boss only needs one branch, and this is it.”

“Because of me,” Nathan said slowly.

“Uh…” Artemis blinked slowly. Then did so again. “Oh. I really shouldn’t tell you this much.”

“Because you’re not allowed to?” Kadria asked.

“No.” Artemis pointed at Nathan. “Because you might get a big head and do something stupid. You’re too… ‘you’ for me to easily capture and stash away. After all, if you were the type of person I could catch without trying, you wouldn’t be the Nathan I want. But if you die before I finish my job, then it’s all been wasted. I’m only here for you.”

“Some way to show it,” Sunstorm said.

“Like I said, I have a job to do first.” Artemis hefted her scimitar over one shoulder. “Although, in this case, I think I’ve⁠—”

Two pairs of rushing footsteps behind Nathan took his attention away from the Messenger. He glanced back to see Astra and Fei approaching. Presumably, Fei had slowed herself down in order to avoid getting into a fight with Artemis.

The last time the two versions of Fei had fought, both had nearly killed one another at the same time and strange things had been happening ever since.

“Astra, Fei, what’s—” Nathan began to say.

Only for the dark elf’s opals to glow as she pushed her arms downward and leaped into the air. Wood burst beneath her as she went flying from the combined force of her legs and psychokinesis.

Artemis stared up at the flying dark elf, then scowled.

Astra started throwing punches even before she reached the peak of her ascent. Shrugging them off, Artemis lowered her gaze to Nathan once again. The look in her eyes suggested the hunt was on once again.

A barrier cut Artemis off from their side of the keep, and Ciana glared at Fei, as if daring her to join in the battle. Sunstorm and Tarako teleported over to the other side.

As if ready to repeat her earlier maneuver, Artemis crouched, her muscles tightening like springs. Nathan reached for Ciana’s gems, ready to pump them full of magic. Yet he saw her alexandrite glimmer and knew she wouldn’t need the help this time.

Astra crashed down in front of Artemis right as Tarako and Sunstorm appeared behind the catgirl. Immediately, Astra reached down. Her arms hovered in the air, holding Artemis’s legs.

The Messenger couldn’t budge an inch, right as her greatest threats hovered behind her.

“Whatever,” Artemis drawled. She swung her scimitar at the ground in front of her, all three of her amethysts glowing.

More of the keep burst asunder as Artemis’s own psychokinetic swings tore apart the rooftop, empowered by her trigem ability’s surge of strength. Astra gasped as she lost her footing. Immortality or not, she couldn’t fly. The river beckoned below, and she fell right toward it.

“Shit,” Nathan cursed, preparing a teleportation spell instead of a slash to pull Astra out of the river.

Sure, she’d survive the river, but who knew how far she’d wash up down it? He’d lose time tracking her down and retrieving her.

Astra reached out with an arm, seemingly in panic, and stopped in midair. She’d somehow gripped onto a stable part of the keep with her psychokinesis and it kept her hovering in midair. The act appeared impossible, but given Astra could send herself soaring into the air the same way, why couldn’t she hold herself in place?

Crisis averted, Nathan turned back to Artemis.

Only to wonder where she’d gotten to. Ciana had dropped her barrier and looked down in panic, while scattered leaves across the other side of the keep suggested that Sunstorm had taken a heavy blow. Tarako appeared unharmed, but frustrated.

The ground beneath Nathan rumbled. He activated his teleportation spell before it grew too loud and reappeared fifty feet away, along with Ciana and Fei. Kadria had resisted his spell and he couldn’t be bothered trying to force it.

Artemis exploded from below the rooftop and instantly swung her blade at Kadria. The succubus’s body shimmered with darkness. Yet when Artemis closed in a blur, Kadria teleported onto the other side of the keep.

Leaving Nathan alone on this side with just Ciana and Fei.

Whirling with a grin, Artemis turned the fifty feet between them into inches in the time it took him to blink.

Ciana’s greatsword swung out, attempting to block her. Artemis blurred to the side, easily dodging the unicorn knight in such open terrain.

Only to be swept up in an inferno of blue flames.

“Fei!” Nathan snapped, preparing a spatial slash to defend himself.

“This bitch needs to learn her place,” Fei snapped, her body a living candle as she shot toward Artemis.

“I thought you learned your lesson last time,” Artemis growled.

Both scimitars clashed, and the scene matched the one below Soreaux. Except this time, Nathan had an attack ready and an angle to use it from.

Fei’s spare hand latched onto Artemis’s arm, barely able to match the Messenger’s speed. Or, perhaps, the issue was the sweat pouring off both women as they slowed down drastically while fighting each other.

Regardless, Fei pulled Artemis to one side. Leaving her open to Nathan. His sword came down even as Artemis’s eyes widened.

And she dodged again. At least this time he took both her arms off. Fei tossed aside the limb she held and followed the stumbling Artemis.

Her scimitar plunged directly through Artemis’s head. Blue flames swallowed both of them, doing just as little to Artemis as they did to Fei.

Both catgirls screamed. Their gems flared with golden light, then a strange darkness.

Artemis’s arms regrew and she ripped Fei’s sword out of her head, pushing her younger version away. Her screaming kept going. The blue frames appeared to have infiltrated her body, eating away at the inside of her mouth. Her eyes flickered with the same inferno as Fei.

Then Nathan blinked and stared at Fei, who was a half-dozen feet away from Artemis and untouched by the raging azure inferno engulfing Artemis. All three of her gems flickered purple.

With a great screech, Fei swung at Artemis. She lost her balance and went flying along the path of her sword, as she’d used a hundred times her usual strength.

Yet another chasm opened up in the keep. This time along the path of Fei’s swing. She nearly fell into it as she milled her arms in circles to maintain her balance.

Artemis did nothing more than crouch, covered in flames. Consumed by them from the inside. Slowly, they went out.

Then the blaze returned to Fei, who had been busy staring at her hands and scimitar.

Gulping, Artemis shakily rose to her feet. “You really need to learn your lesson and stop doing that. It makes it really hard to not kill you, you know? My job would be way easier if you were dead.”

Fei spun, but on muscles as shaky as Artemis’s.

The Messenger blurred away. This time in the opposite direction to Nathan and everyone else.

“Wait!” Nathan snapped.

His mental magic slammed into Artemis without even meaning to, just as it often did with others. Artemis came to a dead stop.

She turned her head to face him, eyes full of something he struggled to describe. She bit her lip.

“For a guy who doesn’t want to be ridden into oblivion for eternity, you like pushing things,” Artemis said, her voice carrying across the rooftop despite sounding like a whisper. “Did you want a parting fuck?”

“Why do you keep fighting us? You said it yourself. Once your job is done, you want to join me,” Nathan said. “I… don’t understand what happened to you, Jafeila, but⁠—”

“I’m not Jafeila.” Artemis bit her lip. “I’m Artemis. Your Artemis, but still Artemis. And it’s simple. My job requires me to do this. Fight you. Fuck things up. Make sure you’re the real deal. I don’t know what the outer beings really want, but it’s way more than just eating Doumahr. All I want is you. And I’ll get you, one way or another. So…” She spun her scimitar and he felt his mental control over her shatter. “Don’t die, Nathan. Not unless it’s because I come down too hard on you in bed.”

Then Artemis vanished again.

But this time, he at least knew she cared. In her own twisted way, she remained the Jafeila he’d known and loved. The question was, could he keep risking the loss of others he loved just for the opportunity to tame the feral kitty?


CHAPTER 21



With Falmir’s soldiers long gone, seizing Tervuis’s Ford turned into a mere formality. Nathan’s soldiers spread out across the gargantuan fortress as they scanned for traps and anyone hiding out, while he focused on claiming the binding stone. Astra pulled herself up from the wreckage of the keep while his other Champions kept an eye out for Artemis.

As he probably should have expected, Falmir had changed the encryption of their binding stone wards. Charlotte or the being riding in her head knew Nathan came from another world and could crack them, so had changed them.

Nathan had once described the wards protecting binding stones as like a lock, and he had the keys to almost all of them thanks to his future knowledge. Yet, as Adam lacked any real skill at sorcery, changing the key to the lock amounted to nothing.

These days, Nathan simply used his mental magic to cut through the lock, bypassing the need to know how to decipher the encryption at all. Whole teams of sorcerers typically spent weeks to accomplish what Nathan accomplished with a thought.

“I’m surprised Charlotte didn’t place her own wards on the binding stone,” Ciana said, watching Nathan work.

“The only wards I’ve heard the goddess place on binding stones were those that prevented anyone from using them.” He frowned. “I suppose I’ll add another notch to my theory about Omria being unable to interfere with the binding stones.”

His bodyguard tensed while he waited for some sort of reaction. Nothing.

He’d noticed before the battle that saying Omria’s name produced no reaction, and it seemed it remained true. The only presence that pestered him was Fyre, who somehow knew he’d said the name and hovered near him in the mental world for a time.

While that strange being had assaulted the mental world he’d conjured to protect his army from Charlotte’s ninth rank spell, it remained missing in action when he spoke the goddess’s name.

How odd.

Realistically, the only person with a possible answer was nearby. While Nathan tracked down Kadria, he repaired the damage he’d done to the keep, then the rest of the fortress. The many geysers and other geological shifts Adam had caused would be repaired later, as they weren’t an immediate problem.

He found the succubus sitting atop her spear outside, hovering atop a seat formed of the shadowy darkness from her spatial magic. Tarako stood nearby, refusing to look at Kadria, an oversized sake bottle by her feet as she drank from a large saucer.

“I’m surprised you took this long to track me down,” Kadria said as he approached, sipping from her own—much smaller—vessel of sake. “Artemis’s behavior definitely caught you off guard, although your version of the kitten is fine now. And I suppose you wish to punish me for rushing off by myself.”

“I figured those questions could wait a moment. Claiming the fortress had priority to dissuade a counterattack.” Nathan stood on the other side of Kadria as Tarako. “Before I admonish you, something else mattered more. Omria’s name. I can⁠—”

Kadria shot him an annoyed look. “I noticed. Now stop being an idiot and quit saying it. Just because the false goddess has stopped trying to vaporize you for saying her name doesn’t mean you aren’t alerting her every time she says it. Names hold power, and you’re far too strong to be slinging them around without consequence.”

He grimaced. “Alright. And no, I don’t plan to punish you. My primary concern is that you didn’t tell anyone.”

“Would it have mattered if I did?” Kadria laughed bitterly. “With that said, I had hoped to convince Artemis to aid you. She appeared amenable to the idea. If only she stopped trying to kill you.”

“And?”

Kadria tugged at her now-repaired top, revealing a nipple in the process. “You noticed my absent clothing earlier, no doubt. She exploded with rage, let out that banshee wail of hers, and nearly killed me. Her powers are single-minded, but her speed and effective immortality make her absurdly dangerous. The partner’s Messengers are usually intended to slay prophets, but I feel Artemis is more of a Messenger-slayer herself.”

“Can anything kill her?” Tarako asked, looking up at the succubus with flattened tails. “My Nine-Tail Slash proved less effective than I’d hoped.”

Nathan blinked. “You hit her with it?”

“Once,” Kadria said. “I caught the beast in a spatial loop and she lost her limbs. Healed them even faster than when you severed her leg.”

Well, that boded well. Nathan glanced at Tarako’s sake bottle and wished he had a drink of his own.

But when Kadria raised an eyebrow and began her summoning magic, he held up a hand.

“Better not,” he said. “I still need to check in with the southern team. Reine says everything went fine, but I’ll need to talk with them in detail. Can’t do that if I’m drunk.”

“One can drink and not get drunk,” Kadria said, then shrugged. “In any case, I think the theory is sound. If you’re strong enough or you apply your power correctly, you can kill Artemis—I suspect we came close tonight. But if you want to guarantee the kill, then you’ll need your own silver to slay the vampire, so to speak.”

Vampires weren’t real, but Nathan knew the myths well enough to understand the metaphor. “So we can slow her down with certain attacks, but not kill her.”

“Exactly. I suspect she’s not regenerating as much as reforming.”

Nathan just stared at Kadria, who sighed.

“Don’t worry about it,” the succubus said. “Especially as it seems you don’t want her dead.”

“I…” He scratched his head. Changing the topic, he instead said, “Can you explain what happened when she fought Fei? Both times there’s been a reaction from both of them. This one was more severe. I didn’t get much else from the conflict, despite how chatty Artemis was, but this seemed useful.”

“Didn’t get much?” Kadria sneered, then smoothed her expression when Ciana and Tarako glared at her. “There was plenty to ‘get’ from that encounter. But to answer your question, it’s the reason you shouldn’t kill Oliver. Fei and Artemis are merging. Even though Artemis is from a previous cycle, they’re similar enough to cause a response. But, I assume, different enough to make it extreme.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow, not entirely sure he followed.

“This is complicated stuff,” Kadria said. “I only know about it from experience. When I killed my alternate selves, our memories and abilities differed in minor ways. Even then, the merger nearly made me catatonic the first time it happened. For Artemis and Fei, we’re talking about a complete difference in life experiences.”

That sounded like an understatement.

Before becoming Artemis, Jafeila had witnessed the death of every nation and person she’d loved and lived in multiple times. Her village destroyed, first Bastion slain, and the Empire overrun. Even after joining Trafaumh, she went through three Bastions before joining Nathan. Then she’d lost even him and Falmir.

The undead soldiers Artemis utilized in her portal stood as grim reminders of everything she’d lost. Nathan had been haunted by them, but he could only imagine the pain of being forced to become a Messenger sent back to Doumahr over and over. He struggled to see how the woman he’d loved agreed to become such a monster.

By contrast, Fei lived a fairly happy and bubbly life. One full of war and conflict, but largely bereft of the tragedy that stalked Jafeila’s past.

He watched as Fei bounced around the courtyard, checking up on her many subordinates and ensuring preparations for tonight’s camp were well underway. While she undoubtably wanted a good meal, ensuring the army had somewhere to sleep in an unknown fortress ranked highly as well.

“… can Fei remember any of that?” Nathan asked quietly.

“Unlikely. These are just flashes of the merge. I think they’re a warning system that prevents us from doing anything too stupid,” Kadria said.

All the more reason to find a hopefully peaceful solution with Artemis. But he struggled to see what it might be.

After all, she appeared intent on finishing this “job” of hers.

Sighing, he asked, “Fine. I’ll bite. What did you get from Artemis? You’re an expert in cryptic nonsense.”

“Thank you,” Kadria drawled. “I’ve told you before that we become Messengers for a reason, right?”

He nodded.

“Usually, we fulfill that reason by becoming one. Koji, Siv, and myself wanted to escape our lives. Others, like the Twins, arranged for one final joy ride through their world, murdering, fucking, and destroying everything they hated about it.” Kadria’s gaze turned distant as she pitched her head back and stared up at the stars above them.

She fell silent for a while, gazing up at the specks of light glittering in the night sky. By now, the clouds had cleared.

Eventually, she continued, “I’m pretty sure Artemis’s deal can’t be fulfilled until she stops being a Messenger. She has a ‘job,’ and she’s confident she can live in Doumahr with you afterward.”

“I got that part. She wanted to turn me into her agent and use me as breeding stock,” Nathan said drily.

Ciana scowled, but the pitch-black tint of her horn and the lust pouring over the mental link suggested the idea of fucking Nathan as hard as Artemis wanted to wasn’t entirely undesirable.

“Sure.” Kadria tiled her sake vessel toward him and the liquid somehow didn’t drain out of it. “But you missed the important part.”

He waited in silence. Constantly following up on her bait tired him.

“Look, she thinks she can finish her ‘job’ and then join you.” Kadria kicked him in the side with a bare foot. “That means whatever she needs to do here doesn’t involve destroying Doumahr or even killing Fyre, as those are effectively equivalent. Hell, if she wanted to kill Fyre, she wouldn’t have been here tonight.”

“That’s…” Nathan rapidly put the pieces together. “… So you think…”

He couldn’t bring himself to say it.

After all, Artemis had tried far too many times to kill him. She’d nearly killed both Ciana and Narime, and tried her best to take out the others.

“She’s a Messenger,” Tarako growled.

“So am I,” Kadria said flatly with a sharp glance at the fox. “In the end, you’re the one who has to decide whether you can risk leaving her alive. She’s spent too long as a Messenger. While she wants you, everyone else might as well barely exist. If anything, every little problem she had with her friends has likely become exacerbated. Every world she visits is one she was denied, and I imagine it’s easy to blame everyone else.”

“And you,” Ciana said.

“Yes, well, I certainly take some of the blame.”

“I’d say all of it, but even I’m not so foolish as to miss the real problem this ‘job’ of Artemis’s has unveiled,” Tarako said. Her expression appeared resigned.

Nathan grimaced. He’d already pieced together the puzzle now that Kadria had given him the piece he was missing.

Even so, Kadria explained everything as she stared up at the sky once more. “Whatever this job is, it revolves around you, Nathan. Artemis prunes worlds by killing you. Which means that my boss’s intentions aren’t just to consume Doumahr and eventually the false goddess, like I always thought they were, but something else entirely.”

“Maybe he thinks this is how he’ll truly win?” Ciana suggested.

“If Fyre has the power of the goddess, then he hasn’t won. Victory means fundamentally erasing the goddess and her power from Doumahr, so that he consumes every instance of it in the multiverse. No more cycles. Just an entire archetype that acts as his food, forever.”

Nathan frowned. Something about that bothered him, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.

Kadria kept going, her tone growing grimmer with every word. “It means I’ve been dancing in my former employer’s palm all along. To the point I question if I ever truly escaped. I might be cutoff, but it seems Artemis is as well.”

“She is?” he asked.

“Her reaction when I brought it up was telling. I don’t need to be able to read her emotions with my inherent succubus abilities to know she became flustered at the possibility. No doubt she’s too green to know it happened at all. What I don’t understand is why she’d be abandoned while still actively pursuing the partner’s goal.”

Kadria’s musings only became grimmer, before she trailed off. Nathan decided to leave her be.

The possibility that her actions had been predicted by the very being she created her plan to escape struck at Kadria’s core. Even though Nathan refused to consider the idea that every action he took was part of some greater being’s plan, he understood why it hurt.

So he wandered back to the keep. His soldiers saluted as he approached, as some had taken up guard positions outside it. Many were establishing sleeping quarters inside the building, although it was hard to say if everyone could squeeze in.

On the way back, he checked up on Reine again over the mental link.

Has everything settled down there? he asked.

We’ve routed Falmir’s forces and taken significant ground south of Chateau de Sarn. Archduke von Salms’s forces appear to be mobilizing, so I anticipate we will sweep toward the fortress in the morning, Reine said.

Hesitating, Nathan finally decided to ask about the one thing he worried about, What happened with Charlotte?

She vanished some time ago. It was not long after you messaged me about her, Reine said. Fyre was convinced Charlotte had retreated, as she didn’t feel her presence up north. I couldn’t confirm the matter as wards blocked my scrying shortly after you attacked.

Which was the crux of the matter. Charlotte appeared to have teleported away from the south at approximately the same time her clone had struck Tervuis’s Ford.

But that only deepened the mystery. Why didn’t Charlotte support her clone? Where had Oliver gone?

Or was Nathan wrong, and the timing off enough that Charlotte had actually teleported away when her clone died?

He knew far too little to puzzle together the meaning behind Charlotte’s actions. They made less sense than Artemis’s. He at least knew that the evil kitty wanted to fuck him into the next millennium.

Thank you, Reine, Nathan messaged back.

His wolfgirl spymaster sent back loving thoughts along the mental link, and he left her to her work. There’d be plenty of it, as she also ran Trafaumh as the Grand Inquisitor. With the Empire actively assisting with the war, she’d need to up the political pressure on the Inquisition to fight alongside Nathan.

He found himself in a long corridor running along one side of the keep, overlooking the river. Window slits cut into the stonework let the moonlight in. Numerous doorways lined the corridor, many seeping warm light.

Only a single person stood here, however. Astra stared out of one of the slits, utterly stationary.

Before Nathan got close enough to greet her, she spoke without turning, “I am sorry.”

He kept walking toward her. In true Astra fashion, she’d said some nonsense words without giving him the context.

When he stopped next to her, he rapped her skull with his knuckles. She didn’t react. Presumably because she didn’t feel a thing.

“Words,” he said.

“I fought poorly tonight,” she said. Her gaze appeared lost as she stared into the river below them. “Against the fake one. Against the false Fei.”

“You can just call her Artemis,” he said.

“It’s a powerful name. I dislike it.”

Nathan frowned, unsure what to say. “Well, everyone did poorly against her. And Charlotte’s clone wasn’t a huge threat. Just annoying, due to the barrier. You tied her up.”

“Little more than a nuisance. A powerful sorceress.” Astra shook her head. “Seen them before. Messengers consume them easily. Useless trick. If I defeated it…”

Had she trailed off because she struggled with speaking so many words at once, or because she was unwilling to voice her thoughts?

Nathan rubbed her shoulder. Astra continued to refuse to face him.

“We fight as a team. And, sometimes, that means what you do is only part of what everyone accomplishes,” he said.

“Did my fighting matter?” she asked, bitterness oozing from her tone as she finally looked up at him. “Omria refused to face me. Sent a fake. Fled from the others. Is this all I am?”

“No. You’re Astra, and an important Champion to me,” Nathan said reflexively.

She looked away while biting her lip.

He flailed for his words, unsure what to say.

Never before had he seen her act like this. The closest had been her near-complete shutdown after being “exiled” from the Spires in an act of political theater when she’d first joined him.

Yet back then she’d openly sought death. Now, he lacked any knowledge of what she desired.

The Astra that had farewelled him all those years ago in his old world, shortly before dying along with the Spires, and the Astra in front of him had never been so far apart.

“I think you need to get some sleep. Maybe talk to Nurevia. I’m sure she can remind you of how strong you actually are,” he said.

Bringing up Nurevia only darkened Astra’s expression. But she nodded.

Even so, she remained stationary. Nathan stayed there, rubbing her shoulder for another minute, before deciding he needed to move on.

His knights had installed a wireless in one of the larger bedrooms in the keep, so he claimed that for the time being. Later, he’d teleport back to Aleich to handle Alice and regroup. But he needed to ensure the Ford remained protected. A surprise attack by Charlotte or other Bastions could ruin everything.

After an hour of talking to Seraph and Alice, he felt satisfied nothing would happen tonight. Reine’s scrying found no hidden armies and detected no surges of activity on Falmir’s front line. Charlotte had retreated to lick her wounds.

Nathan collapsed on the bed. Ciana stood by the door.

After a moment, he looked up at her. “You have something to ask.”

“I’m protecting you,” she protested.

“No, you’re pretending to. I know that expression on your face, and your horn is flickering colors. Plus, you’re trying to hide your emotions from me. Which you can’t. I’ve gained a lot of experience from dealing with Fei and Fyre, who are both oddly adept at that, and you’re nowhere near as good.”

“Fei!?” Ciana yelped, before pouting. “She doesn’t even have the same link with you.”

“No, but she’s… mentally guarded.” Nathan sighed. “This is beside the point. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, but…” She bit her lip. “Earlier, Kadria implied that… everything was predetermined. That our actions didn’t matter. Can that really be true?”

“No.”

Ciana blinked. Her doe-eyed expression of confusion made him want to pinch her cheeks. Evidently, she sensed his desire to bully her and crossed her arms.

“I thought your fetish was for me to bully you,” she protested.

“It can be both,” he said.

“Asshole.”

He raised his arms. “Not tonight. I’ve already over-promised myself to the Twins and Nurevia.”

And they’d definitely collect, no matter how late he got back.

“Well?” he asked.

She rolled her eyes. “You just said ‘no’ and refused to elaborate.” She even deepened her voice in a mockery of his tone. “Why don’t you think so? These outer beings are… impossible to understand.”

“That doesn’t mean they’re all powerful. The idea that our actions are predetermined is ridiculous. Too many things lead into others. Every step I’ve taken leading up to now has been to protect Doumahr, and it’s prevented ruin. If my actions were predetermined, then how could ruin ever exist?”

“Um, I don’t think that proves it doesn’t.” Ciana narrowed her eyebrows at him. “I’m well-versed enough theologically that such a simple argument won’t work.”

He scowled. “Then I’ll give two others. First, if my decisions don’t matter, why is there a multiverse? How can all these other Nathans that Artemis hunts exist? Why am I special? It’s not predetermination if somebody is simply filling a bag with every marble in existence in the hopes that one of them is the marble they’re looking for.”

“… you’ve lost me.”

“I’m no good at these analogies.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Our world is just one in this huge multiverse, right? So we’re a single marble in a bag full of an infinite number of marbles. Well, these outer beings are apparently searching for a specific marble. A special marble. If reality is predetermined by their power, then every marble should be the marble they want, as they should be able to force reality to match their whims. They shouldn’t need Artemis to remove the other marbles from the bag by ‘pruning’ the multiverse.”

Ciana’s eyes widened. “Oh. I get it. This is like that con where somebody predicts the winner of a race, but tells different people different results. You only think they can predict winners because you don’t know about all the times they’re wrong.”

“Exactly. Kadria’s not dancing in her old boss’s hand. She’s just the last one remaining.”

“… shouldn’t she understand that?”

She should. Nathan suspected Kadria’s issue dwelled at a more fundamental level, given she understood mathematics far better than he ever would. Hell, the little tiff she’d had with Tarako earlier over “certainty” still confused him.

“Anyway, the other argument is simpler,” he continued. “I don’t like predetermination because it’s an excuse to stop thinking and just act mindlessly. Doumahr is a harsh place. Demons invading, unrest everywhere, civil wars brooding, and now actual wars. Saying ‘Omria’s will’ and switching your brain off is an easy way to avoid taking responsibility. But I’ve never known anyone who accomplished anything important who did that. For as many priests in Trafaumh act like that, I doubt the Bishop Errante does.”

“He intervened to have Fyre recognized, so you’re probably right. He even returned early from his time in Arcadia,” Ciana said. Then she tilted her head. “Isn’t that what Emperor Gorthal said Baudelaire also believed?”

“Yes,” Nathan said, without looking at her.

No more words were necessary, as she understood why he refused to elaborate.

Her question answered, Ciana slipped outside and stood guard outside his room. He laid back on the bed. While sleep beckoned, he only allowed himself a few minutes of rest before planning to rejoin his knights. One final check would suffice before he returned to Aleich.

The door opened, interrupting his plans and meandering thoughts.

He rose and saw Vala enter. She waved him back down.

“It’s fine. This should be quick,” she said.

When she sat down next to him, he had a hunch it would be anything but. He laid back down anyway.

“Just wanted to check if it’s fine for the girls to crack open a stash of liquor they found,” Vala said. “There’s loads of it, but they’re focused on all this old brandy. There are racks full of it in a fancy cellar. Although it’s not really a cellar, given it’s floating in the air above a river.”

“I get it,” Nathan said. Then he blinked. “Wait, old brandy? You mean cognac? The keep has a huge stash of cognac?”

“Uh, maybe? I don’t know what it is, but the girls were super excited about it. Wolf tails flying everywhere. More than a few hoped you’d join in and, uh…” Vala trailed off with a broad grin.

Nathan knew that grin. His subordinates sought to get him very drunk and then jump him. Not the first time they’d tried.

And, to be honest, the temptation of genuine Trafaumh cognac nearly caused him to give in. Even for him, getting his hands on large amounts proved difficult. The war with Trafaumh had seriously harmed trade with the nation, driving the price up massively and limiting supply. The cascades and civil war would only make matters worse.

“Do they plan on drinking all of it?” he asked.

Vala blinked. “Uh, I imagine so? What else would they do with it?”

He stared at her. Then poked her in the forehead. She swore at him and knocked his hand away.

“Vala, I know you’re a Champion, but it helps to be aware when your subordinates are scheming,” he said. “If it’s good cognac, then a single bottle can likely buy a house in Aleich. Even the palace only has a relatively small amount of it.”

“Relatively as in the amount you feed Fei, or a normal person’s small?” Vala asked.

He snorted. “Small by the standards of the wealthiest and most powerful family on Doumahr. The stash could probably buy a noble title from Otto, and even more from somebody with less issues with beastkin.”

She stared at him. Then she stood up. “Excuse me. I’ll go crack some heads open.”

Grabbing her arm, he gave her a light tug to prevent her from leaving. She squealed and toppled atop him. Evidently he’d forgotten his own strength.

“I’ll send Ciana,” he said as Vala rolled off him.

A quick mental message to Ciana—who had almost certainly been eavesdropping through the mental link—had her barking orders outside the door. Vala flushed.

“I could have sworn they really wanted to drink it,” she mumbled.

“They’d probably drink some of it, but I bet the rest would slip onto a supply cart while nobody is looking.” Nathan laughed at Vala’s expression. “I won’t ruin their day entirely, but it would be very unfair to the knights who didn’t come here if only some of them benefitted.”

Plus, the cognac technically belonged to the Empire now. Or Trafaumh, but Nathan had claimed the fortress and he had no plans to relinquish it for some time. Although he might hand it off to Seraph if he found a way to do so. She still struggled to control a single binding stone, however. Defending a key chokepoint might be too much for her.

Nathan didn’t care for the cognac, however. Its value was a drop in the bucket compared to what he handled supplying his armies, even if it mattered a great deal to his knights. Their loyalty was assured, so he happily ensured their financial security after the war.

“Urgh, and everything had gone so good until now,” Vala whined, running a hand down her face.

Well, at least somebody was happy with tonight. He looked up at Vala, who grinned stupidly at the wall while sitting beside him.

“Tonight was exhilarating,” she continued. “I know it’s not our first battle or anything, but it felt like everything I’d been preparing for. Fighting demons with the girls felt like graduating from training, but we’re knight-killers, not demon slayers. In Soreaux, we held our own, but that weird magic shit from the Messenger kind of ruined things. The idea was to just…” Vala made a chopping motion through one hand. “We did that tonight.”

“That was the point,” Nathan said.

“Yeah, but tonight it came true.” Vala’s eyes lit up. “We were knight-killers. Cutting through Adam Martel’s elite forces that had vanquished the Inquisitorial Corps. It was everything I dreamed of when I wanted to become a Champion. A huge battle, friends at my back, crazy magic going down, and the whole world on the line.”

“Did your dreams include a crazed princess and an oversexed evil catgirl?”

“Uh, no. But the Tarako books always feature some crazy twist, right? Like the golems coming to life and…” Her eyes widened and she slapped her hands over her mouth, her face turning into a cherry.

A soft thwump signaled Vala burying her face in the bed beside him.

“You do know I’ve read those books, too? Along with just about every single knight under you,” he said, trying not to sound condescending.

Vala mumbled something incoherent. He poked her, but she didn’t respond.

“I can’t understand you,” he said.

She poked her head up slightly, refusing to look at him. “Yeah, but it’s different. Seraph shot me a weird look when I mentioned them to her. Like…”

“That’s probably the age gap,” he said. “She doesn’t read them. Tarako is more myth than fictional hero in Kurai, where she grew up.”

“Eh?” Vala shot up and stared at him, then groaned. “You’re fucking kidding me. And Choe?”

Nathan looked around, then at the ceiling. He even checked the mental link to confirm Sunstorm was currently scouting the surrounding forests.

“Never tell her I told you this, or she’ll smother me in my sleep,” he said seriously.

“Holy shit,” Vala breathed out, eyes like dinner plates. “She reads them?”

“She steals Ciana’s… special books while she’s sleeping.”

A surprised squeal from the other side of the door confirmed a certain unicorn knight was still eavesdropping. Nathan gave her a soft mental slap and a harsh warning not to bring it up, and Ciana’s presence cowered.

“Wow. That’s…” Vala frowned. “Wait, special books?”

“I’ll tell you when you’re older.”

“Oh, fuck you. Like I don’t know how hard you’re fucking half the palace.” She glared at him. “I even know about my lieutenants’ plan to try to get you to handle their heat this winter.” A pause. “You have an actual plan to handle that, right? Thousands of elite, incredibly strong beastkin knights going into heat in the palace sounds pretty crazy.”

“Things get tense,” he said blandly.

She stared at him, then ran a hand over her face. “I’ll never get used to you just… shrugging this shit off.” Then she frowned. “Huh. Just realized you probably knew I read these things all along, huh?”

Ah. Nathan’s expression flickered for a moment as unwanted memories assaulted him. Vala caught them and frowned.

He sighed and waved her concern off, looking away. “No. The… other Vala never read them.”

Silence.

“Oh. Ohhh.” Vala slapped a fist into her other palm. “I only picked them up when Oliver moved into the Palace. Beth gave them to me to help with the boredom. Needed to do more than just train. That never happened?”

“We were on the front lines for years and years. Didn’t really settle down for long anywhere until after the Federation and Arcadia fell, by which point we were quelling invasions almost every month.” A ragged sigh escaped him. “Boredom only really set in up in the Far Reaches. Maybe she read them up there, but…”

By then, Nathan had so many Champions to share his time between that he had struggled at times. Hence Artemis’s jealousy, as she sometimes complained about playing third fiddle to the other trigems. Not that he felt he treated her that way, but when she’d been used to getting time with him whenever she wanted when they crossed paths, maybe it hurt more.

Or perhaps he’d sucked a lot more at pleasing his Champions. He lacked the absurd endurance he currently possessed, after all. Pleasing his entire inner circle of Champions in a single night had become a genuine possibility.

But never back then. Never with the old Vala. She’d resisted reading the Tarako books, despite the urging from the many beastkin Champions around her. It had almost become a game. If she ever read them, would she even admit it?

A sudden pressure on Nathan’s torso pulled him from his thoughts. He blinked and saw Vala laying atop him, anger in her eyes.

Her teary eyes. A furious scowl tore her face apart.

“Look at me!” she snapped, holding his arms down while nearly straddling him. “I’m right here, not in your memories or some apocalyptic past, dammit!”

Nathan opened his mouth to say something, only for Vala to mash her lips against it. Her tongue slipped past his teeth and tried to overwhelm him.

Instincts took over and he gripped her sides. His own tongue pushed back against hers. Experience took over and he pulled her against his body. A moan escaped Vala. His erection rubbed against her crotch and he felt her breasts squish against his chest.

When they parted, her eyes glazed over. Yet she bit her lip and wavered.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I know you’re here. You’re my Vala, and the only Vala I have.”

A sob racked Vala’s body. Then she kissed him again.

This time, she slid her head past his afterward, nuzzling his neck. Her hands rubbed his legs.

“Vala?” he asked.

“… is it fine if I do something reckless?” she asked, voice husky.

“That’s kind of your thing, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. It is, isn’t it?” She giggled.

Then she sat up and fully straddled him. Her upper uniform flew off first and her tits bounced out, as perky as he remembered them.

No, Nathan told himself. He’d never seen them in the nude before. After all, this Vala was nothing like the one he’d lost. Comparing the two would only hurt himself and Vala.

As such, he had the responsibility of learning how they felt all over again. Truly an arduous task.

Vala gasped when his fingers sank into the soft flesh of her breasts, and she bit her lip when he flicked a nipple. “This is so unfair.”

“Because I’ve done this before?” he asked.

A pause, broken by her gasps as he played with her nipples.

“I’ve, oh, heard the stories from the others. You’ll fuck me into next week,” Vala said. She bounced on his crotch.

“Sounds like a challenge.”

That challenge required him to get the lower half of her uniform off. With a little bit of help, he stripped her down. Once her panties flew on to the pile of her clothing in the corner, Vala straddled him in little more than a pair of socks.

He admired her naked body. His fingers ran over the taut muscles on her belly and pressed against her thighs, which were like solid steel as she rubbed against him. Vala held a rough beauty that he’d never overlook. Especially not with her hot and naked in his lap.

“I can feel you get harder,” she moaned while rubbing against his crotch.

She left behind small wet patches on his pants. Nathan wouldn’t describe her as dripping wet, given he’d done little more than brush the pink slit buried down there, but her arousal made her ready.

Her hands helped him get ready. They clumsily played at his pants, trying to undo them while she muttered under her breath. Once into his pants, she needed to get through his underwear and fumbled more. Her tits crushed against him as she tried to work in the narrow space she’d given herself.

Finally, his cock popped out and her hands closed around it. Her warm hands strengthened his erection, but she began stroking it without hesitation. A broad grin crossed her face as she watched him twitch in her hands.

That grin faded as his length continued to grow in her hands. By the time he reached full mast, Vala merely stared at his cock in shock.

“It’s big,” she said dumbly.

“It’ll be fine,” he said.

“I knew the Twins were lying when they said your dick was the size of their arms, but this is still…” Vala gulped. “It fits in everyone else, right?”

That question settled a suspicion Nathan had held. Little had changed between the Vala of his world and this one in this sense, at least.

She scowled and he knew he’d made a mistake with the internal comparison.

“You knew I was a virgin,” she mumbled, leaning back.

“It was hard not to. You didn’t exactly like Oliver, and your other self was a virgin for our first time,” he said.

A pout crossed her face and she leaned in for a kiss. He got a squeak from her when he pulled her against him and dominated her, his tongue sweeping her mouth while she squirmed in his arms.

She pulled her head away, blushing a deep red. He ran a finger along her jaw before curling it in a lock of her hair.

“You make it hard not to make the comparisons sometimes, but you really need to stop comparing yourself,” he said. “I know you’re a different Vala. The Vala I knew was never so self-conscious and the only reaction she’d have to a competitor would be to prove she was better.”

“Hard to do with everyone else around,” Vala said.

“See? That’s what I mean.” He butterflied kisses along her jaw and she squirmed again. “You don’t need to be reckless to enjoy this, Vala. Just be yourself.”

She looked back at him, her face still fully red. Then she nodded.

Her hands rubbed his sides. “It’s hot. I can feel your cock pressed against my belly, trying to heat me up from the outside because I won’t let it in. My body wants it.”

She lowered her hands to his legs and raised herself above him. His hands automatically positioned his tip beneath her entrance.

Slowly but surely, she lowered herself onto him. His cock split her pussy lips apart and she gasped as he entered her. Concentration marred her expression as she fought to keep her pace slow and deliberate, as if each inch she took inside herself was a battle.

Then one of her legs slipped on the bed and she crashed down on his cock. He caught her, but the sharp intake of breath and the tightness wrapped around his length made it clear he’d punched deep inside her.

“Fuuuuck,” Vala moaned into his shoulder, refusing to let him see her face. “You’re fucking huge. I can feel your cock stretching me out. I wanted to do something reckless, but this feels like I skipped right from learning how to throw a punch to a fight to the death.”

“Take it slow,” he said.

“Fuck that.” She threw her head back and raised herself. Her diamond shined in the process and they both looked at it. “Um…”

“You’re not going to try to blow me away, right?” he asked.

“I dunno. Do you ever have bad sex?”

“No.”

“Then you’re safe.” She ducked in for another kiss while giggling.

His hands gripped her thighs. She bit her lip at the sight.

“Fuck me, Nathan,” she whispered. “Don’t go easy. I’m going to prove I’m the real Vala.”

He pulled her down, ramming his cock against her womb in a single stroke. Her head lolled back in shock. Again and again, he slapped her body against his, drawing out her juices and other frothy liquids as they mixed.

Vala began to moan and try to move by herself. Her breasts jiggled freely. Nathan took one into his mouth, eliciting a gasp as he lightly bit a nipple.

“Oh goddess,” she moaned. “This is… You’re turning me inside out.”

His cock never stopped moving, railing the entire length of her pussy with each movement he made. Her juices oozed over his balls as she grew more and more aroused.

Nathan reached his climax quickly and didn’t bother holding back. Vala looked enraptured by her first time, well past the point of discomfort, and he wanted to reward her.

His tongue dominated hers as he pulled her into another kiss. He pressed her against him, letting her breasts mold themselves against his chest as his cock kissed her womb.

Vala’s eyes snapped open when his first shot painted her insides his color. Her body quivered in pleasure as he bucked her against him in small movements, and she contracted around his length. Thick seed filled her for her first time.

He pulled out with a wet pop and she oozed cum all over his cock and balls. Vala stared down at the growing mess in confusion, before gripping his length and sliding it back inside herself.

When she began to move, despite the intense gasps and moans escaping her, Nathan knew the Vala he loved was the one riding him. She threw herself into the act, taking the lead.

There was no need to compare the two, because there was only one Vala for him.


CHAPTER 22



In the ensuing days, the war between Falmir and the Empire started as all wars do. With chaos. Copious planning collided with reality and the latter won, as it always did. Nathan knew the relevant saying well enough that he’d said it so many times that Ciana even chirped it at him one night when he adjusted his sleeping schedule to make time for her. He’d nearly kicked her out of his bed for that.

“The best laid plans of mice and men.”

Ironically, the saying originated from a Falmirian poet who hailed from the far north.

Nathan’s experience with huge, sweeping campaigns and handling logistics allowed him to stay on top of sudden changes. Despite their involvement with the war against the Federation, the civil war, and the cascades in Trafaumh, his Champions struggled to stay on top of the sheer breadth of this one.

Three separate fronts, plus two nations full of nobility and their armies, made this conflict far greater than anything Seraph, Narime, or Reine had handled before. Nathan’s own armies and Champions might determine the outcome of the war, but countless others played a part. Plans and strategies needed to be broadcast widely, which in turn required monitoring for leaks.

After all, many of those extra armies might misinterpret orders and get in the way. Or turn out to be saboteurs—even unwillingly, as Bauer still hadn’t been located.

To say nothing of the political wrangling in Trafaumh, who were ostensibly an ally.

For all the effort and plans, Nathan’s plan to open with a blistering assault while holding off Falmir’s own counterattack fizzled almost instantly. Both prongs of his plan failed for different reasons.

He failed to hold off the counterattack because it never came. The Nationalists in the southwest prepared to fight to the death against Falmir’s vast armies, only for nothing to happen. Charlotte vanished, and in her place powerful barriers and wards sprung up across her territory. Likely to block any potential advance.

Nathan had never heard of anything like it in myth. As powerful as Charlotte’s barriers proved to protect herself, she stretched herself thin to cut off hundred-mile stretches of terrain. The Nationalists had already shattered one to the south, and Sunstorm several to the north while scouting.

They did stymie his attack plans in the short-term, however. While he could teleport, the barriers were accompanied by wards. Weak ones, given the sheer breadth they covered, but enough to cause him concern about teleporting entire armies. He had planned to march on foot in any case, as enemy forces needed to be swept out before anyone could take the land back. The barriers made that hard.

But a bigger problem loomed over Chateau de Sarn. Literally, in this case.

Clouds of darkness hovered over an expansive fortress and estate on the far side of a river. While smaller clouds drifted off the mass, blue sky met Nathan’s gaze in almost every direction other than the chateau.

Despite this, a deep storm raged over the fortress. Rain poured endlessly, lifting the river enough that the defenders had constructed a levee on their side. The bridge remained safe, but Charlotte’s glittering golden barriers ensured the water—including the rain—couldn’t threaten it.

Nathan already knew that further downstream the situation was worse. The storm had already produced flash flooding that wiped out towns and villages all the way to Lake Unitas. More people had died from this one spell than in the rest of the war so far.

“The storm formed the morning after our attack on Tervuis’s Ford and our distraction, and it hasn’t cleared since,” Seraph explained. “And it’s more than any ordinary storm. I nearly lost a company of knights to it. The bolts of lightning it rained down on them disrupted the enchantments in their armor, the sodden mud slowed their movement far beyond anything natural, and they were practically frozen by the time we got them back.”

“My own scouts have reported the same, albeit with more casualties,” Otto von Salms said, expression grim as he glared at the storm.

A small gathering formed atop a hill not far from Sarn, far enough to be unaffected by the raging storm but close enough to witness the havoc it wrought. Nathan had brought together his Champions in the region along with Otto and his commanders, including Bastion Herman and his trigem Janice. The Twins hovered nearby as well.

Sarn stood as the first fortress in the Empire’s path as they marched into Trafaumh’s lost territory toward Falmir. Seizing it should have been trivial with the power of Nathan’s Champions.

Instead, it turned out to be a reminder that Nathan had underestimated Charlotte.

The good news was that Otto had proved reliable. His armies mobilized the morning after Nathan’s surprise attack and acted according to plan. Huge swathes of Trafaumh were liberated instantly. Only Sarn blocked further passage, particularly as the river became nearly impassable downstream thanks to the flooding.

A nearby sorcerer pressed his half-moon glasses against his face. He was bedecked in resplendent robes and wearing elaborate jewelry that both established his position and acted as weapons and tools.

“I’ve never heard of magic of this power, magnitude, or longevity,” Harrum Auerswald said, one of the Empire’s highest sorcerers and Nathan’s liaison with the Imperial Sorcerers’ Lodge. “My studies of Her Holiness Fyre’s magic also leads me to believe this isn’t the work of a prophet.”

Harrum earned himself multiple dark looks for even implying that Charlotte held the same power as Fyre. For most in the Empire, Charlotte acted as a pretender who used magic—potentially that of a Messenger—to imitate Omria. The Sorcerers’ Lodges knew better, as did the Inquisition, even if they’d rejected Charlotte.

In ordinary circumstances, Harrum shouldn’t even be here. The Lodges remained famously neutral in diplomatic affairs. They needed to be able to operate across borders, including for banking and research. Nathan was thankful he had Harrum’s assistance at all, as it showed the Lodge still valued their relationship with him.

After all, he hadn’t expected much support from the sorcerers absent an assault on major cities in the Empire by Falmir.

“The magicks wrought by Her Holiness and the pretender may easily be different,” Bastion Herman said.

The Twins rolled their eyes, but kept their mouths shut. They’d already gotten a few mental slaps for acting up around Otto earlier. Their presence here was for one reason only.

Instead, Narime shook her head, her seven tails shaking along with the motion. “Fyre herself has confirmed this isn’t Charlotte’s magic. And I was there the other night when Charlotte tried to drive us out. This isn’t even ascended magic. I can assure you of that.”

“Not ascended magic?” Otto repeated in disbelief. “I’m no sorcerer, but I’ve heard enough to know you’re ruling out Messengers.”

“Indeed.” Harrum stroked his chin. “Honestly, that had been my first assumption. I am… less familiar with their techniques than the effects of their intrusions. If I rule that out, then perhaps a boosted gem ability? A trigem, no doubt.”

“Impossible,” Nathan said. “The storm couldn’t last this long if Charlotte boosted a Champion. And I’m not even sure if I could create a trigem capable of this. No. Given the scale, there’s only one possibility. Eighth or ninth rank magic.”

Muttering resulted and most of Otto’s retinue shared concerned looks, along with some confusion.

Harrum frowned. “You’re speaking almost of myth. Spells of that power haven’t been cast on Doumahr since before Omria’s ascension.”

Nathan shot him a pointed look. “My point exactly. Not to mention that I know the Lodges have such spells squirreled away. There were worries one might be used during the secessions, given they have been used to destroy cities in the past.”

“Hearsay,” Harrum grumbled. “But, yes, some of the oldest mage towers hold on to ancient tomes and scrolls with knowledge of eighth rank spells. I’m not sure if they’ve ever been used in the past, despite what myth might say.”

“They have been,” Tarako chirped. “Why do you think the Enclave is so barren of resources? Aleich’s towers stripped the entire region back to the bare earth to stop a succubus in her tracks, and Omria abandoned the region out of fear of any traps being left behind.”

All eyes turned to Tarako in shock, then many shifted to the Twins. Annoyed at the blame they wore, the succubi made shooing motions.

“Hey, it wasn’t us,” Maura said. “Don’t even think it was Beatrice. There are tons of succubi Messengers, y’know?”

Nathan grimaced, but not at her words. Tarako’s news that the Enclave had been man made matched his own suspicions. Why else had Omria sealed up all the binding stones after defeating the Messenger that supposedly invaded it? But it didn’t help the current conversation.

“That’s…” Harrum wavered, unwilling to push back against a nine-tailed fox who had supposedly lived alongside Omria.

“Beside the point,” Nathan said. “My point that this is high rank magic is because of the scale. Eighth rank can destroy cities. Ninth rank is powerful enough to lay waste to entire regions.”

A third of Trafaumh, to be specific. Gareth’s sacrificial ninth rank spell in his original world had covered most of the territory they were currently trying to retake.

While Harrum frowned, Nathan kept speaking, “But it’s the sheer longevity and concentrated power that leaves me uncertain of the actual power. Whatever the case, it’s clear how it’s possible. Charlotte. In myth, the goddess aided the Lodges when they needed to cast truly powerful spells. She’s assuredly done it this time.”

Otto nodded, finding himself back in his depth once more. “I believe Falmir hosts the greatest lightning mage on Doumahr. The Royal Sorcerer Ithmus?”

“Inasmuch that lightning magic is a difficult field and any progress is significant, yes,” Harrum allowed with a nearly imperceptible scowl. “Given how significant progress in magical science has been, it has swiftly become one of the least important secondary natural elements, even if he is a powerful mage.”

“We’re not measuring prestige, Harrum,” Janice said drily when Otto’s expression turned sour. “I may have given up my Lodge membership when I became a Champion, but I know enough to recognize that even Ithmus can’t be capable of this. No myth has ever spoken of an eternal storm that sapped magic.”

“Because your myths are too young,” Sen said, her voice like gravel as she leaned on her greatsword and stared out at the storm. Her eyes lit up like flaming coals and Nathan swore several strands of her hair flickered with fire.

Otto coughed and glanced at Nathan. “I appreciate the contribution, dear Champion, but I’m quite certain our Imperial Sorcerers⁠—”

“Do not know half as much as an ancient djinni such as an ifrit,” Harrum interrupted.

Blinking, Otto seemed uncertain whether to be offended at the interruption or yield to it. Herman raised a hand to his archduke when Janice nodded to him.

Nathan sighed. “Ifrit. It’s been a while since you’ve showed yourself. Otto, Sen’s possessed by a powerful spirit. An ifrit we call… well, Ifrit. His true name is kept secret for good reason.”

“I know enough about spirits to understand that. Well meet, great djinni.” Otto swept into a bow, far deeper than anything he’d offered to anyone save Alice.

Ifrit grunted in acknowledgement. Nathan definitely wasn’t imagining the flaming hair.

The power running through Sen’s body had transformed her body so much that manifesting Ifrit showed physical signs.

“How are our myths too young?” Narime glanced at Tarako, who shrugged.

“This is the work of one of my kin,” Ifrit said.

Tarako scowled. “It is not. I’ve seen countless spirits come and go. You, Garuda, Leviathan, Nidhogg all represent the primary natural elements. The secondary elements have barely a few that can hope to match your strength. Perhaps Apophis or Helios, although they’ve been missing for… too long.”

“Apophis?” Janice asked.

“Helios? You mean the ancient term for sun?” Narime asked.

Nathan frowned, fearing where this was going. “You mean that some of the spirits haven’t been summoned for some time?”

“Yes,” Tarako and Ifrit said at the same time.

Ifrit glanced at the fox, who scowled.

“The last time I saw one of the great light or darkness spirits was when I was young,” Tarako said. “Not even the faeries summoned them.”

Nathan caught her meaning. Neither Apophis nor Helios had been summoned since the fall of the original mystic fox civilization.

Which aligned with Tarako’s own suspicions of Omria’s intentions. She’d said herself that the races Omria began to use for her plans grew weaker and weaker, with the faeries being the most powerful.

Realizing with horror the issue, Nathan stared at Ifrit. “Charlotte’s helped Falmir summon a truly powerful spirit, hasn’t she?”

“Power is a relative thing,” Ifrit said. “Rather, the elements hold differing levels of strength among civilizations. Earth, wind, fire, and water remain as powerful as ever. Light and darkness as well, but mastery over them reduces their mystique. Therefore, as spirits, we weaken.”

“What?” Narime’s eyes widened. “You can’t be seriously suggesting that the power of magic is tied to… belief?”

“Magic itself isn’t. But ours is. We are primordial beings, as old as the world itself. Our magic is similar, yet different from what you mortals wield, even if we can gift some semblance of it to you.”

Nathan focused on the issue at hand, rather than the magic metaphysics that sent the other sorcerers into a tizzy. Even Tarako seemed surprised. Even if she seemed less interested in the discussion surging between Harrum, Narime, and Janice.

“Ifrit, you’re saying that lightning spirits have been lost because it hasn’t been as important to civilization for a long time,” Nathan said.

“Probably not since civilization itself became grand enough to coordinate and fend off the demons,” Tarako muttered. “It’s hard to be scared of bolts from the sky when you can summon them with your hands or sever space itself.”

“Indeed,” Ifrit said. “In fact, it’s been so long that your vocal chords cannot state her name. It translates to thunderbird. This spell is hers. A storm to sweep away everything, or else to stop demons in their tracks.”

Nathan stared up at the storm, and both he and Ifrit watched the rain pour down on the earth and city for several long moments.

“Given the race who could speak the thunderbird’s name doesn’t still rule Doumahr, obviously it didn’t stop the demons,” Nathan said darkly.

Otto coughed, while several others grimaced.

“There’s a bigger issue here,” Nathan continued. “How the hell could the goddess summon a thunderbird? Spirits can refuse summons. You’re involved because I summoned you long ago, but I’m doubtful any spirit would agree to become involved in this mess.”

“Ordinarily, no, but…” Ifrit paused.

A long-suffering sigh escaped the being. His eyes flickered, and Nathan knew Sen was wresting for control.

“Ifrit? Or is it Sen?” Nathan asked cautiously.

“It is still me,” Ifrit said. “I’ve always kept my secrets. Ironically, now they pale in comparison to the knowledge you now bear, and I suspect they hold little meaning. I suppose given you walk alongside your own iteration of the being you call a goddess, the pact can’t hold my tongue.”

“Pact?”

Ifrit stopped leaning on Sen’s greatsword and turned to face Nathan. “Long ago, well before you can possibly imagine, we spirits made a deal with the so-called goddess. Before then, mortals struggled to use magic. They made deals with us or wrestled with the leylines, while trying not to perish.”

Almost everyone present looked at each other in a mixture of confusion and uncertainty. Ifrit’s words almost certainly counted as heresy, even if Harrum ate them up with a look of utter awe.

“… you’re talking about magic before spell frames,” Nathan said.

“Indeed. The problem was simple. As spirits, we were masters of our elements. Even with the ability to manipulate magic, mortals struggled to do little more than incinerate themselves. With the threat of the demons on the horizon, we agreed to aid your ‘goddess’ and so we actively began to hand over our greatest spells while possessing mortals.” Ifrit paused. “From this partnership, the natural elements were born. Given enough time, it was only natural for weaker copies of our magic to be created.”

“You’ve just answered an age-old chicken and egg problem,” Tarako said. “The spirits shaped the natural elements, not the other way around.”

“And mortals shape our power in turn. We are spirits. Elements of the world itself.” Ifrit shrugged.

“So the thunderbird agreed to the summon because of this pact?” Nathan asked.

“No. The pact only prevents me from sharing specific knowledge about your ‘goddess,’ although you’ve learned much of it and more beyond. It is more her immense power and our aligned objective that drives the thunderbird. As spirits, we embody Doumahr. Lightning must strike something and fires must blaze until they burn out—even if that may someday be forever. When the great being calls, it may very well be the last time ever. Something deep within our cores tells us that the void may be all that remains afterward.”

“Your… cores?” Nathan looked at the Twins.

They shook their heads.

The connection Ifrit held to the multiverse always confused him. When he’d first summoned the spirit, the Ifrit had correctly surmised that Nathan’s knowledge of his true name came from an alternate world. Ifrit knew about the multiverse.

Yet Nathan knew so little about what the spirits were. Even with these explanations, they seemed to defy reality itself. Tarako and the Twins knew so little about them.

Could Ifrit share some strange connection to other versions of himself? Hell, what even was that void? Nathan had no clue. Many of the things the timeless spirit knew defied explanation.

All he could do was accept what he was told and move on.

“As I said, my secrets aren’t that great anymore.” Ifrit chuckled. “Nevertheless, perhaps you’ll find them useful.”

“They tell me that Charlotte might summon more of you. Presumably through more possessed like Sen,” Nathan said.

Otto once again jumped in at the first thing he recognized. “Dealing with Champions with the same power as your own will be indeed troubling, especially if they can cast spells such as this.”

Ifrit barked with laughter. “It is not the possessed who is casting this storm, dear archduke. Whatever poor soul has been shackled with the thunderbird is little more than an undying prisoner, suffering immense pain and being kept alive by powerful magic as the spirit’s power consumes their very essence.”

When Otto looked at Nathan in confusion, Nathan translated, “Sorcerers typically used possessed as… tools or weapons. It’s rare for one to become a capable sorcerer themselves. Even then, their lives are often short. Sen is… long-lived by the standards of a possessed, especially given she’s drawing on Ifrit’s greatest spells.”

“That is an understatement. The spells she uses are unknown even to your ‘goddess’ as mortals cannot use them without the direct aid of a spirit,” Ifrit added.

“That matches the records of possessed I’ve read in the Lodge,” Harrum said.

Nathan had forgotten that fact from his conversation with Ifrit, and kicked himself for it.

Especially as it explained a lot. Ifrit and the spirits had always been a crucial weapon in Omria’s arsenal, as she’d used them extensively thanks to their immensely powerful magic. The possessed had presumably been far more powerful in an era with races vastly more powerful than humans and beastkin.

“In other words, Otto, we are battling against the power of legend. An eighth rank spell, powered by a legendary spirit and possessed, with the effective support of a prophet,” Nathan said. “It’s possible the possessed will perish, but who knows how long that will take.”

“If we ignore Sarn, Waier will be in constant peril,” Otto protested, predicting Nathan’s plan of action.

“Charlotte can teleport an army on your doorstop overnight. It’s never going to not be in peril. We need to make headway into Trafaumh and ignore this distraction, at least until I come up with a method to remove it.”

Not that Nathan had the first clue where to start. An anti-magic storm that froze anyone inside it? Probably the only people who could penetrate it would be Astra and the Messengers.

Hell, he questioned if the Messengers could. They still had bodies.

Without an easy solution, he left Otto and Seraph to handle this front.

Ciana, the Twins, and Narime joined him as he teleported away. Tarako joined him at his destination.

Soreaux’s citadel loomed around them. A smattering of armed soldiers kept guard outside the gargantuan black buildings sprawled across the immense courtyard.

The closest guards jumped, raising their weapons before recognizing him. Although they still glared at the Twins even after saluting Nathan in a clatter of metal.

“Regal Bastion Nathan, the Grand Inquisitor is expecting you,” the officer standing beside the entrance to the Hall of Order said to Nathan as he strode past.

Of course she was. Reine kept close tabs on Nathan over the mental link at all times, even if she kept silent more often than not.

Nathan strode through the corridors. Reaching Reine took a solid half-hour. Not because of the size of the building, but because of the sheer amount of people who harried him. Archbishops, nobles, inquisitors, and even a Bastion badgered Nathan about various affairs.

He disappeared for a few days to fight a war and everyone acted as if he’d be gone for a year. For that matter, Nathan didn’t rule Trafaumh. Not even Reine did, although the emergency powers she utilized as Grand Inquisitor during a time of great turmoil meant she acted as an effective dictator. There hadn’t been time to create a new Regal Council in only a week and a half.

The reason everyone went to Nathan hung crystal clear, however. Reine served him as Champion, and tended to be somewhere between unapproachable and immune to subtle suggestions. The latter caused primarily by her inability to catch onto less literal meanings, rather than an overt desire to frustrate the priests and nobles.

Nathan, by contrast, stood as a powerful political figure with a known noble heritage and impressive connections. Familiar territory for Trafaumh’s political elite, in other words. With so much chaos, everyone latched onto what they could. Nathan loomed large as the most powerful entity around, as he’d taken out Baudelaire in their eyes and had Fyre’s backing.

Eventually, he’d have to do something about his de facto rule of Trafaumh. For now, while it had its inconveniences, it served a useful purpose.

One he became harshly reminded of once entering the conference room Reine resided in. Several familiar faces joined her, namely Marquise de Rosewald, who stood as one of Nathan’s reliable allies among the nobility who wasn’t corrupt.

The other familiar face was the main source of Nathan’s consternation. Deverese. The bald Bastion scowled at Nathan from where he stood on one side of the room.

Thanks to the deaths of so many Bastions, Deverese stood as one of the most experienced in Trafaumh. Only Bastion Jacques of Tortoffen now stood as his superior, but Nathan worried about leaving eastern Trafaumh effectively undefended. Jacques had agreed, likely in part because he wanted nothing to do with the political situation unfolding. The old man could be Nathan’s grandfather, even if he was powerful.

Two Champions flanked Deverese in the corners of the room, and their presence was the reason Sunstorm sat next to Reine. Ysabelle’s frilly dress uniform accentuated her bust, although Nathan noticed she’d stopped dying her hair, leaving it a natural red. Ester lacked her usual heavy armor, making her lithe figure apparent. Her brown pigtails bounced as she nodded at Nathan with a smile.

He returned it, hiding his grimace at the thin lines in the skin around her eyes. While his foxes had been able to heal the damage Bauer had done to her beneath Soreaux, restoring her vision, the scars would remain forever.

An unfamiliar old man sat directly opposite Reine with his fingers steepled. At a glance, one might assume he was sleeping. His ivory white robe with a gold trim and wings emblazoned along the chest was unfamiliar to Nathan. He’d seen a wide variety of robes in Trafaumh recently, but never one quite like this one.

Nathan slid into the seat next to Reine, opposite Sunstorm. His Champions mostly hung behind him, save for Tarako, who took a seat herself while ignoring the looks she received.

“Lord Nathan is here, as I said he would be,” Reine said. “So I believe it is time to begin.”

“Then we can discuss when he’ll return Tervuis’s Ford to us as the Inquisition’s armies sweep west,” Deverese said.

Lovely. So this was today’s mess in Trafaumh. Nathan had truly hoped that a combined front against Falmir would reduce Deverese’s pointless animosity, not increase it.


CHAPTER 23



“Do we really have to start today’s conference by accusing our ally of stealing our territory?” Rosewald asked, not bothering to hide her irritation.

“It’s not an accusation, it’s fact,” Deverese said, glaring at Nathan. “This is fourth binding stone that the Empire has stolen from the Order of Trafaumh. Prophet’s Hope, Soreaux itself, Chateau de Polierre, and now Tervuis’s Ford. We’ll be reduced to little more than the vassal state we once were!”

The other attendees left their faces as stonelike as possible, save Rosewald. Reine kept hers hidden by her porcelain mask, while Nathan’s Champions rolled their eyes. Tarako and the Twins tittered at Deverese together, before staring daggers at each other because they’d reacted the same way.

“This is a war, Monet,” another Bastion said. “If Regal Bastion Nathan stood around for days waiting for us to reach the Ford, Falmir would have counterattacked. The same goes for the other binding stones. You came up from beneath the citadel on a stretcher. Half the Inquisitorial Corps did, for fuck’s sake.” His face paled and he looked between Reine and the mysterious old priest opposite her. “Forgive my blasphemy, Eminences.”

Nathan didn’t recall the new Bastion’s name, and he was young enough to have likely barely gemmed a Champion before the cascades. Like when both Nathan and Deverese had shot to fame and acclaim after the Empire fell in the original world, the catastrophic damage wrought to Trafaumh meant the survivors held experience and ability unmatched by anyone save the survivors of Kurai. And there were precious few survivors of Kurai left following the recent chaos.

More importantly, the face the young Bastion called the old priest “Eminence” suggested an extremely high rank. The term was so rare that Nathan had only heard it used to refer to Baudelaire in his old world, and now Reine and the archbishops on the Regal Council in this one. It implied some level of overall leadership in the Order itself.

Perhaps an archbishop who ran one of the Order’s formal offices—likely one related to funding the war—rather than one who controlled a branch of the church?

The old man in question raised one hand and opened his eyes slightly. “It is no trouble, young Bastion. These are trying times. Worry less about which words you speak, and more the meaning you convey.”

Bold words to use in Trafaumh, which had perfected the specific words one should use in every situation.

Deverese only grew more irritated at the chastisement by the other Bastion. “I’m not on a stretcher now. Those binding stones are part of the fabric of Trafaumh itself, and could fuel our military. We’re short Champions without them.”

“Champions you’d get from where?” Nathan asked, trying not to let his exasperation turn into anger. “The same reason you’re the seniormost Bastion here is why you can’t pull a dozen Champions from a hat. Eager recruits and plentiful gemstones don’t mean much when new Champions need time to acclimate to their power, and the Bastions are too inexperienced to handle a dozen new monogems at once.”

“There are ways to circumvent that,” Deverese said, taking a step forward and clenching a fist. “With Doumahr on the line⁠—”

A boom echoed around the room, as Nathan’s fist slammed into the oak table hard enough to leave a deep imprint. Almost every attendee jumped, save for Reine and a masked inquisitor sitting close to the mysterious old priest.

Fury boiled in Nathan’s blood as he stared Deverese down. Ester bit her lip, uncertain whether to step forward. Although her gems would ensure she’d keep Deverese safe. The last time Nathan had lost his temper with Deverese must sit on the forefront of her memories.

It was the masked inquisitor who broke the tension. “Bastion Deverese, do not dare suggest such heresy again. With Omria’s descension, what sort of kingdom would we be building for her find us to have fallen beyond her reach?”

“You, of all people, dare to lecture me on heresy?” Deverese’s voice practically raised the voice of the room.

The cause of Deverese’s anger was obvious to those in the know. A small badge on the inquisitor’s lapel marked him as a member of the Inquisition Arcana, the secretive research arm of the Inquisition.

Weeks ago, when Nathan had entered Soreaux, he’d uncovered the Arcana’s role in experimenting on beastkin as part of the creation of the divine eyes and relics. Countless thousands of innocents had been horrifically murdered and tortured for the sake of the greater good. Reine had been one, and her eyes stood as testament to that fact.

“Yes. I would,” the inquisitor ground out, staring back at Deverese through their mask.

Before Deverese could arc up again, Reine said, “The Inquisition Arcana are the experts on many matters, both related to Bastions and otherwise. The actions of their predecessors do not reflect on every member. I am quite certain of my judgment of those I call to these conferences. Unless somebody wishes to question it?”

Not even Deverese would push back against Reine on this matter. He looked away with a flushed face.

Reine’s judgment came with more backing than her own scrying, however. The Twins had leafed through the minds of as many of the remaining inquisitors as they could, and picked out those who had disapproved of Baudelaire’s actions.

Naturally, the inquisitors who had assisted Baudelaire had vanished. No doubt they’d feared Fyre’s reprisals and made themselves scarce.

“I hate to bring up a topic that’s clearly problematic, but I’m afraid I don’t understand the reason for such anger,” Rosewald said.

Nathan sighed. “The same magic that Bastions use to create Champions can also be used to control them, and also to… push further than the Bastion’s ability allows. The cost is destructive to the mind of the Champion in all cases.”

Rosewald’s eyes widened.

“The former is allowable to prevent treason, but the latter has always been the deepest of heresies,” the mysterious old priest said. “Omria granted Bastions the power to create Champions in her name and image, and it is their responsibility to ensure the power is not misused. However, we in turn must prevent Bastions from abusing Omria’s goodwill.”

“Understandable,” Rosewald muttered.

Nathan tried not to stare at the old priest. Whoever he was, he knew far too much about Bastions for a man not wearing the red robe of the Inquisition. His face appeared deeply unfamiliar, meaning Baudelaire had purged him.

Given his words, Nathan could understand why. They represented powerful ideals that stood in opposition to Baudelaire’s willingness to do whatever was necessary.

“Even so, what about when the war against Falmir ends? Can we trust a former enemy?” Deverese tried to resurrect the argument once again.

“Young Deverese, you are asking the wrong question,” the old priest said, opening his eyes fully to look at the Bastion. “It is not if we can trust the Empire, but whether humanity must stand separated in a time when Omria has returned to us. The world has been scarred in her absence, shattering what she left us, and it is our opportunity to prove that we can stand together to reunite Doumahr as we once did beneath her wings. Questioning the loyalty of Her Holiness’s most loyal Bastion does nothing to aid our future.”

Deverese’s face paled and he fell into a deep bow, practically falling over in the process. “My humblest apologies, Your Holiness. I-I mean, Your Eminence.”

Deverese Monet, stumbling over his words in apology?

Then Nathan blinked and stared at the old priest as Deverese’s “mistake” sank in.

There was only one person in Trafaumh who was ever addressed as “Your Holiness” prior to Fyre’s arrival.

The Bishop Errante. The religious leader of the Order of Trafaumh and head of the church. His mission until recently had been to wander Doumahr in search of Omria. He’d been the holdup in recognizing Fyre during the politicking with Trafaumh, only for him to return abruptly and lean on the corrupt priests attempting to stall Fyre’s recognition as the true prophet.

In Nathan’s original world, he’d never seen the Bishop Errante. Given the fact he would have been in Arcadia if Fyre hadn’t shown up, and the nation would be in the midst of civil war in Nathan’s world, it was highly likely he’d perished, and it had been covered up by Baudelaire.

The Bishop Errante smiled at Nathan, clearly understanding that Nathan had only just recognized the old man.

Then he raised a hand again in what was obviously a practiced motion. “We all make mistakes while being earnest in our faith. What is important is that we understand why we made our missteps and strive to correct our course.”

“I take it this matter can be closed?” Reine asked.

Everyone nodded, while Deverese sulked in the corner.

“Our next matter is the future deployment of the Order’s military, particularly with the Empire’s entry into the war and the stronger than expected resistance,” she continued.

“You mean the appearance of massive barriers across Falmir and a storm conjured from myth itself,” Rosewald said drily.

“Yes, that,” Nathan replied.

Deverese opened his mouth to say something, then thought better of it. Both his Champions glared at him.

Taking the chance to actually lead the conversation, Nathan said, “The problem is simple. Trafaumh’s army is drastically weakened, even as the Empire is mustering our forces across three separate fronts. The Empress understands. Months ago, the Mortiswatch cascade crippled us in the west, and we weren’t in the middle of our civil war at the same time.”

“If you’re across three fronts, shouldn’t you want reinforcements?” the young Bastion asked.

“I do want them, but not at the risk of losing Trafaumh.”

“That won’t happen,” Deverese spat.

“Yes, because Trafaumh will be well protected.” Nathan leaned forward on the table. “Ordinarily, cascades can’t happen close together. What happened here shouldn’t be possible. Two cascades on top of each other? I’m not sure it’s ever happened before.”

Tarako nodded. So did the inquisitor. Which meant the Inquisition had records about cascades well beyond what they’d ever publicly shared.

“Which means it can happen again,” Rosewald said, closing her eyes. “If we send all our best Bastions to the front line and a cascade rips through Trafaumh, it will be disastrous.”

“Yes. Especially as there almost certainly will be cascades as we crush Trafaumh’s rebels,” Nathan said. “Messengers and demons are actively seeking out the prophets, even as they bicker.”

“Bicker is a way to put it, yes.”

More than a few annoyed glances were shot at Rosewald.

“I won’t stand back and let the Empire seize our territory,” Deverese thundered.

When everybody looked at the Bishop Errante, Nathan wondered if another lecture was coming. But the old priest remained silent.

Presumably saying “did you not listen to a word I said, you idiot?” was unbecoming for the head of the church.

“I take it you still want some reinforcements?” Reine asked Nathan.

“Yes, but the hard part is working out how to split the forces between defense and offense,” he said.

“Our next proposal may help, then.” She looked at the inquisitor, who nodded.

Raised eyebrows turned to the inquisitor. If Reine had organized something with the Inquisition Arcana, of all places, then they were keenly interested.

“The Inquisition has been working closely with the Imperial and Omrian Lodges,” the inquisitor said. “Of keen interest is the Empire’s latest development in magical science, used to detect demonic invasions in advance. It may even predict Messengers.”

“Some Messengers,” Nathan corrected. “We’re in unknown territory, and I can confirm that the one that assaulted Prophet’s Hope was only visually confirmed.”

Not that it was hard to guess a Messenger was coming, given Artemis transformed the entire portal world into a forest.

The inquisitor bowed their head. “There will still be a place for visual confirmation, but with our Bastions and Champions spread thing due to casualties and war, technology that can detect invasions is invaluable. It will need funding, however. Especially if we wish to install it swiftly across the nation.”

Mentioning money brought swift debate. Not even Nathan’s influence over the attendees could quell arguments over funding, particularly with so many drains on Trafaumh’s coffers. Sure, Trafaumh was wealthy, but much of that wealth came from the churches. Being leaned on by the Inquisition to fund military affairs chafed.

Nathan had a secret weapon, however. If the church wouldn’t fund the military, he could propose the possibility of a loan from the Empire. Nationalism would mean the priests would fall in line and supply the cash, rather than take the loan. Sure, they didn’t openly agree with Deverese, but many held similar reservations.

Alice had warned Nathan he could only pull the stunt once, however. Better to wait for a truly contentious proposal, rather than the typical dissent from greedy priests.

Once again, the Bishop Errante interrupted to end the debate.

“Progress and the advancement of magic is at the heart of Omria’s gift to humanity. She came to us when even the greatest of us couldn’t even conceive of cities, and the knowledge she’s granted us has given us dominion over Doumahr in Her name,” he said. “Failing to utilize even more advancements to protect that dominion, simply over minor monetary concerns would be a grave failing.”

Abruptly, the priests somehow came up with the necessary funds and few objections. Nathan doubted such platitudes would work if coming up with the money might be genuinely difficult.

Fortunately, Trafaumh’s greatest issue wasn’t money, but people. If the right people didn’t exist, then all the money in the world couldn’t conjure them into existence.

Bastions sure as hell could conjure money, however. Nathan felt that said a lot about the relative importance of things.

Reine went over a few more issues, including whether Deverese would lead the frontier force or the defenders—he chose the frontier, naturally—and whether to attempt to convene a new Regal Council.

“I feel we can table any agenda items relating to the Regal Council,” Rosewald said, to several nods. “First, if you create one now, it won’t represent Western Trafaumh once it’s returned to the fold. Second, and more importantly, the actual process of creating one and choosing the right people will take months. The present system hasn’t been sustainable for years, given how poorly the merchants and nobles have been represented. All you’ll be doing is cementing past mistakes.”

While many attendees nodded, more than a few remained unresponsive. The idea of leaving Reine and Nathan as unquestioned dictators, save for their goodwill to listen to counsel, wasn’t unanimously supported.

Nathan? Reine asked him over the mental link. I am less certain of the wisdom of putting this issue off for too long. Questions will be raised about who is running the Order and the country.

So long as the war and recovery efforts occupy people’s minds, a council of pompous assholes running the country will be far from their minds, he replied. Most of the day-to-day affairs are handled by the remaining nobles, who have their own parliament, much like the Diet. We’d achieve more by reforming that and giving the merchants representation, to be honest.

Reine inclined her head, and Tarako shot Nathan a knowing glance.

“Understood,” Reine said to Rosewald. “If the Regal Council isn’t a priority, then I’d like suggestions for increasing representation for the merchant class and commoners. Much of the chaos that led my predecessor being deposed related to friction with them.”

Chaos broke out almost immediately, as everyone rushed to voice their opinion on the topic of changing the fundamental governance of Trafaumh. Nathan cursed himself for bringing up the idea as the meeting dragged on for another hour, only to end with everyone agreeing to hash out their ideas in private and reconvene next week.

He needed to ensure he wouldn’t be here next week.

Reine picked up his errant thought and pummeled him with her futile fury over the mental link. It had the same effect of being assaulted by a pouty teenager flailing her fists at him.

How come you’re allowed to skip the long, boring conferences and I’m not allowed to send Deverese to a posting in the Far Reaches? Reine asked, making the real reason she wore a mask in these meetings abundantly clear.

He’s charging off to the frontier to battle Falmir. You might as well have gotten your wish, Nathan said.

Reine perked up at the news, her wolf’s tail bouncing behind her, visible through the slit in the back of her robe. She wore a specially tailored one while acting as Grand Inquisitor.

While everyone else trooped out of the meeting room, the Bishop Errante remained seated. Nathan gave the elderly priest a half-bow, only for the man to gesture for him to approach.

“If you have the time to spare in your undoubtable busy schedule, I’d appreciate the time to finally speak with the greatest Bastion in humanity’s history,” the Bishop Errante said.

“I’ll be sure to let him know you’re looking for him when I find him,” Nathan replied automatically, well past the point where being so glib might embarrass him.

The bishop chuckled. “Humility is a welcome trait among most, but there is no question you own the title. Do sit. Assuming you aren’t busy, of course. With your teleportation magic, I understand you flit between cities and battlefields as often as a secretary moves between conference rooms.”

After sitting, Nathan waved his Champions out of the room. The Twins, Tarako, and Narime took the opportunity to relax, while Sunstorm had already escorted Reine out of the room. They’d been busy all morning, after all. Ciana remained standing by the doorway, her horse ears perked.

With everyone else gone, Nathan noticed the sheer emptiness of the room. A pin drop might echo for minutes off the walls. For whatever reason, meetings in the citadel rarely involved refreshments. He knew that was all show, of course. The bishops held extravagant meetings with one another in private.

“Can Ciana fetch you a drink?” Nathan offered, feeling a touch guilty that he was offering Ciana’s services.

“There’s no need.” That practiced gesture of the raised hand came out again. “A simple chat will be enough. I’m fasting, in any case.”

The Bishop Errante hardly looked like a man that needed to fast. Hell, Nathan hardly knew of any religious practices that required fasting. Not that he knew many priests that well.

“Tell me, how has Her Holiness been lately? I quite enjoyed my time speaking with her during the descension rites, as… troublesome as they were to conduct.” Annoyance flickered across the bishop’s face.

“She’s busy. Everyone needs Omria, especially right now,” Nathan said, deciding to risk using the goddess’s name, given who he was speaking to.

Baudelaire had correctly guessed that Nathan was deliberately avoiding using Omria’s name. Something about the Bishop Errante set off similar alarm bells. The man seemed far too sharp and knowledgeable for a simple priest.

“I can imagine. From Champion, to avatar of the Watcher herself.” The bishop nodded to himself. “Yet that’s not quite what I meant. How is she, personally? Her mood was deeply troubled when she spoke with me. Conflicted, really. At the time, I knew not whether how she’d return to Trafaumh. Witnessing her power when she dueled with her opposite above Soreaux merely cemented my concerns.”

Nathan let his face shift to a neutral expression, uncertain how to answer.

Unfortunately, the bishop noticed. A chuckle escaped him. “You don’t need to disassemble around me. I saw the deep fury within young Fyre. The boiling anger she held toward the mistreatment her people suffered at the hands of humanity, both here and more broadly. It was that depth of emotion that convinced me of her genuineness. That she embodied the faith we needed to lead us into a brighter future, even if many priests favored an incarnation of Omria that would…” He waved a hand in the hand. “Shall we say, indulge them.”

“You mean a pretty human woman who would support the status quo, rather than try to overthrow it,” Nathan said flatly.

“Exactly.” The Bishop Errante inclined his head. “Princess Charlotte, for all the chaos she’s wrought, isn’t trying to change Doumahr. If we’d bent the knee to her and called her the true prophet, she’d have happily left things as they were, save removing those who opposed her. Falmir is much that way, despite the change in name. The fact Earl Martel remains in power proves it.”

“And that makes her a poor choice of prophet?”

A bitter laugh escaped the bishop. “Ah, choice. It is not choice. We have records of Omria descending twice. Both times, we know she overthrew the order of the world as it stood and rebuilt it in her image. It’s not enough to be a pattern, certainly, but it raises an eyebrow that the third descension would be so… complacent, no?”

Those alarm bells began to go off in Nathan’s mind again. “What sort of pattern are you suggesting? We know almost nothing about Her disappearances and reappearances.”

“True. But I am the Bishop Errante. My entire role was to search for any sign or clue as to her reappearance. Hence why I was in Arcadia, investigating the faeries she supported before us. And I found something deeply troubling.”

“Which was?”

“A nation tearing itself apart from internal strife, as those with inadequate representation rail against those forcing their views on them overstep their bounds through the use of violence,” the bishop said, steepling his fingers as he leaned backward in his chair. “Even this chaos is itself a façade, hiding a deeper problem, as the entire nation survives atop the back of a legion of slaves teeming with fury at their neglectful overlords, who lapped up every drop of news of a beastkin prophet who might free them.”

As overdramatized as the summary of Arcadia’s present situation was, Nathan understood why the bishop drew it out.

Because spoken about in such general terms, it might have described Trafaumh a few weeks ago.

“I’m not sure why the similarities between Arcadia and Trafaumh are entirely important,” Nathan said slowly.

“Aren’t you? Because this is hardly the first time the faeries have failed in this way. They were driven out of the Spires. If humanity is following in the footsteps of our forebears, right as a new prophet emerges, it only adds to the pattern,” the bishop said. “One that suggests any new prophet should have been a beastkin.”

Nathan said nothing.

The secret Tarako had sat on for millennia, and that he’d slowly pulled from Kadria, had already been guessed by Trafaumh. How many others might know? Did the faeries themselves already know?

“I’ve heard stories of your patience and thoughtfulness, but seeing it in person gives one a different perspective on it,” the bishop said. “I’d rather describe it as calculating. But perhaps that is merely my lifelong experience with Baudelaire.”

Nathan scowled. “You’re speaking of knowledge that most would call heresy.”

“I’m the Bishop Errante. I have a strong say on what is heresy, even if the Inquisition would say otherwise. In any case, your reaction merely confirms my theory. The remaining mystery is why Trafaumh still stands. Indeed, why the Empire still stands. I had been quite confident that when Omria returned, it would be at the head of a great beastkin rebellion. My presence in Arcadia was to search for signs of one there when Fyre emerged in the Empire.”

“That’s… complicated.” Nathan shifted uncomfortable. “I’m confident Fyre now represents everyone who believes in her. The chaos and peril that afflict Doumahr causes everyone to suffer, not just beastkin. She’s seen enough to understand that.”

“‘Now,’” the Bishop Errante repeated. “I see. Hence why she was so conflicted. Baudelaire always hated it when I said it was Omria’s will for tragedies to happen, but I would suggest that the terror that followed the demons recently had some purpose. If Fyre now truly stands as the Watcher for all of us, then I can assuredly stand aside from my role, confident Omria has descended.”

Nathan narrowed his eyes. “And what if Fyre hadn’t come around to Trafaumh’s innocence in its past actions?”

A sly smile rose to the bishop’s face. “I am still the head of the church. While I am a man of deep faith, one doesn’t rise to my position without understanding the ways of the world. Much as you can’t become the husband of the Empress and overall general of the Imperial Army without understanding politics. You handle Monet well. But you know when to temper your patience with righteous fury. One cannot always turn the other cheek and spare the child the strap.”

“Deverese is easily Trafaumh’s most powerful Bastion after Jacques,” Nathan said.

“I know. It’s a position I understand many wish we weren’t in. He bore high hopes following the skirmishes with your Empire.” The bishop shook his head. “No matter. I have one final thing to bring up with you. A warning.”

Nathan leaned back, curious what the Bishop Errante of all people might be able to warn him of.

“My time in Arcadia wasn’t entirely fruitless,” the bishop continued. “When Fyre emerged as prophet, many doors previously opened closed. At the same time, new ones opened. I came across deeply troubling information that makes me deeply concerned for the country, beyond any potential civil war on the horizon.”

“And a beastkin rebellion?” Nathan asked.

“Indeed. Based on the earlier matter, I know you’re aware of what Bastions can do to their Champions if they force gems on them too quickly or with minimal experience. But, tell me, have you ever heard of Bastions intentionally doing so?”

Cold fury ran through Nathan’s body. His hands balled into fists, gripping his pants tightly in the process. He recalled memories of his old world. Many incompetent and cruel Bastions using doll-like women as Champions—and worse—with the blessing of countries struggling to remain afloat in a dying world.

His anger must have shown on his face, as the Bishop Errante grimaced. Fyre and Reine both checked on him over the mental link, deeply concerned. Ciana didn’t bother, as she’d heard the question that caused the surge of emotion.

“Yes, you certainly do have a handle on righteous fury,” the bishop muttered. “I see that was your hot anger with Monet earlier. I take it you have, then?”

“It goes beyond heresy, and well into depravity,” Nathan said, his voice like ice. “If we ever fall so far to resort to it, I question what’s left to save.”

“Indeed. I suppose that’s what separates you from Baudelaire.”

“Who?” Nathan asked.

“The elves who told me had heard rumors of faerie Bastions keeping human and beastkin Champions like this. In secret, naturally, as it’s heretical even in Arcadia.” The bishop shook his head. “I imagine they didn’t dare use elves for fear of retribution, or perhaps because the faeries actually view them at least partially as people.”

That made sense. Faeries assessed races based on their raw magical power. That was why only faeries and elves could vote in the Republic of Arcadia, and also why faeries held the power in a country where everything was supposedly determined by voting despite being vastly outnumbered by the elves.

“Something is deeply rotten in Arcadia, beyond the centuries-old feud boiling between the faeries and elves,” the bishop said. “A deeper issue is bubbling to the surface. Perhaps thanks to a fire being stoked. Whatever it is, I think you need to be careful about focusing too much on Falmir in the short-term. Or else we might find our future under Omria under threat from the faeries.”


CHAPTER 24



Nathan left the Bishop Errante to his duties, whatever they may be. His Champions milled about in Reine’s opulent office, where a large tray of charcuterie and various cheeses provided sustenance for them to graze on.

“Get any juicy secrets from the old man?” Maura asked when he entered the office, halfway through slapping together what appeared to be a sandwich where slabs of blue cheese acted as bread.

“The Order knows a lot more about how things work than anyone thought,” he said.

“Uh, kind of already knew that.” Laura made a face at Maura’s food and bounced across the room to Nathan’s side. “How do you think they turn wolfie here into a superweapon sometimes? The goat dug up a lot of her knowledge of how shit works here, I think. Pretty sure the slut goddess gave the Inquisition tons of secrets that are basically buried.”

“In the old citadel, you mean?”

“And cemeteries,” Maura drawled. “Ever thought about why there are a bunch of magical mechanisms that work during cascades here? Never spent much time here before, but it’s super obvious that the slut goddess used this for her research. Makes me wonder what she originally wanted to achieve by grinding up Champions, before they just started mass-producing relics.”

Realizing the Twins actually had something to contribute, Nathan leaned against the front of Reine’s desk. His Champions listened intently, although Tarako mostly scowled.

“Tarako?” he asked the fox.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “The old cow handed out weapons and tools full of her magic like they were candy, so I didn’t notice the Inquisition manufacturing fake relics until the secession, when they overplayed their hand. Whatever she did here before then was almost certainly buried with the destruction of Soreaux.”

“Maybe intentionally?” Sunstorm offered, leaning on the table beside Nathan. “Hate to be the cynical asshole here, but everything I hear about our amazing goddess suggests she’d happily vaporize a city if it took out the evidence of the awful shit she did. Especially if she knew she might vanish shortly afterward.”

“And she did,” Nathan said.

Making any further guesses proved impossible, however. Messengers actively sought out the power of Omria and prophets, and could easily have attacked her research base here by accident. The only person who might have any clue was Kadria.

“When did Kadria start showing interest in Trafaumh?” he asked the Twins.

“Uh, not until recently. Relatively,” Maura said, scratching her cheek. “Like, we got here after the slut left, but the goat rarely needed to show up at all, to be honest. Then she started hyper-focusing on Trafaumh. We figured it was because almost every time she had to do anything, it was because they caused shit.”

“Where in truth, she may have discovered something that led to our present predicament,” Tarako said.

“Present success, you mean,” Narime corrected, earning herself a dark look from her elder. “I am no fan of the arrogant succubus, but she has been vital to what Nathan has achieved. He wouldn’t be here without her. And Fyre holds her power solely thanks to her.”

Nathan nodded. “Agreed. In fact…” he trailed off.

Assuming that Kadria might have learned about the prophet system and places of power from beneath Trafaumh might be a reach. The Twins appeared to know about the prophets and cycles, after all. Apparently many of the mechanisms had been fodder for discussion between the Messengers.

Yet Kadria definitely learned enough from her time in Trafaumh to pull whatever stunt she did to make Fyre a prophet. Which suggested to Nathan that Omria had been working on something related to her own revival here.

“I’ve always wondered how Baudelaire learned that the Pearlescent Canyon was connected to the goddess’s power,” Nathan said.

All eyes turned to him. Tarako frowned.

“Indeed. Past prophets never sought out old sites of worship or demonstrations of power to prove themselves or gain strength,” the ancient fox said. “Most of them ceased to exist by the time a new prophet emerged, after all. This is news to me. Somebody left the seed of that idea to grow, and I can only imagine one person who might do that.”

“Omria herself,” he said.

The Twins shot him annoyed looks.

“You know, you can say the slut’s name now, but you really shouldn’t. It’s a bad habit,” Maura said. “I feel like I’m going to be struck down every time you say it.”

He winced. “Sorry. I’m falling back into old habits now I feel that I can. Plus, it helps me blend in more. Too many eyes are on me, and I don’t exactly want people suspecting that Charlotte’s rumors are true.”

“Just have Fyre suck your cock in front of them. They’ll definitely know you’re the real deal when you have a prophet worshipping you in the flesh,” she suggested.

“Yes. That will absolutely alleviate all concerns that I’m an incubus.”

“Alleviate?” Maura asked, feigning ignorance.

With all useful facts extracted from the conversation, Nathan ended it and stood up. Reine understood the unspoken message and followed suit.

“We are leaving?” she asked. “Or shall I stay?”

He shook his head. “No. I want you with me. The Bishop Errante warned me that Arcadia is growing more unstable, and if that’s the case, then we’ve been putting off a particular issue for too long.”

“Official recognition of Alice’s position as Empress?” Narime suggested. “The faeries’ silence has been a growing concern.”

“No. If Arcadia collapses into civil war, their diplomatic positions won’t matter. I’m talking about the Aurelian Spires. They both neighbor Arcadia and have… strong opinions about them.” Nathan grimaced. “We need the dark elves to recognize Fyre as the true prophet before they become distracted with the thought of revenge against their old masters.”

When the faeries reigned across Doumahr, they’d used the dark elves as slaves. All records indicated they’d been treated worse than beastkin. Or, perhaps, exactly as the beastkin in Arcadia’s Den were presently treated.

But dark elves were a powerful race and when Omria vanished, they overthrew their masters. Even millennia later, the enmity remained. If the faeries showed weakness, the dark elves might not miss their opportunity to go for the throat.

“We’ll return to Aleich,” he ordered. “I’ll need to speak with Anna and Alice about organizing the trip, especially with the war on. But with our efforts stalled and our armies still getting into position, I can’t imagine a better time to claim the final place of power for Fyre.”

Well, the final one feasible. Fyre controlled three already: Soreaux, the Imperial Palace in Aleich, and the Pearlescent Canyon. Charlotte had the royal palace in Fertheim. That left the Spires.

But two more stood in Arcadia, well beyond the reach of either prophet, given the faerie hostility toward humans and beastkin.

Everyone prepared to leave. And by everyone, Nathan meant Reine, who slipped into a small chamber attached to her office in order to shed her inquisitor robe and don a sleek black dress that lured his eyes to her abundant chest. Her arms slipped beneath it, as if attempting to press it out and keep him glued to it.

Only for the Twins to press up against both sides of Reine, wolf ears twitching atop their own heads. Their tits crushed against the sides of the spymaster’s.

“Come on, Nathan, jump on in,” Maura crooned, a brand new white wolf’s tail wagging behind her.

“Yeah. Feel free to leave your pants off,” Laura added. She’d also gained a matching tail.

Nathan raised his hand in a chopping motion and golden magic flared around it as he lowered it. The Twins winced as he bonked them afar.

“Don’t tease Reine,” he said.

“Oh, come on,” Maura whined. “You railed us extra hard when we put on the tail and ears the other night, and you’d already blown like ten loads in the muscle girl.”

Sunstorm let out a low whistle. “Guess Sen’s on to something with the toy tails, then.”

“Don’t talk about those out here,” Ciana whined, covering her face when Narime looked at both of the younger Champions.

“Oh, so you’d prefer me with ten tails?” Tarako asked, eyes lighting up with mischief.

Her tails waggled menacingly behind her, shimmering dangerously with their fluffy bronze luster. Nathan swore there were ten of them.

Scratch that, there were ten.

With barely a thought, he dismissed her illusion with a soft burst of mental magic. Tarako shrugged. Although her cheeks were a touch red.

Had she expected him to inspect the tenth tail closely or something?

“The toys do look interesting,” Reine said out of the blue.

Ciana bit her lip, while Sunstorm cackled. Nobody said anything, instead waiting for Nathan to deal with his precocious wolfgirl.

Sighing, he rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You already know who to talk to about them.”

“Yes, but Sen is… overly enthusiastic about the subject.” Reine bit her lip.

“Tell us about it,” Sunstorm drawled. “She keeps spares in Nathan’s bedroom. I’m sure you can borrow one, so long as you clean it properly afterward. Assuming Nathan wants to see you with twin tails.”

“I believe that is a hairstyle.”

“It can be a lot of things. You just need to be imaginative.” Sunstorm patted the spymaster’s head and nearly got bit for it.

With everyone ready, they used the mental gateway in his bedroom to move to the Imperial Palace. The Twins kept their new tails and ears for some annoying reason.

Upon arrival, they interrupted Alice eating a late lunch with Milgar. The spread comprised a mix of fresh fruits, some sort of obnoxiously green salad, and whole grilled fish sprinkled with fresh herbs and seasonings. Too much for just the two of them to eat, but the kitchen staff would sooner die than leave Alice to go hungry.

Milgar shot to his feet when Nathan appeared, hand flying to the sword at his waist. Alice barely reacted by comparison, save to stare at her grandfather in amazement.

Grumbling upon recognizing Nathan, Milgar sat down. “The way you just pop out of nowhere all the time is liable to get somebody killed.”

“That’s the idea,” Nathan said drily. “I can get the jump on people.”

“It’s a new world, I suppose. A new era, even. The priests are adamant we need to change the calendar, even in the middle of war.” Milgar rolled his eyes while waving a hand at the fish, as if gesturing for Nathan and his Champions to sit down and eat. “The moment Fyre emerged as prophet should be the first year.”

“Changing calendars sounds like a time-consuming task to conduct during a war.” Nathan sat down on the sofa beside Alice, while his Champions spread out across the room.

Only Reine sat down as well, but she didn’t take any food. Ciana decided that meant she should prepare two plates. One for Nathan, and another for Reine.

“It is,” Alice said. “Fortunately, we managed to distract the priests with the question of what the first year should be.”

“Last year? When Fyre grew wings and began hearing voices in her head?” Nathan suggested.

Technically, she’d been hearing voices for over a year before that, but nobody needed to know.

“Trafaumh didn’t recognize her until this year,” Milgar said with a grin. “And she started giving those fiery speeches a year earlier, right after joining you as Champion. Also, why not start the calendar when she was born? Omria may have guided her from birth.”

Nathan placed his head in one palm. “You’re just messing with the priests, aren’t you?”

“If I can come up with a bunch of random scenarios and they can’t decide, then that’s not my problem. They’re the ones who claim to be all-knowing about this stuff. Only thing they’ve agreed on is that we’re in the era of Omria’s Revival. OR, I guess, rather than OA and OD. They’re pretty chuffed we get three eras.”

“They should be. Most only get one,” Tarako said drily.

Milgar frowned at the fox, but chose to say nothing. After gulping down his glass of wine, he stood.

“I doubt you came here to speak with me, Nathan,” Milgar said. “You’re busy enough, so I’ll take the gateway back to my troops. Speak with Pike when you get the chance, will you? He uncovered something that’s been a pain, but I’m not as worried as he is about it.”

“Be careful out there,” Nathan said. “We still don’t know why Falmir targeted you.”

“They haven’t tried again. But the foxes are keeping a close eye out. Don’t think I’ve ever had so many beautiful women fawn over me, even if they are just interested in my money and title.”

“Grandpa!” Alice said, only receiving chuckles from the old man.

Milgar gave her a farewell kiss while she pouted at him, then left the room.

Alice immediately fixed Nathan with narrowed eyes. “What’s Gareth investigating that’s troubling Grandpa Milgar? He mentioned nothing of the sort. His mustering is going as planned and he’s already moving his elites into position with some help from Reine.” A pause, and a small smile. “That was an excellent plan, by the way.”

“Griem was right that leaving the Nationalists out to dry would be short-sighted, even if we can’t easily move whole armies around without exhausting ourselves,” Nathan said. “Shifting some of Milgar’s elites and Champions to be in position near the Torrovium Fields was simple enough.”

“And has lifted morale all around, particularly as it made others aware they can call on your teleportation abilities. The Amican dukes calmed down some at the news.”

Figured they would be concerned about their own defenses.

And with the recent news about Arcadia, Nathan knew they were right to be concerned. An assault in the rear might ruin everything if he failed to respond fast enough. Better for the dukes to be concerned about invasion than not.

“So, Gareth?” Alice pressed, placing her hands in her lap.

“It can only be about Otto,” Nathan said.

“He’s still clean, just so you know,” Maura added. She leaned her chest on Nathan’s head, earning a glare from Alice. “Not a single errant thought all throughout that little meeting near the big thunderstorm. If he’s been turned traitor, it sure as hell wasn’t by Beatrice or Bauer.”

“Another succubus?”

“Uh, maybe, but I doubt it. Even if he’s wearing an anti-succubus relic like half the nobles are these days, we’ve practically read his entire mind cover-to-cover like a worn book. Can’t fake that. If something’s wrong, then he’s not directly doing it.”

“Which would be an intelligent way to commit treason, but not Otto’s style,” Alice said. “If any of the would-be traitors in the Diet had been so intelligent, the civil war might never have happened. Grandfather would have been outmaneuvered long ago.”

“I’ll find out when I talk to Gareth later.” Nathan waved the topic off.

Only for Ciana to force a plate of grilled fish and salad into his open hand. He stared at it, and considered the reaction if he pushed the salad off his plate with a fork.

Catching onto his thought, Ciana picked up the fork, speared some of the salad and fish, and held it in front of him. “Say ‘ah.’”

Nathan glared at his bodyguard while the others giggled and smiled. Even Maura joined in, watched carefully by her sister.

Knowing that if he opened his mouth to say anything, Ciana would shove the fork in, he reached up and wrested it from her. The only reason she let it go was because their struggle would destroy the fragile piece of metal instantly.

Before she pouted at him, he ate the fish, salad included.

“Happy?” he asked.

“Partially.” Her horn flickered white. “Can you feed me?”

“Not right now,” he said drily.

“Indeed.” Alice’s expression held a hint of jealousy, but she kept her composure. “I assume you came to see me for a reason?”

Nathan winced and rubbed the back of his neck. “Uh…”

Whether she meant it or not, that had hurt.

Alice blinked, then looked at the others in confusion as they shared Nathan’s grimace. Her cheeks turned pink when she understood the unintentional meaning of her words.

“I didn’t mean that in a backhanded way, Nathan,” Alice said as she leaned against him and wrapped an arm around him. “I’m the Empress, and I’ve grown up in the households of both an emperor and an archduke. I understand how busy we both are right now. You’re flitting across Doumahr to handle so many matters at once that it’s almost ridiculous how dependent we are on you. And I’m tied up managing the Diet, administration, and politics while unable to affect the greatest war since humanity claimed Doumahr as its own.”

“I get it.” He rubbed her back in return. “But I’m also aware I’m stretched thin and not spending as much time as I’d like with everyone. Particularly you and Anna. We have a wedding… soon.” Had they even decided on a date yet?

“Soon is the word, yes,” Alice said drily. “There’s no set date, because it’s difficult to arrange one with a war on. It will almost certainly be winter as a result. I’d hoped for mid-fall, as the foliage would have been a gorgeous backdrop, but the sheer breadth of this war means it may still be raging by then.”

Nathan wouldn’t bet on the war being over by winter, even. Yet even with teleportation magic, moving such vast armies across Doumahr to occupy foreign territory at scale would be insanity.

The problem they faced was the sheer amount of land being marched across. Even with the impressive quality of the Empire’s highways, Milgar’s armies would take weeks to arrive at the front line. Amica’s even longer, although most of their commitment came in the form of Champions who could utilize gateways.

Once in pitched battle, the conflict would bog down immensely. Falmir had taken three weeks to capture western Trafaumh and seize Tervuis’s Ford, and that was with most of the nobles rebelling. Even before Charlotte’s stall tactics, moving in enough forces to occupy the territory would have taken twice as long in his estimation. By then, summer would already be over.

“Part of me wants to say hold it in fall anyway,” Nathan said.

“That would be silly.” Alice frowned. “Unfortunately, it would also please many nobles. There’s been significant pressure on me to affirm the marriage and produce an heir. I’m no stranger to suggestions to get pregnant, but they’ve grown less subtle lately.”

“You’d look good with a bloated belly,” Maura said. “And Nathan’s cock⁠—”

He didn’t even need to hit her with a mental slap. Tarako’s tails smashed the succubus into the floor with a deafening thump.

Alice tried to look over the back of the sofa in concern, but Nathan gently nudged her away from the wreckage of Maura’s body. The succubus would recover somehow.

“Pressure from who?” he asked, a touch quieter than usual.

“Almost everyone, Nathan.” Alice rolled her eyes. “I think you’re missing the political element at play. The Arangar dynasty is safe atop the throne, but only if my child is the heir. The rest of my family will receive no backing. Fyre backed me, after all, and nobody will question her will. An heir provides certainty. If something happens to me⁠—”

“Nothing will happen to you,” Nathan said, his voice somehow both a whisper yet echoing off the walls like soft thunder.

Alice lowered her head and stared at him with an upturned gaze. She cupped one of his cheeks. “If something happens to me, having an heir provides political certainty. That makes many nobles happy. There are concerns about what might happen if you take the throne outright.”

Scowling at the whole topic of conversation, Nathan slumped backward in the sofa. Then her final sentence sank in.

“What?” he asked.

“She means they don’t want an eternal god-emperor whose dick has reshaped their goddess’s womb to his perfect shape,” Laura offered.

“Something like that,” Alice said drily. “While Fyre’s relationship with you is little more than rumor, records speak liberally of Omria’s sexual openness. Reine’s become aware that many nobles have assumed you’re sleeping with Fyre.”

“There are also many rumors involving you and Fyre,” Reine added helpfully, holding aloft a forkful of fish.

“Yes, thank you, Reine.” Alice didn’t even look at the spymaster. “If I have an heir, the nobles who don’t want you on the throne have an accord with those who do. Should something happen to me, you’ll act as regent, guaranteeing my family’s line of succession to the throne. The idea is to remove the incentive from… certain parties to remove me from the throne early.”

Nathan’s expression darkened as he caught onto the barely veiled meaning. “Are the nobles planning your assassination being dealt with?”

“They’ve been spoken with,” Reine said. “The matter was dealt with in private when it first arose over a month ago. It was deemed trivial enough not to bother you with.”

“An assassination attempt against Alice?”

“More like some hare-brained scheme that had barely gotten beyond idle chatter between nobles,” Sunstorm said. “Nathan, don’t take this the wrong way, but people come up with stupid plans to try to kill us all the time. I don’t have any heads from the Diet yet, but there’s one from a particularly beautiful baroness who got mad when Fei became a countess. Not sure it’s worth alerting you every time some moron does something stupid.”

The idea of overlooking such things bothered Nathan, but he had to admit Sunstorm had a point. He decided to trust his Champions.

He drummed his fingers against Alice’s leg, causing her to lace her fingers through his.

“What does Anna think?” he asked.

“Perhaps ask her yourself? She’s in her bedroom. It wouldn’t hurt for us to discuss the matter together and make some firm plans. Especially with Fyre here,” Alice said.

That sounded like a firm invitation, so he accepted.

Which brought him back to the real reason he’d come here.

After he briefly explained today’s events, with a particular focus on his discussion with the Bishop Errante, Alice stared up at the ceiling while swirling a glass of wine.

“Arcadia has been a diplomatic black hole since the civil war started,” she said. “I’ve spoken with their ambassador, Darman Al-Dafian, precisely once, and it’s a meeting that officially never happened as he’s not allowed to speak with me.”

“Yet he can speak with your grandfather?” Nathan asked drily.

Alice shot him a look. “What?”

“Darman was chatting up Hans on the morning of the war vote, when the assassins attacked. Bit odd for an ambassador to do at all in public given the situation, and especially weird for him.”

“That’s…” Alice’s expression turned puzzled. “I didn’t know. Grandpa Milgar never mentioned it. Darman spends all his time in the palace, so it may have simply been a rare opportunity to speak with the archduke who controls the trade corridors to Arcadia.”

“Could be, but…” Nathan trailed off.

Then he nearly slammed his head into the table. He broke out into curses.

How could he have been so stupid?

“Nathan?” Alice asked, gripping his side.

Most of his Champions reacted the same way.

Only Sunstorm appeared to understand his sudden anger, as she muttered, “Well, that explains a lot.”

“Explains a lot about what?” Narime asked. “I’ve gotten used to Fei sometimes catching onto mysterious events first, but not you.”

“Thanks,” Sunstorm said drily. “The short version is that we got the target of the assassins wrong. They were never after Milgar. They were after the Arcadian ambassador. You know, the elf who is bending the rules and is actually sympathetic to our position while Arcadia kind of isn’t?”


CHAPTER 25



“My first question is what Falmir hopes to gain by assassinating the Arcadian ambassador?” Alice asked. “The faeries have been stonewalling Falmir even harder than me. If Fyre troubles them, the idea of a human prophet outright ruling a renewed holy empire has them in conniptions.”

Ciana cleared the table while everyone soaked in the news. Or tried to, as Narime scowled, flicked her tails, and took care of a lot of the mess.

More wine spread across the room, even for the Twins. Maura had survived her beating and resumed resting her breasts atop Nathan’s head, listening in with a semi-bored expression.

“Sunstorm posed one theory. Without Darman as ambassador, we’d get even less from Arcadia,” Nathan said.

“Which isn’t of great concern in the war,” Alice said.

“Maybe. We did get our alexandrite from them.”

Narime’s tails shifted behind her as she ran her fingers along her wine glass. “There’s a more sinister possibility. Charlotte’s behind in the race to claim the places of power. What if she’s aiming for the pair in Arcadia? Killing their ambassador might limit our ability to claim them.”

“And make Arcadia hate her even more?” Sunstorm asked. “Like, I’m pretty sure the elf is the target, but motive is a pain.”

Nathan grimaced. “Honestly, I’m going to assume Charlotte knows something we don’t. She made the move even before the war officially started. I wanted to head to the Spires shortly thanks to Arcadia’s instability, but this only makes it more important. Any possibility that Charlotte is thinking about the places of power again makes the move more important.”

“True,” Alice said. “We should simply ask Darman what his thoughts on the assassination are as well. Arcadia’s politics are opaque to us, but his bread and butter. He may even have been aware that his life was in danger all along.”

“His unwillingness to leave the palace has been noted by my agents,” Reine said. “Arcadia previously sent a Champion with him on prior visits, much like the Spires, and the absence might have made him nervous to leave the palace complex.”

“Or it was a sign of the tensions between the faeries and elves,” Nathan said. “I’m concerned that Charlotte might somehow be involved with the trouble lurking in Arcadia we were just warned of. I can’t imagine how, and my worst fears are that this is the same scenario that destroyed Arcadia in my original world.”

The Twins looked at each other and nodded. Nathan didn’t miss the gesture.

“Well?” he asked them.

“It’s hard to tell just from a vague warning and the faeries suddenly mindfucking humans and beastkin,” Maura said. “They do a lot of seriously fucked up shit, even if they’re not quite at the level of massive racially driven torture chambers. If there’s one thing I agree with Beatrice about, it’s that Arcadia absolutely deserves to get fucking destroyed. Lot of self-righteous dipshits wrestling over their own bullshit atop a pile of corpses while pretending they didn’t create them.”

He blinked. Maura rarely spat such bile about the nations of Doumahr, even if she had a general dislike of specific aspects of them. Namely the feudal structure.

“But if the changes are recent, then it would totally fit the profile.” Laura shot her sister a look. “Could be Beatrice somehow snuck in and riled them up before dying, or another succubus is hard at work. Although I don’t remember any Messenger invasions for one to sneak in through.”

“There was one at the outbreak of the civil war, but it was repelled,” Nathan said.

The tails of the foxes shot up while Alice lowered her glass.

“Did we ever confirm that, or merely assume it?” his fiancée asked.

He looked at the Twins, then Reine.

His spymaster frowned. “I received the news of the attempted invasion indirectly from you, as I was still in hiding, but failed to find any evidence of any breaches or fallen fortresses anywhere on Doumahr. Trafaumh claimed to not have been invaded, and the location was too close to the Northern Gharrick Mountains to be Soreaux in any case.”

“Kadria had an iron grip on Soreaux’s portal in any case,” he said. “Damn. It seems unlikely that a succubus would have done so little to destabilize Arcadia in over half a year, however. Beatrice created open civil war almost immediately.”

“Yeah, the place is a powder keg,” Maura said. “It’s kind of a joke how easy it is to convince some faerie Bastion to just start massacring elves and kick off riots across the whole country. The hardest part is actually getting the few elves with real power to respond in kind. They’re so used to getting stepped on it’s depressing.”

“Thanks for the lesson in how shitty civilization is,” Sunstorm said. “Also, I’m guessing a powder keg is like those big canisters of gas Nathan uses? Should he be using those?”

“Err, no. The gas is way more destructive. Honestly, not sure why he’s not flinging it across the battlefield.”

His Champions, sans Tarako, looked at him, then shook their heads.

“Some things are only fit to use against demons,” Narime said.

Nathan shelved the possibility of a succubus lurking in Arcadia. Whatever drove the faeries to acts of depravity appeared entirely internal.

Which left him with no option than to speak with Darman directly.

His decision made, the meeting broke up. Alice rose with him and wrapped her arms around him in a kiss.

“Let Anna know I want to talk to you and her about the wedding,” he told her.

“I’ll get Fyre as well. She’ll appreciate the distraction from playing prophet, even if it means I’ll need to deal with her suggesting all manner of lewd things for the wedding.” Alice’s smile suggested she found Fyre’s suggestions less frustrating than she pretended.

Summoning Darman for a meeting proved a rather strange process. Nathan remained estranged from the diplomatic niceties required for meeting an ambassador, as these sorts of meetings typically just happened. Even if Darman lived in the palace complex on Alice’s goodwill, he remained an ambassador and was afforded a great deal of leeway. Hence why he avoided meeting Alice openly.

For all Nathan knew, the elf might avoid him now.

So while several of Alice’s retainers bustled about to arrange the meeting, he busied himself in the receiving room with some reports from the front. News of the one day he’d spent going through the reports had apparently reached Seraph and the others, because his officers and Champions came up with a system to keep most of the paperwork as far away from him as possible.

Instead, all he got his hands on were summaries. If they got out of date, then he’d grouse at his subordinates for working around him. For now, he had updates from this morning.

“I don’t know how you keep up with all that nonsense,” Tarako grumbled while lounging nearby. She ran a brush through her tails, attempting to distract Nathan with the idea of taking over and losing the rest of the day taking care of them.

Most of his Champions had scattered at the news he’d be tied up in meetings for the rest of the day. Particularly given he planned to head to the Spires once everything was sorted. The war gave them plenty to do, and Reine could shuffle them around as necessary.

“I am in charge of most of the Imperial Army,” he said, skimming an update about Bastion deployments.

Notably, Vera had shifted to Trafaumh along with the other Bastions from Amica. While Otto focused Sarn and its immediate surrounds, Nathan used the reinforcements he got from elsewhere to sweep toward Lake Unitas. Even if they couldn’t cross the river north due to the flooding, driving the rebels and Falmir from the region was a victory in itself.

“Yes, but reports are boring. You have subordinates to handle them. The idea is to advise them when things become troublesome, or else you end up doing everything anyway,” Tarako said.

He looked at her over the top of the papers. “Is that how you did things in Kurai?”

“Yes. It wouldn’t have been much of a council if I ran everything. Do you think Alice tries to understand every single proposal from the Diet inside and out? She leaves the war to you, just as you leave politics to her. Why not let your subordinates worry over the details?”

“I do. These are summaries.”

The fox stared at the small stack of paperwork and made a face. “Tell them to write less.”

“I think you’re forgetting just how many fortresses I control, not to mention the officers I have deployed elsewhere. My binding stones stretch from the Empire’s northern border at the canyon, through Aleich, and all the way to the ocean. Then they run east past Tartus. And I have knights serving Anna in her archduchy, plus all the forces massed on the war fronts. Oh, and the binding stones in Trafaumh.” He paused, trying to do some math. “I’ve genuinely lost count of the number of Champions I actually have. I know their names, although I’ll admit some I can only recall when I see their faces.”

“You realize you’ve just described a territory that stretches across a full third of the Empire,” Tarako said flatly.

“Yes.”

“I see. That explains a great deal about your presence. And why Narime and Seraph were so flustered over the reports the other day.”

A knock on the door interrupted them, and Ciana opened it to let some servants in. Alcohol, tea, and a small selection of canapes.

Nathan frowned at the fancy snacks. Maybe enough nobles lingered in the palace that the kitchen kept up the fancier food, or they simply refused to risk offending an ambassador.

Spotting the arrival of alcohol, Tarako chose to summon some sake. She chose to use a small sake vessel this time. Then she stared into it.

“On another topic, I’m troubled by the goat’s absence since the other night,” Tarako said.

“She gets like this,” Nathan said.

“Moody?”

“Isolated. She’d often vanish for extended periods. I can’t tell if she’s troubled by what Artemis said or just struggling to be around people.”

Possibly both. Nathan suspected Kadria wasn’t much of a people person, despite how she acted.

After another half hour, the door creaked open. A familiar face entered without knocking.

Darman Al-Dafian exemplified everything about elves that humans found utterly frustrating. Supernatural elegance, absurd beauty and attractiveness that appeared to have leaped out of a painting, and a wealthy sense of fashion even if it was dated.

And, most importantly, he never stopped gazing at the world as if it were a child that had disappointed him. Condescension oozed off Darman’s expression.

In his defense, his expression was pleasant by elven standards. As beautiful as elves were, they’d been crafted based on a demigod incapable of expressing positive emotions. Smiling caused genuine pain to most elves.

“Lord Bastion Nathan, a pleasure as always,” Darman said with a sweeping bow. He paused for a moment and closed the door, then subtly pried at the wards with rather impressive sorcery.

Impressive by human standards, in any case. He managed to avoid using spell frames, although Nathan easily sensed his work.

After several seconds, Darman relaxed. This made his expression worse, rather than better.

“The reason I was given for the meeting was mostly nonsense, so I assumed something important had come up,” Darman said. “I can assume nothing we speak about is to leave these four walls?”

“Take a seat first. Pour a drink, grab some food,” Nathan said. “But yes. This is sensitive.”

Darman did as bid, fetching a small plate of canapes and a glass of a local seasonal ale. Once seated, he crossed his legs and placed his hands on his knee. Then he gestured to Nathan to proceed.

“I’ll be frank,” Nathan said. “We believe the assassination attempt several days ago was actually aimed at you.”

Barely a reaction. Darman merely bit the inside of his cheek. “I see. That had been a strong suspicion on my part all along, admittedly. I met eyes with that unfortunate beastkin. What confused me was understanding why Falmir might want me dead. There’s little benefit to it, no matter how I view the outcome.”

“That’s not quite the answer I hoped to hear,” Nathan said drily. “We came to a similar conclusion.”

Darman laughed. “I imagined as much. With that said, my guess is you know more about Princess Charlotte’s intentions than I.”

“If they had succeeded, what do you think would have happened?”

Leaning back in his chair, Darman looked thoughtful. He took a long sip of his ale. The slight narrowing of his eyes told Nathan that the elf was considering more than just the actual outcome, but how much to say.

“Chaos, mostly,” Darman said after several long moments. “But not here. Arcadian politics is fragile at the moment, and there’d be little interest in retribution against a human nation on the other side of the world. Rather, various political actors would use my death as ammunition for their own ends. Things such as ‘why wasn’t I protected by a Champion?’ or ‘why was an ambassador in such an unstable nation anyway?’ Elves would blame the faeries, and the faeries would use my death as a way to wrest more positions from my people.”

“So the assassination would destabilize Arcadia?” Nathan asked.

“Insofar as throwing a log on a roaring forest fire makes it worse, yes.” Darman laughed bitterly. “Truthfully, the impact on you might be worse. Practically speaking, there’d be no new ambassador for years. Not until after the next general election, in any case. And that’s likely to end in a bloodbath at the current rate.”

Nathan grimaced. Not the news about Arcadia he appreciated hearing, even if it confirmed what he already knew.

“The faeries would freeze us out that readily?” he asked.

“Hmm. Yes, but no.” Darman drummed his fingers against the side of his chair. “My position is complicated. There are few enough elves who can hold elected or official bureaucratic positions these days thanks to sweeping changes by the faerie Regnants. I’m grandfathered in, but the faeries wouldn’t dare replace me with a faerie with tensions so high.”

“Regnant?” Nathan asked. “My faerie isn’t the best, but I thought the two elected queens were called, well, queens.”

As absurd as an elected queen sounded, that was how things apparently worked in Arcadia. Hence why it was the Republic of Arcadia.

“That’s what the faeries called the Regnants,” Darman said drily. “Save for a handful of occasions, the positions are occupied by faeries, so it hardly matters. But their official title of our dual heads of state is Regnant.”

A subtle but obvious sign of the long-standing issue in Arcadia.

Nathan found himself uncertain how to proceed. While he thought more, he stood and poured his own beer. Ciana gave him an annoyed look, so he poured one for her as well. Her expression suggested she might tip the glass over his head.

Once back in his chair, he decided there was one topic he might still push.

“You sound confident a bloodbath is on the horizon,” Nathan said. “I thought you said tensions were dying down last time we spoke at length?”

“They were. Now they’re worse.” Darman shifted uncomfortably, and Nathan felt him probe the wards again. “The beastkin were my worry before, and they’re still a concern. The faeries pay little attention to them anymore. We’re at the point where elves and faeries are at each other’s throats again. The few elven provincial governors are on the verge of rebellion, as they try to limit faerie corruption. We’re one faerie tantrum away from riots, and a likely attempt to invoke martial law and depose elected elves.”

Shit. Nathan’s grip closed on his glass tight enough that it would have shattered if he hadn’t switched all of it for reinforced glassware ages ago. Too many accidents with his Champions and their enhancements.

“It’s bad, yes,” Darman said, noticing Nathan’s whitening knuckles.

“That’s an understatement,” Nathan said, holding one hand against his face.

The situation sounded almost identical to how things had been right before Beatrice turned Arcadia upside-down. He’d only heard about how things played out afterward. Seeing the signs now felt as though he was standing beneath a collapsing bridge, only to realize it was already falling apart.

Surely it wasn’t this bad yet?

“When did it flip to get like this?” Nathan asked.

Darman paused. “That’s a curious question. I wouldn’t say there was any one time.”

“You said it was better when⁠—”

“It was, but I could have been wrong. There are always tensions, and I can miss things.” The ambassador eyed Nathan. “I’m no stranger to the news about what is happening in your countries, Lord Nathan. You have succubi in this very palace. So I’ll be blunt and say that I’m not sure there is a single occasion. But everything has been worsening ever since your prophet emerged, no matter what half-assed scheme the faeries use to deceive or bribe elves. Part of me thinks the issue is that some are waking up and realizing violence is inevitable.”

Nathan sighed. Maybe he was just seeing patterns where there were none.

The Bishop Errante’s warning loomed large in his mind.

“One final thing, then,” he said. “I heard a rather nasty rumor, and I wanted to see if you have as well.”

Darman narrowed his eyes and said nothing.

“Have you ever heard of faerie Bastions keeping human and beastkin Champions in a… highly questionable state that they keep hidden from others?” Nathan asked, unsure of how to address the topic of Bastions ruining the minds of their Champions to use as mindless weapons.

Yet the immediate shift in Darman’s expression made it clear Nathan had succeeded.

The inexperienced often mistook the average elven expression as a sneer, simply because of how condescending they looked all the time. Nathan knew better. He’d experienced the real thing, if only a few times.

He added today to his list of occurrences of an elf showing genuine fury and disdain, as Darman’s face twisted in an expression of hatred so deep and sincere that an artist might never need another subject for the rest of his life if he witnessed it. The elf’s fingers locked together, shaking with anger.

Silence ruled the room for close to a minute, before Darman schooled his expression.

“My apologies,” Darman said, voice ice cold. “I’d heard such rumors myself, but considered them to be… propaganda. If they’ve managed to reach even your ears, then I can only assume the worst.”

“I take it you’re aware of what I meant,” Nathan said.

“Of how deeply heretical and depraved it is for a Bastion to rape the mind of another? Yes. While I am no Bastion, I have spent time in the Spires and learned of the opinions of the dark elves on the subject. I believe the issue of heresy even came up during your dispute with the Federation. As an ambassador, I am more aware of what constitutes a grave offense against Omria’s will than most.”

Nathan nodded slowly. “Then…”

“Like I said before, the rumors started not long after your prophet emerged. My brother has been digging into them while in the Spires,” Darman explained.

“Tarkan has been? You realize he’s supposed to be helping my spymaster.”

“He has his own political agenda.” Darman frowned. “He… did explain his past, did he not?”

“… as an arms dealer and agent of Arcadia?”

“Agent?” Darman laughed darkly. “Oh. Oh, dear. I had assumed you knew, given his reputation in Arcadia and near-death experience returning to have the alexandrite cut. No, Tarkan is an exiled governor. Well, not truly exiled. More that the faeries would prefer he stays away.”

Nathan’s eyes bulged. “Governor?”

Tarkan had seemed more a rough and tumble type than a former politician. Then again, the years might have been hard on him.

“Former governor.” Darman drained his ale, then stood and began to pour another. “Today’s unrest in Arcadia isn’t new. A century ago, the elves managed to seize enough control in a general election to try to change things. The faeries reacted as you’d expect. They still had one of the Regnants and most of the courts and provinces. Change was frustrated or ignored at every turn, and often accompanied with violence.”

“And Tarkan helped push that change through as a governor,” Nathan said.

“Indeed. And, like almost every elven politician, he was repaid by our kin with what I’ve been told we should expect: disappointment.” Darman sat back down and gave a wan smile. “The faeries offered immense bribes, propped up alternate elven parties, and just flat out stopped us from running in the election. Elves lost what little power we had, including the only Regnant we had in centuries, and the predictable happened.”

“I don’t recall reading about a civil war in Arcadia.”

“Oh, no. A civil war implies we fought back. Mostly, we just looked around in idiotic shock as the faeries openly murdered or arrested elven politicians and leaders en masse, as if this wasn’t always going to happen. Then the people shrugged, said this was how things just were, and moved on. Now everything is far worse, and the faeries have made voting even more pointless.” Darman shrugged. “Hence the impending bloodbath.”

Nathan soaked in what he’d heard.

Ultimately, ancient history. Yet it pieced together why Arcadia was such a hopeless basket case.

This wasn’t like the Empire or Trafaumh, who faced their first great crisis since the secession and could therefore be pieced back together.

No, Arcadia had already gone through the crises Nathan had just resolved in both human nations. The solution the faeries had chosen was to brutalize the elves, and then essentially pretend that the name of their nation still applied even after ripping away the very thing that made it matter.

Surely if a country was called something that made it true, right? Just like Charlotte renaming Falmir to be the “Holy” Kingdom.

More importantly, Tarkan’s importance shot up several levels.

“So if I wanted to learn more about the current state of Arcadia or what the faeries might be up to, Tarkan is the elf to talk to?” Nathan asked.

Darman nodded. “I stay in touch with him, but given my position, he can’t easily tell me everything he knows. And I doubt you’ve been tapping him for what he knows about Arcadia.”

“Until now. I’m planning to pay a visit to the Spires shortly, and I’ll have a friendly chat with him.”

“Just don’t send him back.” Darman’s voice gained a sharp edge. “He is my brother. I’ve bailed him out twice in his life already, and I would prefer if you don’t try to get him killed again. You have your alexandrite. Get your information, but he will be killed if he returns to Arcadia.”

Nathan stood and drained his beer. “I prefer to minimize the number of people dying, ambassador. It’s my duty as Bastion.”

“It’s nice to hear that from somebody who is sincere about it.” Darman raised his glass in salute. “I wish you a safe visit to the Spires and good luck in your battles, Lord Nathan. May Omria watch over you.”


CHAPTER 26



The receiving room’s atmosphere remained clouded after Darman left. Ciana slid the beer Nathan had given her earlier in front of him, and he moved onto it once he finished his own.

Today seemed to be an avalanche of bad news. Charlotte summoning ancient spirits to her side, Trafaumh being a frustrating ally, ominous news about Arcadia, and now the increasing likelihood that someone or something had been pulling the levers in the joint faerie-elf nation all along.

Part of Nathan wondered if a Messenger had hidden away for centuries, actively subverting Doumahr and contributing to the chaos. Yet while Arcadia remained a weak link, it had contributed little to the diplomatic chaos elsewhere. Their relations barely extended beyond their borders, restricted as they were by the Spires.

A knock on the door spelled more bad news, as Gareth entered only minutes after Darman left.

“I’d planned to find you later,” Nathan said, but waved his friend down regardless.

Erica and Beth followed their Bastion inside, and Tarako straightened up. While no sword conjured itself from the pocket dimension of her monogem ability, everyone caught onto her body language.

“You’re too tense,” Ciana chided the fox.

“I’d say you’re too relaxed for a bodyguard,” Tarako said. “If Bauer had addled their minds and they sprung a trap⁠—”

“Ciana would knock me on my ass and easily shrug off Erica’s blows,” Beth said as she leaned against the wall by the door, crossing her arms. She wore a light set of armor over an Imperial Champion’s uniform. “To say nothing of how hard it is to even harm Straub himself.”

“I’d say I could pull something off, but I doubt I’d get into the room to begin with.” Erica lowered her hood as she strolled around the side of the room, edging closer to the beer and canapes. “Those twin succubi are good actors, but now I’ve worked with them it’s obvious how distrustful they are of fucking everything and everyone.” A wicked smile rose to her face. “Straub, do you know the dark-eyed one knows the schedule of everyone in the palace?”

“Their masturbation schedules, you mean,” Tarako muttered.

A snort escaped Ciana, who tried to cover it up by looking to one side. Gareth and Nathan rubbed the bridge of their noses.

“This is about Otto, I imagine?” Nathan asked Gareth, choosing to ignore Erica’s bait.

“It is. I’ve been busy, and figure you could do with a quick update given you’re even busier,” Gareth said.

He raised a glowing hand and a glass of beer poured itself in the corner. Erica watched it with some annoyance, her back to them. Amusement lit up Ciana’s face as she eyed the assassin through the corner of her eyes.

“The Lodge has invited me to help with this thunderstorm of yours at Sarn,” Gareth continued as his beer floated to his hand. “And I understand you’re about to visit the Spires, while still trying to run a whole damn war.”

“We’re fighting for more than just territory,” Nathan said.

“Oh, I get it. I spent months cooped up in Soreaux to help Charlotte’s scheme along. I’m surprised you hadn’t made a move on the Spires earlier, but given everything I’ve heard about how interminable dark elf politics is, I’m guessing you couldn’t with all the nonsense Trafaumh threw at you.”

Nathan nodded. “Exactly. The descension rites required Fyre to be at the Order’s beck and call, and they’d have used any excuse to call them off.”

“Why go now, during a war, then?”

“Because a war is a great excuse for Fyre and me to teleport away when necessary,” Nathan said drily. “I expect the process to recognize Fyre to take weeks. Possibly months, if the Council of Aurelia decides to consult more broadly.”

Gareth grimaced. “Isn’t the point of appointing rulers that they can make swift decisions? The Diet’s dithering was annoying enough, given Alice could have declared war all along despite the optics. But everything I’ve heard is that the dark elves are worse.”

“They’re called the Spires—plural—for a reason. Every tower is like a small state,” Nathan explained. “It’s why their surnames are taken from the spire they live in. Major decisions require the ruling council to consult with all the lesser spires, as there are only five councilors and dozens of spires.”

“Why not just have more councilors?” Gareth drawled.

Nathan’s eyes practically popped from his skull. “We’d be old and gray before they finished their first debate. The councilors typically put up a stoic front around outsiders, but they argue endlessly.”

Which Nathan had run headlong into during his visits there before the civil war and Sureev’s madness burst apart. He’d crashed through their games by bulldozing the Council with his knowledge of his old world and veiled threats, backed only by his power and competence.

That, and the fact enough of the councilors had wanted an excuse to openly work with him. Nathan sincerely hoped the good will he held with them sped things up with Fyre.

“Well, I’ll wish you luck with the dark elves.” Gareth snapped off a mocking salute.

“Don’t you want to come with me? See the sights?” Nathan asked.

“No. I’m looking forward to learning about this mystery storm and what has the Lodge so worked up.”

Clicking his tongue, Nathan leaned back. “I’m a little concerned that the Lodge is taking the risk to openly aid me. It’s unlike them.”

“This is a war for the survival of Doumahr,” Tarako said. “The old cow created the Lodges. If they won’t step up now, what purpose do they serve?”

“The advancement of humanity and magical science?”

“I’m sure that will be of great meaning when humanity is little more than a field of corpses across the continent.”

Nathan scowled at her, but the fox simply stared him down while sipping her sake.

“Can’t say I disagree there,” Gareth said. “Charlotte rallied the Royal Lodge of Falmir with the same rhetoric, and now they’re flinging around spells from myth. Bet they’re feeling pretty chuffed. Expect a train of sorcerers lining up to ask Fyre to help them cast their own eighth rank spells.”

Nathan and his Champions stared at the older Bastion, who blinked in return.

“What?” Gareth asked. He looked in confusion, but was ignored by Erica, while Beth shrugged.

“How much time are you spending around the Twins to use the word ‘train’ in a sentence like that?” Nathan asked. “Because I still don’t really know what one is. Half the time they use the word sexually.”

“Uh, what? From context, I gathered it was an object related to lines wherever they came from, kind of like wagons.” Gareth scratched his head. “… I don’t think I want to know what that means in sex.”

Lines and sex. Yeah, Nathan could put the meaning together from context.

“So, Otto?” he asked.

Gareth turned to Erica, then raised an eyebrow at his Champion, who appeared intently bent over the table in the corner. “Erica? You can probably explain this best.”

“Mmph?” Erica’s head shot up in surprise, and Nathan caught her stuffed cheeks, undoubtably full of canapes. Her cheeks reddened when she spotted the attention on her.

She turned away and gulped down her food, then washed it down with the beer she’d hidden in front of herself. When she turned around, her usual composure returned.

Her mystique remained ruined, however. Not that Nathan needed it to be ruined. Erica snuck food and drink all the time, almost to the point of absurdity. He’d always chalked it up to her rough background prior to becoming a Champion, as well as extended periods going undercover.

“You can eat and drink as much as you want,” he said.

Erica’s expression soured and she ignored his comment. “We dug up plenty while poking around Waier and looking for dirt on Otto. Thing is, none of it connects to the archduke. It all hovers close to him. Weirdly close. But he and his family are clean.”

“I’ll need specifics,” Nathan said.

“Somebody’s messing with your supply lines.”

“I would have received reports about that. They’re easily the most monitored aspect of the campaign, given how important moving so many soldiers around is. If the front line runs low on food or supplies, it would be disastrous.”

“Yeah, which is why we focused on them.” She nodded at Gareth, who had likely spent a few late nights going over paperwork. “The problems appear benign. Stuff goes missing all the time when moving so much stuff. Thing is, there’s a pattern. And it centers on Waier.”

Nathan narrowed his eyes. “Somebody’s holding back supplies from the front line?”

“The opposite, actually,” Gareth said.

“Hey, you asked me to explain.” Erica crossed her arms. “But, yeah. Supplies are going missing when they leave Waier. Milgar and other nobles are buying a lot from there, as von Salms doesn’t have to march across the damn country and they do. Also, there’s some chummy deal to support merchants who got fucked over by the Mortiswatch cascade.”

“I wouldn’t call that a chummy deal,” Nathan said drily.

“Yeah, except it benefits merchants and nobles chosen by von Salms,” Erica said.

Okay, that was chummy. Sounded like Otto planned to use the money from the campaign to shore up his political fortunes, on top of what he gained from leading his armies.

“Problem is, that’s where the supplies are going missing from,” she continued. “Almost all of the issues are from them. Could be a bunch of amateurs bumbling around. ‘Cept they never make any mistakes when supplying von Salms’s armies. You run your own supply lines, so you’re unaffected, but we bet they’d mess with you if they could.”

Tarako let out a low hum. “In short, Otto is ensuring his own armies are well supplied while subtly sabotaging others. Given how minor the sabotage must be for Nathan and his lieutenants to miss it, it can’t have a major effect.”

Erica glanced at Beth, who shrugged.

“Some help,” Erica muttered. “Yeah, it’s not big. Until the marching armies are firmly in the west and more reliant on the saboteurs.”

“At which point armies other than Otto’s are bogged down waiting for supply lines from the other side of Doumahr,” Nathan said. “It’s an interesting plan. I can see why Milgar shrugged it off, as it’s easily mitigated.”

“He also didn’t think Otto was behind it,” Gareth said. “With no direct connection, it’s hard to say he is. Might just be best to shut the whole thing down rather than wait for one.”

Nathan blinked. “Wait, the saboteurs are still operating?”

“With so little on the line, we wanted to connect it to Otto. Also…” The older Bastion frowned. “I dislike politics and the nonsense around it, so this part’s not my favorite to explain.”

“I’m not talking about it,” Erica said.

Sighing, Gareth continued, “The merchants behind the sabotage are also agitating to have ancient unpaid debts repaid and reclaim land they believe is theirs. Milgar grumbled when I told him about it, and said it wouldn’t go anywhere. But the issue is that these merchants are buying abandoned noble titles from the secessions and when the archdukes consolidated their holdings in the Empire.”

“Abandoned titles? I don’t even think that’s possible here,” Nathan said.

Noble titles in the Empire weren’t attached to people but land. Nathan’s own title of “von Straub” was named after the town of Straub and the surrounding county. Owning a title gave somebody the rights to the land attached to it, along with the matching responsibilities.

Naturally, much of the Empire’s history revolved around control of those titles. After the secession of both Falmir and Trafaumh, the three archducal families had started a brutal civil war as they carved up the Empire between themselves. In the process, much of the Empire’s nobility was culled and simplified, erasing almost every noble position between count and archduke.

The problem of an “abandoned” title was that somebody always controlled the title and land itself, even if they hadn’t appointed somebody to it. Milgar’s family had controlled ancient counties in the Enclave and the land there for centuries, but Fei had only recently claimed one of the titles for herself.

“I’ll talk to Alice about it. If Milgar understood the issue, she likely will catch on as well,” Nathan said.

“My guess is they’re angling to disrupt relations with Trafaumh,” Gareth warned. “By using old titles to lay claim to former Imperial land, it might rile up the Diet and piss off the Order.”

“Alice already ruled that out. We’ve never recognized the rebels or Falmir’s occupation of the region, so it’s still Trafaumh’s territory. All we’re doing is helping an ally drive out Falmir and their allies,” Nathan said. “Politically, any attempts to claim the land is a non-starter as we can’t claim it without declaring war against Trafaumh.”

Not that some nobles in the Diet weren’t keen to try.

Gareth downed his drink and stood, dusting off his robe. Taking the hint, Erica spun and finished off her own “supplies” before darting to the entrance.

“I’ll leave you to your work, then,” Gareth said. “I did want to ask if you were taking Sen with you to the Spires, though.”

“Unlikely. I don’t have many Champions who can help against Messengers, and she’s a capable commander,” Nathan said.

“Good. I’d hoped to tap Ifrit for information on this storm and the possessed. No matter what orders you’ve given, I’m all but certain we’re going to have to deal with Sarn to go north.”

Without elaborating on his opinion any further, Gareth slipped out of the room with barely a wave goodbye. Nathan merely frowned.

The day had been nothing but bad news so far. Nathan decided to avoid meetings for the rest of the day, instead wrangling his Champions for updates and to inform them about his imminent trip to the Spires. Picking who he’d take with him proved easy enough, although it meant shifting his subordinates around to ensure adequate coverage.

He’d promised to spend time with Alice and Anna later, but dinner caught up with him faster than expected. After letting Alice know he’d see them after, he somehow ended up in the war room.

Kara lurked there with a bowl of soup and several officers in the Royal Knights, including a duogem Champion. An abandoned porcelain mask suggested Reine had been here at some point. The projection table didn’t match the current state of play of the war, which meant they were conducting war game scenarios.

“Oh, my lord, did you want to join us?” Kara asked, her dog’s tail wagging so much it struck the others beside her.

“Are you going to give me a lot of grim scenarios to think about?” he asked.

Kara blinked, then looked at the others. They shrugged.

“Um, probably not?” she asked. “We’re establishing estimates on how far we think the various armies will get now that we have updates on how fast the nobles are mustering. Plus, we’re now crossing the river north of Chateau de Sarn. It’s mostly busywork.”

“Sounds like a good way to take my mind off the day.”

He sidled up to the table and was swiftly surrounded by a gaggle of beastkin who held no compunctions about pressing their bodies against him while leaning across the table for absolutely innocuous reasons.

Because people needed to lean across tables to move figures that were magically projected atop them. Kara glowered at her subordinates, even as her tail practically wrapped itself around his leg.

At some point, he got his hands on the soup the knights were drinking. The kitchen eventually realized he was down here and sent him a steak, which he fed piece by piece to the knights. Plus Ciana, who had spent the past hour sitting in the corner reading a book, but shoved her way through the huddle once she spotted him handing out meat to the other girls.

All good things must come to an end, and Nathan had eaten plus taken his mind off the mishmash of news he’d received today. The mindless task of shifting figures around on the table to help Reine and his officers plan out the campaign allowed him to meditate on future moves while shuffling around the pieces in his mind to accommodate the new information.

After waving goodbye to the officers, he made to leave. Only for Kara to trot up to him and poke him in the back. She bit her lip when he turned to face her, tail wagging uncertainly.

“Um, is something troubling you, my lord?” she asked. “I know you’ve been busy, so if there’s anything we can take over to decrease your burden, just ask.”

“If I asked you to take any more weight off my back, Kara, you’d be carrying Doumahr itself on your back.” He reached out and ruffled her hair. She leaned into his touch with a smile, her ears twitching as he scratched behind them. “I just learned a lot of things, and it’s a bit messy.”

“Can I help you sort the information at all?”

“You already did.”

Leaving the war room behind, he tracked down Alice and Anna. Which proved easy enough. The palace was his domain, and he knew everything that took place inside it. They were relaxing in a cozy parlor near their bedrooms.

Nurevia stood outside the parlor door, along with a detachment of Royal Knights. All but the dark elf saluted.

Nathan paused next to Nurevia, who grunted at him. “Something wrong?”

“You’re going back to the Spires,” she said, not meeting his eyes.

“And?”

“… You’re leaving me behind.”

The Royal Knights barely hid their expressions at Nurevia’s whiny tone. Given almost all of them would kill to be Champions, let alone sharing Nathan’s bed regularly, he could imagine they felt little sympathy when an elder Champion threw a tantrum.

“Whatever gave you that idea?” he asked Nurevia.

She finally looked him in the eyes, scowling. “You already sent around orders shuffling everyone around. I didn’t hear a word. Astra practically teleported back from the Ford, and I imagine she’s already bouncing on the biggest dildo she has in celebration.”

“Did she actually cheer up, or is she still moping?”

“… She definitely came back fast,” Nurevia muttered after a few moments. “I think she’s drowning herself in vodka in the barracks.”

“That sounds like a normal night for her,” one of the knights said. “Although usually she tries to drown us.”

Nathan frowned. While Astra drank a lot, the idea of her genuinely getting drunk surprised him. He’d always assumed her trigem ability prevented it.

“Anyway, this isn’t about Astra. She’s been whining for ages,” Nurevia said. “I’m whining now!”

“Well, both of you get your wish. The reason I didn’t give you orders was because you’re already here. Tarako and Sunstorm will alternate guard duty while we’re gone.”

Nurevia opened her mouth to argue, then closed it. Her cheeks flushed. “Oh. Uh…”

“I can take your place if you’d like,” Tarako offered. She’d continued to follow Nathan around all evening. “It’s been some time since I’ve seen the Spires. The old cow convinced the dark elves to chase me away.”

“Oh, go fuck yourself, hag,” Nurevia said.

“I’ll take that as a thank you,” Nathan said.

He slipped into the parlor, leaving Nurevia to be teased by the Royal Knights the moment he closed the door.

Like most rooms in this wing, it had been opulently furnished. Plush red sofas occupied one corner, while a more sophisticated bar lined a wall covered in wooden beer kegs and wine bottles. Although the casks were fake, and instead connected to pipes that transported beer from a central store using spatial magic.

Long ago, Nathan had been asked by a dark elf ambassador why he hadn’t constructed exactly this sort of piping system in his old fortress at Gharrick Pass. At the time, the answer had been that Nathan flat out couldn’t without compromising his wards. Now, the challenge had barely occupied an afternoon when he’d attempted it over winter. He hadn’t hooked up every room, however. That left the servants something to do.

Anna, Alice, and Fyre sat in the room, although on opposite sides. Fyre kicked her feet against a stool while sitting at the bar, reading a handbound book while drinking a tall ale. She wore her usual ceremonial uniform, only without armor.

Whereas Anna and Alice lounged on the sofas with glasses of white wine. Both women had shucked the elegant gowns they’d worn all day, shifting to simpler dresses that barely came to mid-thigh and lacked the opulent trims and frills expected of fashion in Aleich. They’d kicked off their shoes in the corner and were deep in conversation.

Or had been until Nathan entered.

“Care to join us?” Anna asked, flicking her curls as she leaned her body weight against the sofa with one elbow.

Fyre glanced over at the noise and let out a soft squeal. The book slammed shut and vanished instantly. That told Nathan all he needed to know about its contents. Also who had provided it to Fyre.

A quick look at Ciana confirmed her horn had turned a soft black.

“You really need to stop handing out the smut the knights write to everyone,” Nathan said.

Ciana bumped the tip of her horn against his arm.

“Smut, huh?” Tarako flounced over to the bar, her tails shimmering with magic. Wine began pouring itself. “Was it the romantic sort, or the ‘Nathan breeds the entire palace’ sort?”

Fyre shot Ciana a look of betrayal. The unicorn knight raised her hands defensively.

“It’s not my fault Nathan recognizes the books on sight,” Ciana said.

Alice blinked several times, then her cheeks reddened. “I’m surprised you know that much about them. We’ve brought them up, but, well…”

“I’ve stumbled upon them on your bedside table a few times,” he said.

His fiancée’s face transformed into a tomato and she looked away. No doubt because her taste in the fiction written by the knights ran on the extremely smutty side.

Something about the Empress reading books about her personal bodyguards getting repeatedly fucked all winter long seemed questionable. Nathan hadn’t actually read any of the books and therefore didn’t know if Alice made any appearances herself.

For all he knew, she’d asked to be added.

The mixture of mirth and horror lingering in his mind made him realize Ciana and Fyre had been spying on his mind.

Deciding that this hole could only get deeper the longer the conversation went on, Nathan said nothing and instead poured himself a beer. The palace purchased extensively from breweries across the Empire, so the range was extensive. No lagers, though. Producing them in summer cost too much to cool, especially with recent events. Plenty of light and sweet beers, plus even a few lambics from the region around Straub.

Nathan tended to avoid the actual fruit beers, though.

“Was your day better than mine?” he asked.

No response. He glanced over at Alice and Anna, and saw them frowning at him.

“I take it that’s a yes,” he said.

“I’m assuming you had a difficult evening with Gareth and Darman,” Alice said.

“After jumping around Doumahr all morning,” Anna added. “You’re pushing yourself too hard, Nathan.”

“There’s a war on,” he said.

“Yes, and it involves hundreds of thousands of people, plus the nobility of three separate nations. If you try to bear the entire burden yourself, you’ll collapse and widow us before we even consummate our marriage.”

“I don’t think that’s a serious issue.”

“Maybe not in your mind.” Anna winked at him. “But you do need to ease off on how much you’re trying to do. I guarantee half of today’s work could have been handled without you being there. There are so many things you excel at and are the only person capable of doing, that wasting away in tiresome meetings and politics is actively harmful.”

Beer in hand, Nathan slunk atop a sofa. Alice and Anna shifted to sit either side of him, the bare flesh of their thighs pressing against his and body warmth seeping into his chest.

“It wasn’t all politics,” he protested.

“Well, go over what happened today,” Alice said. “I guarantee I can point out a few things you could have avoided.”

He frowned.

Well, Alice did run the entire Empire. She definitely excelled at managing her limited time.

“I started with updates on the war, including meeting with Seraph,” he said.

“That seems fair. And then you left Seraph to do her job as your trusted subordinate,” Alice said.

Nathan winced.

“You should leave more of your military management to her and the others.” She placed her glass on the coffee table and crossed her arms. “I’ve heard you mention that they’re struggling, but if you’re about to visit the Spires and leave everyone to take command in your place, you clearly trust them to handle themselves.”

“Point taken.”

He ran through the rest of his day. Learning about the spirits and the thunderbird, wrangling with Trafaumh’s politics, the Bishop Errante’s warning, speaking with Darman, and then Gareth. He even briefly mentioned his time with Kara.

“I think your time playing with your officers hardly counts as work,” Anna said drily. “Although you shouldn’t tease them so much.”

“I don’t think helping them with logistics counts as teasing,” he said.

“Not in your mind, maybe.” Anna looked at Ciana, who nodded in agreement.

What sort of fetishes had he awakened in his officers that they gained sexual pleasure from doing war games with him?

Although, realistically, he knew they simply enjoyed the chance to be closer than usual to him.

Alice sipped her wine, looking thoughtful. “I can see why today was hard. What’s the ridiculous term some nobles like to throw around while pretending something was impossible to prevent, when it actually was?”

“A confluence of events,” Anna said flatly. “I still think we should make a rule banning the phrase from the Diet.”

“Not now,” Alice chided. “But, yes, a lot of events coincided. Or maybe it’s not coincidence. If I was to provide advice, I’d suggest avoiding Trafaumh’s politics until there’s a good reason to intervene personally. You’re making it too easy for them to go around Reine.”

That was easy enough to agree to.

“You had to deal with Darman, as he won’t talk with anyone else, and you understand Messenger issues better than anyone,” Alice continued. “But I do think the entire issue with Otto and Falmir’s saboteurs is distracting you. Sunstorm said earlier that she doesn’t waste your time with every assassination attempt. The same goes for this.”

“If Otto is a traitor—” Nathan began to say.

“Then we can act on it when one of the many Messengers and Champions looking into it finds something. As it is, they’re just overloading you.” She stared him down. “A good example of this is the titles nonsense.”

“Is it nonsense?” Anna asked.

Alice huffed. “Don’t you start.”

“I’m serious, Alice. I don’t even know what he’s talking about, and I grew up as a countess. If our political opponents are laying claim to noble titles with outstanding claims, especially in Trafaumh, it can only be for good reason.”

In dire need of a new drink, Alice looked at the bar. Fyre raised a hand and Alice’s glass shot over. Once full again, it shot back to the Empress.

“Thank you, Fyre,” Alice said, then looked back at Anna and Nathan. “To be blunt, this is a known issue. We—and I mean the entire Princes College—predicted somebody would use this against us.”

“And what is the issue?” Nathan asked.

“It’s twofold, but they’re connected. Titles from the time of Omria are always active, and can be passed around. When Trafaumh seceded, they seized a significant amount of land. That land still exists in Imperial records and has titles attached to it, but for diplomatic reasons has never mattered. The titles have been worthless for centuries.”

“But if the land became part of the Empire again…”

Alice rolled her eyes. “The Diet would vote almost unanimously that the centuries of peace treaties and other diplomatic affairs between the Order of Trafaumh and the Anfang Empire voided the titles, allowing me to divvy up the land how I saw fit. Do you really think the Diet would let valuable land fall into the hands of random speculators buying up worthless noble titles?”

Ah. Nathan winced as he understood why Alice had called the issue nonsense.

“The same applies to the other issue. When the archdukes consolidated their power, they often did so through… less than ethical measures.” She grimaced. “It was common to convince a noble to sell their title by offering an inflated price, then refusing to pay the full amount after seizing the title and land. The now destitute noble found themselves powerless against a Diet now controlled by factions dominated by the archdukes.”

“That sounds like a legitimate claim,” Ciana said.

“It is,” Alice admitted. “Except it requires the Diet to admit it. Doing so would set a dangerous precedent. Even with civil war looming, none of the archdukes would risk using it against the other, for fear it would be used against themselves. Grandpa Milgar had even been finding the bearers of such stricken titles and paying them off, just in case. I imagine the other archdukes have done the same. It’s an old issue, and one easily defanged.”

“Which is why I should have left it to you.” Nathan leaned against the back of the sofa.

“Exactly.” Alice ran her fingers along his leg, then up his belly and chest. “You’re a master of warfare, Nathan. I know politics inside and out. And, yes, I know I compliment you on how you handle yourself in the political sphere, but it’s more important for you to leave it to me and Anna. We’ll be your wives soon enough.”

A wicked grin split Anna’s face and she slipped one leg over Nathan’s, ignoring Alice’s annoyed look.

“Speaking of becoming your wife, the idea was to talk about the wedding,” Anna said. “What’s this I hear about pushing for one in fall? Because I’d love to finally be wearing a wedding ring. If you can teleport to visit the Spires, surely you can teleport people in for the wedding?”

“Charlotte might use the opportunity to strike,” Fyre warned as she finally joined the group. She wrapped her arms around Nathan’s neck from behind. “But if you really want the fall wedding, I’m sure I can be convinced. Maybe if you agree to let me consecrate the marriage by sucking Nathan’s cock in front of all the attendees?”

Nathan knew the wedding talk would take much of the night. Especially as Fyre drove a hard bargain, intent on securing some sort of public lewdness in exchange for consecrating the marriage. In order to help matters along, he drove a particularly hard bargain into Fyre later that night with Ciana’s help.

The Spires awaited, however. The time to present Fyre to the dark elves had come.


CHAPTER 27



The horseless carriages gathering at the front of the Imperial Palace were mostly for show, yet the company of Royal Knights beside them weren’t. Nathan stepped out of the palace’s front gate to see most of his Champions waiting for him. Those not here remained on the war front.

Shuffling everyone around took a full day, so it was now two days after he decided to visit the Spires.

“Are you sure it’s wise to take so many of us to the Spires for a diplomatic visit?” Seraph asked when he approached the group beside the carriages.

His chosen Champions comprised Ciana, Astra, Seraph, Narime, and Nurevia. Plus Fyre, who lingered behind Nathan, shooing away a small army of aides and hangers-on convinced she’d worn the wrong outfit today.

After all, Fyre had worn her usual uniform. Whether she intended to change before exiting the carriages at the Spires or planned to appear humble would remain a surprise. Nathan doubted it would make much of a difference, so long as she didn’t pull any stunts.

“It’s precisely because we’re going to the Spires that I’m taking so many of you,” Nathan told Seraph. “Showing up with four trigems plus Astra is a show of force, and it might push the Council of Aurelia to make up their minds faster. Everyone else should be enough to hold the fort until we get back and can make another push.”

“Hard,” Astra said abruptly. “Asked last night. Said yes, but heard little.”

Seraph and Narime gave Nathan questioning glances, and he translated.

“You mean that the Spires are letting us visit on short notice, but they didn’t give you any information otherwise,” he said. “So you think something’s up.”

Astra nodded, as if the meaning of her clipped sentences should have been obvious. Her eyes gazed off to the north-east, fixated on towers that would be impossible for anyone to see even if they weren’t in the middle of Aleich.

The trip to the Spires took less time than the carriages suggested. As Nathan had done many times, he teleported the entourage to their destination across Doumahr rather than trundle across roads and highways the long way. Unlike usual, he didn’t bother pretending that they were actually going by land. He simply cast the teleport spell once everybody piled into the carriages.

They appeared a few miles south of the colossal sight of the Spires looming over the northern Gharrick Mountains. The carriages sat neatly in a rest stop on the highway.

Once the knights confirmed Nathan hadn’t accidentally teleported them to somewhere that merely looked a lot like the Spires, he summoned a dozen automaton horses for them to ride alongside the carriages. Nurevia hopped on one as well. She rode at the head of the convoy without being ordered to.

Dark elf outriders greeted them as they reached the city limits, including a pair of hunters—Champions trained by the Spires to slay other Champions. Nurevia and the hunters traded looks, but kept their distance. Instead, they rode alongside Nathan’s carriage, which contained Astra and Fyre.

For her part, Fyre looked out the window with a stony expression. Her eyes flickered between the monumental sandstone structures that cast a shadow over the entire city and the urban sprawl beneath.

“How deep does the city go? How many live here?” Fyre asked. “I never learned much about the Spires in the Federation, and I haven’t had much time to catch up on every piece of history I missed.”

“Millions,” Astra said. “The largest and greatest city.”

Fyre glanced at Nathan, who nodded.

“Despite the name, the Aurelian Spires runs deep into the Gharrick Mountains. Until the dark elves overthrew the faeries, the entire race lived underground. Most still do, which is why only the nobility and hunters have any real acclimation to sunlight,” he explained.

“When we were suppressing the riots after Sureev’s failed insurrection, we sometimes found ourselves trapped underground for hours at a time. Tunnels and shafts that ran as long and deep as any of the spires we can see here,” Seraph added.

“I see.” Fyre turned and stared out the window for some time.

They traveled across a great causeway, built atop the rat’s nest of hovels and shacks that fanned out across the vast stretches of land between each of the spires. Sparks of fury flared in Fyre’s eyes.

“How many of those millions are dark elves?” she asked, voice emotionless.

Astra stared at the prophet. While she might not be known for her social tact, surely she knew the true meaning of Fyre’s question.

“Most of the people who live above ground outside the towers themselves aren’t dark elves,” Nathan said.

“They’re slaves. I can see their collars.” Fyre shot him a dark look. “There are human slaves here.”

“There are elven and faerie slaves as well,” he said. “The Spires is a brutal society. One that earned its place in Doumahr through violence and now stands atop a mountain of corpses, most of them their own.”

“What is that supposed to mean? They’re keeping my people as slaves. Our people!” Fyre snapped.

Astra took a deep breath, her eyes hard. “It means this is our land. The soil is enriched with the blood and bones of my people, crushed and slaughtered for millennia by their enslavers. We claimed it, with our own suffering, and we rule it as such.” The dark elf’s eyes bore into Fyre, who bared her teeth in response. “I thought you’d understand. Isn’t this what you wanted to do? What you preached to your kin?”

Fyre recoiled as if slapped. Her cheeks flushed and fear filled her eyes. She looked at Nathan, who merely sighed.

For the first time in a very long time, Astra had exerted the effort to speak properly, and even expressed her true thoughts. Naturally, they aligned more with her people than one might prefer.

Nathan held no illusions as to the culture of the Spires. While the deaths of millions in his original world wore on his soul, the place itself did as well.

More than anything else, the Spires stood as a testament to why Omria’s cycles failed. The dark elves soaked up the arrogance and hatred of the faeries like a sponge, then unleashed it on their masters once their goddess abandoned them. In turn, humanity had nearly suffered the same fate thanks to the beastkin.

If Omria hadn’t already used the dark elves as her chosen race in the past, Nathan imagined they’d have become the rulers of Doumahr rather than humanity.

“We’re not here to deal with the problems of the Spires,” he told Fyre. “Not with so much more burning on Doumahr as it is. The dark elves already received a push from their own people that they need to do more to change recently.”

Astra glared at him, and he ignored her. An oddly meek nod from Fyre remained her only response. She ignored the window until they reached the Jormun Spire, which was the central spire housing the Council of Aurelia and much of the government.

Stepping outside, Nathan glanced around the palatial courtyard. Armored soldiers walled off all entrances. Crowds massed beyond them, as onlookers rushed in the wake of the convoy. Most of them trailed along the bottom of the causeway. They’d likely seen the emblems on the carriages and the uniforms of the knights.

At first, Fyre barely spared the soldiers and crowds a second glance. Then she froze.

Nathan followed her gaze. She stared at the chanting crowd, whose voices mixed together in a variety of languages to become all but indecipherable. Only “Omria” could be made out.

Almost every single person pushing against the soldiers was a human or beastkin. Some ordinary elves joined in.

Fyre’s wings flared, and he slapped a hand down on her shoulder.

“No speeches here,” he said. “Not now.”

She gulped. Even so, she turned fully and held her arms out. A pulse of magic escaped her. A golden manifestation of light surged from her wings, rising up into the air like the image of Omria itself. The crowd fell silent in awe. Even the dark elf soldiers and hunters followed it.

All the manifestation did was hover above the courtyard, emanating golden light. Its wings stretched across the courtyard, their very tips extending beyond the wall of soldiers and touching the dirt ground that the crowds came from.

As the believers rushed to the sites that the wings touched, the soldiers pivoted on the spot, uncertain of whether to hold position or extend their barricade to include Fyre’s little conjuration. Many of the soldiers held jewelry and piercings up to the glowing image of Omria, no doubt imagining them to be blessed.

Saying nothing, Fyre strode to the entrance of the Spire. Nathan and the others joined her. Their dark elf escort took several seconds to catch up.

A familiar figure stood at the entrance. Dmitri, one of the five members of the Council of Aurelia, scratched at one of his countless facial piercings. Dark elves valued such piercings highly, as the number and quality indicated status and wealth. Only dark elf hunters such as Astra and Nurevia avoided them, as other races eschewed piercings.

“Quite the show of force,” Dmitri said. “Then again, Falmir’s princess pulled a similar stunt when she arrived. Lit up every statue of Omria in the entire spire for a week. If you’d come yesterday, you’d have still seen them.”

Fyre’s eyes bulged, while Astra hissed.

Sighing, Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose as his retinue came to a stop. “So, Charlotte’s been here.”

“She has. What a coincidence that she found the time to visit us and put on the whole ‘I’m the real Omria’ song and dance while you were busy preventing Trafaumh from turning into a demonic wasteland.” Dmitri’s disdain for Charlotte oozed from every syllable and several apparatchiks shuffled nervously beside him.

Astra said something in her native tongue, earning her the attention and shock of almost every dark elf present. Even Dmitri blinked in surprise.

“Fuck’s sake, Astra. Can you pick a side?” Nurevia spat.

One of Dmitri’s hangers-on snapped at her, “It is not your place to speak to our legendary protector in that tone. Not since you walked away from your position, Champion Nurevia. Whatever your contributions to the Watcher⁠—”

“Shut up,” Dmitri said, not even raising his voice.

Yet the other dark elf recoiled as if slapped, then bowed obsequiously. Shaking his head, Dmitri turned and entered the atrium of the spire. He waved for Nathan to follow. The hunters stuck close to the group, while the rest of Dmitri’s entourage trailed further behind.

Every dark elf they passed on the way to the central elevators stared at them. Their eyes snapped from Fyre to Astra, as if uncertain which mattered more. Funny what Astra’s recent absence had meant to her people.

Fyre took the chance to speak for herself. “Regardless of what Astra might think, I’m quite confident in my identity as Omria.”

“You don’t need to worry about proving that to me,” Dmitri said drily. “My opinion is well known, even if it shouldn’t be. Although I’d prefer if you’d not confuse people, Astra. Legend or not, the Council of Aurelia needs to make a firm decision on which prophet they believe truly represents the Watcher and the ideals she embodies for our people.”

“That’s a lot different than choosing which prophet you think is Omria,” Nathan pointed out.

Dmitri paused before the elevators and said nothing. Understanding his unspoken message, they waited in silence for several small and large elevator cars to arrive.

The bulk of them split between two large platforms, while Dmitri waved Nathan toward a smaller one. Fyre tried to follow but Nathan waved her over to the much larger groups. Only Ciana and Astra joined him and Dmitri.

Once in private, Dmitri sighed and fiddled with one of his piercings. “We’re well past the point where any of us can judge who’s Omria, Nathan. If you walked before the Council and told us you were actually the prophet, you’d make just as convincing a case. You’re teleporting across the world and are the only person whose actions have consistently been about protecting Doumahr. People are noticing.”

“Define ‘people,’” Nathan asked.

“Everyone.” Dmitri shot him a sidelong look. “That’s not my point, though. The things you’re all doing all qualify as the actions of prophets. But it’s not summoning glowing wings or giving empty speeches while flying above a crowd in a dress that shows off your lingerie that matters.”

“Charlotte likes to do that.”

Dmitri rolled his eyes, but smirked at the comment. “What does matter is why and what you do. When the cascades hit a few weeks ago, I said that this feels like the end. I’m not the only person who feels that. What the Council is looking for… No, what every dark elf in the Spires is looking for, is that shining beacon of light our ancestors thought would lead us out of the dark.”

Nathan nodded grimly.

“We pulled ourselves up,” Astra said.

“And the mountain is a tomb because of it.” Dmitri didn’t even look at the Champion. “Something needs to unite us. If it’s not the return of Omria, then I can’t imagine what else it might be.”

The ancient elevator trundled ever higher, and banging noises echoed around them. Nathan soaked in the dark elf’s words.

“I don’t know if Fyre’s ready to be that source of unity,” Nathan admitted. “She struggled for months to get past Trafaumh’s treatment of beastkin.”

“Then maybe she can unite us in the only way we really understand,” Dmitri said.

“Long-winded speeches and debates?”

Dmitri snorted. “I meant violence. You’re at war, Nathan. And that’s the reason it’ll be slow to deal with this issue, by the way. Everyone is arguing over who we should go out and kill. We’ve been your committed ally for years now, assisting with the protection of the Houkeem Desert. Falmir naturally wanted us to cut ties with you. There’s an elven delegation from Arcadia asking us to go murder some faeries. Or we can join you and cut down a false prophet.”

“I didn’t come here to ask for assistance in the war,” Nathan said. “Fyre just needs⁠—”

“The magic in the Spires. The Council is familiar with it.”

He stared at Dmitri, who raised an eyebrow at him, then looked at Astra.

“She made it light up,” Astra said, waving a hand at the surrounding tower. “When Messengers attacked. Magic in the walls.”

“You mean that the goddess used to actively draw on the power of the Spires to fend off Messengers? I’d never heard of that.” Nathan frowned.

“How you understand her when she talks like that, I don’t know,” Dmitri muttered. “But yes, we know what you want. Falmir tried to pull a fast one and we shut them down. Draw on the Spires without our permission and we’ll have to consider it a declaration of war.”

Nathan hadn’t intended to circumvent the Council, but now knew he had no alternative option.

The elevator stopped, yet the doors remained shut. Dmitri held a hand up to stop them from reacting.

“Another thing. The Council is meeting with the elves tomorrow afternoon to discuss their…” He screwed his face up. “Demands, I guess, that we foolishly throw ourselves into a war with Arcadia if civil war breaks out. Problem is, it’s hard to assess the situation.”

“I’ve heard the faeries are resorting to some rather dark acts,” Nathan said.

“Do they ever not?” Dmitri replied.

“I mean worse than usual. The heretical sort.”

“Ah. You mean the potential abuse of Bastion magicks. If it’s reached your ears, then either the elves are spreading their propaganda far and wide, or the faeries have made waves. I’d thought you were referring to the beastkin, given, well.” Dmitri gestured in the direction of the other elevators.

“Beastkin?” Nathan asked.

“Might be best to ask the elf we’re guarding for you. He knew more about it than the delegation, who just pushed propaganda. No, I’m more interested in information to assess the danger. Our spies indicate the faeries are keenly interested in the alexandrite they stole from you. Given you have two Champions with the gem, maybe you know what it actually does. All we have are myths about how it connects to Omria.”

Nathan hid his true emotions. He’d always guessed that the faeries wanted the rest of the alexandrite to create stronger Champions, presumably because they had very little high-quality alexandrite left, but this only confirmed it.

Given what he’d learned, it seemed like a foolish effort.

“That’s a simple way to describe the gem,” he said. “It grants Champions a sliver of the goddess’s power. Reine has access to teleportation magic. Ciana can bend reality.”

“So, it really is just a super gemstone.” Dmitri’s expression grew grim. “That achieves my objective, but it’s worrying to know. It’ll be decades before we recover from our losses from the recent invasions and insurrection.”

“The faeries don’t have the Champions to waste alexandrite on,” Nathan said, trying to reassure the councilor. “The success rate is low.”

“For anyone but you?” Dmitri joked.

“Yes.”

A slow nod from the dark elf. Then a strange expression overcame him.

“I’m surprised you haven’t put the pieces together, then,” Dmitri said, voice oddly low. “What makes you think the faeries are using the alexandrite on their own kind? After all, we’re hearing all about the heinous things they’re doing to control humans and beastkin Champions.”

A shudder ran down Nathan’s spine. He truly hadn’t connected the dots. Yet, Dmitri had instantly.

The haunted yet hateful look in Dmitri’s eyes told Nathan all he needed to know.

“They did the same to my ancestors,” Dmitri said, then looked at Astra. “Our ancestors. Whoever we recognize as Omria, the one thing every dark elf can agree on is they must be willing to help us stop those monstrous bastards from ever rising to power again.”

Then he opened the elevator doors. Everyone waited outside for them, aware that an important conversation had taken place within.

Despite being met by Dmitri upon arriving, the Council had no plans to immediately meet with Nathan and Fyre. The elven delegation had priority tomorrow as well. So Nathan and his retinue settled into palatial rooms in the spire.

“Wow. Did you get rooms like this on your last visit?” Fyre asked.

She wandered into Nathan’s room, which matched the size of his and Alice’s bedrooms combined, and leaped backward onto the bed. Her body sank into it. Despite that, there was easily enough room for the remaining women in his group.

Ciana’s horn turned black as she stood beside the bed, her cheeks reddening.

Fyre looked at her friend and tilted her head. “Did Nathan take your virginity here?”

“No!” Ciana gasped, then pouted at her friend. “I was in heat. I had to wait.”

“Really? I thought the idea of going into the heat was to use it as an excuse to get fucked. That was my plan before everything…” Fyre shook one of her hands in the air in a wavy motion. “All the Royal Knights seem to have the same idea.”

“Do you even go into heat anymore?” Narime asked. All his Champions save Fyre had seen rooms like these before, although the dark elves had somehow managed to find even bigger ones than his last major visit.

“If I want to.” Fyre smiled devilishly at Nathan and made grabby hands at him, trying to lure him to bed.

“On that note, let’s change the subject.” Nathan poked Ciana’s cheek. “My plan is to meet with the Council the day after tomorrow, then find the first excuse to return to the war front. Unlike last time, I doubt we’ll be ignored either. Expect lots of visitors. I do need time to talk with Tarkan, though.”

His expectations turned out to be correct. Both dark elf Bastions visited him with several Champions each that very day to discuss security matters, ranging from their Champions along the Houkeem Desert, to the defense of the Spires’ binding stones.

Or, to be perfectly honest, the Bastions sat, drank, and joked with Nathan, while ignoring the sidelong glances from their Champions. Except for the hunter they’d brought along, each of the dark elf Champions dressed up in ceremonial uniforms, complete with extensive regalia and medallions.

Nathan knew from experience and passing familiarity the Champions were the marshals that commanded the defense forces. The Bastions held political power, but left the actual commanding to their subordinates.

Astra accompanied him, yet kept her silence for most of the long meeting. Only news of the portal directly beneath the Spires transforming moved her. Nathan failed to recognize the description of the vast, trench-like portal world the Champions described.

“Siv,” Astra said. “Common Messenger.”

The marshals looked at Astra, then at Nathan.

“No Messenger is truly common,” Nathan said. “Don’t take her lightly. But I defeated her when she breached at Prophet’s Hope, near the Pearlescent Canyon. She killed the Bastion there in less than an hour and took several trigems to defeat.”

Astra nodded. “Easy for Nathan. Not you.”

“Thanks,” one of the marshals said drily. “I assume we’ll call for your aid, Bastion Nathan? Despite the war the Empire is involved in?”

“Unless I’m fighting Messengers or breaches of my own, I’ll never ignore the threat of a Messenger,” Nathan said. “The war against Falmir would be pointless if I did.”

Several of the dark elves shot curious looks at one another, and he caught a few nodding and smiling while speaking in dark elf. Astra glared at them. They ignored her.

Dmitri called Nathan to his suite later that night, but just for drinks. Councilor Doran, another friendly member of the Council of Aurelia, just so happened to drop by Dmitri’s room.

The next morning, Councilors Veleria and Ivo invited Nathan to separate meetings. Only Laechrias refused to bite.

Not that all the discussions went so well. Notably, only Veleria appeared interested in meeting Fyre in advance. The elderly woman spent much of the hour merely conversing with Nathan and the prophet, although her seemingly innocent questions and topics held more weight than otherwise apparent.

Ivo mostly seemed curious whether Nathan wanted to change the status quo. The last time Nathan had dealt with the crotchety old bastard, he’d been on opposite sides of the political spectrum, and effectively enemies.

Now, Nathan stood as a known quantity in a sea of change. Whatever and whoever Ivo represented, it stood for stability.

Nathan made a note to keep Fyre and Ivo as far apart as possible.

His Champions busied themselves across the Spires over the day and a half. They had free roam and several had places they wished to visit, as their last major journey here had seen them cooped up. Or, if it counted, suppressing a rebellion. Only Fyre remained inside. She moped around Nathan’s bedroom at night, although he only did anything to her with the wards up.

The dark elves probably knew he was fucking Fyre, but he had no reason to make things complicated.

Astra vanished during lunch, presumably to speak with some old friends. She reappeared afterward, although a little glassy eyed. Whoever she’d spoken to had shaken her.

There’d be plenty of time to speak with her tonight. With the Council preoccupied with the elven delegation, Nathan made a beeline for Tarkan’s room. He’d gotten the location from one of the hunters.

“It’s amazing how easy it is to move around the Spires now everybody is welcoming,” Seraph commented. “I remember being constantly lost. Now I can just ask people.”

“Amazing what being close allies does,” Narime said.

A duogem hunter sat outside Tarkan’s suite, which itself sat in the very center of a high security floor of the Jormun Spire. Nathan passed through two separate checkpoints on the way here, including one right outside the elevators. Opposite the hunter sat an ordinary guard in heavy armor, who played cards with her.

“Bastion Nathan!” The hunter shot to her feet in panic.

He still hadn’t gotten used to the reactions from the dark elves. At first, he thought most of the stares were directed at Astra or Fyre.

No, it turned out they mostly looked at him. Fyre definitely attracted attention, especially when she went out of her way to bless or speak to anyone, but the dark elves weren’t sure what to make of her. Whereas Astra had lived here her entire life. Everyone knew her.

“Is Tarkan here?” he asked, choosing to ignore the reaction.

“Yes, sir. Go right in. We’ve been keeping him safe from harm as you’ve wished,” the hunter said.

As “he” wished, huh? Sure, he’d called in a favor from Dmitri, but it sure as hell sounded odd for the hunter to specifically say that. Shouldn’t it have been on the Spires’ orders?

After a few seconds, the hunter blushed and opened the door with a simple spell. Nathan had known it was locked and could easily force it, but that shouldn’t have been necessary.

Plus, it might cause trouble if the Council and Champions learned how easily he could breach their wards and protections.

“Huh? Something wrong?” a vaguely familiar voice asked. “It’s not dinner yet… Oh. Shit. It’s you.”

Tarkan Al-Dafian, former arms dealer and, apparently, former governor, sat inside a well-furnished suite. The entrance room consisted of an office, and the elf sat behind a desk covered in papers. Literal stacks of books piled up in the corners.

The elf matched his brother’s appearance closely, especially now he’d cleaned up. That seemingly condescending sneer rested on Tarkan’s face, even as he tried to look worried at Nathan’s sudden presence.

“You’re supposed to have been helping my spymaster for months now, so you really shouldn’t be panicking.” Nathan took a seat opposite Tarkan.

His Champions stood. Mostly because of the lack of seating. Nathan had taken the only other seat in the room.

Tarkan leaned back and crossed his arms. “Hey, I tell her what she needs to know and have put my connections to good use. Even if they’re all practically dead weight with this damn war on and the open zealotry in Falmir.”

“What about Arcadia?”

All color left Tarkan’s face. His eyes flickered between the papers on his desk and Nathan. “Uh…”

Nathan sighed. “I’m guessing you’re still talking with your old pals pushing against the faeries?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tarkan asked, his sneer somehow vanishing in an act that made him look even more suspicious.

Because, holy shit, Nathan had never seen an elf actually wear an ordinary expression. Tarkan looked almost like an un-elf in the process.

“Your brother told me about your past, Mr. Governor,” Nathan said.

Tarkan blinked, then sighed. He slumped in his seat. “Oh. That. Damn. Had figured Darman wouldn’t snitch.”

“I have problems with Arcadia and his job is to act as ambassador. He felt you might know more about the… growing issues. Dmitri said the same. Something about the beastkin?”

“Huh. You sure you’re not going to grill me? Literally, I mean.”

Suddenly, Seraph stepped forward and placed a hand on the edge of the desk, leaning over. Tarkan’s eyes shot to her chest as it hovered in his view, before averting his gaze. Nathan simply raised an eyebrow at the elf.

“For a former governor, you don’t act like one and don’t have the magical ability I’d expect given Arcadia’s exacting requirements,” Seraph said. “Are we sure they’re truthful, Nathan?”

Frowning, Nathan reached for the man across from him using mental magic.

All he found was what he expected. Nothing unusual. Although he lacked the expertise the Twins possessed to find traces of manipulation, he at least knew he was dealing with an ordinary elf.

“The Twins checked on him when we first met him, and he’s still normal now. Reine’s done her own checks, even if his background didn’t come up,” Nathan said.

“I don’t act like a governor because I only held the position for the power,” Tarkan said. “We seized power through loopholes in the faerie’s bullshit laws to keep elves down and nearly broke the back of the bastards. A century later, there’s no reason to act like some elf scion I don’t care to be.”

Seraph frowned. “If Arcadia’s effectively exiled you and wants you dead, why go to all this effort?” She tapped on a few pieces of paper.

“Because it’s my goddess-damned home.” Tarkan bared his teeth. “You know my family? What the Dafian family meant before the faeries took Elysia from us?”

Shaking her head, Seraph straightened while looking at Nathan and Narime.

“It’s an old noble elf family. Like all elf nobility, it means your family dates back to before Arcadia became a joint republic with the faeries. You have a millennia old history,” Nathan said.

“Had,” Tarkan corrected. “Elves lived in Elysia before the faeries. There are preserved writings in my family vault so old we can’t read them. The Dafians led Elysia all that time, even after the transition to the republic when we needed people to vote for us. Now the faeries just banned elves from being mayor or governor in the region. To them, our legacy is dirt. They pretend to treat us better than the beastkin, but that’s just to trick us into being willing slaves.”

Nathan sensed a long, passionate rant coming.

And, hell, he’d probably agree with much of the rhetoric. It wasn’t what he came here to talk about, however.

“It’s the faeries I’m here to talk about. Like you said, they’re getting worse. Rumors are reaching me about that,” Nathan said. “I need more details, because if they’re as bad as I think, I’m worried it’s a herald of something much worse.”

“Huh.” Tarkan paused, the anger and outrage draining from his face. “Alright. Working with you has actually been good. Living here is a hell of a lot better than risking my life as an arms dealer, even if I did nearly die returning to Arcadia. And if you mean it, I’ll gladly tell you about Arcadia’s atrocities. You want to hear about how they dump millions of beastkin in the Far Reaches every few decades to keep the population down? Or the soldiers gathering near Lake Styx?”

“Neither,” Astra said. “The Bastion mental magic.”

“Uhhh…” Tarkan looked at the dark elf in confusion.

Whereas Nathan’s mind stopped for a few seconds as he wrapped it around Tarkan’s two possible conversation paths.

“They do what to beastkin?” Fyre screamed.

Thankfully, the room appeared to be warded. Everyone merely winced and covered their ears.

“Oh. Right. Your, uh, rep.” Tarkan grimaced. “I mean, nobody’s certain, but the population figures don’t add up and there aren’t any mass graves up north. Maybe they’re just incinerating all the beastkin that go missing from the Den, but that’s a lot of magic. The numbers would require a ton of sorcerers and Champions practically full time. We reckon they have a gateway to an old faerie fortress in the Far Reaches and have been dumping them there.”

“You reckon?” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “So it’s a theory.”

A conspiracy theory by an elf with an axe to grind against faeries in general.

Although the fact the population figures didn’t add up might mean something. Nathan wasn’t stupid. He’d been raised to run an earldom, and Veronica ran a tight ship. Statistics had been part of his education. If the elves could map out the population of the Den and make estimates of known causes of death and find big gaps, there’d need to be an explanation.

But literally dumping millions in the Far Reaches? There’d have been hordes of beastkin barbarians pouring in from the north rather than the trickle of raiding parties Falmir and Trafaumh dealt with.

“Wait, Lake Styx?” Nathan asked. “I didn’t think anyone knew where it was.”

“I mean, it’s hidden with magic, but I’m from the Dafian family. It’s on our old maps,” Tarkan said.

The faeries were supposedly massing soldiers near one of Omria’s places of power?

“What about the Elsyian Tower?” Nathan asked.

“The capital is stuffed with faerie soldiers due to growing unrest. So, yeah?”

That helped less.

Leaning back in his seat, Nathan stared at the ceiling while his Champions pressed Tarkan for more information. The elf knew little of true detail. Unsurprising given he was in the Spires, not Arcadia.

Nathan frowned at the thought. Dmitri had said Tarkan actually knew more than the elven delegation.

“Where do you learn all of this?” Nathan asked, straightening up. “I’d assumed you got it from your friends speaking with the Council right now, but apparently you know more. Are you sharing it with them instead?”

Tarkan scowled. “Don’t lump me in with those weirdos. I can’t be certain, but they’re almost certainly part of one of the faeries many fake parties. They’re here to rile the dark elves up, then go back and spread unrest to suppress the vote further. Even the Bastion they brought along is strange. Showed up with a single elven Champion and he’s cloistered himself in his room ever since.”

Several of Nathan’s Champions traded glances. Astra narrowed her eyes, while Nurevia stared at the back of Nathan’s head.

Only Fyre appeared to be left out, so she asked Nathan, “I take it showing up with only a single Champion is strange? Isn’t it insulting to bring so many of your own guards on a friendly visit?”

“The Spires is effectively hostile territory diplomatically,” Nathan said. “The Council doesn’t even let foreigners speak before them. I bullied my way into doing so.”

“Also, you’re forgetting Dmitri’s violence comment,” Nurevia said. “Power is a big currency here. Elves showing up to ask their hotter, worldlier, dark-skinned cousins to handle their shit for them? No big deal. But doing so without proving they’re going to at least try to hold their own weight? Yeah, something’s up with this Bastion.”

Tarkan hid his opinion of Nurevia’s comments about the relative attractiveness of the two races. Not that Nathan disagreed.

Sure, elves were beautiful, but he’d rather sleep with a woman who didn’t look as if he disapproved of his very existence while he fucked her. Then again, maybe Nurevia shouldn’t be the person to comment about that, given the way she behaved and Nathan’s past struggled with her.

“I’m more concerned that he’s remaining hidden.” Nathan frowned. “Why bother to come along and do nothing? What is his Champion doing?”

“Laying on his bed and getting fucked? I dunno, what do Champions do when they spend all day in their Bastion’s bedroom?” Tarkan asked.

While most of Nathan’s Champions shot the elf dark looks, Nathan looked at Astra.

“Could somebody under an illusion get into the Jormun Spire?” he asked.

She hesitated, then nodded her head. “Wards are old. Too weak to stop foxes.” Her expression darkened, no doubt recalling encounters with either Tarako or spies sent on her behalf. “But not for long. Couldn’t… walk…”

Astra shot to her feet, eyes widening. Before she could bolt out of the room, Ciana grabbed the dark elf’s arm. For all her strength, Astra failed to get away from the unicorn knight, whose diamond glowed as it drew on Nathan’s immense strength. Although Ciana’s boots scraped along the floor.

“Astra, wait. Do you still have access to the council floors?” Nathan asked. “We’ll head up and check on the Bastion, if he’s up there.” He tapped his head, indicating his own mental magic.

“Good. Let’s go.” Astra shot Ciana a glare, but bit her lip at the same time.

Once released, Astra yanked the door open. The hunter outside looked at her in shock as the door slammed against the wall, the noise echoing along the halls.

“I’ll, uh, leave you to it,” Tarkan said as they left.

Not that they got far. Before they even made it to the first security checkpoint, the entire spire rumbled. Its very foundation shook.

“Above,” Astra said.

She raced past them.

Nathan grimaced.

He had a bad sense of déjà vu right now. After all, this would be the third time he’d raced to save the Council of Aurelia from an assassination attempt.


CHAPTER 28



Nathan caught Astra at the elevator, which she held open. His Champions piled atop the large platform, while the hunters and guards that had joined them at the security checkpoints milled about uncertainly. That same sense of déjà vu rung in his mind.

He’d been in this position less than two weeks ago. Replaying a diorama of past events. Only there was a clear difference.

When he’d first rushed to the Council with Astra, it had been to stop a political maneuver intended to support Falmir and set the Spires on a collision path with the Empire. The second time, Sureev had started an insurrection and planned to detonate the binding stone using the ancient failsafe left behind by the faeries.

This time, the assailant appeared to be openly attacking the Council directly. Narime had pinpointed the location of the explosion to be the Council chamber atop the Jormun Spire.

The elevator doors remained open, as the dark elf Champions assigned to this floor looked for direction. Astra provided none.

How long had it been since she fulfilled her role as the great protector of the Spires? She’d been isolated during the prior schemes of the traitor Bastions. Little more than a weapon used to defeat demons.

“Stay here,” Nathan ordered the hunters, causing them to jump. One even saluted out of reflex, as if worried her Bastion had appeared from thin air. “Astra and I will protect the Council of Aurelia. This might be a distraction, however. Keep Tarkan Al-Dafian safe. Get in touch with your Bastions and make sure invasions aren’t taking place in the portals. If one is, send somebody up to let me know immediately.

“Yes, Lord Bastion,” one of the duogem hunters snapped off. This time, she saluted with intention.

Then she turned and rattled off orders in dark elf, sending the guards and other Champions scattering.

The elevator door finally shut. Astra inserted a key into a slot, then rammed the lever to the very top. The elevator shuddered to life and began to rise.

Nurevia looked at Nathan with a smirk. “If I’d had a Bastion like you when I lived here, I’d have never left.”

“I get the feeling they appreciate the extra guidance,” Seraph said. “Not just in this crisis, but in all things. Have the dark elf Bastions always been so useless?”

“Nathan is good,” Astra said, annoyance flickering across her face.

“They were never this bad,” Nurevia admitted. “Even with all the nepotism here, we only have a few Bastions. They’re the best of the best. But that doesn’t mean they’re not corrupt dickweeds who create little cliques among their Champions. A bunch died recently, the Bastions either died or were discredited, and you’re the top dog, Nathan. We respect strength.”

“Dmitri did say the best way to resolve this would be violence,” Fyre said. “Do dark elves appreciate rough sex?”

“Yes,” Nurevia and Astra said together, then looked at Nathan together.

Now wasn’t the time to entertain their thoughts. The fact they felt free to joke around in such a serious situation spoke to how often they occurred, however. Astra typically worried more.

“This might seem obvious, but why haven’t we teleported up there?” Fyre asked.

“The Spires are protected by anti-teleportation wards that interfere with spatial magic. I can probably overwhelm them, but only by brute force and I’d be teleporting blind,” Nathan said. “If that explosion has dislodged any debris or caused serious damage, I might teleport us into solid rock. We’d be killed instantly. Reine could do it, because the Spires can’t block her scrying, but she’s not here.”

“And I cannot penetrate the wards at all,” Narime added. “From experience, we know they grow stronger the higher up we are.”

Fyre looked at him as if he were an idiot for some reason.

The elevator rumbled around them, soaring upward. Shouts slowly reached them. As did the sound of roaring wind.

“I hope that’s not the sound of the wind roaring past the open top of the building,” Seraph said.

“It was nowhere near powerful enough to destroy an entire floor of the spire,” Narime said.

Their worries came to naught, as the elevator stopped well short of their destination.

Nathan cursed when Astra dashed out the door.

“What’s wrong?” Fyre asked.

“The spire goes into lockdown when under attack,” Nathan as he prepared to rush after Astra. “No elevators, and a protective shield activates around the council chamber. Assuming they repaired it after I blew it open last year, that is.”

Fyre grabbed his arm, preventing him from rushing ahead. Her wings glowed with magic.

“I’ll let you off because you’re stressed and falling into a pattern, but you’ve forgotten something,” Fyre said. “I don’t have the same limitations regarding teleportation.”

He stared at her and felt his own cheeks grow warmer.

Well, shit. Fyre had called him out for focusing too much on his own abilities.

Looking over his shoulder, Nathan failed to spot Astra. No guards protected the elevator, either. Presumably all of them had rushed upward to protect the Council.

“Teleport us to the Council Chambers,” Nathan ordered Fyre.

She smiled at him. Her wings turned solid gold, before appearing to grow and wrap around the party. Everything turned to gold, then white.

When her wings receded, they stood outside the elevators, only far higher in the spire. Those winds they’d heard earlier battered their bodies. Screams barely got through them from deeper in the level. Dozens of wounded dark elf guards filled the corridor, along with corpses.

They stood in the entryway to the level, but the council chambers lay much further within.

A duogem Champion nursed deep cuts along her arms, legs, and torso, while glancing around the corner. The winds blasted past her, sometimes cutting her face as she stole a look. Then she noticed Nathan as the guards looked up at him in shock.

“Bastion Nathan,” she gasped, then spotted Fyre’s glowing wings. “And Omria.”

“I am merely the prophet,” Fyre said. “I may carry Her voice and power, but not her name.”

“Err, right.” The hunter’s expression turned puzzled, before she grasped her side with a hiss.

Narime’s tails whirred as her sapphires glowed, and she used healing magic borrowed from her “library” of spells.

Meanwhile, Seraph, Ciana, and Nurevia investigated the wind tunnels barring their advance.

“What the hell is doing this?” Nurevia asked. “Actually, fuck that. What the hell happened?”

“What do you think, Nurevia?” the wounded hunter spat back. “That elf Bastion came up late with a bunch of weird Champions—humans and beastkin with empty eyes. They just started firing off gem abilities. Defenses around the council chamber went up, but it’s possible the rest of the elven delegation are in on it. I have no clue if they’re safe.”

“So this is a Champion ability,” Seraph said, holding one of her tonfas out. The wind wore away the paint around the enchanted wood and she pulled it back. “It’s far stronger than usual. Ciana might survive it. I’d regenerate from it given enough time, but nobody else would. Where’s Astra?”

“She went ahead,” Nathan said drily.

She grimaced. “I should be able to absorb this with my sapphire. How far away is the enemy?” Seraph turned to Narime.

“Two corridors,” Narime said.

“Not far enough,” Fyre said, one of her hands shimmering with raw golden energy. Unlike Charlotte, she didn’t bother with spell frames.

Not that Nathan knew if the real Charlotte even used spell frames.

Then Fyre blinked. The wind tunnels remained active.

“It’s not a Champion?” he asked.

She shook her head, then drew her scimitar. As with everything Fyre pumped magic through, it possessed the usual glowing luster.

“It’s her,” she spat.

Nathan didn’t need to know Fyre as well as he did to know exactly who she was referring to. The same went for the other Champions, who grimaced as one.

“Charlotte’s behind this,” Seraph said. “That explains the strength of the wind. She’s empowered the gem. I thought she wasn’t welcome in Arcadia?”

“We can reassess that idea later. For now, there’s a council to save,” Nathan grunted, aware that his assumptions and intelligence about Arcadia’s distaste for Charlotte might be completely incorrect.

First, he tried to replicate Fyre’s trick. Diving into the mental world, he reached out with mental magic in an attempt to locate the nearby Champion. Even if Fyre couldn’t disintegrate the Champion with a single blast, Nathan might still be able to overwhelm Charlotte’s defenses with a precision strike of mental magic.

Only he couldn’t sense anything. After several seconds, the realization of why struck him.

“The ‘elves’ hid away because their Champions are mind broken,” he said through gritted teeth. “I can’t even sense a mental presence.”

He should have expected this, but he’d never tried using mental magic to sense a broken Champion before. How did the succubi handle a situation like this?

Or, in a horrifying realization, were Champions with shattered minds a weapon to be used against succubi for exactly this reason? The Champion’s mind might be putty, but if it couldn’t be detected then it wouldn’t matter. Only the Bastion’s pre-existing tether worked.

“We’ll put her out of her misery the hard way,” Nathan said. “Seraph.”

She nodded. Her sapphire shimmered as she thrust her tonfa into the path of the tornado roaring past. The roar of the wind intensified, only to die down as a vortex formed around her weapon for a single moment. Then only the moans of the wounded greeted them.

Ciana shot forward without being ordered to, her borrowed speed from Nathan making her the fastest by far. Nurevia followed, then everyone else.

The corridors blew past them. He ignored the moaning of the wounded and the many corpses. Debris lay everywhere, torn from the walls and people here.

Nathan called on a fifth rank wind spell as they ran, ignoring the look of surprise from Narime. Probably because he usually used ascended magic for anything over fourth rank these days.

Before they’d reached their target, the wind began to kick up again. Only for it to stop.

He saw the reason why when he caught up with Ciana. She blocked the archway leading further within, where steps led higher still into the spire. Nurevia aimed her crossbows over the unicorn’s shoulders, apparently uncertain of whether to fire.

The glowing alexandrite in Ciana’s chest held the wind at bay, creating an odd distortion in front of her. Through it, Nathan saw a human woman in a simple black dress with two sapphires. They’d been crudely inserted, and a crust had formed around them. Dried blood. Her body had rejected the gems, and the Bastion forced them in anyway, mangling the connection.

If it weren’t for the golden glow gleaming off the sapphires, this hollow-eyed Champion would barely qualify as a threat. Pain filled her eyes as she held her arms up, channeling a power that consumed her body with each passing second. She’d be dead within minutes, Nathan guessed. Lily had commented that she felt the drain of the power and hadn’t shown physical signs of weakness.

“Nathan?” Nurevia asked.

“Shoot. Ciana’s barrier only works one way,” he said.

The dark elf’s body blurred. A purple cloud of projectiles soared over Ciana’s shoulder.

No scream escaped the broken Champion. The sheer power of Nurevia’s ability obliterated her head instantly. Her body collapsed to the ground like a marionette.

Seraph and Narime looked away with grimaces. Nathan placed a hand on Nurevia’s shoulder.

“Thank you,” he told her.

Biting her lip, Nurevia nodded. “She suffered enough. Deserved to go quickly.”

Nathan wasn’t sure if the woman who had once owned that body even existed anymore. But he agreed.

A small voice in his head questioned if he had the authority to condemn the Bastion responsible for this.

Then he looked at the crusty blood around the fallen woman’s gemstones, and knew that whatever he’d done to Tharban, he at least stopped short of this sort of barbarism.

“We need to move,” Nathan said. “The Council’s further within.”

They charged up the stairs. Shouting echoed from further within, along with the clatter and clang of ongoing battle. Explosions and the roar of spells and Champion abilities crashing into thick walls.

Two empowered Champions—both beastkin—defended a ramp leading up to the central council chamber, with another dead on the ground beside them. One had amethysts, the other diamonds.

While a thick dome of black steel blocked off all entrances to chambers beyond, a familiar hole in front of the ramp enabled limited access. It was familiar because Nathan had carved it open last year to save the Council from Sureev. Now it posed the greatest threat to their safety.

A half-dozen hunters and Champions skirmished with the empowered Champions, with three more down for the count. Nathan suspected they comprised most of the defenders deployed here, which made sense when the Council met a foreign delegation.

The amethyst Champion spun to face Nathan and his Champions, her eyes as dead as the first one they’d slain. Her axe rose in the air. Gouges in the ground suggested a psychokinetic attack or blast of force.

“Down,” Nathan snapped before Ciana attempted to summon a barrier.

He thrust his sword forward, which was lit up with his readied fifth rank spell.

The dark elf Champions saw him and they scattered. Just in time, as they barely escaped the damaging radius of the spell.

A green spark danced on the uniform of the axe-wielding beastkin, but she ignored it. Her axe came down. Great winds rose from all around them, blasting through the nearby corridors and behind them. Clothes and hair fluttered. Not a sound other than the roaring wind could be heard as the same wind tunnel effect from earlier overwhelmed them. Pressure built on Nathan’s ears.

The enemy Champion staggered, her axe swing thrown off as she let out a scream of pain. Even so, her ability fired off and carved a line through the floor and wall. She missed. But no doubt she worried more about the sensation of her ear drums bursting from the sheer pressure being exerted on her.

But only for a second. Nathan’s spell couldn’t be as instantaneous as Nurevia’s head-popping crossbow bolts, but the wind swelled around the green spark still burning on the Champion’s uniform.

Then a great thwump echoed outward. A blast of wind roared from the reverse direction it had been, nearly bowling Nathan over in the process.

At the same time, both of the broken Champions slammed into each other with bone-shattering crunches. Any noises they made were lost to the torrent surrounding them.

All settled. The enemy Champions collapsed to the ground, their bodies as lifeless as their eyes.

“Uh…” Nurevia stared at the fallen beastkin, eyes wide. “Nathan, what the fuck?”

“A compression vortex spell. It summons a torrent of wind focused on one location, raising the pressure,” he said while striding toward the fallen Champions. “In a sealed area, it’s vastly more dangerous.”

He’d slain a Messenger with it in his old world once, although it had required way too much setup to be reliable. Using it in a wind tunnel or areas that increased the effect of wind increased the power immensely, to the extent it could overwhelm the physical and magical defenses of a trigem or Messenger even before he’d started overcharging his spells with his new power source.

This had been overkill, but he couldn’t take the risk when fighting one of Charlotte’s empowered Champions. The other beastkin had diamonds embedded in her collar and had likely been the reason both remained alive in the face of so many dark elves.

“Bastion Nathan, the Council!” one of the dark elves gasped out, struggling with unseen wounds as she fell to one knee.

Nathan nodded, but quickly finished what he walked over to do. His sword ran across the throats of both fallen Champions. Just in case.

Then he stood and dashed up the ramp. His Champions followed, and the dark elves as well.

Only to find ruins awaiting. A grand chamber rose high into the air, with an open void on one end that opened up to the skies beyond. Except where marble balconies had once sat on these very walls, only rubble remained.

The corpses of dozens of guards, Champions, and robed aides littered the floor. Most were dark elves, but a few elves were scattered among them. Several of the guards had piled atop other dark elves in efforts to protect them.

Nathan instantly recognized Ivo and Doran. Somebody had pulled them out to confirm their identities. A shattered throne that had fallen from a destroyed balcony on the corner lay atop Veleria’s unmoving body. No signs of Dmitri or Laechrias.

Standing in the middle of it all was a towering figure some eight feet tall with misshapen limbs formed from wood and stone. His eyes glowed a dim brown as he focused on a small, yet very familiar stone in his inhuman hand.

A faerie. One of the former rulers of Doumahr, and a race Omria had taught to use ascended magic directly.

Beside him stood another mindbroken Champion. This one an elf, with a single alexandrite above her chest.

Howls echoed off the walls as the dark elves saw the devastation. Even Nurevia collapsed in shock, her crossbows falling to her sides.

Nathan’s other Champions barely slowed. Seraph unleashed a blast of energy at the faerie. Blasts of force rippled from Narime’s tails. Fyre shot into the air, her scimitar glowing as she prepared to carve the monster apart.

Only for the elf’s alexandrite to turn bright gold and a bubble of distorted space to appear around her and the faerie. The magic unleashed against them struck the bubble and teleported to the other side instantly, failing to trouble the faerie. Gritting her teeth, Fyre slammed into the bubble scimitar first. Only for her to be sent flying hundreds of feet through the air outside the spire.

A booming laugh bubbled up from the faerie. “How amusing! Is this all the supposed inheritors of our dominion are capable of? To think Omria ever wasted time on you wretches.” He spoke in his native faerie tongue.

Nathan spoke it thanks to his noble upbringing in both worlds, although it was far from his favorite language. Mostly because of the utter arrogance of the race who spoke it.

Circling the bubble while his Champions and the dark elves threw everything they had at it, Nathan focused on the stone in the faerie’s hand.

“Tough words for someone who can’t activate his own race’s invention,” he said, also in faerie.

The arrogant monster blinked in an almost humanlike fashion. Faeries counted as humanoids, despite their bestial appearance. Their torsos and heads matched elves for the most part, but formed their limbs of whatever element they had an affinity with. Patches of bark and deposits of minerals jutted out from the faerie’s bare skin as well.

“Ah. You must be the Nathan,” the faerie said, still speaking in faerie as he fell into a mocking bow. “Delighted. Call me Varrus. Even if our demises are imminent, it is only right that you know the cause of yours, and I am overjoyed to know I will be responsible for destroying the one claimed to be the ‘strongest human.’” A mocking laugh escaped Varrus. “The elves even claim you’re the true prophet even. I can see why, if that thing over there is what you humans now believe.” He sneered at Fyre, who had begun to focus her power on some sort of spell in an attempt to penetrate the spatial shell.

“Our demises,” Nathan repeated. “So you do intend to kill us all by detonating the binding stone.”

“Naturally. The Spires belong to my people, and if we cannot have them back, then it is only right to reduce one of Omria’s wonders to dust than to leave them in the hands of heathen wretches.”

Everyone threw around the word “heathen” too easily for a world where everyone worshipped the same goddess.

Unfortunately for Nathan, he lacked the time to waste on talking. He knew from Sureev’s attempt to destroy the Spires that the detonation mechanism was encrypted to prevent the Spires from being casually destroyed. Evidently Varrus lacked the knowledge to easily circumvent it.

Yet he remained a faerie. Varrus’s hands glowed as he casually pried at the stone, even while watching Nathan closely. The faerie’s ascended magic might succeed where Sureev failed.

Raising his sword and positioning himself so that the void was on the other side, Nathan cast a fifth rank spatial spell. Varrus froze, his eyes locked on the golden glow lighting up Nathan’s sword.

“Impossible. You’re a mortal,” Varrus uttered.

Nathan’s sword came down along Varrus’s body. Space itself split apart. A thin line appeared in the floor between Nathan and the bubble.

Only for nothing to happen. For all of the power Nathan put into the spell, it also failed to penetrate the spatial barrier.

Laughter burst forth from Varrus. “And only a mortal. You reach for the stars, and only grasp air.”

Nathan gritted his teeth. Probing the barrier revealed the issue. It wasn’t a barrier, but something closer to a pocket dimension. As far as magic was concerned, the space inside the bubble didn’t exist.

Alexandrite tapped into the raw power of Omria. Even basic applications granted Champion abilities far more powerful than anything in the reach of most. So powerful that Tarako had said that almost every Champion with one remained a monogem.

With Charlotte’s support, this broken elf possessed power that eclipsed the spatial manipulation of Nathan and Fyre.

He needed to call for help. Tarako and Kadria came to mind.

With just a thought, he could easily summon Kadria. Her teleportation would have her here within a minute. Tarako maybe slightly longer, thanks to the wards protecting the spire.

Was that too little time? Varrus now focused on the stone, his hands working magic faster than ever.

Nathan, I can’t breach it, Fyre cried out across the mental link. Maybe I could with Kadria’s help, but I don’t have that anymore.

He’d forgotten that much of Fyre’s ability to use her prophet talents came from working closely with Kadria. Charlotte had Omria in her ear—or whatever was helping her.

I’ll do it. Stay well away from the opposite side of me, he said.

If he didn’t have time, he’d create it. The world slowed around him.

Only for Varrus to keep moving. The pocket dimension affected even Nathan’s time dilation, as it separated the faerie from reality, much like how he’d failed to use it against the Twins long ago. Nathan cursed and returned to reality.

Then the solution struck him as his mind recalled his first battle with the Twins.

He raised his sword high into the air. Varrus caught the motion and paused, grinning.

“Trying again, are we? Do you truly think you can stop me from reclaiming my birthright?” Varrus sneered. “The tricks of you mortals are nothing compared to the might of the faeries. I shall end these whelps and their pretend nation. Then my kin will reclaim Arcadia and, with the true Omria at our backs, all of Doumahr. We are the rightful heirs of her power, as was promised to us when she ascended.”

What utter insanity had Charlotte preached to this mad faerie to convince him to help her?

Nathan cut out Varrus’s rantings. He needed to focus.

Spatial magic remained his forte. When fighting Artemis, he’d summoned enough power to genuinely threaten her. The Twins remained impressed by his teleportation skills, as he relied on pure spatial magic to move around Doumahr.

If there was one thing Nathan was confident in, it was that he could bend the world of Doumahr with his spatial magic better than anyone. No gemstone used by a broken Champion should be able to best him. Not even with the backing of a goddess.

Which is why it had been utterly foolish that he’d ignored a technique that had been staring him in the face for literal years. Not Thanatos’s spatial slash, but one demonstrated by another Messenger.

He refused to use a spell frame, however. The Messengers didn’t.

Instead, he drew on the raw, unyielding power of that unknown source of power he drew from. After his fight against Artemis and Lily, he finally understood what it was. Because his source of power had been identical to what he’d felt at the other end of Charlotte’s tethers.

The raw magic of Doumahr itself. Quite possibly the source of magic the binding stones themselves drew upon.

Darkness shrouded his blade rather than golden light. For a moment, it looked almost identical to what the succubi used when casting their own spatial magic.

Then it settled into his sword, giving it the appearance of a sword glowing with an eerie black light that appeared to absorb all color, yet be perfectly visible. It vaguely resembled the appearance of Kadria’s bedroom from years ago when he’d first met her, before it had gained color.

More and more power filled the blade, until Nathan struggled to summon more. His body began to feel drained and lethargic. He kept his sword held above his body, however.

Varrus stared at Nathan, mouth ajar. “That… is not magic any mere mortal should use.”

“Good thing I’m no mere mortal,” Nathan said.

Then he brought his sword down and unleashed the spatial magic he’d cast.

In the blink of an eye, the bubble vanished. So did Varrus, his broken elf, and a gaping chunk of the ground beneath them. Huge pieces of the walls to either side disappeared, and hunks of stone fell from above as they abruptly lost their supports.

Fortunately, that was where the devastation ended. Nathan’s spatial erasure only extended hundreds of feet out, not thousands, and the nearby towers remained intact.

He collapsed to his feet. The other Champions gawped at the wreckage and abrupt disappearance of the faerie.

“Nathan, what the hell was that?” Fyre asked as she shot over to him.

“A trick I borrowed from a friend,” he said drily.

Seraph nodded grimly. “I recognized that. Laura’s spatial slash, from when she carved open the wall in her invasion. Unlike yours, she didn’t carve a thin line open. She removed huge chunks of reality from existence.”

“If the bubble was in my way, then just remove the entire thing at once,” he said.

Also, it let him push a lot more power into the spell.

He pulled himself to his feet. Varrus was gone, and the attack dealt with. Yet the ruined council chamber remained around them.

A guttural howl from the entrance only further reminded him of the cost, as Astra burst into the room. Eyes wide, she stopped dead at the sight of the devastation.

The assassins might be dead and the Spires saved, but Varrus had still struck true. The Council of Aurelia lay in ruins.


CHAPTER 29



The day swiftly transformed into a flurry of activity focused on maintaining order and reclaiming the ruined council chambers. A small army of dark elves from all corners of the tower and all manner of jobs did their best to assist and mostly got in the way. Nathan, Seraph, and an amethyst dark elf Champion easily handled the heavy lifting in the wreckage.

For all the good that her prophet powers did against Varrus, Fyre could at least wrangle a panicked crowd. News of the attack spread fast. She helped Nathan shut down any opportunistic rebels or powermongers, while establishing who he could work with and trust over the ensuing hours.

Despite the initially pessimistic outlook, not everyone in the council chambers turned out to be dead. A scant handful of those on the lower level showed signs of life. But it was the upper passages behind the balconies where they found almost all the survivors, buried beneath rubble but free of magical puncture wounds and missing limbs and heads.

Those survivors wouldn’t last long without effective healing, however. Not even the Spires, for all their power, possessed any Champions with emeralds and their healing magic paled in comparison to what Nathan had become used to.

He called on Tarako once again, relying on the mystic fox clans and their healers to save what was left of the Council of Aurelia and dozens of the upper crust of the Spires. Every dark elf saved was a potential ally for Nathan in a time of uncertainty, as he didn’t know what new rulers might wish for.

The animosity toward the foxes ran deeper than just Astra’s historical dislike for Tarako, but the lives of the Council and their trust for Nathan won out. An elite team of mystic fox healers arrived that night, led by several seven-tailed foxes. He left Narime in charge of them.

He barely slept that night, as he established a command post in the Jormun Spire with the assistance of the same dark elf marshals he’d met with yesterday. The dark elf Bastions met with him and actually made themselves useful. Politics was their forte, and they proved useful at managing the other spires and potential malcontents. Nathan left them where they were most useful.

Meanwhile, the Champions focused on the portals and any potential follow-up attacks. Only by teleporting in additional Champions of his own to support the Spires did Nathan convince them to keep the dark elf detachments in place along the Houkeem Desert.

If half the Aurelian Army rushed back to the Spires now, Arcadia would assume the worst and war would break out instantly.

Cynically, he could assume war had already broken out. Nathan knew from experience that politics moved in strange ways and it was likely Arcadia would deny everything. Varrus also acted more like a lone wolf, as he used no Champions from his homeland and spoke in a manner that reminded Nathan of Tharban’s rants about beastkin, only transformed into a form of faerie-supremacy.

Even so, preventing the dark elves from reinforcing their borders and preparing for war was madness. In their mind, Arcadia had attempted to destroy them outright with one of their elite Bastions. The golden glow of their gems had been seen by only a handful of Champions who barely understood what it meant.

More to the point, somebody authorized the Bastion to be here. For a Bastion to go missing without being noticed was unlikely, especially given the status of faeries in Arcadia. Varrus acted on orders, even if Charlotte had been involved.

Somebody with great power in Arcadia believed in Charlotte. Why? What would a faerie have to gain from a human prophet of Omria, let alone one that ruled a human nation?

Varrus’s insane ranting rang in Nathan’s mind as the night wore on.

“We are the rightful heirs of her power, as was promised to us when she ascended,” Varrus had said.

What promise? That implied the faeries knew Omria would ascend all along. Humanity had only known she’d potentially vanish because the same had occurred to the faeries, and convinced themselves she’d come back because believing otherwise was madness.

Maybe Varrus lived the same dream. Yet for it to drive the faerie to support Charlotte…

“You’ll go mad trying to make sense of it all,” Kadria said from the corner of his room.

He looked up to see her leaning against the wall, half-covered in shadow. The lights had dimmed due to the late hour and lack of people in the room other than Nathan, as Ciana stood guard outside. Kadria’s thick, bronzed legs stuck out, while her upper body remained almost invisible.

A smirk rose to Nathan’s face despite himself. If Kadria were only her bottom half, there’d be fewer problems in their relationship.

“And you wouldn’t be here. Try to focus, Nathan.” The succubus strode toward him, languorously extending each foot in front of the other. “Or has today really been so simple that you’d rather just fuck?”

“Are you here to help or just taunt?” he asked.

“You didn’t bother asking me to help, so why not just taunt?”

He grunted. “As powerful as you are, I know you can’t teleport here instantly. I cast my spell fast enough.”

“And took a big risk. You’re strong.” She ran her hands along his biceps as she slipped around his back. “But try not to get too wrapped up in your own ego, hmm?”

“I’d like that help, thanks.”

“This is help. But, fine.” She hopped onto the table he stood in front of, casually pushing some reports to one side. “Fyre told me that the faerie said something that’s disconcerted you. Neither her nor her unicorn sex-friend heard the whole thing. I imagine due to the imminent disaster unfolding. So?”

Nathan repeated what he recalled Varrus saying. In fact, he went over the entire encounter.

Unlike the other Messengers, Kadria possessed extensive knowledge of the faeries. She’d battled them countless times.

So when her brow furrowed and she summoned two small tea cups, Nathan knew he’d stumbled upon something big.

“Drink,” she said. “If you’re going to be up all night, you should be well caffeinated.”

“Caffeine?” he asked.

“It’s the chemical inside tea and cocoa that makes you alert.”

“Isn’t chemical the word you and the Twins use for artificial things like gas and plastic?”

She nearly rolled her eyes, then caught herself. “Right, you just don’t know what the word means. I won’t bore you with the details, but almost everything is a chemical or can be broken down into one. Caffeine doesn’t exist by itself naturally. You have to extract it. That’s beside the point. Drink the damn tea.”

He did. It was a fragrant black tea, with a smoky taste. Not his favorite, he had to admit. If he drank tea at all, it was with milk. That was the Falmirian way.

“So?” he asked her.

“It’s troubling,” Kadria said, gazing into the distance. “I’ve never told you how I discovered the secret of the prophet system, did I? About the places of power and Omria’s deep connection to the binding stones?”

He shook his head. “The Twins think it was when you kept infiltrating Trafaumh.”

“Hmm. Guess those idiots can sometimes find two brain cells to rub together between them. Yes, it was. The ruins of the old citadel contained research and diagrams that connected specific leylines together. Each place of power lays at the confluences of these leylines, and they’re all connected to the false goddess. Except Lake Styx and Fertheim’s palace.”

“Tarako thinks⁠—”

She shot him an annoyed look.

He kept talking anyway, “She thinks Fertheim is an old faerie complex. The goddess beelined toward it during the beastkin crusades early in the Empire’s life.”

“She did.” Kadria tapped her bottom lip. “If that hag thinks that, she might be on to something. I wonder if the places of power are intentionally created. Maybe some were happy accidents, as she used enough power to affect the leylines. But what if she knew putting enough magic into something had the same effect? After all, isn’t it strange for a prophet to need to seize specific locations to become stronger?”

“Given her old territory is usually destroyed between reincarnations, yes.”

“Exactly. That’s what bothered me about the research. That, and the fact Trafaumh knew about the prophet system at all. They didn’t stumble onto a process of creating false prophets like Reine by accident. Baudelaire found the same information I did buried in the Inquisition Arcana and transformed the relic creation system into one to create prophets. But why didn’t anybody else do that?”

Nathan opened his mouth to say his instinctive response, then closed it.

Kadria’s gaze told him that she already knew what he’d been about to say. He sighed.

“They believed,” he muttered. “That she’d return to us, and that creating a false idol was unnecessary.”

“Indeed. It took a non-believer like Baudelaire to use that knowledge as a true weapon. And then me. Except I could succeed, because I didn’t just know what caused prophets to appear, but could interfere with reality itself in the process, while riding on your binding stones and their connection to Doumahr itself.”

“To Omria herself,” Nathan said.

Kadria shot him a sharp look, but said nothing.

Nathan could draw a lot from this conversation. He needed time to dwell on it.

But he needed to focus.

“If Trafaumh knew, is it possible the faeries know?” he asked.

“That’s what I’m concerned about. What I don’t understand is why Varrus would believe Charlotte could help the faeries.”

“What if he didn’t think he was speaking with Charlotte?”

Kadria’s jaw shifted and she attempted to drill a hole in the wall with her eyes. Silence.

“You don’t like admitting it, but⁠—”

“Fine. Whatever personality overtakes each prophet and mimics Sofia is consuming Charlotte, and that means it can mimic the former goddess of the faeries,” Kadria said. “Why would they possibly think she would support them when she already has a human kingdom?”

“I want to suggest lies, but you think something else,” he said.

She nodded and finally looked up at him. “He might have been a foolish zealot. But what about who ordered him sent here? Something is awry in Arcadia, and it’s not the imminent civil war. Normally, I’d go investigate, but…”

Her less-than-subtle glance upward at him suggested it was his fault she couldn’t disappear on a deep cover operation in Arcadia.

Which was true, but not just because of trust issues.

“Kadria, there are two Messengers roaming free, and Charlotte is willing to destroy entire nations to win. I need power like yours more than ever on the front line,” he said.

“Oh? How badly?” She grinned at him.

“Badly enough to tell you to wait like a good doggie until I’m home from the Spires for a good breeding.”

She hissed at him. If she had her wolf ears and tails summoned, they’d be standing on end.

“Bad puppyslut,” he said flatly. “If you want a good fucking, go home and make sure you’re wet and willing when I get back.”

“I will rip your dick off when you do,” she snarled.

Then she vanished between blinks of an eye.

Morning came, and he managed to sneak in a nap on Ciana’s lap at some point. Updates rolled in from the healing team, the Bastions, the marshals, elected officials from other spires, and even the head chef. Although, admittedly, the head chef simply asked how Nathan liked his eggs.

A new marshal trooped into his office around lunchtime. He recognized her from a few weeks earlier. Ciana watched from the corner, nibbling on a sandwich.

“Marshal Tatia, correct?” he asked her when she strode in alone. Her two diamonds glittered from her collarbone.

“Thank you for remembering me, Bastion Nathan,” Tatia said with a salute. “I just arrived an hour ago and have an update regarding both portals.”

Given she wasn’t screaming for help and asking him to summon his Champions, he assumed the update wasn’t urgent. They settled in with the traditional drink of the Spires: vodka.

Even if it was fancy vodka, it still tasted pretty fucking awful. Tatia downed her first shot without even blinking, then poured another. Nathan did not follow suit.

“Krepost Forselle is stable,” Tatia said. “No invasion or signs of one. We’ve spared what Champions and soldiers we can to the northern garrisons and here.”

“And the Spires?” he asked, already guessing the answer from his earlier updates.

“An invasion triggered not long after the assassination.” Tatia’s expression darkened. “No signs of a Messenger, but it was strong. A legion of common demons that appeared endless. Before the recent… troubles, we’d effortlessly crush it. Now? It was a genuine threat. Multiple Champions wounded.”

Nathan had known about the invasion and its failure. Tatia’s frank assessment of its unexpected danger was new, though.

“That’s to be expected after suffering enormous losses,” he said.

“One might say the Empire has suffered the same, yet you go from strength to strength.” She eyed him carefully. “Tell me, where does your endless supply of Champions come from?”

“Years of preparing for this very scenario. My elite knights and Champions aren’t endless. I’ve tapped them. Hard. But if I lost most of them, I wouldn’t be able to roll my shoulders and tell Messengers to keep throwing punches at me.” He fixed her with a steady gaze. “Siv is likely testing the Spires with such large invasions. I know both Krepost Forselle and the Spires are threatened by Messengers now, but make sure there’s an intelligent mix of experienced Champions at both portals.”

“Yes, sir.” Tatia bowed her head, then downed more vodka.

This would normally be the part where she left. Instead, she stared into space while biting her lip.

“Marshal?” he asked.

“May I ask about the state of the Council? I’ve heard mixed reports.” She looked at him out of the corner of her eyes, as if the question exceeded her bounds.

It probably did, but Nathan didn’t really care to keep secrets from the Champions.

“Councilors Doman and Ivo are dead,” he said, and she winced at his bluntness. “I’m pretty sure the faerie, Varrus, finished them off personally. Veleria is barely alive. Maybe he thought she was dead, or the attack by the other dark elf Champions forced him to focus on his true plan.”

“Killing all of us, not just the Council,” Tatia said darkly.

The truth of the binding stone’s destruction had ceased to be much of a secret after two attempts to use it against the Spires. This time, the complete destruction of its detonation method helped put it to rest. Once Dmitri awoke, Nathan would find out if any other methods existed and help remove those.

The failsafe harmed more than it helped at this point.

“What of Councilors Dmitri and Laechrias?” Tatia asked.

“They’re recovering. Dmitri woke up this morning, although I need to visit him. Veleria is the true concern. She’s truly old. Even powerful healing magic can’t undo the shock her body received, and she might pass away despite it. If she doesn’t awaken in the next few days, she likely won’t at all.”

Tatia’s eyes closed. A sigh left her lips.

Then she stood and bowed to him. “Thank you for everything, Bastion Nathan. You have done more for my people than any non-dark elf ever has.”

She left before he could get another word in. Not that he would have tried.

By now, Nathan had reconciled himself to the knowledge he’d inserted himself into the dark elf command structure. Until the Council recovered and resumed command, he effectively controlled the defenses of the Spires.

More than that, the way many acted around him proved his worst fears correct.

He’d brought Fyre here to cement her as the true prophet. Except many dark elves instead looked to him as their savior. Tatia’s comment proved it.

After all, as far as any dark elf had known, Omria had never been a dark elf herself. Tatia had implicitly spat in the goddess’s face with her statement.

Nathan headed to the infirmary not long afterward, keen to check on Dmitri with his own eyes. Fyre found him on the way and joined him, presumably to pay a visit to the wounded. The fact she got to glue herself to Nathan’s side had nothing to do with it at all.

He finally located Astra at the same time. She’d vanished after the attack, going into a full-blown panic, but Nurevia tracked her down and said she had calmed down.

Dmitri lay in bed with Astra sitting beside him, his body covered in bandages. He could probably move around freely by now, but bed rest helped even after receiving healing magic. Especially if somebody had been crushed by tons of rubble.

Approaching, Nathan overheard Dmitri speaking in dark elf to Astra. Not that he had the slightest clue what the conversation was about. Only that Astra didn’t respond as she gripped her knees and nodded at random moments.

“Well enough to flirt, I take it?” Nathan asked Dmitri.

The politician snorted. “I wouldn’t waste my time. Just catching up. I’d prefer to do it over some vodka or beer, but the foxes are terrifyingly good at keeping contraband out of here.”

One of the fox healers in question looked over, her ears twitching. The swish of her tails accompanied a subtle spatial detection spell wafting over Nathan’s body.

Good thing he hadn’t tried to sneak any booze in or he’d be harassed by the fluffy healers. Then again, if he’d snuck in some vodka, he’d have an excuse to test out his brushing technique on somebody other than Narime.

“Bad thoughts,” Astra said, poking him in the side.

He looked down and spotted Dmitri grimacing at Astra, although the politician smoothed his expression an instant later.

“I need to talk with Dmitri,” Nathan told Astra.

She remained seated. Dmitri grinned.

Saying “alone” wouldn’t mean much. He tried to think of something to chase Astra away.

“I need to talk with you and Nurevia together,” he said. She still didn’t move. “Later.”

Nope.

Fyre huffed, her wings flaring with light. “Nathan’s busy, Astra. Running himself ragged trying to do everything at once. All of us need to do what we can to help him, and that means not wasting his time with little games when he needs to have a private chat about politics with somebody who helps run a country.”

Astra’s eyes turned to slits and she bounced to her feet.

“Astra, wait—” Dmitri said, raising an arm in a futile attempt to stop her.

Both he and Nathan knew exactly what the dark elf intended to do. One of Astra’s opals flared with light as her arm blurred toward Fyre.

Only for Ciana to practically teleport in front of the prophet and take the blow. Her diamonds flashed as Astra’s fist bounced off her armor harmlessly.

Then it was Ciana’s turn. She shoved Astra back into her chair with both arms. Wood went flying as Astra stumbled and crashed to the floor, her own strength working against her as she tried to right herself and instead obliterated her seat and dented the floor.

“How?” Astra ground out, glaring at the ground. Then she snapped upward and sent another fist flying at Ciana, who blocked it with her forearm. “Why are you the strongest? Mere diamonds! I am Astra!”

Two more punches flew before Ciana stepped backward, unharmed but confused.

When Astra closed the distance without hesitating, Nathan grabbed one of her arms. The dark elf’s muscles strained against his strength, and he pumped magic into his own muscles to maintain his grip.

“Even you…” She muttered, meeting his gaze with teary eyes. “Is this all I am?”

Two of her opals flashed and she shoved his chest, forcing him to release his grip before she tore his arm from his socket trying to hold her in place. Astra tore out of the infirmary in a rush.

Everyone stared after her in silence. The dark elves, humans, beastkin, and mystic foxes alike failed to make sense of the scene.

Dmitri looked up at Nathan. “I take it she’s not usually like that.”

“No. But she’s been…” Nathan ran a hand down her face. “I’ll make this quick before I chase her.”

The politician nodded, understanding that Nathan was here on business. After casting a ward to prevent eavesdropping, Nathan continued.

“I take it Fyre still can’t…” he pointed upward but said nothing.

“No. I’d say yes, but everyone will notice the Spires lighting up and if word gets out you did whatever you prophets do without proper permission, it will cause problems.” Dmitri grimaced. “One of the Champions mentioned the golden gems. I know what they mean. Nobody else does. They’re little more than a rumor. Imperial propaganda against Falmir, and it was a faerie who attacked us.”

Nathan read between the lines. A new Council might retaliate against Fyre stealing the place of power by giving it to Charlotte.

So, yes, he could just take it and nobody would complain, but the political fallout might cause another civil war here.

“Invading Arcadia now would be unwise,” Nathan said.

“For what it’s worth, I agree.” Dmitri ran a hand down his face. “This whole thing reeks of the same sort of scheme Sureev was up to his neck in. We refuse the princess and are likely to anoint Fyre the true prophet, helping you in your war. But, oh wait, faeries! Even if the attack failed, it would have stoked tensions with Arcadia. It’s a thinly veiled attempt to isolate us.”

“I’m more worried about the consequences of starting a second all out war on Doumahr while the first is still raging,” Nathan said. “Especially if the faeries are growing more extreme, and this attack wasn’t a one-off. You’ll kick off the Arcadian civil war the moment you attack them, and that might be all the Messengers need to invade.”

The reappearance of Siv lingered in his mind.

“How long before a new Council of Aurelia can convene?” Nathan asked.

Dmitri laughed and then held his chest with a wince. “Well, guess I’m still healing,” he rasped out. “Uh, months? We don’t move quickly. Even if Veleria makes it—and I fucking hope she does—there’ll be pre-selections, multiple rounds of actual voting, plus backdoor politicking to remove anyone who is too troublesome or might betray us. The faerie threat will speed things up. I’ll be pushing for end of fall.”

“Pushing?”

“Yes. Normally this would take a year or more.”

Well, that certainly confirmed his suspicion. By taking out the Council, Charlotte gained an immense benefit on top of making Arcadia more unstable due to the growing tensions.

She had no chance of claiming the place of power over Fyre, but with the Council wounded, now Fyre couldn’t realistically take it. Nathan once again considered just stealing it.

Except he recalled Kadria once explaining that Fyre also drew power from her legitimacy as the prophet. Which, ironically, also meant Nathan stealing her thunder harmed more than helped. She needed to genuinely show the power of Omria and awe the dark elves, whatever they thought of Nathan otherwise.

“Thanks.” Nathan squeezed Dmitri’s shoulder. “Rest up. Try to get a new Council in place by next month.”

“Uh huh. I’ll have that in place, just like you’ll have that insane princess lined up on your bed next to your Empress.”

“Will she be in chains?” Fyre muttered.

Nathan shot her a look, then farewelled Dmitri.

The time had finally come to resolve Astra’s ongoing issues. He’d been ignoring them for far too long, hoping they’d resolve themselves or she’d open up to him herself. Now she’d exploded in public after a breakdown last night.

He needed her by his side. Not just as the legendary Astra, the immortal trigem, but as his friend and a woman he cared deeply about.


CHAPTER 30



Tracking down Astra proved far easier than Nathan expected. She had an entire city to flee into, with a winding tunnel and cave network only the denizens understood. If she didn’t want to be found, she wouldn’t be, legendary trigem or not.

Yet when he pushed open the door to her old bedroom, Astra lay atop the perfectly made bed. Not a single item in the room appeared out of place from Nathan’s memory of the room. No sign of dust, either.

A perfectly preserved bedroom of an immortal Champion. Astra hadn’t returned to this bedroom during the visit, instead staying in the same wing as everyone else.

Nathan knew why she’d come here.

She was home.

“I haven’t been in here for a very long time,” Nathan said as he stepped in. Ciana waited outside. “I’m amazed that it matches my memory so perfectly.”

“Never brought you here,” Astra said, staring up at the ceiling. Somebody had painted a mural of the Spires as viewed from high in the sky, with dark elf writing marking each one. “Oh.”

She turned her head to look at him with a frown.

“Yeah. I haven’t been in this exact room, but a copy,” Nathan said quietly.

The room was exactly as one would expect for a Champion of the Spires, if unsuitable for a legend like Astra. A large bed, weapon and armor racks, plenty of space to stretch and exercise, and an expansive bathroom. Cushions lay around a low table, and a roughly carved stone vase contained a single flower forged from steel.

Nathan had never known what the flower meant. The one time he’d been here had been the night the dark elves decided to fight until the last, and use the failsafe should they fall. Asking about the décor had been the last thing on his mind.

His fingers traced the sharp curves of the flower. A rose, if poorly made.

“Gifts,” Astra said, watching his every move. “I don’t remember from who.”

“Why keep them, then?” he asked.

“Because I know they’re important. They’re from… before.” She bit her lip and rolled over, facing away from him.

Unwilling to push, Nathan instead poked around a cabinet next to the table. Dozens of bottles of vodka filled the shelves. Unlike the rest of the room, these contained plenty of dust.

He slid out a bottle and tried to check for any signs of when it might have been bottled. No dice. It was vodka, not wine.

Surely Astra didn’t keep vodka for that long, right?

The glasses in the cabinet had been cleaned, so he took two and slapped them down on the table. Then he filled both and sat down.

“By before, you mean from before you received your third gem,” Nathan said as he held the vodka up to eye level. “

The liquor looked clear. Hopefully his inhuman endurance held up when he drank it.

Astra turned her head back at the sound of the glasses. Then she moved to sit in front of him. Booze had a way of getting her moving.

“Small,” she said, holding up her glass.

“This is a normal glass. I’m not pouring vodka into the big ones you have.”

She clicked her tongue and knocked back the shot, then another, before settling down. “Yes. The rose is a reminder. That’s all I was worth once.”

Nathan’s glass froze halfway to his lips. “What?”

“It’s crude.” Astra lifted the flower out of the vase. “Poorly forged. Even the iron is bad. I added magic for rust.”

“To stop rust, you mean,” Nathan translated.

She nodded. “I was one of many. A Champion of the Spires. This was my worth. A crudely crafted rose.” Frustration showed on her face and she took a deep breath. “I wish you knew my tongue.”

Nathan did as well. Astra wanted to speak to him clearly, not in clipped sentences.

“Words,” he said glibly.

Her eyes narrowed, but a hint of a smile floated on her face. “I have them, don’t I?” Her face screwed up in concentration, as she intently focused on properly speaking a language she didn’t care to. “Tell me. If another man gave Fei this rose, what would you do?”

What a question to answer. Nathan downed his vodka and poured more, while scratching the back of his neck.

“Uh, honestly nothing,” he said.

“Why? Because it has no value.” Astra nodded.

“No. Because it’s not food, a weapon, or related to brushing,” he said. “Fei’s hierarchy of needs is basically like that. Hell, if I gave her a rose forged from the finest crystal on Doumahr, she’d only pretend to care then throw it out.”

Astra stared at him, dumbfounded.

Taking the rose from her, he ran his fingers along the curves. “I take it your Bastion reacted differently?”

“No. He didn’t care.” She shook her head. “Because I had no value.”

Ah, so that had been the real twist. Astra hadn’t been so foolish as to think he’d beat some random moron for trying to woo Fei. Especially as he had zero worries about Fei leaving him.

“I take it he reacted differently when a gift was given to other Champions,” Nathan said.

“Yes. Viciously. Hence, the reminder.” Astra took the rose back and dropped it back in the vase. “I once mattered so little. Before I was Astra. The legend.”

And so they circled back to the true problem. At least she knew why he was here and was willing to talk with him about it.

“Is that why you got angry earlier? Because you felt less… legendary?” Nathan shifted uncomfortably, unsure how to bring the topic to the fore.

“No.” Astra polished off yet more vodka, and frowned at the fact she’d drank nearly half the bottle already. “Ciana was… different. Fyre…” She closed her eyes. “You needed me once. Needed my legend. Wanted my power. Wanted me. All to save Doumahr. Now? I’m just another trigem.” She took a deep breath. “Someone to stay out of the way while you do the important things, just like Nurevia plays bodyguard.”

“I trust Nurevia,” Nathan said, a touch harshly, before calming himself down. “Astra, I still need your power. And you, especially.”

“Liar.” Astra’s hands balled into fists as she looked away. “You have the power now.”

He blinked, then leaned back.

Had this been why Astra grew more distant from him lately? Because he’d grown in power to the point he didn’t rely entirely on his trigems?

“Astra, I’m still nothing without all of you,” he said. “Artemis would carve me apart in seconds. Bauer took almost everyone to wear down. When we defeat Charlotte, it will be the same way.”

“Artemis,” Astra said bitterly. “I did nothing.”

Seconds passed as Nathan tried to puzzle together her sentence. Then he recalled the last fight against Artemis.

“Sometimes battles go poorly. Artemis prepared a counter for you. How do you think Narime, Seraph, or Sunstorm feel?” he asked. “When Artemis first attacked, she tore them apart and nearly killed Narime. You were the only Champions who could even affect her. Without you, Doumahr would be a wasteland and I’d be dead.”

A spark filled Astra’s eyes and she looked back at him.

Even so, she still denied him. “They aren’t me. I am a legend. Need to be. If I’m just a trigem…”

Time to take the bull by the horns, then.

“Astra, you’re never not going to be a legend. You’re the only trigem of the Spires. More than that, you’re experienced and powerful,” he said. “But why do you have to be a legend? Gems, magic, power—they don’t make people who they are. They reveal their true selves. Assholes like Tharban were always that way, and becoming a Bastion only let them get away with it. You have always been great, Astra. You’ll never ‘just’ be a trigem.”

“No,” Astra whispered. “That’s wrong. I was never great. You’ve never seen me.”

His hand reached across the table and gripped hers. She tried to pull away and he held fast, drawing on the strength of his binding stones.

“I’ve seen more of you than I suspect anyone in existence, the multiverse, or history ever has,” Nathan said. “You don’t need to be a legend to be one of the most important people to me, and a great Champion. You don’t need to be the strongest, just as you’ve never been the fastest.”

“But I have to be!” Astra cried as she shot to her feet, pulling Nathan up as he refused to let go.

The bottle thumped against the table, spilling vodka everywhere as it was knocked over. Neither of them paid any attention to it.

“I am Astra!” she said.

“Yes. And you always will be.”

“No.” She shook her head, sending her long, white hair flying wildly. “Only if I’m a legend.” She took a step back.

Nathan finally let go rather than step on the table. Rather than flee, Astra clenched her fists and took several deep breaths.

His mind raced as he struggled to make sense of her words. Something about her insistence bothered him.

Astra had never been this focused on her pride. When she’d chosen to die with the Spires, it had been with solemn regret. She’d fought her entire life to defend her people, and would die rather than see their homeland abandoned. That had been the entire reason she’d taken the heretical deal with the outer being who provided her with immortality.

Then it clicked.

“This is about the deal you made to get your gem.” Nathan pointed at the opal in the center of Astra’s collarbone.

He’d been told that every Messenger made a deal and got something out of it in exchange for trading their life away. Most just wanted to escape and become Messengers. Artemis wanted to find “her” Nathan.

And Astra had requested immortality. Presumably, the Hound had made some deal as well, although he’d died and never become a Messenger.

Astra nodded and took several steadying breaths. The focus on her face was apparent. “I… He offered me power. The ability to protect my people and be the hope of the dark elves. We would be everything Omria denied us, he said. She’d ignored us, favoring humans and faeries. But…”

He waited, aware that some specific deal had been struck and that he needed to hear it.

“He made me the hero of a forsaken people—my people—and would eternally guard them, until…” Astra locked eyes with him, a haunted look evident. “Until there was nothing left, or hope wasn’t enough. I never understood. Nothing could kill me, even when I tired of everything.”

Nathan closed his eyes, understanding the riddle immediately. Not to mention who had granted her immortality.

The partner. The same outer being who had created Artemis.

Kadria had said that the partner spoke in stories, riddles, and prophecies, and that he twisted heroes into Messengers. No doubt Artemis’s own immortality was tied to a similar riddle, just as she needed to complete this “job” of hers.

With Nathan’s knowledge of Doumahr and Omria, he was able to puzzle together the riddle before him.

Omria had once used the dark elves to fight demons and Messengers, but failed. So they were ignored and left to die when invaded, preventing them from gaining truly powerful Champions. Hence they were a forsaken people. Astra was their hope.

And if Astra became unable to protect them, that meant hope wouldn’t be enough.

Or if Astra thought she was unable to protect them, the same might apply. She’d grown tired, but never doubted her own abilities to defend her people, after all.

Was this how she died in various worlds? When the Spires were destroyed or enough dark elves wiped out, her immortality failed? Because her people lost faith in her or she felt she had failed them?

And if Nathan failed to convince Astra she remained capable of protecting her people, what would happen?

“You’re still here, Astra. Still fighting. The Spires still stand. We just defended them last night.” He stepped around the table and over the puddle of vodka, then took Astra’s hands in his own. “You’ve been by my side for over a year now. So you know that when I promise to do everything I can to protect the Spires, and to help you defend your people, you can trust me. No matter what, you’re still Astra. You’re still the defender of the Spires and your people.”

She bit her lip and looked at their clasped hands. A minute passed. One of her fingers ran along the back of his hand, tracing a knuckle.

“Do you need me?” she asked, finally breaking the silence.

“Yes. The same as I always have. I never want to experience what I did before, when I lost you and the Spires,” he said. “You helped turn me around from a dumb, arrogant fool into the man who is saving Doumahr. Without you, this wouldn’t be happening.”

A soft sigh escaped Astra. She lowered their hands.

Then she leaned forward just enough to press her lips against his. He tried to return the kiss, but she pulled backward.

“No. I kiss, not you,” she teased, pink filling out her dark cheeks. “But…” She gulped. “I want you to prove you really need me. Like you do the others. I’ve held back, despite my desire. Tonight.”

“I can make some time,” he said.

“Nurevia, too.” A wicked look overcame Astra’s face.

Something told him that Nurevia would be firmly planted in the bed all night, with barely time to rise for air.

It didn’t take long before he had two luscious, naked dark elves standing beside Astra’s bed. Nurevia held her hands against her hips, while Astra seemed unworried.

“You’re going to pull something if you’re inviting me here,” Nurevia said.

“Nathan fucks you. You’re my subordinate. Therefore you should be here,” Astra said.

Not even Nathan followed that logic. But he wouldn’t complain about the threesome.

Both women were beautiful enough that his cock already stood tall, waiting to be used. Their dark skin shined in the dim lighting of the room, almost glistening. Both had similar builds, with huge tits, curvy hips, and shaven body hair. Purple nipples and slits beckoned Nathan to play with them.

He crept up to them and rubbed his fingers along both their pussies. They squirmed in response. Astra bit her lip, unused to the feeling, while Nurevia dove in for a kiss.

Nathan pulled them both against him. Their breasts crushed together, providing a lurid sight as their bright nipples rubbed against each other. He milked them for their juices with his fingers down below, flicking their clits and toying with their entrances.

“Dick, not fingers,” Astra said, pushing against his hand.

Nurevia choked back a laugh when Nathan stared in confusion. He checked the fingers he’d been using on Astra.

Yup. Slick as anything.

“Don’t worry about her. The whole immortality thing mutes her pleasure. Or maybe she just fucked up her brain by playing around with huge dildos for centuries,” Nurevia said. “If you can turn succubi into cock addicts, this moron will be cake.”

Annoyed by Nurevia’s comments, Astra grabbed the other dark elf and pushed her to her knees. A grin rose to Nurevia’s face and she whipped her lavender hair to one side while pretending to huff.

“Trying to pretend you’re the dominant one, huh?” Nurevia teased.

Astra’s other hand ran along Nathan’s cock. Gentler than he expected given her immense strength. Ciana’s monogem ability protected his dick from being crushed if she lost control, though.

This time, she merely guided his length to the incoming missile. That of Nurevia’s open mouth.

The lavender-haired dark elf glided along his whole length effortlessly. Her throat engorged as his cock filled it, but her eyes curved as she looked up at him.

Astra swung a hand in the air, her opals glowing. A slap echoed in the room and Nurevia moaned around Nathan’s cock as her ass jiggled and a red patch appeared on it.

“Good girl,” Astra said.

“Uh, don’t you mean bad girl?” Nathan asked.

“No. She’s sucking your cock. That’s good.”

Couldn’t argue with that.

Nurevia painted the floor with her fluids while Astra continued to control her movements. Nathan groaned as his cock was massaged by the length of Nurevia’s throat over and over. Astra never let up. Not in her spanking or the speed she rammed Nurevia down his length.

His hands wrapped themselves in Nurevia’s hair, and Astra finally let go. Only for the ancient dark elf to press a foot against the back of Nurevia’s head and hold her against Nathan’s crotch. He climaxed, pumping thick ropes of seed into Nurevia’s stomach. Her throat pulsed with each load, as she struggled to gulp it all down. With her face planted firmly against his root, she had no choice but to do so.

She gasped for air when Astra let her go. Not a single drop fell onto her face, as Nathan had emptied everything into her for once.

Well, not quite everything. He slapped his cock on Nurevia’s face and squeezed out one final bead to paint her with.

“Thanks.” Nurevia smirked, already recovered. A finger swept his cum off her face and moved to lap it up.

Only for Astra to yank her hand toward her face and steal it.

“Wow. Rude,” Nurevia said. She tilted her head. “How’s it taste?”

“Salty. Bland.” Astra tilted her head. “I don’t understand. The beastkin drink this often.”

“Yeah, I think they either have extra taste receptors or some fucked up shit in their mind that makes them love drinking the cum of their lover.”

“Do you like it?”

Nurevia shrugged. “I mean, most of the pleasure is because it’s Nathan and he’s making me his. The cum doesn’t mean shit. It’s how he delivers it. Dainty blowjob while I’m leaning over him in bed? Fuck that. Being hidden and held beneath the table because I’m a fuck-servant? That’s what I’m about.”

“I see.” Astra looked at Nathan’s cock for several long seconds. “I will pass.”

She moved toward him, intent on doing something.

But he had other plans. Astra always fancied herself as the one on top. More than that, she felt she needed to be the legend. The one who always mattered.

Nathan wanted to show her things could be different, as well as pleasurable.

He caught her arms as she approached, then slipped behind her. She frowned, realizing he was up to something.

When he grabbed her thighs and lifted her up, she squawked and tried to get down. Nurevia giggled and pulled at Astra’s flailing limbs.

“It’s fine, you idiot. He’s going to make you realize the dildos are for amateurs and that you belong under that table with me,” Nurevia purred. Then she grinned at Nathan. “I’ll go get you a mirror.”

The mirror turned out to be in the bathroom, rather than outside. Nathan had been worried that Nurevia had lost all sense and was about to wander around the spires naked. She returned with an elegant full-length mirror and sat it in front of Nathan and Astra.

He stood there, fully erect, with Astra held in front of him. Her thighs were spread apart and her purple pussy lips on display. She made for an amazing sight. The legendary Astra, held aloft above his cock, ready to be split apart and fucked hard.

Nurevia stood to the side and slid a hand around his cock. “Need some help?”

“A little,” Nathan admitted.

Astra remained dead silent. Her eyes locked onto herself in the mirror, oddly wide. She appeared to have never watched herself during all her sessions with these dildos Nurevia spoke of.

Well, he’d get to show her a new side of herself. One where her face would be rapt with pleasure.

He lowered her and Nurevia guided his cock to Astra’s slit. A gasp burst from the ancient dark elf as he pried open her lower lips. If she wanted to trick him into thinking she couldn’t feel anything, she sucked at acting.

His tip split her open, and he finally claimed Astra. He looked over her shoulder at the point they were joined. His cock stuffed inside her purple pussy lips, which dripped with her arousal. Her massive tits heaved with the deep breaths she took and he held her thick, muscled thighs out to the side.

Warmth spread over his balls. Her job done, Nurevia now ducked down and indulged herself. She licked and sucked at his sack, flicking her tongue at the bottom of his cock while fingering herself.

“Ready?” he asked Astra.

“For what?” she asked.

He took that as a yes, then dropped her on to the full length of his cock. A strangled gasp escaped her as his entire shaft vanished inside her. Her tits bounced from the sudden motion, slapping against the dark skin of her stomach.

His balls also slapped against Nurevia. She gasped and reflexively backed off, before moving back into position to lick his balls and get slapped again.

“Big,” Astra said, heaving a deep breath that almost came out as a moan.

Nathan wanted her to moan. He began to move, bending and thrusting into Astra while physically bouncing her with his arms.

Her ass slapped against his thighs. Her tits flailed about. Nurevia bathed in Astra’s juices as they dripped down his balls. Nathan slammed his cock into Astra’s womb over and over again, ignoring the pleasure roaring through his body as her tight entrance coiled around his length and tried to push him over the edge.

Despite all that, the most he got was Astra biting her lip and her eyes glazing over.

Just how big were the fucking dildos she used?

Desperate, Nathan reached for his secret weapon. The one thing he’d told himself to only use with the Twins, as their unnatural bodies could handle it.

Ascended magic surged through his crotch as he activated the “switch” on his cock that Maura had built into it. For a while, he’d rarely used it outside of anal training with some of the girls, as his enhanced size was too much. The Twins came up with a new use: an even bigger cock, just for them.

Now it was also for Astra.

A moan ripped free of Astra’s body as his cock bulged inside her, pressing tightly against her womb with a force she’d never felt before. He practically turned her inside out with each thrust and Nurevia stared up at him in shock, bewildered by the sheer length churning through Astra.

He’d gotten what he wanted from Astra. She squealed and moaned atop his cock, and she covered the mirror when she squirted over it. When she contracted around him and her thigh muscles spasmed, he knew he’d won.

His seed coated her insides the next moment. He slammed her down on his length and watched as she quivered atop him, her body shuddering.

He pulled himself free, and a flood practically coated Nurevia’s face white. Astra gasped, leaning against him as her pussy gaped open.

Second passed, filled with heady moans and gasps. Nurevia lapped at the cum all over her face, before trying to clean Nathan’s cock.

He returned his length to its normal size. Nurevia grimaced.

“Yeah, don’t think I want that,” she said. “I knew I wasn’t imagining you were way bigger when you fucked the Twins.”

After close to a minute, Astra squirmed free of Nathan’s grip. She ran a finger along her own slit before licking it clean.

“Understand beastkin,” she said.

Nurevia snorted. “Sure you do.”

Annoyed again, Astra picked the other dark elf up and hurled her on to the bed. After following her, Astra pressed Nurevia’s face into the bed. She turned and beckoned Nathan.

“More,” Astra said while opening Nurevia’s pussy wide with her fingers.

He wasn’t one to back down from an invitation like that, although he wondered how inexhaustible Astra would turn out to be.

For all the fun he enjoyed with the two dark elves and their attempts to empty his balls permanently, reality knocked on the door at dawn.

Reine’s voice entered Nathan’s mind. I’ve received a message from a spy that appears to be from an unknown source in Falmir. It says they’re about to advance on the Torrovium Fields.

Charlotte—or Sofia, as appeared to be the case—left no time for Nathan to rest between her schemes. War came to the Empire.


CHAPTER 31



Whether accurate or not, a message about imminent invasion pulled Nathan out of bed. Two naked dark elves interested in following up the previous night with more sex would just have to wait.

The Spires remained in turmoil, however. With Sofia backing her, Charlotte’s scheming had Nathan split between two fronts. He’d gone from a confident opening move at the start of the war to a slog, with a close ally now considering starting an entirely new war to his rear.

If Nathan walked away without leaving any direction, he’d win a battle at the Torrovium Fields, only to return to the Spires to find half their Champions burning down Arcadia.

Fortunately, Reine indicated Falmir’s armies weren’t moving just yet. He called meetings with the important figures in the Spires to keep things moving, set up a direct line of communication with him in the palace, and designate the few dark elves he hoped might avoid a war. Dmitri being the main one, especially as he was back on his feet.

That took over three hours. The sheer size of bureaucracy in the Spires made everything slow. It prevented a kneejerk reaction to Varrus’s attack, but buried Nathan in interminable meetings with every dark elf of any import.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Dmitri, but if Varrus had succeeded and killed the entire Council and I hadn’t been here, I feel the Spires would truly have collapsed,” Nathan said as he prepared to leave. “What contingency do you even have in place?”

“The Bastions and Astra,” Dmitri said with a wry smile. “Hence why all authority fell to you. The marshals don’t trust the Bastions anymore and have been taking on more and more responsibility since their involvement in the insurrection, and you’re Astra’s Bastion.”

“So the Spires turns into a military dictatorship if the Council falls?”

“What else do you think happens when the government is decapitated by an act of war? The Bastions are enmeshed in politics for that reason. When tragedy strikes, they were supposed to take over and lead our people out of the dark. Only for them to nearly lead us into that dark.”

With those cheery words in mind, Nathan teleported back to Aleich. Reine let him know she was in the control room.

When he entered the mental gateway in Alice’s room, he saw the monitor displaying a grand grassland. Other than a few hilltops and a single cairn, not a single building or sign of civilization disturbed it. The Torrovium Fields. One of the bloodiest battlefields in history, with countless dragons, faeries, humans, and beastkin slain atop it over the millennia.

Then Reine’s vision shifted to show the massive Nationalist encampment on the edge of the grassland. Somewhere in there was Tharban. Nathan paid little attention to the old bear, so long as he played his role.

A role that would hopefully come to an end with this battle. Whether the Nationalists survived or not, Nathan wanted his puppetry of Tharban to finally come to an end.

“Have we been able to verify the message?” he asked as he entered the control room.

Most of his Champions and tamed Messengers filled the room, save Sen, who presumably remained in control of the northern army near Sarn. Gareth and Erica had been let inside as well and were pretending not to be stunned by their surroundings.

Reine looked over at Nathan and the monitor stopped changing scenes.

“The spy definitely got it from a guy from Falmir, but that’s it,” Maura said.

“The message is on relay paper,” Reine said, holding up a small piece of paper roughly the size of Nathan’s palm. “There are other messages, but the sender and other meanings are unknown. But it definitely refers to the Torrovium Fields.”

Nathan took the paper from her and frowned at the message. “This is from Veronica.”

The witch’s madness grows each day.

The ancient fields of faeries, myth, and beastkin will be soaked with blood soon.

We should meet once they dry.

Sincerely, a grateful friend

Below the message was a cross-hatched mark that Nathan only knew from messages Veronica had left him in his old world. She’d never used relay paper, but had a habit of leaving him letters or other hidden messages due to Adam’s dislike of him.

“You’re sure?” Seraph asked. “The mark at the bottom could be faked.”

“It could be, but I don’t think she sends messages like this that broadly.” He frowned. “I’m not sure why she’d include it here, though. It’s not as though I should be able to make use of it. Talking in riddles is normal for her, though. Gareth, have you worked with Veronica before?”

Gareth shook his head as he took the relay paper. “Erica?”

“The riddles are familiar, but she never left the mark,” Erica said. “This definitely reads like her brand of nonsense. Hence why I backed the source.”

“You never mentioned Veronica,” Reine said, clearly annoyed.

“I don’t like making idle speculation.”

“I’m certain it’s her, and I think I know what the other lines mean,” Nathan said, interrupting their argument. “The witch can only be one person. Charlotte. And the meeting is almost certainly directed at me, given it’s signed as ‘a grateful friend’. I doubt Veronica directed this at the spy.”

“It’s sent to you.” Sunstorm crossed her arms. “Question is, why is she grateful?”

“I… may have removed Charlotte’s empowerment from Lily, another of Adam’s Champions, during the battle of the Ford,” Nathan admitted.

His announcement caused a stir, as he hadn’t revealed as such before. Tarako and Kadria did more than mutter, though.

“You what?” Kadria spat at him. “This would have been nice to know before. How did you even manage that? I’ve never been able to break a Champion’s tether if it’s been reinforced.”

“Maybe you just suck,” Laura said.

“I’ve also never heard of an empowered Champion surviving or having it removed.” Tarako’s tails lowered. “That’s a feat I can only wish had been possible before.”

“That’s not the point. The mental magic required is…” Kadria bit her lip.

“Worried that Dark Lord Nathan might get sick of your bullshit and turn you into a puppyslut for real one day?” Maura drawled, a broad grin stretched across her face. “Honestly, I can’t wait. You should try taking control of Champions mid-battle, Nathan. It would be great.”

“No,” he said.

All three succubi stared at him as if he was an idiot.

He sighed. “There are two reasons. One, I’m pretty sure that if I forcibly disconnected the tethers of an unwilling Champion, the shock might kill them. Lily didn’t take kindly to what I was doing.”

Ciana mumbled, “That’s an understatement.”

Now the looks sent his way turned into glares from most of his Champions. He’d done something stupid and they knew it. Hence why he’d kept this a secret.

“Two, Charlotte let me help Lily. Or…” He scratched his head. “I don’t know. I felt her power recede from mine when I was in Lily’s mind. She was shocked when I cut her off from Lily, too. Maybe because I turned on her? Or maybe it was because I could do it?”

Admittedly, Nathan had assumed it was the former. The more he thought about it, the more he realized that the idea had been planted in his mind by the Twins. They thought Charlotte wanted him, so he assumed the same.

“It’s best not to make assumptions about ascended magic,” Kadria said, her tone bitter. “Something I’ve been learning lately.”

“Um, when do we talk about the battle?” Fei asked, her cat ears twitching as she struggled to follow the conversation.

“Soon.” Nathan looked at Reine again. “Has Falmir made any moves at all?”

“It is difficult to confirm thanks to the wards around Castle Karlam, but their buildup remains significant. They could move at any moment and we wouldn’t know. However…”

The monitor shifted and something unexpected came into view.

Charlotte herself.

She floated in a clearing, with a castle visible behind her. A small army bearing the mixed uniforms of Trafaumh and Falmir assembled below. Most of them kept their gazes fixed ahead despite the view above them.

Because it was a view. Charlotte appreciated flashy outfits that showed off her impressive assets. Today, she showed off even more. Her sheer dress barely qualified as one, leaving her blue lingerie in the open as it shimmered on her hips and arms. Ethereal wings of golden light stretched out for a hundred feet or more.

“I thought Charlotte warded herself from your sight?” Narime asked.

“She always has. This is the first time since the civil war I’ve been able to view her clearly,” Reine said.

“So it’s bait,” Kadria said flatly.

The assembled women nodded, while Gareth stroked his chin.

“Where exactly is she?” he asked. “I’m not that familiar with random castles and clearings in Trafaumh.”

“Roughly fifty miles west of Tervuis’s Ford, at a former command post used by Adam Martel,” Reine answered.

“Is he still there?”

Vala shook her head. “He’s long gone. The slut… err, the princess kicked him back to Falmir after we captured the Ford. I can’t imagine he’s gone to Castle Karlam after such a beating, either.”

“Who’s in command of the northern front, then?” Gareth asked.

“I dunno. Oliver?” Vala laughed.

“I believe command has jointly fallen to Count Glenloch of Falmir and Viscount Beuchot of Trafaumh,” Reine said. “They have been ineffectual despite the delays we have faced thanks to Charlotte’s barriers and the storm at Sarn.”

Arguments and debates broke out among everyone present, while Nathan stood back and assessed what he’d heard. Fyre noticed he wasn’t taking part and walked to his side.

“This isn’t like her,” Fyre said quietly.

Not quietly enough, as both Tarako and Astra pivoted to face them.

“Like who?” Nathan asked, already aware of the meaning of the statement.

Fyre pointed at Charlotte on the monitor. “Her. She’s always been rash, but this is… devious. We crushed her nearly a week ago when we took the Ford and repelled her south of Sarn, so she panicked and threw up barriers everywhere. Now we’re struggling with her again. There’s an ancient spirit protecting Sarn, we nearly lost the Spires, Arcadia is a mess, and⁠—”

“I get it,” Nathan interrupted. He looked up at Charlotte.

Or, more likely, Sofia wearing Charlotte’s skin.

“My working assumption is that Sofia has started making more decisions,” he said. “The barriers stalled us long enough for her to draw on more schemes. It’s possible she was already helping Charlotte, given the power we dealt with at the Ford. The cloning spells were vastly more complicated than anything we dealt with before.”

“And Charlotte’s using the empowerment magic too freely,” Tarako said, sounding exhausted all of a sudden. “I recognize the sudden change. You pushed her, she needed help, and she didn’t know the cost. Mirie changed the most whenever we battled an Elite Messenger. The dandy would attack, and she’d become another person overnight.”

Silence. While Nathan and Kadria had realized and accepted what had happened, the rest of his Champions had still been acting on the assumption they were dealing with the same Princess Charlotte.

He felt thankful Alice wasn’t here. Until he had confirmation of an imminent invasion, he preferred to let her manage the political side of things. Just as she’d told him to let her handle politics, he’d take care of war.

“If everything from the past week is from a more dangerous opponent, our strategies need to change,” Seraph said.

“They do,” Nathan agreed. “Which is why, even if this is bait, I think we need to take it.”

By now, everyone had gotten used to proclamations like this and simply waited for him to explain himself.

“Charlotte—or Sofia, or whoever—is trying to split our forces and isolate us. That’s true,” he explained. “But that’s not her true objective.”

“It’s a means to an end,” Kadria said.

He nodded. “She didn’t try to destroy the Spires on a whim. It was because they wouldn’t give her what she wanted. Power. And we would get it. The war hasn’t changed from what it was when we dueled over Soreaux. Fyre and Charlotte are fighting for the places of power, and the wars between nations are just a proxy for it.”

Seraph’s breath came out in a hiss. “Her ploy in the Spires was aimed to succeed no matter what. Succeed, and she eliminates an opponent who won’t back her and prevents us from claiming the place of power. Fail, and she instigates a war against Arcadia and slows us down. Just as she has.”

“Yes. More than that, to Charlotte, the entire western front of the war is to stall us.” Nathan pointed at the projection table below them, which matched the one in the war room. He pointed at Castle Karlam and Western Trafaumh. “The more forces and Champions we commit here, the less focus we can give to Arcadia. Charlotte then seizes those places of power and⁠—”

“Is just as strong as me,” Fyre said, eyes widening. “I only have three. If she takes both of Arcadia’s, she also has three.”

“And then she attacks you in the open and kills you,” Kadria said coldly.

They looked at her, and she rolled her eyes.

“I don’t play pretend. Fyre is capable, but Charlotte has the backing of the false goddess and all her expertise.” Kadria crossed her arms over her non-existent chest. “In a straight fight with equal power, Charlotte will win. Then there aren’t dueling prophets. There’s just one. Do you think she’d care about the fallout, when she was willing to cause cascades?”

Nathan sighed. “I hadn’t thought that far, but I knew she wanted Arcadia for the power. The Spires are out of reach for a few more months. Which means the war turns on Fertheim.” He pointed at Falmir’s capital, just a hundred miles past the border. “But assaulting it is madness. It’s the base of her power, and we already know the prophets have a huge advantage on their home territory.”

“So we go to Arcadia?” Fei tilted her head.

“No. We go for the throat.” Again, he tapped on Castle Karlam and Western Trafaumh. “Charlotte wants to stall us, but her armies are vastly weaker. If she’s in the north, and we hit hard, she can’t teleport south to participate in the Battle of the Torrovium Fields without giving up on Western Trafaumh. And even with empowered Champions, I’m confident we can crush Falmir’s army.”

Nobody appeared to follow him, so he kept going.

“Prophets rely on legitimacy. Charlotte is unpopular as a god-queen, something Adam made abundantly clear,” he continued. “She holds onto power thanks to two factions. Trafaumh’s rebel nobles in the north who want independence from the Inquisition, and Falmir’s Bastions and nobles who want to steal land from the Empire.”

“They only believe in Charlotte out of greed,” Tarako said.

“Weak belief.” Astra nodded, her eyes narrowing. “Easily shattered. Like their bones.”

“Exactly my thinking. Hence why we take Charlotte’s bait.” Nathan leaned back. “If we destroy Falmir’s army in the south, she loses a lot of her popular support in Falmir and will be forced to retreat so we can’t march on Fertheim. Then we seize Western Trafaumh, leaving her without those nobles. Unlike her, we have the forces to do it.”

He ran his gaze across the assembled trigems and Messengers, plus Gareth. Without a doubt, the strength assembled here vastly outclassed anything Charlotte could amass.

All they needed to do was bring it bear.

The next hour vanished as they forged plans to split their forces. Between the short timeframe they likely had and the fact most of their forces were still marching to the front line, the bulk of Nathan’s forces would come from the Champions and Bastions already in position.

“Even with Reine’s portals, there’s no way we can reposition a large enough force to matter in only a few days,” Seraph said. “Once we start making moves to shore up either front in any real way, Falmir will launch a preemptive strike.”

“What forces do we have on each front?” Ciana asked. “Haven’t we left the far north to Trafaumh, other than occupying the Ford itself?”

Nathan nodded. “We have. Which means Deverese finally gets his wish and can charge forth and reclaim Trafaumh. The northern force will mostly be the Champions and Messengers deployed up there, plus what knights you want. Fei, you’ll be in command.”

The catgirl blinked and pointed at herself, then looked at Seraph in surprise.

Only for Seraph to shake her head. “I don’t have much to add against an enemy like Charlotte. I’m assuming you want me in the south for my anti-army abilities, Nathan?”

“Yes, and everything else. The south needs capable commanders in case the Nationalists fold. You and Narime will be in overall command underneath me,” he explained. “My thoughts are that the north needs to focus on threatening Charlotte herself, while the south is more worried about an army and large numbers of Champions, plus likely sorcerer support.”

“North,” Astra said, pointing at herself.

“This isn’t about your pride, right?” Nurevia asked, looking at the other dark elf sidelong.

Astra bit her lip and hesitated. “It’s her. The real her. She’ll remember me.”

“She will,” Tarako said, voice almost despondent. “And me as well. It’s hard to say how she’ll react now we’ve turned on her, in her mind.”

“That’s easy. She’ll throw around lots of big words, try to guilt-trip you, pretend you can actually work with her, and then scream and cry when you cut her limbs off anyway,” Kadria said, voice far too emotionless for the words leaving her mouth.

Even the Twins gave Kadria some serious side-eye.

“Uh, yeah. That’s kind of fucked up,” Maura said. “I mean, weren’t you friends?”

“We were.” Kadria nodded. “I got over it after a thousand worlds of memories of her killing me got jammed into my skull.” Her red pupils enlarged and her horns darkened to pitch blackness as she stared into the eyes of both Tarako and Astra. “If either of you go north, realize that, whoever the false goddess truly is, she will kill you the moment you let your guard down. And if she was capable of it, she’d puppeteer your corpse and use it to deceive Nathan afterward. Do not even think of facing her if you can’t fight her.”

Tarako scowled. “I’ve taken a swing at her before. Don’t lecture me.”

Surprisingly, Kadria gave the ancient fox a nod of approval, before focusing her gaze on Astra.

The dark elf stared into space for close to a minute. Everyone knew she needed the time.

To Astra, Omria counted as her oldest friend. The only woman who had understood what she went through by accepting the poisoned chalice from an outer being in exchange for power.

“She lied to me,” Astra whispered. “To all of us. I want answers. I’ll get them.” She held up a clenched fist, demonstrating how she intended to get those answers.

“Well, that forms the northern party. I’m guessing ol’ Fyre here goes along as well, huh? Ready to lube the princess up for Nathan once he finishes up down south?” Maura asked, leaning one arm on Fyre’s shoulder.

Laura copied the motion, and Fyre found herself with a pair of busty succubi squishing her with their tits.

“No,” Nathan said. “Fyre will be with me. It’s possible Sofia’s bait is to lure Fyre north and trigger another cascade, and we’ll be tied up for weeks cleaning up the mess. We still can’t let the prophets battle each other openly.”

“So…?” Maura tilted her head. One of her horns brushed the side of Fyre’s head, and the prophet shoved the succubus away with an annoyed hiss.

Nathan pointed at the Twins. “I want all three succubi to deal with Charlotte. With only a single place of power, she’ll be genuinely threatened, and you can handle any of her tricks or even another Messenger supporting her.”

“Are you making me wait behind?” Fyre’s eyes narrowed.

“Hardly. The sight of you leading the Empire’s armies to victory over Falmir on the Torrovium Fields will galvanize our cause and weaken belief in Charlotte.”

His plan finally received agreement from his Champions. Sure, he could force it down their throats, but it helped to have acceptance.

“Uh, if we get lucky with mental magic, we can totally bring the slut princess back for you to use as a cocksleeve right?” Maura asked.

“I’m not saying yes, but you’ll be battling against a prophet with the knowledge of an immortal goddess. Don’t hold back,” he said.

“Gotcha.” She winked at him.

With three Messengers, Fei, Tarako, and Astra going north, Nathan had already deployed an enormous amount of his strength to one front. If Bauer or Artemis showed themselves, he needed a lot of firepower to deal with them.

“Almost everybody else will help me down south,” he said. “With so much on the line, I can’t afford to leave major forces behind at the palace. Kara will protect Alice.”

“Not me?” Nurevia confirmed.

“No. I’m not sure if I’ll send you north or south, yet. Because there’s one massive problem looming over the entire battle.”

Nathan tapped on Sarn. Eyebrows raised and he saw several Champions assess the distance between both battlefronts and the enemy fortress.

“Are you worried about Otto’s forces?” Seraph asked.

“Yes, but also no. His armies can’t move into place to do much yet, as they’re still crossing the river north of Sarn,” he said. “This would be the best time for him to reveal himself, as well as any other saboteurs. I’ll leave dealing with them to you, Reine. Gareth⁠—”

“Would you prefer me to stay out of a battle against Falmir?” Gareth asked, arms crossed.

“That’s your decision. Because the real problem is squarely in your field of expertise. Sarn’s important because it’s a reminder of what sorcerers can really do.”

Gareth’s eyes narrowed, then he clicked his tongue. “Large scale magic. You really think Falmir is going to start throwing around anti-army spells?”

“Don’t we always in these fights?” Vala joked. “I’ve been in enough to see them. Heard the rumors of what Sen’s tornado did outside Aleich.”

“Not what we’re talking about, Vala,” Gareth chided, his expression softening for a moment as he glanced at her. “There’s a gap between the fifth and sixth rank spells Champions and battle mages cast on the fly during a battle and what Nathan is worried about. This is stuff that would be flung at the battlefield from hundreds of miles away, by entire towers full of sorcerers burning hordes of magical catalysts.”

Narime cursed. “Sarn’s protected by a defensive thunderstorm, but what if they throw an offensive one at us?”

“Exactly,” Nathan said. “Charlotte showed her hand at Sarn. More than that, we know the goddess uses them in major battles. The Torrovium Fields has seen them before, as the Lodge supported the crusades against the beastkin. We need a counter. More than that, we need our own.”

Gareth’s expression tightened. “I’m a damn good sorcerer, Nathan, but that’s too much for me.”

“Wow, humility,” Erica joked.

“This isn’t the time to pretend I’m some self-taught battle mage or spellblade,” Gareth said, inadvertently throwing shade at Nathan. “But I’ve never studied or worked with large-scale ritual magic. When I chased you, Nathan, and dug up tomes on ancient magic, I found spells utterly infeasible by individuals but tossed them aside. You need the leaders of the Lodge for this. Men and women who have spent their lives leading and teaching other mages, not a bitter hermit like me. I’m better off focusing on Otto.”

Nathan sighed. He had expected an answer like this, but hoped for something different.

In his old world, Gareth spent some time learning ritual spells thanks to how dangerous the war turned out. Not much, given how few Bastions they could rely on, but enough to help during the defense of the Gharrick Mountains.

This Gareth had never been pulled into the fold and therefore never wasted his time working with others.

Tarako nodded, the tips of her tails bobbing behind her. “It is a wise man who can admit to his strengths and weaknesses.” She bit her lip and hesitated, then turned to Nathan, her tails flattening to behind her as her fox ears flattened. “I am the opposite. My skills in sorcery come from the sheer length of time I’ve had to master it, as well as age. I am no prodigy at spellcasting.”

“But?” Nathan asked, wondering where this was going.

“I know spells up to and including the ninth rank. Most of them are ascended magic, but I helped teach humanity magic when Kurai first uplifted your race millennia ago, and know the natural elements well. I’ve also witnessed and helped record the great spells the old cow handed out. If your mages need somebody to lead them in large ritual spells, I can do it.” She paused, and her tone grew lighter. “You can always ask that annoying ifrit as well, but I suspect he has too little patience to help others.”

“Ifrit’s survived Sen. I think he’s patient enough,” Sunstorm said drily.

“Men are always more doting on their daughters than the obnoxious children of others,” Tarako said.

After moving Tarako to the southern front, Nathan now worried about the north. So he moved Nurevia up there.

That left him with Ciana, Vala, Sen, Fyre, Seraph, and Narime in the south. Plus Tarako in Kaufberg to assist with spellcasting.

“Kaufberg?” Sunstorm asked. “That’s 200 miles away, Nathan.”

“It’s further than I’d like, but there aren’t any closer mage towers big enough to provide support,” he explained. “These are spells intended to be flung from cities. The northern borders of Falmir and Trafaumh supposedly align with how far they used to throw these spells from Soreaux and Fertheim.”

“I wouldn’t read that much into that,” Tarako said. “But, yes, they have very long ranges. That’s what makes them complicated. Half the ritual is about aiming the blasted spell correctly. Made worse by the fact different towers will cast the magic tracers used to target the spell than the ones firing it, because they’re too big for any one tower to cast.”

Nathan recalled the gargantuan seventh rank spells used to breach the defenses of Castle Aleich, which had been powered by a binding stone. Those had been far simpler spells, intended merely to punch through the castle. Nathan had witnessed similar in his old world.

Throwing them across hundreds of miles was an entirely different beast. Especially in war against a foe using ancient spirits.

The battle plan was coming together, however. Not much remained other than the final distribution of troops.

Vala shifted nervously, her attention wavering.

“Something wrong?” he asked her eventually.

She winced. “No. I mean… Shit. Err, last time we had a huge battle, you, uh…” Her fingers ran over her two gems.

He caught on. “Sorry, Vala. I can’t hand out any emergency gem upgrades. You received your second gem only a few weeks ago. Reine’s wasn’t much earlier, and I won’t rush her alexandrites and risk harming her permanently.

The sight of the shattered Champions in the Spires haunted him.

“Right.” Vala rubbed the back of her neck. “I get it.”

“Ask in a month,” he said.

She cheered up at the news she’d be a trigem in as little as a month.

Except Sunstorm grimaced at him. “Guess I’ll be the annoying one, then. Is there any chance you can tweak existing gems? I know you’ve been messing around with replacing them, and mixing and matching, plus you did something weird with Ciana when she started becoming really horny.”

Ciana’s horn darkened and she poked Sunstorm in the ribs.

“Is something wrong?” Nathan asked her.

“Not wrong. But…” Sunstorm huffed. “Can you? We can drop it if you can’t. Just… feeling inadequate again.”

Nathan probably should have seen it coming, given how much Sunstorm constantly pushed herself to be as good as she could be. Every time she fell behind, she held it against herself.

Vala stared at Sunstorm in amazement, as if she didn’t know anything about her friend’s struggles with keeping up with the other Champions.

“I can’t change your ability outright,” Nathan said.

Sunstorm nodded grimly. “Got it. We’ll drop it, then.”

“Let me finish.” He shot her a look. “I’ve been thinking about whether I can adjust old gems, now that I know how to conduct the ceremony better. My guess is that I can… push the gemstone further if I try again. Tweak the existing ability, without completely altering what it does. Maybe it won’t work for everyone, and I haven’t done it before, but⁠—”

“You don’t need to give me a list of reasons to back out, Nathan. We’re facing down the end of the world and an insane goddess. I can risk this.”

So they did. Once the rest of the battle planning wrapped up and everyone separated, with messages and orders to go around Doumahr, Nathan took Sunstorm to the gardens. They stood inside the usual clearing where he gemmed his Champions. Ciana meditated in the corner in an attempt to give her friend some privacy.

“So?” he asked Sunstorm.

“When I became a trigem, I chose survivability over more power,” Sunstorm said. “It’s been damn useful. I kept getting my shit kicked in, and I’ve gotten out of a ton of shit situations since. Hell, even fucked up Thanatos pretty bad using it. Artemis would have killed me a few times, too. I like it.”

“Good. Because I don’t think I can touch the jade.” Nathan ran a finger around the green gemstone embedded in the center of her collarbone. “The tweaking will only work on older gems, before I became better at mental magic.”

“And strong enough to make Charlotte look like a bitch with her fancy prophet magic,” Sunstorm said with a smirk, before letting it fade. “It’s my spatial slash. Sometimes it’s great. Swing my sword, head falls off. I can take out big bastards from afar and cleave apart whole columns of troops. But everyone can do that. Problem is, half our enemies shrug the damn thing off.”

“Spatial magic is like that. It either works or it doesn’t,” Nathan said. “It’s the problem we faced against Varrus. I needed a spell capable of punching through his spatial technique. Ciana’s trigem ability is a good counter to spatial attacks for that reason. She makes the distance between her and the enemy infinitely long.”

“So it never hits. Yeah, Tarako explained it once. Wanted to test out whether her Nine-Tail Slash could hit, but Ciana told her something about it blowing up Doumahr.” Sunstorm paused. “Would it?”

“Ask the Twins.”

“No thanks.” She looked up at him as he continued to trace her gems with his fingers. “So? Can you do something about it? Help me deal with impenetrable barriers and endlessly regenerating assholes?”

“Maybe ask Sen about the assholes,” he said.

Sunstorm kicked him in the shin for that crack.

“But the answer is yes and no,” he continued. “Pumping more energy into the spatial slash, or making it bigger, or somehow tying it into my raw strength might help. Fewer people will survive it.” He thought of Artemis’s weakness to his own spatial slashes. “But it’s a stopgap. If it fails⁠—”

“It’ll still make me feel weak,” she finished.

“Yes. The alternative is simple. Let you use it more rapidly.” He moved a hand to her arm and squeezed her biceps, finding nothing but lean muscle. “You’re one of the best fighters I have, but you rarely use your actual skills due to your gem ability favoring skirmish tactics. This could change that.”

“I… don’t follow,” Sunstorm said, frowning.

“Imagine if every swing you made contained a spatial slash. Short-range, but still powerful.”

Her eyes widened and she grinned. “Okay. That sounds cool. And if they regenerate, I just keep hitting them. Like when Siv pulled that shit, I could just keep going. Or I chop Artemis into pieces. Or Bauer. Or… Shit. This is cool.”

Leave it to Sunstorm to love an ability that let her cut apart her enemies even more effectively.

The ability decided upon, Nathan drew a magic circle to help him focus. Sunstorm stood inside it and he conducted a make-shift gemming ceremony.

For what little he needed it for. The process took what felt like seconds. Sunstorm’s mind welcomed him, and he effortlessly fed more power into her gem, feeding her emotions and desires into it to re-craft her spatial slash into the new design.

They returned to reality, and she let out a deep breath.

Rolling her shoulders, Sunstorm drew her short swords. Her onyxes glowed. Both of her short swords turned pitch black.

No, they turned into inverted images of themselves, with all light sucked from them. Exactly as had happened to Nathan’s sword when he cast his spatial slash against Varrus.

Biting his lip, Nathan remained silent. Had he changed Sunstorm’s ability far more than intended?

Ciana noticed something happening and looked over. Her eyes widened at Sunstorm’s blades.

“Woah. This is new,” Sunstorm said.

She swung her sword at the ground. A line appeared in it, running fifty feet ahead. Maybe it was a little thicker than her old slashes.

But she hadn’t erased the entire garden. Nathan calmed himself.

“Shorter range,” Sunstorm muttered. “Nobody’s in the practice yard, right?”

Nathan checked using the palace’s power. “No. The knights are all patrolling or deployed. I’ll put up a barrier just in case.”

She swung again, this time horizontally. Every hedge and plant between her and the barrier Nathan erected blew apart along that line, collapsing to the ground in a flutter of leaves and flowers. Bees and birds flew to safety.

“Uh… Maybe the range isn’t shorter,” Sunstorm said.

With a pulse of power, Nathan returned the garden to its old form. Although he drew heavily on his knowledge of life magic to keep the plants alive in the process.

He then summoned a series of practice dummies in the clearing. Sunstorm darted and teleported around, blasting them apart with back-to-back spatial slashes. Sometimes, she paused as an enemy she aimed at had already been carved apart earlier.

“I’m going to need a lot of time to get used to this,” she admitted. Sweat dripped from her face. “Also, it burns power from the gem like crazy.”

Checking, Nathan found she’d ran through half the power in her onyxes. Sunstorm was one of his most power-efficient Champions, so this was a change.

“Guess I’ll need to hold off on going all out except against big enemies like Artemis.” Sunstorm wiped her brow. “But it’s a huge improvement. Thanks, Nathan. I love it.”

“Give me a moment,” he said, reaching for Sunstorm’s tether again.

Using what he’d learned from gemming Ciana, he set up a mechanism to top up her gem. Nathan didn’t want Sunstorm dying because she couldn’t teleport away after using her attacks, after all.

She blinked at him. “Uh, I can feel… something new. What is that?”

“Tap into it,” he said.

She did. Her eyes widened and she stood up straight.

“Fuck!” she said, excitement in her tone. “Damn, Nathan, when did you learn to make us feel like that through your mental magic shit?”

“I… didn’t?” He frowned. “Wait, that felt like the old method when you topped yourself up?”

“Yeah. This is almost wrong. Like I just found out I can masturbate after a life of needing to ask you for sex.” She used a spatial slash then topped up again. “Hmm. It’s nice, but I still prefer you.”

“Thanks,” he said drily. “Not the problem. Drain some energy and let me try directly. This shouldn’t be happening.”

Except when he reached out to directly top up Sunstorm, the exact same thing happened. Her cheeks reddened and he could tell from the way she glanced at Ciana that her thoughts became occupied with the idea of a threesome more than practicing her new gem ability.

When the hell had this happened? Nathan flexed his fingers and stared at them. He recalled topping up his Champions after defeating Varrus, but none of them mentioned this. Had it changed after?

“Nathan?” Sunstorm called out, voice soft. Her hand wrapped around his arm and rubbed it. “Are you okay?”

“I have to be,” he grunted out.

“Not around me.” She looked at Ciana, who joined them. “Not around us. Isn’t that how it is? We’re here for you, just as you are for us.”

“I know.” He gave them both a kiss. “Force me to take a break after this battle, okay?”

“Okay,” Ciana said, her smile making it hard to tell if she was playing along or looking forward to forcing him to stay in bed all day.

“Not that sort of break,” he added.

Her horn darkened and she said nothing. Sunstorm snorted.

He enjoyed the lighter mood on the way back to the castle.

Because in under a week, they’d all be mired in the muck of the Torrovium Fields.


CHAPTER 32



The scorching summer sun beamed down on the armies massed on both sides of the Torrovium Fields. Resplendent blue and gold uniforms stretched nearly from end to end across from Nathan, the effect only enhanced by the fields of golden flowers and blooming grass.

While a sea of black and silver stood opposite Falmir’s army, nobody would describe their uniforms as “resplendent.” Months of camping out left the Nationalists weathered and bruised. Their numbers had withered tremendously since Thanatos had breached and attacked Mortiswatch.

The past few days had been a blur. Falmir reacted almost immediately to Nathan’s moves, proving that Charlotte was keeping a very close eye on his forces.

When Kadria and the Twins appeared at Tervuis’s Ford with Astra and an elite team of Nathan’s knights, Charlotte turned her anti-scrying wards back on. Yet she appeared to remain stationary. Despite the warning from Veronica, the army at Castle Karlam didn’t teleport to the Torrovium Fields overnight. Nathan suspected his ploy had worked.

Charlotte needed to remain in the north to prevent Kadria and the others from tearing apart her forces in Western Trafaumh. Her army in the south would need to fend for itself.

One of Nathan’s real worries had been that Charlotte could still move south and try to teleport her army elsewhere in the Empire, attempting to wreak havoc. But Fyre would sense such a massive buildup of magic. The result would be an immediate duel between the prophets once Nathan teleported his Champions and elites to meet Charlotte.

And for all Nathan’s worries about the prophets causing cascades, if he had the chance to end the war in an instant, he’d take it. The further away from Fertheim she was, the weaker Charlotte would be. Fyre might fulfill her dark fantasies about her rival.

So Falmir’s immense army had begun a slow march from Castle Karlam to the Torrovium Fields, and immediately shown its ass. In Nathan’s world, the invasion of the Empire had been led by rookie Bastions like himself charging ahead with small forces, convinced they were actually liberating a collapsed Empire besieged by demons. Logistics hadn’t been an issue.

Because Falmir hadn’t moved a major army since the secession. Only the few survivors of Kurai, like Adam Martel, had actual experience using their armies on Doumahr itself, and he remained cloistered in his home.

What should have been two days’ march for a skilled general turned into nearly five for Falmir. Nathan pulled in additional soldiers and Champions in the intervening time, and even gemmed extra Champions in his home fortresses to defend the portals as he pulled his veterans to the front line.

His greatest regret over the past week had been the inability to launch a successful sneak attack. Falmir encamped each night with powerful wards from Charlotte, presumably granted by some enchanted device or possibly an empowered Champion. He needed this great victory in the Torrovium Fields, but Falmir greatly outnumbered them in both Champions and soldiers.

Falmir’s forces stood over five to one against the Empire’s. The Nationalists had struggled to pool two thousand soldiers, Nathan brought a thousand of his elite knights, and he’d mustered another thousand-plus from Milgar’s best and the local Bastions. He’d also brought a few hundred mystic foxes and battle mages, and technically had the sorcerers massed in Kaufberg.

Champion-wise, Nathan had brought ten more duogems to back up Vala, Sen, and his five trigems. The Nationalists had roughly twenty Champions between their six Bastions—a drastic fall in numbers, despite the support of Griem and his Bastion in Kaufberg—and another ten duogem Champions came from elsewhere. Nathan had specifically barred monogems and below from the battle, given the danger to their lives and how vital they’d be to protecting portals.

Somehow, Falmir mustered nearly a hundred Champions. Reine estimated twenty or more Bastions had deployed here, but couldn’t be sure as Charlotte had granted them a portable anti-scrying ward.

If so, Falmir had brought almost every damn Bastion in the nation. More likely, a lot of the Bastions were new. Apprentices to veterans who had been given Champions early for the purposes of fighting in the war. Nathan noticed a lot of the Champions gathering in Falmir’s front line lacked gems or had only one. They had fewer duogems than the Empire.

And, naturally, fewer trigems. Only three. That was one more than Nathan expected, admittedly. As he feared, the war pushed people to their limits, and Falmir had birthed a new trigem, hidden by Charlotte’s wards. Even so, Nathan had five of his own here, plus Griem, Fyre, and Sen. Vala nearly counted as one, too, thanks to the raw strength of her duogem.

“Where are your sluts?” Tharban growled at Nathan. “Thought you’d have brought those tamed Messengers you showed off to everyone.”

Nathan’s father in this world towered over him, looking every part an actual bear, including the furs draped across his worn uniform and heavy armor. His shaggy mane of black hair made him look half-mad, although the steely eyes bearing into Nathan remained as nasty as ever.

Despite Tharban’s reputation, he was much diminished. Nathan barely spared him a glance. The man had been under Nathan’s mental control since the civil war, spared death only because he could keep the Nationalists under control and prevent them from being an even worse threat during a time of crisis.

Griem and several Bastions joined Tharban, although that might be the wrong way to put it. They all stood atop a hill overlooking their army, and just happened to be close to Tharban. The sidelong glances the other Bastions shot Tharban showed their opinions of him. These weren’t Nationalists, but local defenders and aid from Milgar. Vera stood among these Bastions, as she’d come south to join Nathan’s call for reinforcements.

“The war has more than one front,” Nathan said. “Falmir has forces in the north. We’ll win on both fronts.”

“Only you’d stare down the largest army Falmir has deployed since the secession, with more trigems on a single battlefield than in history, and simply say ‘we’ll win,’” Griem said. “We’ve deployed in formation as agreed, but I’m doubtful this will turn into a straightforward battle.”

“It will be a battle,” Tharban snarled. “The greatest the Empire has seen, and one that will cement our dominance on Doumahr.” He pressed a finger against Nathan’s chest. “See to it that your beastkin bitch actually makes herself yourself. Unlike last time.”

Fury surged in Nathan’s chest at Tharban’s insult. Even though he technically controlled the bastard in front of him, his personality remained as horrible and twisted as always. All he’d done with the help of the Twins was keep him from causing too much chaos and make him more deranged.

As Tharban tried to back off with a smirk, Nathan’s hand snapped over his wrist. The old bear tried to pull away.

Nathan didn’t budge. “I’ll say the same to you, old man. This will be the most brutal battle in the war. Not everyone will go home today. I don’t want Champions sacrificed because you cut and run again.”

A burly fist slammed into Nathan’s cheek. He didn’t shift an inch, as Ciana’s diamonds glowed in response.

However, every other Bastion drew their weapons in response to Tharban’s provocation. The bear froze as he suddenly found himself in serious danger. His Champions stood below them. Aware of the danger, perhaps, but unable to do anything.

“It’s fine,” Nathan said. “A little father-son bonding.”

He let Tharban go with a shove. The bastard stumbled, then walked away cursing.

“Can’t believe you just let him get away with that,” Vera said, watching Tharban walk away.

Griem eyed Nathan. “I’m surprised he’s still alive, to be honest.”

Nathan nearly said something foolish, then shook his head. “As much as I detest him, we need Bastions. After today’s victory… Well, I hate to be a downer, but we’ll need to see how many of us make it through it. See to your troops and Champions.”

Grim words, but the Bastions merely nodded in acceptance. Nathan knew better than to offer words of platitude. These were all veterans, either of the Mortiswatch or Kurai cascades or the wars against Trafaumh. They’d walked alongside death. Grand speeches were for the troops, not the generals.

They separated. Nathan remained on the hill.

Fyre and Seraph approached him as he waited patiently with Ciana by his side. Minutes passed with little happening. Both nations stood too far apart for spells to easily strike the other, save for immense pieces of magic.

“As grandiose as the stage is, this battle seems almost pointless,” Seraph said. “We’re fighting over grassland hundreds of miles away from any political or economic center, and it was even recently ravaged by demons. I’m surprised Falmir didn’t try to go around us.”

“They could have,” Nathan admitted. “There are direct roads to Kaufberg and Mortiswatch, although the one to Waier goes right past us.” He pointed just to their north, where a copse of trees stood by a highway. “Falmir moved too slowly to avoid us, however.”

“We’re not fighting here because it’s strategic,” Fyre said, staring down at the grassland. “It’s symbolic. Isn’t it, Nathan?”

He nodded. “This is a famous battlefield. Blooded by the goddess multiple times. If Falmir defeats the Empire here, they’re effectively claiming religious supremacy. Conversely, we’ll be affirming our own. That’s why I wanted you here. The sight of the holy prophet destroying an army of ‘heathens’ on the Torrovium Fields, especially one far larger than our own, is right out of legend.”

“Falmir will retreat, battered and broken in body and spirit,” Seraph said. “And then we march on Fertheim.”

“We try,” Nathan cautioned. “It took us months to build legitimacy in Trafaumh, and it collapsed into civil war. Falmir is significantly less religious. Charlotte gains her legitimacy through raw power and aligned goals, not zealotry. Weakening that requires the thing I hate the most.”

Ciana giggled. “Politics.”

He nodded grimly. “It means meeting with Veronica to see what that note was about. Alice might be able to help, as she used to handle diplomatic affairs with Falmir. We’ll need to turn the nobility on Charlotte.”

“And then I can shatter the royal palace in Fertheim and see you bend that bitch over on her own throne,” Fyre said, with a dark smile. “Or, if you don’t like the Twins’ idea, I can just cut her head off for Choe’s collection?”

Nathan sighed and didn’t respond to her words. Although he did note that Fyre was using Sunstorm’s true name now. When had they become that close?

“I know we’ve already discussed strategy, but Narime and I wanted to go over Falmir’s trigems again,” Seraph said, pulling the conversation back to the battle. “You didn’t give us much info on them, and now there’s an extra one.”

He grimaced. “Both of Falmir’s current trigems died before they accomplished much in my world. Millie was the only one I got to know, as she’s from my hometown. I knew her sister. She, uh, didn’t appreciate that fact.” He scratched his cheek.

All three of his Champions stared at him.

Ciana’s eyes widened. “Wait, is Millie the sapphire trigem? The cat beastkin? The Twins said you lost your virginity to⁠—”

He shushed Ciana with a hand over her mouth, but had moved too slowly. Fyre’s expression darkened.

“Is she another one we have to spare?” Fyre asked, annoyed. Evidently word of his actions at the Ford had reached her.

“No,” Nathan said. He shook his head. “I barely even remember Millie, other than her throwing enough of a tantrum because I slept with her sister that it nearly caused a brawl between Champions. However, I know her abilities from her actions in the fallen Empire.”

“Good,” Ciana said. She shot him a concerned look and rubbed a hand along his face, her fingers tracing the side of one of his eyes.

The injuries Lily had inflicted still bothered her, it seemed.

“Millie’s closer to Fei, and not just because she’s a fellow cat beastkin. She’s not a sorcerer,” he explained. “Her enhancement is straight speed. Monogem ability makes her greatsword carve through steel like its butter for a few seconds, but she doesn’t actually get stronger. Duogem is some sort of physical reflect.”

Seraph raised an eyebrow. “Only physical?”

Nathan nodded his head. “She absorbs the blow with her sword and it blasts back at her opponent in a concentrated blast of force. I think her abilities are based around force manipulation, kind of like the force blasts of foxes. Her trigem ability is like that, too. I didn’t fully understand it, but she became effectively invulnerable to demons and became faster and stronger the more they hit her. I think she might have been absorbing their attacks.”

“So she’s a hard counter to physical attackers,” Ciana said. “What about spatial attacks?”

“No clue.” Nathan shrugged. “She died defending the Gharrick Mountains, but that could have been to anything.”

“And the other Champions?” Seraph asked.

“Trinity is the garnet Champion. I don’t know her well, other than the fact Lily thought she was a blowhard.” Nathan hesitated. “If Charlotte has empowered any of the trigems, my guess is it’s Trinity. She’s expendable. Garnets are less valuable and if she’s incompetent, she might still be a useful sacrifice with empowered abilities.”

“Fuck,” Fyre muttered. “An empowered trigem.”

“Can you feel Charlotte’s presence?” he asked.

She nodded. “But she’s protecting all of them, so I can’t tell who is empowered. There’s a cocoon around every Champion, much like I used against her when we engaged at Sarn and the Ford. I think she actually stole my technique.”

“Well, do us all a favor and steal some of hers,” Seraph said, nudging the prophet. Fyre smiled back. “Any clues about what Trinity can do?”

“She’s fast and I think she relied too much on her gem abilities to be good,” Nathan said. “They’ll be entirely physically focused, as garnets aren’t good for much else. Even if she’s empowered, I suspect a single good blow will take her out. I don’t think you or Narime should fight her, as you can’t absorb her techniques and Narime can’t counter them.”

“Sunstorm or Tarako, then,” Seraph said. “Sen or Narime can take out Millie. That leaves me, Vala, and you to deal with the other one.” She looked at Fyre.

The last Champion was a ruby trigem. Unsurprising, given Falmir tended toward older, cheaper gems. Millie was the youngest and most effective trigem Falmir possessed and had been something of a prodigy, and pissed on for being a beastkin despite that. Nathan suspected she’d landed sapphires because Adam planned to use her against the king, as she came from his territory even if she didn’t serve him.

He wondered if sparing Millie might pay off in the long run, if Adam turned to his side. On the other hand, she might be a genuine adherent to Charlotte’s cause. Nathan recalled the empowered beastkin who had tried to assassinate the Arcadian ambassador.

“Vala might be better suited to eliminating duogems,” Nathan said. “She’ll vastly outclass them with mixed strength and durability abilities, and they’ll underestimate her.”

A single use of Vala’s duogem ability could probably kill any duogem on the field, so long as they weren’t using diamond gems or protected by Charlotte.

“I’m not keen on fighting an unknown trigem myself, even if I excel at dueling,” Seraph said. She shifted uncomfortably. “My regenerative abilities aren’t the trump card they used to be. Not compared to what can be thrown around at the trigem or Messenger level.”

Nathan frowned. “Are you suggesting something?”

He reached out and rubbed her side, and she leaned against him. Half-expecting Fyre to butt in out of jealousy, he was surprised to find the horse beastkin step to the side with Ciana and watch Falmir’s army bumble about in the distance.

“I spoke with Choe about what you did for her,” Seraph said, voice low. “She’s happier than I’ve ever known her to be, in so many ways. All of us are, despite how grim things are with the war. Part of it is our belief that we’re about to part the clouds. But also that past decisions and mistakes aren’t permanent. You helped make me a Bastion, even if it hasn’t helped us much so far.”

“It takes time to become a capable Bastion,” Nathan said. “The war has accelerated quickly.”

“I know. I’d hoped to at least use my binding stone’s power a little, but I’m no sorceress.” She shook her head. “That’s not my point, Nathan. Don’t distract me.” She flicked his nose. “I became a Champion because Kurai needed me. My skills are what they are because my Bastions needed them. But I’m yours now, and forever more. Perhaps those skills should be updated, so they truly are yours.”

Seraph’s gaze was one of trust and desire. Love, really.

Despite the imminent battle, Nathan allowed himself a moment’s respite. He kissed Seraph. They held each other for several moments.

“You don’t need to say it aloud like that,” Nathan said, stroking her silken hair. “But if you want me to tweak your gems and make them reflect my current power, I’ll do it after the battle.”

“Thank you,” she said, then went in for another kiss. “I know I’m not the only one keen for some attention, with how busy we’ve been lately. So don’t push yourself more than you already are.”

The moment ended and they separated. Seraph returned to the soldiers below, where she met with Narime, Sen, and Vala. Their quick huddle turned into rapid-fire orders, as the three women resumed their command positions across the army.

Not long after, Sen and Narime joined Nathan on the hill. Falmir’s forces began to stir. Music roared from their lines, accompanied by drumbeats and a hymn Nathan knew from his childhood. Traditional stuff.

“What are they doing?” Sen asked, staring at Falmir’s lines in confusion.

“Forgetting what era they’re in,” Narime said drily.

Nathan shook his head. “This is normal stuff for Falmir. I was taught that honorable generals and nobles allowed time for each side for pre-battle ceremonies. Falmir fought among themselves a lot after the secession, and still does when the nobles quarrel. They’re acting as though this is a squabble between two noble families over territory, rather than a war.”

“This didn’t happen in the north,” Ciana said.

“Because Adam’s not an idiot. He’d been to Kurai. Seen true conflict, and knew the difference between sending his soldiers out to kick in the teeth of some annoying count and all out war.”

Several pairs of eyes turned to him, and he knew what they were thinking.

“You think he’s like me,” Nathan said.

“I think you’re like him,” Narime said. “You’ve grown a lot since you had much to do with him, and it seems the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. I don’t know him well, other than distant reputation, but perhaps he was tempered by Kurai just as you were the devastation in your world.”

“He still cemented plenty of ruin in my world.” Bitterness leaked from his voice.

“Knowing what you do now about Falmir’s corruption and incompetence, do you truly blame him?”

Nathan said nothing. Because while the pain of exile still lingered from years ago, the searing sting of betrayal by his homeland hurt even more.

He’d been a tool of Falmir’s monarchy as it brought Doumahr to ruin. The Empire, the Federation, and countless millions died for petty schemes intended only to enrich a few monstrous assholes.

As Tarako once said, the problems facing Doumahr weren’t in the demonic hordes, but the races that ruled it and kept destroying themselves. Even the Bishop Errante realized that, powerless as he’d been to do more than observe.

This very battle stood as testament to that fact. While Messengers and demons threatened them all, humanity massed to fight the largest war in their history. Thousands—maybe even more than ten thousand—would die today for little true gain.

Nathan needed to make the deaths worthwhile.

Falmir’s hymns finally ended. After several more minutes, their soldiers began to advance. Nathan had ordered his soldiers to remain in place, despite Tharban’s insane desire to attack first.

While Nathan doubted the battle would come down to the regular soldiers, he had no reason to exhaust them crossing the field. Falmir started the battle. They’d have to cross the field, leaving themselves open to attack all the while.

Boulders soared through the air, crackling with magic all the while. They shattered uselessly between the armies. Battle mages behind each force continued to test their range with earth magic. They’d typically use fireballs, but using them in the grassland was unwise. Powerful sorceresses like Sen could contain their fire magic and prevent it from spreading, but ordinary battle mages might turn the battlefield into an inferno.

Neither side would be hampered much by it, as they could easily summon barriers, but it would be a nuisance for anyone marching.

Minutes passed. Falmir got closer and closer. The air filled with magic. Shadow fell across both armies, returning the golden grasslands to their natural green.

Nathan frowned and looked up. Even without trying, he felt the sheer power bristling in the air around them. The previously cloudless sky grew dark, blocking out the sun.

“Narime?” he asked.

Her sapphires flickered and she shook her head. “I can feel the spell being prepared, but I can’t counter it. Whatever it is, it’s not ordinary wind magic. It’s definitely the natural elements, but whatever forms it, it’s not something I’ve studied.”

Shouts rose up from Nathan’s army as they noticed the swirling clouds above them. Arms shot up, pointing at the dark mass. A thick, rotating spiral formed high above them. It stretched across the sky, far wider than Nathan’s army. Lightning arced and illuminated the battlefield.

Falmir’s army stopped where it stood. Barriers sprung up in front of them.

“Nathan?” Ciana asked, drawing her greatsword and holding it up.

He shook his head. “You might be able to block it. But if this is as powerful as I think it is, even your duogem ability won’t be enough even if I back you. Even Siv’s magic didn’t carry this much power.”

Ciana had barely withstood Siv’s immense seventh rank spells in their duel, and Nathan had needed to actively top up her gem by the second.

As he stared up at the tornado forming above them, far larger than any spell he’d seen cast in his life save Gareth’s ninth rank spell, he understood what he was facing.

Charlotte had unleashed yet another of Omria’s mythic spells, intended to crush armies of demons. A seventh or eighth rank spell descended on Nathan’s army, backed by the greatest sorcerers of Falmir.


CHAPTER 33



“Ifrit says this is one of Garuda’s spells,” Sen said, staring up at the forming tornado.

The funnel of the tornado began to form, and winds rattled across the battlefield. Trees in the distance bent over while soldiers ducked, their armor clattering. Runes flickered on enchanted armor from the forces exerted on it.

Within a few minutes, those forces would be great enough to send those same soldiers flying or tear them to pieces.

“This is both more and less impressive than I expected,” Narime said, her sapphires glowing every few seconds as she kept trying to counter the spell. “Ordinary tornados are fifth rank spells, and even at this size, it could be possible if supercharged. But it’s clearly more than a tornado if I can’t counter it, and it’s far bigger than the seventh rank spells used to penetrate Castle Aleich.”

“I don’t think I could make the inferno tornado this big.” Sen grimaced as she looked up. “It’s apparently imbued with magic intended to tear through regeneration and barriers, so that demons can’t shrug it off. I can’t believe the size.”

Fyre stopped gawking and shot into the air, her wings ablaze with golden light. Her entire body shimmered with a barrier almost identical to the ones Charlotte used to protect herself. The winds had no effect on her as she floated below the funnel cloud.

Before she began to summon her power to repel the spell, Nathan reached out to her over the mental link.

Make a big show, but don’t use your power against it. Not yet, anyway, he told Fyre.

Got it, Fyre said.

“Narime,” he said, giving the fox a nod.

After returning the nod, Narime’s tails weaved a spell frame before she vanished. The tornado continued to form above them. Winds battered Nathan, and only Ciana’s shared durability kept him upright. As Sen ducked down next to him, he summoned a ward around them for protection.

The panic in his army waxed and waned. Fyre’s presence combined with the glowing wings now stretching across the length of the tornado caused his troops to maintain position. Part of it might have been the futility of fleeing from such a massive spell.

But in the rear of the army came the true hope. A hundred mystic foxes stood ready for just such an event. Every single one of them had six or more tails. According to Narime, the fox clans had gathered up every six- and seven-tailed purifier available for the war. The fall of Kurai had culled their numbers to the bone, leaving few of their kind left. Purifiers acted as the elite sorcerers of the foxes.

Every one of these mystic foxes had seen the fall of Kurai with their own eyes and fought to prevent it. In their mind, they fought to prevent the same happening to the rest of Doumahr.

And Nathan saw the immense power they had, and a reminder of the raw gap between Messengers, Champions, and everyone else.

A golden heptagram flickered into existence beneath the mass of mystic fox purifiers. Every fox stood along the lines of the magic circle they formed. The ritual involved every single one of them, and they jingled in the white and red robes and golden jewelry of their fallen nation.

But unlike human sorcerers, their ritual magic didn’t involve standing still and maintaining perfect focus or mysterious chanting.

The foxes danced, their tails and bodies moving in perfect sync to one another. Should a fox fall out of pattern with another, the line in the circle between them and those connected to them dimmed, and they adjusted their movements to catch up or slow down.

Nathan’s magical senses dulled. The winds began to die down and the funnel cloud seemed to sputter. Fyre raised her sword and golden light rose from her wings, glittering across the length of the clouds in a show that distracted Falmir from the true source of the magical disruption.

Magical runes and enchantments flickered as well, causing some of the knights to react with concern. Orders came down from the Champions that kept panic to a minimum.

The sheer power of the magic disruption being pumped out by the mystic foxes hit all magic and affected even imbued items. Nothing less could hope to stop a spell of such magnitude. Nathan struggled to sense magic not because the magic wasn’t there, but because the foxes were clogging up the entire magical plane in an attempt to strangle any and all spells.

His own ward held strong, however. A reminder that not much could stop powerful ascended magic.

Sen noticed, poking the ward. “Ifrit says that this is part of the hierarchy of magic. As strong as the spirits are, they’re not using ascended magic and the foxes are. But you and the Messengers are better at it than the foxes.”

“Then why can Ifrit’s spells hurt Artemis so easily?” Nathan asked.

“Because they’re built to destroy demons and Messengers,” she said, eyes glazed over as she conversed with Ifrit. “Also, I think I’m better at channeling his raw strength. I can’t cast a gigantic ritual spell like this, but the mage towers can’t cast anything that will hurt Artemis.”

Nathan nodded. If he pieced it together correctly, he’d say that Ifrit was the equivalent of a Messenger, but existed only in Doumahr itself and only used the natural elements. That made the spirit immensely powerful and capable of standing on the same level of other beings, but his actual magic still paled in comparison to that of interdimensional horrors and a goddess.

Steel was always stronger than bronze, but use a big enough bronze sword and one could still kill a man in steel armor.

The tornado remained frustratingly active above them, still sputtering with life. Small spirals burst from it, roaring toward the ground faster than the main funnel had been descending earlier. Screams of terror escaped soldiers as they abruptly found themselves beneath smaller blasts of wind.

The foxes never wavered, maintaining their spell. But Nathan cursed.

“Get barriers up for the smaller tornadoes,” he snapped.

Ciana slid down the hill and barely managed to save a nearby company of soldiers desperately trying to shuffle away from a descending funnel. Several other Champions summoned their own defenses or had assistance from battle mages. Narime even cast her own barrier.

Two tornadoes touched down before being stopped. Whole companies blasted apart in seconds, sent flying into one another. The disruption magic tore the tiny spirals apart, and healers pulled the wounded away. Yet Nathan could already tell dozens were dead and both companies had effectively been taken out of action. One was a Nationalist unit, and another his own knights.

“I can see why it was Garuda’s spell,” he muttered darkly as the skies began to clear. “Not just one tornado, but multiple. Imbued with magic and lightning. A genuine eighth rank spell.”

Garuda was the greatest spirit of wind and storms. Unlike Ifrit, who was simply one of many ifrits, Garuda was from the harpy race of spirits, and supposedly named by the faeries.

The barriers in front of Falmir’s army dissipated and they began marching forward before Nathan’s forces reformed. With the distance remaining between them, it mattered little. There’d be plenty of time to rebuild their ranks.

He had no plans to let them attack unimpeded, however.

Reaching over his mental link with Tarako, he pinged her. She’d been absent from the front line for good reason, just like Gareth.

A minute passed while Falmir grew closer. One of the boulders struck Falmir’s front line, and their battle mages began hurling spells in earnest.

Ciana had moved to the front line by now. She shoved her great sword into the grass and her barrier sprung up. The flickering silver field blocked every spell thrown at them, including the fireballs now used with reckless abandon. Nathan’s own battle mages waited.

If Falmir were smart, they’d realize that was for good reason. Instead, they began to jeer as they kept marching slowly, confident they couldn’t be pelted with spells or arrows with Ciana’s barrier up.

A low rumbling emanated beneath Nathan. If he hadn’t been waiting for it, he’d have missed it between the chaos of the rest of the battlefield. He checked his magical senses, which were still choked by the fading disruption spell of the foxes.

The rumbling came from the south. A thin trace of earth magic faded as he followed it.

“Give the order to brace,” he told Sen.

She passed it on to the nearby aides, and soon his soldiers stood in awkward poses, unsure what else to do. Falmir’s army slowed in confusion.

That confusion soon became panic. The rumbling returned.

Except, this time, everyone felt it.

“E-earthquake!” a Champion yelled out from below, only to be yelled at by one of Nathan’s officers.

He’d kept the big spells a secret from anyone he didn’t trust, for fear of spies. He trusted his Champions and veteran officers. The Nationalists and other Bastions? Less so. Who knew how deep Beatrice’s hooks had dug.

So when he saw Falmir’s armies fall into utter panic as banners and trees shook as if shaken by giants, he knew he’d succeeded. Their march faltered. Champions looked at the ground, as if wondering if they could use their gem abilities to somehow fight the magic crawling beneath them.

Then the spell truly struck. The earth itself roared. Chasms split open amid Falmir’s army, sending hundreds hurtling downward, and great trenches tore apart the fertile grasslands. Within seconds, tens of thousands of soldiers found themselves fleeing from an invisible foe as they feared being consumed by the ground itself, only to be swallowed up.

Magic began to build in the air again. A separate rumbling and trace of magic came from the north-west. Seconds later, the earthquake slowed. Chasms stopped forming.

“Counter magic,” Nathan said.

“That fast?” Sen asked. “I know it’s possible, but I’ve never seen it used outside of the fancy sorcerer duels that the Lodge holds.”

“This is a fancy sorcerer duel,” he said drily. “Only held between the mage towers of entire cities. Kaufberg vs Fertheim. Countering spells requires knowledge of what’s been cast. I relied on the foxes, because the Imperial Lodge can’t counter a spirit and we expected one. They can counter us because we used a regular spell, as strong as it was.”

“It was still too fast.”

“Agreed. Either Kaufberg has a spy—possible, as the Lodge isn’t a military institution—or they knew which elements we’d use based on the best mages in Kaufberg. I find that unlikely, given we now have assistance from the Omrian Lodge in Trafaumh.”

The Imperial Lodge stood as the greatest of the three Lodges in the human nations, with more mages than any other. With Trafaumh helping, Nathan’s sorcerers outnumbered Falmir’s five-to-one almost, although not all were willing to help with the war effort.

Kaufberg specialized in fire and earth magic, so it stood to reason they’d use an earth spell. But Aleich had experts in many fields, and could have taken over. For Falmir’s Royal Lodge to have a counterspell ready to go against an earthquake beggared belief. They couldn’t have the resources to counter every natural element and still cast Garuda’s spell, even with Charlotte’s help.

Nathan sent a ping to Tarako to let her know about the likely presence of a spy. Griem’s Bastion had remained behind, and she could hopefully handle the problem. Kaufberg had been the home of an archduke who once tried to side with Falmir, so a spy might be anywhere.

Then Nathan returned his focus to the battlefield. The chasms hadn’t run deep enough with so little time. Hundreds of soldiers had been knocked out of commission or killed outright from falls, but the trenches proved little more than inconveniences. Although reeling from shock, Falmir’s soldiers began to regain their bearings.

Only for Ciana to drop her barrier.

An onslaught of magic, arrows, ballista and magical bolts, and even Champion abilities rained down on the enemy. Their front line was vaporized almost immediately, save for the hardier Champions. Nathan guessed almost every ungemmed Champion died without even reaching his lines.

Buried in trenches and chasms, Falmir’s battle mages struggled to summon defensive barriers of their own. More soldiers went down with each passing second. Nathan wished he’d brought Nurevia, as she could possibly have taken down an enemy trigem or two in this chaos. He’d ordered Sunstorm to hold back, because the risk of getting ambushed by an empowered trigem was too great if she teleported in.

Sen stood beside Nathan, launching her lava lances into the enemy lines and taking out entire units at once. She barely even applied herself to her spells.

Finally, barriers began to shoot up. First from Champions, who recovered first. Then the battle mages. When they began to shatter under assault from Nathan’s Champions, particularly Sen’s spells, which excelled in magical penetration, a golden barrier snapped across the entire field.

Somebody had deployed the fancy barrier Charlotte had given them, preventing any more damage. It towered hundreds of feet in the air and cut apart trees far in the distance, well away from the battlefield.

Except while that barrier stood, Falmir remained rooted in place. Nathan saw Sunstorm tapping her swords on her legs, as if wishing to teleport forward and test her upgraded spatial slashes against that glowing field of light.

She waited patiently, because she knew what came next. All his Champions did. Shouted orders stopped his battle mages and the other Champions from wasting more energy. The fusillade of magic died down.

Once more, the battlefield stood quiet. Falmir began to recover, trying to rebuild its formation amid thousands of wounded and a field of trenches and chasms. Some of their mages attempted to reform the ground, but swiftly realized how long it would take to fix.

A few minutes passed. Nathan’s army grew restless as they watched their enemy try to pull themselves together. The trenches remained inescapable, however. Falmir would need to march across them. They reformed their lines in them, behind the golden barrier, preparing to march.

But broken as they had been by the earthquake and barrage, reforming would take far longer than they had. A high-pitched whistling sound reached Nathan’s ears. It came from behind him, growing in intensity with each second.

He turned, along with many others. Most missed what he saw, but he knew where to look.

A small black spear flew through the air toward them from the north-east. No, not small. It only looked as such because it was miles away, flying impossibly fast. It also wasn’t a spear, but a harpoon. The whistling sound was the noise of the wind it made.

Seconds later, the harpoon crashed into the ground in the middle of Falmir’s army. Dozens were killed instantly, crushed by a weapon so large only a behemoth the size of a castle could hope to wield it. The harpoon was jet black, with thin slits running along its entire length.

The entire battlefield stared in shock at the bizarre object that had fallen from the skies. Nobody tried to destroy it, which Falmir’s Champions should have done.

“Leviathan’s harpoon,” Sen said. “Ifrit thinks it’s cool, but it looks kind of dumb.”

Whatever Sen’s opinion on the harpoon, it didn’t matter.

Because as one might expect from a spear summoned by the most powerful water spirit, it possessed water magic.

An immense mass of water gushed forth from the slits in the sides of the harpoon. Countless thousands of gallons almost every second, creating a tide so great that every soldier close by vanished beneath the waves. The trenches began to flood as Falmir’s army was washed into them. Water pooled against the barrier, unable to escape in that direction.

Kaufberg wasn’t the only city in range of the Torrovium Fields for long-range magic, it turned out. Waier was roughly the same distance. And Gareth, despite his words, managed to work with Aleich’s Lodge to set up a second big spell.

After all, Nathan had a lot more sorcerers than Falmir. Trafaumh had even pitched in. Like hell they were going to miss a chance to be part of myth and a great victory for Omria over heathens.

“I said I wouldn’t ask Harrum how he summoned Leviathan, and I’ll stick to that,” Nathan said. “But I’m guessing this relates to his interest in you?”

Sen nodded. “I’m the most stable possessed the Lodge has ever seen. Harrum respects me and Ifrit, and achieving something similar has been his goal, even if he knows creating a sorcerer like me is unlikely. But it’s not like what Charlotte is likely doing in Sarn.”

Which was code for “Harrum hadn’t sacrificed some poor bastard to cast this spell.” Even so, being a possessed at all was a difficult life. Nathan preferred to keep himself away from the Lodge’s research, because he needed their help and he might find himself making enemies he didn’t need with so much at stake.

Falmir’s army continued to flail. Who knew how many had drowned or been crushed by the currents already. Spells and Champions struck at the harpoon, as they realized how they could win their freedom. The golden barrier remained in place, as it was the only thing keeping them intact.

Not that Nathan wanted to shatter it. The water would come to them if it did. Not enough to drown, but it would muddy the ground and make fighting worse.

A blur became visible around the base of the harpoon, growing harder and harder to see. Nathan thought he saw a glowing blue light.

Then a cat beastkin shot toward the harpoon, all three of her sapphires streaming with blue light. Her greatsword slammed into the gigantic piece of magic. Instantly, it exploded into chunks of metal. A small lake’s worth of water burst free, swallowing the catgirl from sight.

But the harpoon disintegrated into prismatic light once destroyed. The water began to evaporate not long after.

The cat beastkin—Millie—shook herself dry at the base of the crater Leviathan’s harpoon had created.

“Uh, what was that?” Sen asked.

“I… think she used the current of the water to build up momentum using her trigem ability.” Nathan scratched his head. “Hard to say. But she destroyed the harpoon. It’s time for the next phase.”

He pinged Sunstorm over the mental link. Falmir’s army remained in utter chaos, with tens of thousands of soldiers piled atop each other in formerly flooded trenches. Thousands had already drowned or been rendered useless in the fight.

The tap he’d given her access to opened, indicating she was actively flooding her gems with power from his binding stones. Despite the pleasure that must be overwhelming her, she teleported in a puff of darkness.

She reappeared in front of the golden barrier. Her swords shined with an eerie darkness seemingly imbued into the very steel.

Her arms became a blur of motion. Thin lines appeared across the golden barrier, each a sign of a spatial slash crashing against it. Except they numbered in the dozens. Soon, over a hundred.

Fyre floated above, her power ready to intervene at any moment. But she watched as Sunstorm unleashed enough power to drain her onyxes five times over. The golden barrier faded. A crack appeared.

Then it shattered. A line of Falmir’s soldiers collapsed, sliced in half by the spatial slash that broke through.

Sunstorm immediately teleported away. She reappeared next to Nathan, dripping with sweat. Her swords snapped back into their sheathes.

“Okay, bad plan,” she gasped out. “I can technically do it, but that’s exhausting.”

He steadied her, and pinged Narime. The fox appeared, gasped, and prepared a healing spell for Sunstorm to help with her exhaustion.

“I’ll tell Seraph—” Narime began to say.

“No!” Sunstorm grabbed the fox’s arms. “I’m still fighting. Just… not doing that again.” She looked up at Nathan. “Thanks. Again.”

“Don’t overdo it,” he told her. “If you stand still like that against a Messenger, they won’t just take it like a barrier.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Sunstorm’s wellbeing couldn’t be his only concern, however.

With Falmir’s army in chaos, their grand spells used, and Charlotte’s barrier broken, the true battle could begin.

“Give the order to advance,” Nathan said.


CHAPTER 34



The Nationalist soldiers roared forth first, full of righteous anger and impatience after being camped out here for months. Nathan’s knights and the remaining soldiers followed more sedately.

Cynical and cruel as it was to let the Nationalists take the brunt of the fighting and casualties, they remained a faction of rebels that had tried to overthrow the Empire and kill Alice. Nathan held little sympathy for them. If somebody had to die today for the Empire, he’d rather them be a Nationalist than any other soldier under his command.

Once again, Falmir’s Champions recovered first. They raised their heads from the flood they’d barely survived to find a screaming army bearing down on them.

And, as always happened, the Champions unleashed their abilities and ended the lives of hundreds instantly. Even after magical bombardment, an earthquake, and a flood, almost every gemmed Champion remained alive. Their innate magical resistance and durability let them survive what ended the lives of thousands of their subordinates.

All manner of magic crashed into the charging line of the Nationalists. Psychokinetic blasts of force, empowered magic of all elements, the earth exploding underneath them, and even limited spatial magic from a handful of monogems with onyxes. One even had a spatial slash, although her onyx gleamed with an empowered gold.

At least Nathan finally found out where all the onyxes had gone after he’d struggled to find them last year. Falmir had snatched them up and failed to do more than create monogems.

Even as their comrades collapsed, the Nationalists pushed on. They’d been hardened in the cascade and civil war. Seen countless comrades slain by Champions and demons. Possibly even a Messenger if they fought at Mortiswatch before Nathan arrived. Fervor drove them relentlessly.

The counterattack came from the Nationalist Champions in turn, supported by Nathan’s. The battle mages and foxes hurled what remaining spells they could before the melee started and they needed to play a supporting role. A hellscape opened up along the length of the Torrovium Fields in the seconds before either nation’s army collided with the other.

Then the Nationalist front line smashed itself against the still recovering Falmirians, and an utter bloodbath ensued. Nathan’s knights picked up their pace. The roar of battle and screams overcame all other noise.

Nathan held his position on the hill, waiting for the right time to intervene. If he teleported down, he might help win a small fight in the grand melee, only to have allowed a Falmirian trigem to tear apart half his army or several of his loved ones. Ciana rushed back up the hill to him, while Sen slowly hurled precise lava lances at the rear lines of the enemy, ensuring their battle mages couldn’t pull themselves together.

“Are they in the right position?” Ciana asked when she reached him, before turning and shielding her eyes as she looked out over the battlefield. “I can’t quite tell.”

“They are, but it doesn’t matter much. The trap is held in place with spatial barriers and I can teleport it around if necessary,” he said. “But it’s gone as planned, so I doubt we’ll need to use it.”

His words sounded callous while watching the chaotic bloodshed below. The Nationalists were trained and well-equipped soldiers, but they were hardly a match for Nathan’s elites. With the Falmirians in disarray following the grand spells, Nationalist soldiers tore through the initial lines. Enemy Champions pulled back under an onslaught of duogems, with a few singled out and picked apart.

By the time the knights joined the fray, the tide turned. Enemies reformed to hold the Nationalists back and their Champions operated as teams, cutting down several of their opponents. A stalemate, save the fact the Nationalists were vastly outnumbered. Even if half of Falmir’s army were too wounded to fight now, they still had three times the numbers of the Nationalists.

Fortunately, Nathan had brought more than just the Nationalists to the battle. Griem’s appeal for aid turned out to be fortuitous.

Vala’s knight-killers crashed through a weakened line of Nationalists, shoving them out of the way to get to a shield wall of heavily armored Falmirian soldiers. The enemy bore the coat of arms of another earl from the southern tip of Falmir, who was no doubt hungry to expand his territory toward Kaufberg.

That hunger amounted to nothing in the face of Vala’s company of elites. The shield wall collapsed under the weight of a hundred enchanted battle-axes, and the knight-killers drove a wedge directly into the Falmirian line. Royal Knights poured in behind them, blasting magical bolts and other spells into every enemy they saw.

Vala drew attention doing this, however. The enemy Champions descended en masse. The true battle began between Champions.

Two duogems rushed Vala as she pushed forward, who was without support from other Champions. Vala’s amethyst gleamed as she rushed the diamond duogem first.

Caught off guard, the diamond barely blocked Vala’s first blow with her shield. Light flickered across the shield as the enemy Champion stopped the axe dead, and then ran along the axe and Vala’s own body.

Vala stumbled backward with a grunt, her diamond shining brilliantly. The other Champion, an amethyst, shot behind her with her long sword, aiming for the kill.

Only for both of Vala’s gems to shine in response. A blast of force exploded from her body. The diamond shouted in surprise and was knocked over, but the amethyst found herself blown backward into the knight-killers. Seeing death looming above her, the amethyst tried to pull herself to her feet, but failed.

Boosted by her duogem power, Vala’s force blast had been strong enough to shatter the legs and arms of the Falmirian Champion. The knight-killers ended her before catching up to their captain, who was finishing off the diamond duogem in turn.

More Champions poured into the massive hole in the Falmirian line. Nathan watched as almost every trigem rushed in at once. He waffled between preparing a teleport spell and a long range support spell.

Sen, meanwhile, had no such worries. She began casting a sixth rank spell and her single sapphire shimmered. Not the fire tornado, but one of Ifrit’s signature ones. The fire pillar she’d used against dangerous Messengers. Given she wasn’t glowing with Ifrit’s otherworldly power and she appeared not to be straining, he doubted she was imbuing it with the same level of strength as in the past.

Even as the trigems began to arrive, the other Champions made themselves known. Or tried, in the case of the monogems.

Nathan had ordered all Imperial monogems left behind for good reason. They couldn’t hold their own in pitched battle like this.

Falmirian monogems, used to being hot shit when fighting demons, tried to fight Nathan’s knights head on. Often, a duogem tore them apart while barely looking. But the knights ran roughshod over them as well.

Even empowered with Charlotte’s magic, monogems struggled to do more than throw around raw strength with little experience. The knights brought them down with enchanted weapons and spells, while pushing through with their heavy armor. If a few died, they considered it worth the cost to take down a Champion. Fewer died than in the civil war, however. With much more experience fighting, Nathan’s knights knew when to take risks.

Duogems remained a threat, however. Many began falling on both sides, including some of the veterans Nathan pulled from his fortresses. Mystic foxes tried to teleport away wounded Champions before they could be killed, and he hoped that included all of those under him.

A trio of Falmirian duogems acted as the main bulwark holding up one flank, and the knights gave them a wide berth after losing too many. An enemy Bastion stood among his three Champions, who formed the standard grouping: an amethyst, sapphire, and diamond. A capable Bastion, and a spellblade at that. They’d downed three other duogems already.

Nathan began to prepare a spell to take them down, aware that his trigems were focused on the other trigems.

“I got it,” Sen said without even looking at him.

He glanced at her, then dropped the wind spell he’d been preparing.

Her sixth rank spell appeared to be ready. She’d needed a while to cast the anti-Messenger version, but this came together far more easily.

Sen’s greatsword burst into flames and she slammed it into the ground. She did little more than grunt.

The sky lit up with a pillar of white-hot fire, emanating from the ground beneath the trio of enemy duogems. When it vanished, not a trace of them remained. Nor their Bastion. Sen had vaporized all four of them. The knights rushed into the void she created, tearing through Falmir’s weakened flank.

But the enemy trigems remained at large.

The most concerning had been the ruby trigem, who Nathan knew nothing about.

Seraph closed on her immediately, blasting through enemy soldiers as the ruby Champion used them as human shields. Seraph’s energy waves made short work of regular soldiers, reducing their equipment to nothing and letting her dart past them.

Spotting this, two of the Falmirian’s rubies glowed and she pointed her arms at Seraph. A pair of spinning disks coated in flame burst forth. They carved a bloody path through the soldiers attempting to protect their Champions, arcing toward Seraph.

Who flicked her tonfas at the disks and absorbed them with two glimmers of her sapphire. Scowling, the ruby trigem raised her hands to the air. All three of her gems began to glow.

And, high above her, the clouds began to darken once again. Easily as swiftly as earlier, if not over as broad a field.

“That’s not possible,” he said, staring up at what appeared to be Garuda’s spell.

“It’s definitely hers.” Sen bit her lip. “It’s smaller, though. And I can’t sense the tracer magic used by the mage towers before they cast the big spells.”

He looked down at the ruby trigem, who stood at the center of the vortex. Her rubies shined like gleaming droplets of blood.

Somehow, she had been able to capture or mimic one of the most powerful spells used today. Or possibly capture it before coming here, but Nathan couldn’t imagine she’d even been to Fertheim, given Reine never spotted this trigem.

More importantly, was the trigem insane? If she brought the tornado down on herself, she’d take herself out along with almost everyone near her.

Seraph and several other duogems connected the dots, rushing the enemy trigem. Falmirian duogems moved to defend her. A diamond duogem got between Seraph and her target.

Thrusting her tonfa forward, Seraph sent one of those flaming disks jetting toward the enemy duogem. It knocked her off balance, slicing into her arms. Not enough to give Seraph the opening she needed, however.

But enough for one of Milgar’s duogems to crash tackle the enemy Champion out of the way. Seraph shot forward. An energy wave blasted the trigem, damaging much of her armor but failing to faze her. She continued to focus, presumably needing it to bring such a powerful spell into existence despite using her trigem ability.

Then the second flaming disk shot out, aimed at the enemy trigem’s neck. Right before it struck, a barrier sprung up around her body. With her trigem ability constantly active, it hadn’t been possible to see her activate her duogem ability and summon another spell from her reserve like she had the flaming disks.

Seraph cursed. Nathan reached for a teleport spell. Even with this little time, he could reach them and end the Champion. Her barrier wouldn’t hold up to his spatial magic.

He needn’t have bothered. Another Champion had been assigned to eliminate the ruby and made herself known.

A golden sun streaked down from the sky. The ruby trigem barely had time to blink before Fyre crashed into her, scimitar-first.

All that remained when the dust cleared was a bloody crater. Fyre stood, then swung her still-glowing sword in an arc around herself and obliterated hundreds or even thousands of Falmirians instantly.

Left to her own devices, Fyre could probably destroy the entire army and kill every Champion. She was a prophet.

Nathan worried about the consequences, however.

Slow down on massacring everyone. I don’t think we want your image as the victorious prophet to be a blood-soaked beastkin berserker. Falmir may fear you enough to still support Charlotte, he warned Fyre.

I know, she replied, a touch sulky.

Fyre gave Seraph a nod, then shot back into the sky. Her wings once again shot out across the battlefield, illuminating everyone with their golden light.

Two more trigems remained active, however. Millie proved the most troublesome.

She’d transformed into a barely visible blur at some point. Blue flames rained down from Narime and Sen also took pot shots, while other Champions tried to keep their distance. Which was hard, as Millie moved like Fei when told dinner was ready. Summoned barriers tried to keep the enemy catgirl contained, but she smashed through them with raw strength. Every time somebody actually fought her, she seemed to grow in strength and speed.

“Found my target,” he said, looking at her.

“No. We need to deal with her.” Ciana pointed at a much closer problem.

One tearing a small but focused path through Nathan’s lines, which he’d missed as it broke away from the primary melee.

Predictably, the issue was Trinity. Also predictably, Charlotte had empowered the trigem. Three golden garnets burned like the sun as a slim Champion in ostentatious armor, complete with frills, thrust her way forward with a spear. She’d rushed past the knights, and now crashed through the rear lines, who swiftly made way. Only Champions stood in her path.

Unfortunately, an empowered trigem vs a duogem ended in tragedy. Nathan saw far too many downed Champions. A couple had survived with dimmed gems, suggested Trinity had taken out at least one Bastion. A Nationalist, given the position.

A position that grew closer and closer to Nathan. Trinity looked up at him, intent on reaching Nathan and presumably killing him to “win” the battle.

In horror, he saw a very familiar Bastion standing between Trinity and himself. Vera, her red hair standing out like a sore thumb against the green grass. Only a single duogem Champion protected her, and Nathan recognized her as one of his knights he’d left with Anna.

His teleportation spell came easily to him. Trinity shot forward before he had the time to cast it.

Her spear exploded forward and sent blood flying. But not Vera’s.

Griem crashed down, his three diamonds glowing as he encased himself in his nigh-impenetrable shell of steel armor.

Nigh-impenetrable against anything short of a spear empowered by a goddess.

Grunting, Griem held Trinity’s spear fast, even after it had been pushed through his entire body. Vera hurled powerful light spells at Trinity, but even with the power of a binding stone, they washed over the trigem like nothing. Trinity’s garnets shimmered, likely providing some form of durability enhancement.

“Fall!” Trinity yelled, loud enough Nathan to hear.

Griem’s hands were shredded as Trinity yanked her spear clear. She dashed backward in a blur, then shot forward again, trying to get past Griem. He blocked her again, moving swiftly despite his heavy armor.

This time, he deflected her spear. Trinity stumbled. Her stance shifted as she prepared to skewer him.

Darkness appeared behind her. Sunstorm’s swords cleaved through the air, coated in shadow.

Only at the last moment did Trinity notice the assassin. She yelped and spun through the air, her body moving too fast for Nathan to see.

The severed arm remained visible however. Trinity screamed as she rolled, holding onto her spear with her remaining upper limb.

“Omria will find you all dead for this,” she snapped. “But not before I kill you all.”

Her spear shot up as Sunstorm’s swords moved again, but the assassin held back on more spatial slashes. Friendly soldiers surrounded her on all sides. Reckless use of her abilities could easily kill allies.

Griem’s expression hardened and he rushed Trinity. The enemy trigem whirled and slammed her spear into him. Blood flew as it pierced his chest.

He barely flinched. Rather than grip the spear, his hands closed on her shoulders. His diamonds practically seared holes in his chest.

“Now!” he roared at Sunstorm.

The assassin hesitated, her eyes widening.

Trinity screamed, reacting like a trapped rat. Her spear shot backward and forward, punching hole after hole in Griem in a bloody haze.

Darkness covered Sunstorm, and appeared behind Trinity. An instant later, the spear stopped moving. Trinity’s golden garnets lost their luster. Her body collapsed in pieces to the ground.

Griem stood there, blood pouring from wounds. Sunstorm’s spatial slashes hadn’t struck him, as she’d controlled them at such close range. Yet Trinity’s strikes struck deep.

When he collapsed to the ground, Sunstorm caught him. Her fingers went for his neck, searching for a pulse. Nathan didn’t need to hear them to know she was calling out for a healer.

He also didn’t need to touch Griem’s neck to know he was dead. His diamonds dimmed, and the defender of Kaufberg and survivor of Kurai was gone.

Nathan gritted his teeth. His eyes locked onto Millie, still whirling around the battlefield. “Ciana, we’re going.”

His teleportation spell activated. A moment later, he appeared in the small clearing created to contain Millie.

Several Champions had gathered to stop her. Seraph and Narime, along with several duogems with sapphires and rubies. Fyre hovered high above, her sword solid gold should she need to intervene.

Millie crouched to one side, her very muscles vibrating and her cat’s tail an invisible blur. She looked at Nathan with eyes moving so fast the pupils appeared to be ten times their actual size.

Then she froze, returning to normal in the process.

“You,” she gasped.

“Me,” he said, unsure whether she wanted him because he was the leader of the Imperial Army or some personal reason.

It hardly mattered. His sword transformed into a solid pit of blackness and he raised it. Millie’s eyes widened.

She barely dodged the first spatial slash when she dove to the side, her body vanishing from his sight in the process. Half her greatsword and some of her blonde hair vanished in the grass.

Dropping the remains of her sword, Millie licked her lips. Her pose suggested she planned to rush him directly.

His sword turned jet black again.

Except he paused.

Spatial magic flared nearby. Not from Sunstorm, Tarako, or any of his tamed Messengers.

“No, not now,” Nathan breathed.

He turned to face the source. A scream already built up in Fyre’s throat high above him, and she began to streak downward.

A well-dressed man in an odd suit and long black coat stood in the field, his short blonde hair and pale complexion slightly different to the norm on Doumahr. He pulled a finger away from a glowing device on his wrist that the Twins had called a smartwatch.

“How do you do?” Bauer said with a thin smile.

Those four words posed the only warning given before Bauer unleashed his mental magic.


CHAPTER 35



Mental magic was often thought of as being instant. A form of ascended magic cast as quickly as one thinks of it, making succubi and other users some of the most terrifying beings in legend as they could disable armies, Bastions, and rulers with a thought. Nathan had thought the same thing when he’d first started investigating mental wards after coming to this world.

Only after learning more about it himself did he realize the intricacies. Mental magic appeared instant because Messengers didn’t use spell frames, making the preparation invisible. Furthermore, the effects remained invisible to most people, including powerful sorcerers.

Yet mental magic was still a form of magic. It required spells, and therefore spellcasting. Nathan had been reminded of such when he’d nearly had his eyes gouged out by Lily while breaking Charlotte’s empowerment of her gems.

With his growing power and expertise, he sensed not just the active use of mental magic but its buildup. The Twins cast quickly and subtly, rarely giving him time to detect, whereas Kadria took time to gather hers, using it like a sledgehammer.

Bauer had clearly observed both methods, shrugged, and said, “Why not both?”

Only the expectation of Bauer’s mental assault allowed Nathan any chance to mount a defense. The Messenger summoned his mental magic like a rapidly swelling storm behind his immense mental wards, well beyond Nathan’s reach. All he could do was summon every ounce of power available, drawing on the void, and counterattack at the first possible opportunity.

Their mental magic spells collided like two fist fighters both going for a sucker punch. Nathan’s raw power, lacking in finesse, exploded across the mental world and against Bauer’s mind. He felt the Messenger reel, even if the dandy did little more than blink and shake his head.

Yet Bauer hit even harder. His haymaker waned in power thanks to Nathan’s colossal mental strike, but remained more than powerful enough to crash over the entire battlefield.

Everyone stopped dead in their tracks. Champion abilities deactivated, swords and axes clattered to feet, and spells sputtered out. Tens of thousands of souls collectively reached for their heads and wavered on their feet.

Fyre’s golden light flickered and she let out a startled scream as she went off-course, blowing open a trench as she landed hard in the open, instead of scimitar-first in Bauer’s head.

Nathan barely felt the cascade of mental magic as it washed over everyone else. Beside him, Seraph and Narime blinked in confusion, their eyes seemingly failing to recognize him as they shook their heads.

Only Ciana remained somewhat capable, if still dazed. Her monogem ability flared with power as she stayed on her feet by planting her greatsword in the ground. She glared at Bauer.

The Messenger in question tilted his head to one side and slapped a palm against his ear. “Yes, I can see why my employer is so interested in you and this cycle. I’ve dealt with rogue Messengers, power-hungry Bastions, and Champions with far too much power for the empty brains in their skulls. But you and the succubi barely touched me a few weeks ago. Now?” Bauer’s eyes narrowed. “I felt that.”

“You’ll feel a lot more than a mild headache,” Fyre growled as she rose from the ditch.

Her entire body shimmered with light as her wings stretched dozens of feet across. Power shimmered off her sword, vaporizing the air around it and giving off a constant stream of prismatic light in the process. Fury boiled from her body.

With a single swing, she’d cleave a chasm from here to the ocean if she cared. It might not be enough.

If Omria possessed the power to so easily vanquish Messengers like Bauer, then they wouldn’t be a real threat. Tarako had always said the prophet fought elite Messengers herself, but alongside armies of Champions. Fyre lacked the full power of the goddess whose name she intended to steal.

But Nathan knew that the two of them together would easily be enough.

“I’m sorry, but I was speaking with Nathan,” Bauer said, giving Fyre a prim look. “If you’re going to ignore my mental magic, perhaps I should give you some toys to play with.”

“Maybe one of your limbs?” Fyre’s wings surged with light and she prepared to shoot forward.

Only for her to freeze as the skies darkened once more.

Nathan looked up and grimaced. “No. Not now.”

“Oh, of course now. You don’t think I came here unprepared, did you? A good spy is prepared for every eventuality.” Bauer winked and tapped his watch.

The magical device definitely hadn’t summoned the magical tornado swelling above them, as Bauer hadn’t tapped it nor had it blinked with light. The implications were clear.

“You’re working with Charlotte,” Nathan said.

“In a manner of speaking. One might say it’s my ‘job.’” Bauer winked at him. “Although as I learned in my old world, never trust a contractor. Or anyone, really. It’s not that they’re in it for the money, but that everyone has their own agenda. And if they don’t answer to you, you don’t know what their orders truly are.”

A “job,” huh? That sounded a lot like what Artemis had said.

Two elite Messengers supporting Charlotte to battle Nathan, both of whom suggested they weren’t entirely on Charlotte’s side.

But with an entire battlefield swaying under Bauer’s mental magic, Nathan didn’t have the time to waste on riddles and mysteries.

The tornado continued to swell, swiftly eclipsing the breadth of the battlefield. It blotted out the sun and the battlefield descended into darkness, lit up by Fyre’s golden form and flashes of lightning from above.

Once again, Falmir’s mages prepared Garuda’s spell. Somehow, Bauer was involved with the trick. The possessed they’d used to cast the spell had survived and their mages had held onto their energy for one more cast. Timed for this moment, if Nathan believed the Messenger in front of him.

And without the foxes ready to disrupt it again, there was only one way to stop it.

Fyre shook with anger. Her head snapped up and down, looking between Bauer and the darkening sky.

“Go,” Nathan told her. “If that spell touches down, it’ll kill everyone. You’re the only person with the power to stop it.”

“But—” Fyre tried to say.

“I’ll deal with Bauer. Trust me.”

He’d spoken the magic words. Fyre nodded and a wave of love washed over the mental link between them.

Then she streaked through the air, leaving a golden trail behind her. The storm grew around her.

Her wings grew as large as the tornado, as if seeking to touch its sides. Strands of light burst from them into the whirling winds. The storm began to weaken, the funnel of the tornado slowing, as Fyre sapped magic from the sky.

Bauer nodded at the prophet, then turned his attention back to Nathan. “Now that’s handled, I believe we were talking.” He tapped his chin, then slapped a fist into his palm. “Oh, right. You’ve become troublesome. As if you’ve forgotten what I warned you about.”

“I haven’t,” Nathan said. “You’re just wrong. Your world turned on you and you ground it into dust in revenge. That’s how little your convictions mattered. I won’t stop trying to save Doumahr and the people I love.”

Bauer lost his fake smile. His eyes deadened, and utter loathing and hatred exuded from every pore of the Messenger’s existence. Not directed at Nathan, but everything in existence.

“Hence why I’m here, to make it clear how futile your efforts are,” Bauer said, voice dead as his eyes.

This time, when his mental magic roared, Nathan didn’t have the time to respond. His own wards wavered from the dragon crashing against his mind, attempting to shatter it. Ciana let out a cry, falling to her feet.

Cries rose across the battlefield, joining together in a terrifying symphony. They sounded bestial. Almost like a human wolf pack, twenty thousand strong.

Nathan felt Bauer pull back for another onslaught of mental magic. Still reeling, the only thing Nathan could do was try to protect himself and everyone dear to him. He didn’t strike back. Rather, he summoned wards around his Champions.

The strike this time felt worse. Bauer went for the jugular, so to speak. Nathan had felt this before, long ago.

After all, Kadria had severed his connections to almost every binding stone with a similar mental attack when she’d first defeated him.

Nathan checked the mental tethers with his binding stones and Champions, and found them to be rock solid.

But when he looked around, he saw the chaos Bauer desired.

Battle cries and snarls rose from the surrounding armies, erupting from soldiers and Champions alike. They rushed toward him and his dazed Champions. Almost like the undead of myth, trying to tear everyone apart.

Bauer couldn’t do subtly, so he’d just driven everybody into an insane rage.

“I am truly impressed. The report on you said your mental wards were effectively impenetrable, but I’d truly thought an attack of that magnitude would at least shake something loose,” Bauer said. He even clapped.

Nathan ignored the bastard. Instead, he raised a clenched fist and summoned more power from the void.

Bauer tensed. His finger hovered his watch, as is wary of an attack.

Nathan’s fist coated itself in that strange, eerie darkness he’d been summoning as of late. He released his spatial magic spell before Bauer could do anything.

In an instant, every soldier and knight on the battlefield vanished. Nathan remained where he was standing, and his Champions as well, although they dotted the field. All of them, including Ciana, wavered in place. Sunstorm and Vala had been knocked to the ground but appeared unharmed.

The soldiers reappeared in the distance, forming a large circle. They stood on the very cusp of the Torrovium Fields, practically far enough away to require a march to reach Nathan.

Before Bauer could soak in what happened, Nathan activated another spatial magic spell. This time, his dazed Champions vanished. He’d sent them far enough away to be safe, but not close to the other soldiers.

Finally, he activated one more spell, his hand turning black for a split-second as he dispelled spatial barriers he’d put in place before the battle.

Bauer grimaced, yet still clapped. “Your spatial magic has improved immensely, too. That effect… It’s almost like the succubi. Perhaps the rumors the princess spread are true, and you really have become an incubus. After all, you have the same affinities.”

With everyone else gone, Nathan prepared a fire spell. Except the moment he began to focus it beneath Bauer’s feet, the Messenger leaped backward.

“Not sure what you’re planning there,” Bauer said. “But I’d rather you not burn my coat. I prefer to stay fashionable, see?”

Clicking his tongue, Nathan abandoned the attempt. It might still work, but the risk Bauer might teleport away was too high and he didn’t know if he needed Bauer dead center.

“This is between us, Bauer,” Nathan said, lowering his arm and preparing a spatial slash in his sword. “Isn’t that what you wanted when you distracted Fyre?”

“No. This is about reminding you of how hopeless it is to protect this pathetic world and the people within it. I’d think you’d realize it even more with the power you wield.” Bauer spread his arms. “With a single spell, you effectively ended the battle. Imagine if you used it offensively. Teleport your foes a dozen miles in the air and left them to splatter on the earth. Bind the rulers of these pathetic fiefdoms to your will and do as you will. Would any of it matter if you did?”

“It wouldn’t matter precisely because I did.”

“You would have saved them by doing so.”

“Like Omria saved them?” Nathan asked.

That mental presence stirred. Nathan froze. Hell, Bauer froze.

When it vanished, the Messenger let out a sigh. “I’m not sure if you’re brave or stupid. It’s a good thing she’s distracted. I checked before I interrupted your little diorama here, and she’s currently in a bit of a tiff with an old friend.”

What the hell was that supposed to mean?

Reaching out over his mental link, Nathan confirmed the location of one of his Champions. Then he returned his attention to Bauer.

“And the fact you understand how futile what the escapee bitch has accomplished here only proves my point.” Bauer shook his head. “I tried saving my old world once. Dedicated my wealth to it. Hostile takeovers of companies, charities to help with problems effectively ignored by world organizations, and billions invested to give people the tools they needed. It amounted to nothing. I was ignored. More money even floated to stop me, often to support the very things people claimed would hurt themselves. Imagine a peasant claiming they hated nobles making them starve, then supporting the very noble who starved them.”

“Everyone deserves to die for this?” Nathan asked.

“No. They deserve to be ignored. To die, flailing around in their own puke and blood as they fuck around and find out,” Bauer said. “This world is a dead end. A burning hell pit of self-interested, greedy monsters who fuck over each other even as literal demons consume reality. And, when they realize the end is truly upon them, they look to you and ask ‘why didn’t you do more?’” A wicked grin crossed Bauer’s face. “Sound familiar?”

It did. Doumahr had thrown those words in Nathan’s face when apocalypse approached, even as its rulers continued to squabble among each other.

“Nothing will change people,” Nathan said.

Bauer nodded.

“They’re stupid. When faced with their impotence or their own failures, the idea to ever accept accountability escapes them. They blame others. Find scapegoats.”

“So you do understand,” the Messenger said.

“Yes. But this is also my home. It’s full of the people I love, the things I cherish, and the future I want to live in.” Nathan’s sword turned black as he focused his power into it. “People won’t change, but I won’t give up on everything I love and care for because of idiots.”

Bauer’s expression vanished again, and he sighed. “Well, at least you don’t believe in the inherent goodness of humanity. The ones who believe in that tripe must have missed all the genocides and slavery.”

Nathan’s sword snapped forward. Bauer vanished. A gaping chasm of earth opened up where he’d stood, consuming a hundred feet of open ground.

“Nice swing,” Bauer said, standing a few feet ahead of his old location. His watch blinked with light. “Good thing I came prepared. I’m sturdy, but that’s on the level of that annoying fox’s technique.” The Messenger eyed him off. “I don’t know what you’ve become, but it’s far from human.”

“I’d believe that if you were dead,” Nathan ground out.

Bauer could automatically dodge his spatial attacks and outclassed him mentally. Nathan needed a new trick.

Something appeared behind the Messenger. Nathan prepared another spatial spell, trying to pretend it was another slash.

Bauer grinned. “Really? Do you know the definition of insanity?”

“No. But I don’t care,” Nathan said.

Then he teleported away. Nine separate spatial slashes vaporized the air where he stood.

Only for Bauer to appear above them and land with a thump, his coat billowing around him. He spun, baring his teeth.

“Really? I wanted an uninterrupted chat, you old hag,” the Messenger snarled.

Tarako shot toward him, several katanas at her waist and two in her arms. Her zoisites gleamed.

Bauer’s fist met her first sword, and lightning ran through his entire body. To no effect. She stepped forward and swung her other, but Bauer struck first.

Her torso exploded. Multi-colored droplets of Tarako flew all over the grass and dirt, leaving a gaping hole in her torso. Her other sword never paused.

Right as it struck, Bauer vanished again. A thin line appeared in the ground for several hundred feet.

The fox’s body jiggled as she came to a stop. The hole in her body began to close as if made of water.

Because it was made of water. She’d converted her body to liquid using her duogem ability, making her effectively invulnerable to physical attacks.

Bauer appeared several dozen feet away, looking very annoyed. “Can you go away now?”

Once again, mental magic exploded from the Messenger. Nathan weathered the storm.

In the process, he noticed something about Bauer’s attacks. They were deliberately striking his tethers. Like mental knives being fired from afar. With that realization, he checked on Kadria and the Twins. If they lost their connection to him, it would be perilous.

No damage that he could see. However the raw power being used would have destroyed the tethers he’d originally created to the Twins. Only the reinforcement he’d added with their help ensured their safety. If they’d been insincere about serving him, this would have been the end.

Although, realistically, they’d have betrayed him long ago in that case.

Something about targeting Nathan’s old, weak mental tethers bothered him. But the ones to his Champions and Messengers remained strong, so he focused on the battle.

Bauer abandoned his mental magic attack. Tarako remained stationary and merely rolled her shoulders.

“I built up my mental wards just for you,” Tarako spat. “All so I could carve you apart. Your tricks will only help you so far.”

“Words, words, words. That’s all you’re good for. You always were the least competent of the foxes that weird interdimensional worm gave gems to,” Bauer said.

Interdimensional worm? Nathan blinked, while fury filled Tarako’s eyes.

Distantly, Nathan felt magic being summoned. He ignored it.

Then Erica blinked into existence behind Bauer, her fists flying toward his head. The Messenger ducked, then spun with a kick. Erica blinked away. Her three moonstones shimmered, but she grimaced.

“Straub, does this asshole use any actual magic?” she called out.

“Not unless you can copy mental magic,” Nathan said.

Erica grimaced. Her trigem ability let her copy techniques, including the most powerful ones. But Nathan doubted that included mental magic. Even if she did copy it, she wouldn’t know how to use it.

“Three’s definitely a party. More of one than I appreciate,” Bauer said.

Just as he spoke, a deafening crack ripped through the clearing. Every blade of grass flattened against the ground. Nathan covered his eyes as the sun abruptly came back out and he stared up at Fyre.

Ripples of force echoed through the sky, trailing north-west from the prophet’s position. Her golden glow had vanished and she began to drift lower, losing altitude. Within seconds, she’d crashed.

Bauer let out a whistle. “She’s better than I gave her credit for, given she’s a solo act. I had hoped to pull the magic trick a second time, but she took out the central tower in Fertheim all the way from here.”

Fyre did what? Nathan’s eyes popped at what he heard.

No wonder she’d run out of juice. Fyre had blown apart a mage tower from two hundred miles away, which also meant punching through their wards, all while disrupting their grand spell.

“But this is getting old.” Bauer focused his mental magic again.

A beam of light suddenly punched a hole right through his heart. The Messenger blinked. He held a hand against the hole. Slowly, he fell to one knee as blood poured down his front and ruined his clothes.

Bauer roared, his head rearing back and his voice filled with pain. Mental magic rippled forth from him and Nathan lacked the time to counter it. The spell pummeled Gareth and his Champions with mental magic. Erica fell with a scream. Without mental tethers to Nathan, there was no way for him to protect any of them. Gareth had even said he lacked much knowledge of mental magic.

Nathan raised his hand to cast another spatial magic spell, only for Erica to charge him.

Tarako sent the assassin sprawling with a sharp kick. Her tails rippled with golden magic. “I’ll take care of them and Fyre. If you need me, call.”

She met his gaze. Both of them knew how Nathan planned to handle this.

The trick was pulling it off. Tarako might be necessary for preventing any further fallout as this battle dragged on further, however. She could keep the berserk soldiers from causing problems.

Bauer shook his head as he rose to his feet, wobbling a little but otherwise still fighting fit. “Dear, dear, dear. Is that all they amounted to? Hired help these days, am I right?”

“I don’t pay them,” Nathan said flatly. “And you’re looking a little worse for wear despite all the talk.”

Then he frowned. A blur rushed across the field, flattening the grass with her raw speed and practically teleporting across chasms and trenches. Her colors appeared familiar.

Bauer raised an eyebrow. He turned to face the blur.

Only for Artemis’s scimitar to appear in front of his face when he did so.


CHAPTER 36



Amethysts ablaze, Artemis crashed to the ground in a blur, her scimitar aimed directly at Bauer’s face. The dandy’s finger shot to his watch.

Bauer vanished, reappearing fifty feet away. Roaring, he held a hand to his face. Blood dripped from Artemis’s blade as she rose from her crouch. With a practiced motion, she whipped her blade and sent droplets of blood flying across the field.

“That’s the second time you’ve attacked me on arriving!” Bauer snapped.

The wound down his face congealed, leaving an ugly, mottled line of clotted blood down the center of his face. His nose had been cut open, barely hanging together. Nathan saw far too much of Bauer’s insides than he cared to for a living, walking person.

“The idea was for you to die this time,” Artemis said, idly twirling her scimitar. “You’ve outlived your usefulness. Now you’re getting in the way. The job’s done. Clap, clap.” She tried to put her hands together, but that required sheathing her sword. After a failed attempt, she shrugged and gave up. “You aren’t the sort to just fuck off, so I’m doing what’s required and helping things along.”

“If he can’t defeat me, then this world is a failure,” Bauer thundered. “Any missions are secondary. We all know that. It’s drilled into us. You’ll be erased for disobeying, not just merged with your alternate selves.”

“Yeah, funny thing that.” Artemis tapped the side of her head. “See, a little succuslut told me that when you can’t hear the annoying voice of the weird, always-talks-in-riddles immortal that turned me into this abomination it’s a big deal. If I’m going to be erased anyway, why not do things my way.”

Bauer froze. Nathan saw the gears churning in the Messenger’s mind through his eyes.

“You’ve gone rogue,” Bauer breathed out. Then he chuckled. “I didn’t even think you freakish partner Messengers could. Well, that only makes it more important that I survive. Seeing what absurd monster our employers… Sorry, my employer”—he shot Artemis a mocking smile—“sends after you will be a unique experience.”

Artemis raised her spare hand and made a talking motion. “Yap, yap, yap. You talk more than the wolfgirls after Nathan fucks them silly when they’re in heat. This has been great and all, but I’d rather you dead and my next few hours spent in bed.” The heated gaze she shot at Nathan made it clear whose bed she planned to be in.

Nathan kept his objections to himself. For the first time since Artemis had shown herself, she’d stopped trying to kill him or somebody he cared about.

“Remembered how things used to work?” he asked her.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Oh, no. This isn’t teamwork. I kill him.” She pointed at Bauer, who was backing away at a steady pace. “Then I knock you down and ride you until somebody tries to stop me.”

His heart fell. “You said the job was done.”

“His job, not mine.”

Artemis licked her lips, and he saw utter, unbridled desire in them. It threatened to swallow him whole.

Her voice fell to a whisper. “One last push. That’s it.”

Nathan almost wanted to believe. But pushed down the hope.

Two monsters stood in front of him, even if one resembled the Jafeila he’d known and loved.

But for now, an enemy of an enemy was a friend.

“Consider it teamwork until Bauer’s dead, then,” Nathan said, his tone cold.

His sword turned black as he prepared a spatial slash. Maybe with Artemis keeping Bauer busy, that watch wouldn’t remain as useful.

Artemis blinked and stared at his sword. “Um. That’s new.”

“Things change quickly here,” Bauer said. “Try to keep up. Look, I’ll help you.”

A surge of mental magic burst from Bauer, directed entirely at Artemis. Nathan flicked his sword at the dandy. But his watch blinked again and Bauer teleported out of harm’s way.

Artemis stood dead still, her eyes glazing over as Bauer slammed enough mental magic into her to shatter the minds of an army. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth.

“Durrr…” Artemis said. “Master. Orders.”

Nathan stopped. So did Bauer.

The suited Messenger frowned, sighed, and brushed his suit off. “You do realize we can tell if our mental magic does anything, don’t you? We’re not stupid, even if you are.”

Artemis’s eyes lit back up and her tail slashed the grass behind her. “I mean, you’re the one who tried to use mental magic against me. I’m literally immune to that shit. After all, this is a world controlled by an insane rogue succubus playing at being a goddess. Her whole religion is about orgies.”

“It’s not,” Nathan said.

“It is. She was the biggest slut. You even excused fucking half of us with the whole ‘it’s allowed by the goddess’ nonsense.” Artemis grinned at him.

His heart hurt at the sight. Artemis’s face fell, as if she realized she’d been joking around too much. A haunted look overcame her.

“That damn Fei…” Artemis muttered, clenching a fist over her gems.

While they talked, Bauer continued trying to back away. Slowly but surely, as if he was aware that rapid movements might alert Artemis.

Her eyes snapped upward to the escaping Messenger. “Yeah, I still need you dead.”

Artemis shot across the clearing. Her amethysts burned as she outpaced Bauer and her scimitar snapped up through his guard toward his chest. Bauer couldn’t defend himself. His finger struck his watch again.

It would only buy time. Nathan stopped bothering with spatial slashes, instead preparing his wind vortex. The fifth rank spell frame flickered with gold as he pumped it full of power from the binding stones and the void.

He nearly missed Bauer’s real trick in the process of casting the spell. The watch lit up. But Bauer didn’t teleport away this time.

His arm shimmered with darkness, identical to that used by succubi. Artemis blinked. Bauer snapped his fingers and the darkness scattered.

The catgirl collapsed. Literally, as her body fell to pieces. Grass disintegrated in a radius of several feet in front of Bauer and deep gouges tore into the ground. Bauer took a deep breath, then leaped backward.

He smoothed back his blonde hair and straightened his tie. “A good spy is prepared for anything. That trick’s not as useful here as I’d like, given almost everyone it might be useful against can negate it instantly, but at least somebody is worse at spatial magic.”

Nathan frowned. “You really think that wouldn’t work on me?”

A chuckle from Bauer. “I can feel the magic in your body. In fact, you’re more magic than flesh. Steel would shatter on your skin at this point. Maybe you’d bleed? And now you know the trick, you can counter it. I’ve seen how fast you’re casting your spatial spells. Succubi take decades or centuries to gain such talent.”

While Bauer chattered, Artemis’s “corpse” quivered. Strands of gore snapped upward, tying themselves together. The individual pieces of her body abruptly shot along those strands and Artemis’s body smashed itself into one piece with a wet, gooey slap that Nathan preferred not to remember.

“That hurt,” Artemis growled. “I’m getting cut to pieces way too often and have killed way too few people to show for it.”

“Really? I cut you to literal ribbons and you get up seconds later.” Bauer clicked his tongue. “This is the problem with you partner Messengers. You’re the Infinity Plus One sword in a game balanced around the boring stuff.”

“I don’t know what that means, but you won’t either after I cut your head off.”

Bauer teleported away again. But as the Twins had once said, his range proved far too short to make a genuine escape. Artemis corralled him toward Nathan, preventing him from getting too far.

Which proved useful. Nathan dropped his wind spell. The time had come for another idea. He reached for his mental link for Tarako.

I need barriers, he told her.

She couldn’t respond, but he felt the invisible spatial barriers foxes used spring up around the clearing he stood in. Bauer straightened, his own magic senses alerting him to Tarako’s magic.

With a tap of his watch, Bauer returned to the center of the clearing. He brushed his suit off while Artemis circled behind him.

“This is tiresome. The barriers don’t mean much, Nathan,” Bauer said. “In fact, I think it’s time I showed you what I’m truly capable of.”

Nathan saw the bluff for what it was. Bauer reached for his mental magic once again, likely to stagger Nathan or else try to assault one of his Champions.

“Artemis!” he snapped.

Whatever her opinions of working with Nathan, she pounced on Bauer instantly. The dandy reached for his watch, but she grabbed his arms and held them apart. Their strength stood worlds apart, particularly with Artemis’s amethysts glowing like miniature suns.

Nathan used some spatial magic to check his surroundings. He frowned. “I need you to move him about six feet further back.”

Realistically, this would work anywhere, but Nathan wanted to be sure. He only had one shot at this and anything less than the full force of the blast might not be enough. Bauer was one of the toughest Messengers Nathan had fought, even if he lacked regeneration.

“What does that mean?” Bauer gasped out.

Whereas Artemis said nothing and instead slammed her head into her former compatriot’s chest. Bauer stumbled backward, still in her grip as they took the necessary steps back. One more…

“Right there!” Nathan snapped.

Artemis’s muscles strained as she held Bauer tight. She reared her head back with a triumphant grin.

“Do you think your spatial magic will work because I’m being held down?” Bauer barked out a laugh even as he failed to reach his watch with either hand, his fingers dancing madly in the air. “You cannot hold me.”

“I can’t. But she can, for just long enough,” Nathan said.

He began to prepare the fire spell from earlier. His focus shifted beneath the earth.

Bauer noticed, while Artemis didn’t even care. The dandy froze.

A long second passed. Nathan continued to cast. Bauer’s mental magic roamed the field, too weak to harm anyone.

Then the Messenger gasped. He began to writhe madly in Artemis’s grip.

“No! Let us go! He means to kill us both,” Bauer shouted.

“Funny thing about that,” Artemis said. “I don’t die. Only one of us is about to get our ass blown to pieces forever, and it’s not me.”

“You… you knew,” Bauer gasped.

Artemis rolled her eyes. “Duh. He’s my Nathan. Did you really think he’d get in a pitched battle with an army ten times his size without rigging the battlefield in advance? You’re the dumbass who somehow missed it.”

Nathan snorted, his focus unwavering. He needed this spell to go off perfectly, which was hard as he needed to cast a fire spell capable of blasting through steel and dirt beneath the earth. No half-measures necessary. Especially as he’d already removed the spatial barriers that had protected this trap from the earthquake and other spells cast earlier in the battle.

“Goodbye, Bauer. I learned nothing from you,” Nathan said.

The “superspy” Messenger roared with anger, his muscles straining. He tried to shuffle them away or knock both himself and Artemis over. Anything that might loosen her grip on his hand and let him tap that magic watch of his.

The catgirl’s head reared back and she bit him, sending blood spurting from Bauer’s neck in an effort to hold him in one place. A scream of pain escaped him.

Nathan’s fifth rank spell frame turned bright red, indicating it was ready. Before casting it, his other hand turned jet black and he teleported hundreds of feet away. For good measure, he even cast a barrier in front of himself.

He cast his spell. A geyser of flames and mud burst up from the ground beneath Artemis and Bauer, swallowing them both.

Then literal tons of buried canisters of gas ignited across the entire field.

All turned white as the greatest explosion in Doumahr’s history vaporized the Torrovium Fields.
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“Ow,” Nathan said, his vision blurring as he tried to pull himself back into awareness. “My everything hurts.”

Hands prodded his chest, as if in response to his whining. Soothing feelings ran through his body. Their starting point came from the hands, and he realized somebody was using healing magic on him. Powerful stuff, too, as it caused tingling in his toes despite being cast in his chest.

A feeling of indescribable joy poured across multiple mental links, along with multiple voices that become impossible to make out. He instinctively shut them out. His mind struggled to focus without them, let alone with them.

Something fluffy shifted above his head. He pushed regenerative magic into his eyes and they came into vision.

Nathan knew he’d fucked up big time by then. The last time he’d needed to heal his eyes had been when Lily tried to gouge them out, and he knew he hadn’t tried hugging Artemis.

“You should be glad your anything hurts,” Narime snapped, although it came out almost as a sob.

Her sapphires never stopped glowing as she drew on healing magic constantly, pouring everything she had into Nathan’s body. Those fluffy tails swished back and forth, teeming with spell frames.

“That bad?” he asked.

Given he struggled to move, it was that bad. More than mere pain, Nathan felt as though his entire body had been cracked like an egg and left on the ground.

Despite the difficulty, he lifted one of his arms. Narime gasped and tried to stop him.

He saw his hand. His uniform had been incinerated and his skin appeared cracked, where it existed at all. Thick layers of pus and blood ran together.

Closing his eyes, Nathan let Narime lower his arm.

The explosion had worked. It had also nearly killed him, even after teleporting that far away. He’d gotten Kadria to do the math on how many canisters he’d need to blow the field apart if necessary, including taking out a Messenger if necessary.

The latter idea had come to him almost as an afterthought. Messengers were tough as nails, sure, but other than Champion abilities that flat out ignored the physical realm such as Fei’s trigem ability, they remained able to be harmed. Garnets and amethysts made Champions dangerous by simply making them really strong.

And what was that if not simply applying a lot of force in one place? Explosions were force, right? He’d paid enough attention to the ramblings of the Messengers to learn that, as well as noticed the way any big enough boom sent things flying.

So a big enough explosion should be able to kill a Messenger. Nathan worried that he’d underestimated how big that explosion needed to be. No army on Doumahr could ever be large enough to need such a force to be vaporized, so Kadria had likely upped the calculation’s results to account for killing a Messenger. She hadn’t realized Nathan would be standing in the blast radius like a moron.

Blaming himself got Nathan nowhere. He began to push magic into his body, regenerating as much as he could, as fast as he could. Narime paused when he did so, her brow furrowing in confusion.

The fox watched in silence as he mended his body in minutes. Broken bones, charred and melted skin, and internal bleeding vanished. Nathan covered himself in his uniform once done, then sat up.

Then winced as the world wavered. Exhaustion set in, and he nearly tumbled. Narime wrapped an arm around his shoulder and her tails formed a fluffy cocoon that he sat back against.

“Rest,” she told him. “At least for another minute. I thought I’d lost you. We all did.” She closed her eyes when tears formed in her eyes and recomposed herself. “The last thing I remember was Bauer appearing. I awoke miles away with everyone. All we saw was Tarako screeching and a smoking crater. Flames were everywhere. I thought a portal had burst open in the battlefield.”

Nathan tried not to laugh at the fact his scheme had been confused for a demonic portal.

“We put the flames out and found you.” Narime paused for a short while.

He knew she was choosing whether to tell him what happened in the short period after they found him, looking every part like a smoking corpse.

“Our gems remained active. That’s all that kept us going,” she eventually decided to say.

They sat together for a minute. He noticed they were still in the grasslands. A tent shielded him from view, likely so nobody suspected he’d died.

Once he felt good enough to rise, he took a few test steps. His body felt as good as new, despite the deep-set exhaustion in his bones.

“I can’t believe you can move around so easily already,” Narime said.

“I’ve always been good at regeneration magic,” he said. “Could heal a broken bone in a minute.”

“That was a lot more than a broken bone.”

Too true.

When Bauer had suggested Nathan might be able to survive that spatial attack the Messenger kept up his sleeve, he’d been skeptical. Now he wondered if Bauer knew more about Nathan’s body than Nathan did.

They stepped outside. A field of wounded soldiers lay to one side of the tent, with mystic foxes tending to who they could. Thousands more gathered across the remains of the Torrovium Fields.

Nathan said “remains” because of the smoking crater that consumed the center of the landmark. It stretched for an indescribable length. The once golden grassland had been reduced to a blackened wasteland as far as the eye could see.

In the distance, he saw Falmir’s banners retreating. They’d fled. Ironically, Bauer had saved countless lives with his meddling. The question remained what Falmir remembered of the battle and what they’d think of their loss.

“Tell me, Nathan, how did you plan to explain about vaporizing the Torrovium Fields and the entire Falmirian Army if it came to it?” Narime asked, her tails still wrapped around him.

“Fyre. A miracle of the goddess. A wizard did it,” he said, firing off several ideas.

One of her tails slapped him in the head. Truly an enjoyable sensation. The battle had been harsh, but he relaxed in the fluffy goodness she swaddled him in.

People began to approach him as he stood there. Voices called out, not to him but to others. Soon, he found himself swarmed by his Champions. Ciana nearly crushed him in a hug that would have probably finished him off if he’d still been wounded.

Then the others followed suit with less strength. Nathan let the bonding session be. He’d worried as much about their safety in the battle as they did about his life afterward.

Even Tarako joined in, her tails nearly making him vanish as all nine practically becoming a fluffy tomb for just a moment. Then she separated and she glared at him.

“You said you’d call me if you needed me,” she said, voice wavering. “I could have teleported you out. Done anything.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Don’t be sorry. Be better. You’re my…” She closed her eyes and stopped herself. “You’re our last hope. Without you, we’re nothing.”

When the last of his Champions finished testing the endurance of his lungs, Gareth made himself known. His old friend gave Nathan a grim nod.

“Wasn’t much help, I’m afraid,” Gareth said. “Not sure I’m cut out for fighting Messengers.”

“These are the toughest of the tough,” Nathan said. “We need every Champion we can to fight them. And you played your part in the battle.”

“Maybe.”

Erica elbowed her Bastion in the side. “What he means to say is he has more magic to learn. I’m guessing not every enemy can survive having their heart blown open, though.”

“More can than I appreciate,” Nathan said. He looked at Tarako. “We’re down to two elite Messengers now. Atlas and Shiva.”

Tarako bit her lip. “I can provide some tips on spells to learn. But a hole in the heart is something Shiva can use. The hard part is holding her still long enough to give her one.”

“Well, maybe I will be useful, then. Talk later, then. I need to help set up the portable wireless. It got knocked over in the explosion. Some of the debris hit the encampment, believe it or not.” Gareth shook his head. “Stuff was sent flying so far I can’t believe it.”

Nathan let the other Bastion leave. Any mage could handle the wireless, which meant Gareth wanted some alone time.

Except Erica lingered behind. She slapped a hand against Nathan’s chest. “You should follow up with Otto when you get the time. Gareth had a heart-to-heart with him. Revealed… Well, you-know-what.” She grimaced. “Got Otto talking and helped with the mage towers in Waier. But you need to confirm it yourself.”

Nathan nodded.

His trick with the two grand spells in the battle had only been possible with Otto’s assistance and permission as the archduke of Waier. Sure, it would have been suspicious for him to refuse.

But it also would have been the perfect time for Otto to betray the Empire to Falmir and strike a serious blow. Gareth had been Nathan’s contingency. Not only had it not been necessary, but Gareth had felt confident enough to reveal his background as a royal bastard to Otto.

The wounded and dead called to Nathan. He wanted to walk among them and see the casualties of his decision to fight this battle instead of destroy Falmir’s army using some other method.

Before that, one more of his loved ones needed his attention. Fyre had crushed him in a hug before retreating to the crater. She hovered by it, her wings stretched out but lacking any light.

Nathan left his Champions to their own devices and joined Fyre. Most of them followed him, but kept their distance as he approached the prophet.

When he got close, Fyre wrapped an arm around him and nestled her head against his shoulder. He should admonish her for acting like this in public, but lacked the heart. His knights already knew. What did it matter if word spread among other soldiers and Bastions?

One day, all of Doumahr would know of his relationship with Fyre. Assuming it was still possible, he’d probably get her pregnant at some point.

“Do you think they’ll treat this crater like they do the Pearlescent Canyon?” Fyre asked, looking down at the soil-rich ruin Nathan had unearthed.

“Do you want to claim it as a holy site?” he asked. “It doesn’t quite have the sheen of one.”

“No.” She shook her head against his shoulder. “Absolutely not.”

“Then tell them that. You’re the prophet.”

“But they’ll still remember this. I’ve already heard them talking about it. The last thing people remember is me glowing in the sky, shooting down, and then they were scattered everywhere, with the crater in the middle. A few saw Bauer. That one surviving Falmirian trigem definitely did. But they think I ended the battle.”

A fine theory. An excellent one, even.

If tens of thousands of people woke up with little to remember, miles away from the battlefield they’d been in, and the last thing they recalled was the holy prophet shooting down toward the site of a now-smoking crater, what conclusion would they draw?

“We’ll own that, at least. We need Falmir to desire you over Charlotte,” Nathan said. “That was the point of the battle.”

“We won,” Fyre said. “A lot of people died. I… heard some of what Bauer said. About how you could have ended the battle as easily as me. A spatial slash that erased them, or teleporting them away. Just as I might obliterate them.”

“Or I send in my trigems at night to attack them. Or an ambush while they marched. The Twins could have them turn on one another. Kadria’s spatial magic matches or outclasses my own,” Nathan said. “I held back earlier in the war out of caution. Others called me out on that, as I feared Charlotte’s power. Now? It’s because I remembered what we’re fighting for. It was the same in the civil war.”

“I remember.” She sighed. “You made me stay back then. Leopold died while I did nothing. I never want that to happen again. To sit back, knowing I have the power to save others. My people have suffered horrible things. And the ones I love face death so often.” She tilted her head and cupped his face. “You nearly died.”

“So did you,” he said.

“No, I didn’t.”

Their eyes met. He tilted his head down and kissed her.

Then she broke the kiss and poked his nose. “Don’t try to distract me. You’re taking stupid risks. I never get the chance to call you out on things.”

“I get it,” he said.

“Do you?” Fyre’s eyes searched his. “When I first found you, I thought you were infallible. The greatest hero, and Kadria’s stories only proved it. You freed me. And then you forgave me, just as I knew you eventually would.” She smiled, one of her arms rubbing his back. “But while I’m still just a stupid, dumb horsegirl, I also know you’re just a stupid, dumb human. Which is why I love you.”

“Try not to get too obsessed with thinking I’m stupid.” He flicked her nose and she pulled away, making a face. “But I get it. We’re all idiots, in the end. Morons trying to achieve the impossible, or else we give up and settle for what we have.”

“Hmm, I guess I should say they’re the wise ones, but I think it’s worse to give up on a dream because you think it can’t be achieved.” Fyre looked up at the sky. “A week ago, the war against Falmir seemed to be one that could only end in torching their cities. Now? Maybe they’ll hand us those cities.”

Nathan wanted to remain with Fyre for much longer. Hours, even, as the sun lazily drifted across the sky.

But the aftermath of the battle demanded his attention. He stayed with her a few minutes longer, then left her to dwell on her thoughts.

As he returned to the wounded, Sunstorm walked by his side.

“Did you find much from the crater?” he asked her.

She raised an eyebrow. “A smoking ruin, lots of dirt, and fire.”

“No, I mean.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Artemis and Bauer were in the middle of the explosion. Anything left of them? Or a sign of Artemis afterward?”

He’d expected Artemis to pull herself together after being blown to pieces. Narime spoke as if she’d woken up immediately after Bauer died, as the mental magic went away with the Messenger’s death. Surely somebody saw Artemis.

But Sunstorm shook her head. “Nothing. The explosion is the biggest thing I’ve seen or heard of, Nathan. Maybe it vaporized her. That’s the whole idea, right?”

Kadria had talked about creating their own form of silver to kill Artemis.

Maybe that had been an explosion on the level of even Fyre’s power.

Nathan stopped dead and looked back at the crater.

Was he staring at Artemis’s tomb? A pang struck his heart.

Her last act had been to help him save everyone and stop Bauer. She’d intervened specifically for that reason.

“One last push,” she’d whispered.

Nathan gulped.

Jafeila had stepped out of his life once again. He felt the hole reopen in his heart, without even realizing he’d accepted Artemis back into it.

Damn. What an idiot he was.

“Nathan?” Ciana gripped his hand.

“I’m fine. Let’s go,” he said.

Walking the lines of the wounded proved the easy part. He made brisk pace past the Nationalists, although many more spoke to him than he expected. Perhaps after this victory, he should have expected it.

His own knights and Champions greeted him cheerfully. Some he’d thought dead survived.

Yet he saw a few missing he had hoped to see. Comrades he’d seen through many battles by now, and even dragged from safe positions protecting portals in the rear.

The dead tore his heart as badly as he feared. Not just because of the numbers, but the knowledge they could have been avoided.

He chose this battle. For political reasons. Winning the hearts and minds of Falmir and gaining legitimacy for Fyre so they might topple Charlotte had won out over simply crushing Falmir’s army.

Griem lay amid several Nationalist soldiers and another Champion, who shifted to let Nathan approach.

Staring down at the fallen trigem, Nathan recalled the very reason he had even come to the battlefield in the first place.

Griem. He’d made a personal appeal, one veteran to another, that Nathan not leave the Nationalists to be slaughtered by Falmir for the sake of letting the Empire dedicate more soldiers and Champions to other fronts. Not only had it ultimately supported Nathan’s strategy, but it had been the right choice.

“All Champions die one day,” Seraph said. She kneeled by Griem’s body.

He looked at her and blinked in surprise.

“He fought to save Kurai, like many others. Like him, I’ve seen so many of my friends go before me. Whether on Kurai or fighting for the Federation.” She stared at Griem’s face, and Nathan knew she was seeing other people in those chiseled features. “Perhaps one day it will be us, no matter how badly you want us to be with you forever. As Champions, we know death is our constant companion. We can only hope to fall in a way that matters.”

“He did,” one of the nearby Nationalists said. “We defended the Empire. We won. Griem would never be prouder.”

Nathan nodded.

But he remembered how Griem fell. Protecting Vera and, more importantly, holding the enemy trigem still so Sunstorm could get the kill.

Artemis had done the same thing to Bauer.

Having lost Jafeila twice now, could he bring himself to let Ciana do something like this, no matter who or what it might save?

They left the field hospital. Nathan needed to check up with the other Bastions, then Alice. Based on Bauer’s comments, Kadria and the others might be in the thick of battle. Reine hadn’t reached out to him, so he assumed all was well.

No, he realized. He’d woken up and been bombarded with emotions. Reine, Ciana, and Fyre had all been monitoring him through their mental links with him. Most likely, his spymaster had remained silent since he shut her out back then.

Reine? he asked.

What felt like the mental equivalent of joyful squealing, tinged with fear and despair crashed into his mind.

Calming her down took some time. Once done, he teased out the current state of affairs.

Nobody had attacked the palace or the rest of the Empire. While Reine hadn’t spotted Artemis or Bauer escaping the Torrovium Fields, she admitted she hadn’t been paying close attention.

And the northern force remained busy. Charlotte had retreated after a prolonged engagement with them, which left Fei fuzzy as she absorbed more of the prophet’s energy, but no serious injuries had been sustained. Nathan could connect with them later.

The overall assessment remained the best possible, so long as Falmir’s defeated army reported back with something akin to awe toward the Empire and Fyre, instead of fear. Nathan didn’t want to drive them further into Charlotte’s arms.

Meeting with the surviving Bastions almost felt like busywork. A Nationalist and one of Milgar’s Bastions had fallen, likely to Trinity. Although the possibility a moonstone duogem like Erica had snuck in remained a strong possibility.

Yet as Nathan spoke with the Nationalists, he noticed somebody missing.

Tharban.

“He’s been missing the whole time,” Vala said. “Figured he carked it when that crazy trigem ripped through our line.”

Nathan couldn’t sense Tharban’s mental link anymore, so it added up.

He regretted missing the monster’s death after everything he’d done.

Only for the mystery to deepen when he brought it up to the Nationalists.

“Tharban? He bailed once we woke up,” one of the Bastions said. “Was real jumpy and acting weird.”

“Jumpy?” Nathan asked. A pit opened up in Nathan’s stomach.

“Yeah. Said some weird things about you. We shrugged it off, as he’s said a lot of stupid shit.” The Bastion rolled his eyes. “Especially with the victory and how sour he was after you told him off, makes sense he’d shit-talk you. I mean, this is the end, isn’t it? Omria herself led us to victory over the biggest army Falmir ever brought into the Empire. We killed two of their trigems and dozens of their Champions, with city-shattering spells exploding overhead. There’s no rebellion left. Tharban’s lost. A dog barking at the moon.”

The irony of the Bastion calling Tharban a dog given the old man’s nickname of “Crimson Warhound” wasn’t lost on Nathan.

Unfortunately, he had more things on his mind. Once he separated from the Bastions, he wracked his mental tethers for Tharban’s.

Nothing.

“Fuck.” He ran his hand through his hair. “He’s gone.”

“You mean gone, gone, don’t you?” Sunstorm said. Her eyes narrowed. “Something’s happened.”

“Bauer…” Nathan looked around, then raised wards to block eavesdropping. “I thought I blocked all his mental attacks, but he severed the tether I had controlling Tharban. It was old and weak enough that I guess it didn’t hold up. Or maybe…”

With Nathan’s weak mental abilities in manipulating people, the tethers simply lacked strength. After all, Ciana shrugged them off when he accidentally used his voice to control others.

“Does it matter?” Sen asked. “He’s slipped the leash. Track him down, put it back on.”

“No.” He shook his head. “Like the Bastion said, the Nationalists don’t matter anymore. Hell, there probably won’t be Nationalists. If Griem had survived, this would have been easier as he’d be able to grease the wheels, but I’ll need to work with Alice to reintegrate the survivors into the military. Tharban’s useless now.”

“Useless, as in…”

Several of his Champions exchanged looks.

Nathan’s expression darkened. “The only reason I ever chose this path for Tharban was to avoid repeating the mistake I made with Torneus in my old world. Tharban may have become a martyr, causing the Nationalists to spiral out of control and become an ongoing threat. Now that the tether is gone, Tharban isn’t just a liability. He’s a man I’ve wanted dead for a while.”

“Leopold,” Ciana said, her voice emotionless.

“Yes.”

The unicorn knight’s hands balled into fists, her knuckles whitening.

Sunstorm looked at her friend, then scratched the back of her neck. “Say the word, then. I can track him down. Reine probably won’t take long to find him with her network of agents. Hell, I bet it would be a great opportunity to work with Erica.”

Nathan opened his mouth to do just that.

Then he stopped.

“Let me check in with the northern team first,” he said. “Nurevia might be able to help. And the Twins. They went through his mind. It’s possible Tharban’s going to ground somewhere predictable.”

Nathan knew so little about his father that tracking him down would be impossible without help.

“Want me to talk to Erica anyway?” Sunstorm asked.

“Yes. But see if she wants to keep it away from Gareth. I don’t know how he’ll feel about doing this sort of dirty work again.” Nathan paused. “Wait. Don’t keep it a secret from him. Just make it clear he doesn’t have to help.”

“Easy.” Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness.

Tarako tilted her head, her fox ears falling to one side. “She’s keen.”

“We all are,” Sen said. “Tharban’s not just a monster, he killed someone we cared about.”

She reached out and rubbed Ciana’s arm. The unicorn knight remained motionless.

As Nathan should have expected, the Twins knew nothing. Reine let him know they were available. They teleported down to talk with him once he pinged them over the mental link and Nurevia came with them.

“Uh, don’t you remember us saying we barely remember that dumbass’s mind?” Laura said. “But, shit, asshole got away.”

“For now,” Nathan said.

“Yeah, we know.” For some reason, Maura shifted uncomfortably. “I’m guessing that misanthropic asshole knew you’d messed with Tharban and maybe others. That dumb bear shouldn’t have ran for the hills the second he got free. Bauer fucked with his mind. Bet he would have done the same to anyone else you’d have… convinced to help you.”

He blinked, trying to follow her logic.

“Uh, remember your dumbshit brother?” Laura pointed out. “Mental manipulation doesn’t go away instantly. We wiped Tharban’s memory of us…” She clicked her tongue twice, winked, and tapped the side of her head. “If you’d followed my darling sister’s advice, the Empire would be in chaos right now. Maybe trying to restore order and goodness through mind control is dumb. Guess that would have been Bauer’s lesson.”

“I mean, maybe.” Nathan looked at Maura, who continued to look away and twist guiltily. “But I’m pretty sure Maura’s plan was to do it herself. Bauer’s trick wouldn’t have affected anyone she controlled. Tharban was an exception, and one I plan to rectify.”

Maura perked up. “Shit, you’re right. So I don’t need to feel bad about wanting to mindfuck all those greedy assholes.” She slapped him on the ass. “Anyway, you’re hot shit now. Blew Bauer to smithereens. Can’t fucking believe it. An elite, gone like that. That slut was an absolute pain in the ass up there. She had a big trap set. Used that fucking clone spell and I had to deal with the goat.”

“Oh, yeah, that was so hard.” Laura rolled her eyes. Then grinned maliciously. “I wish those clones had more features than the solid light. Never been able to kill the goat before. Being able to watch the life drain from her eyes after we carve her apart would be amazing. It wasn’t the same with a clone.”

“Wait. Is that why Fei’s doing poorly?” he asked.

The Twins frowned. “A little, yeah. She basically ate our clones for breakfast, then catnapped. Seems fine now. Was a little odd a couple of hours ago, too.”

A couple of hours ago matched up with around the time Nathan took out Bauer. Too much of a coincidence in his mind.

Once again, Artemis and Fei had somehow overlapped. Had Fei’s “catnap” affected Artemis in some way again? She’d been so much friendlier and livelier than before. Not a single attempt to kill or kidnap him.

Almost like he’d had the old Jafeila back, only as a Messenger. Then he’d lost her again.

“Something wrong?” Maura asked, poking his side.

“I think Artemis went down in the explosion as well.”

“Bullshit. She’s fucking immortal.”

He explained how nobody saw Artemis regenerate and walk away. Even so, the succubi remained unimpressed.

“Look, she’s gotten up from being put through a fucking magical woodchipper by the goat,” Maura said, holding up her finger and thumb to indicate the tiny size of the pieces Artemis had been left in at one point. “She regenerates from being turned into fine mist. An explosion didn’t kill her. Chances are, you blew her across the field and she regenerated out of sight.”

“Maybe.”

He wanted to believe.

Or perhaps Maura simply wanted to cheer him up. She rubbed his back while biting her lip. Laura watched in silence.

Or maybe not, as she rolled her eyes. “God, I really hope you come up with a way to knock up Messengers, Nathan. Because watching my sister be so obnoxious around you will get old if you don’t breed the shit out of her.”

“Fuck off, Laura,” Maura snapped.

“I mean, I’m up for it as well.”

“How about I see how well you survive Nathan’s dick going in one ear and out the other?” Maura growled, tugging on one of Laura’s ears.

The two succubi began fighting among themselves, and Nathan turned to the dark elf in the room.

“The hunt go well?” he asked her.

“Didn’t help much with Charlotte, but the rest of the week has been fine,” Nurevia said. “Popped my fair share of Champion and Bastion heads. We’ve been leading the hunt, while the whiny Inquisition brat heads up the rear. It’ll take a while to make real progress, so dealing with an old asshole might be fun.”

Her eyes lit up and Nathan knew she wanted a piece of Tharban.

“Don’t ask for some insane fetish to be fulfilled,” he told her.

She clicked her tongue. “You sure? I always had this dream of you holding me over Tharban and fucking me silly with your massive cock.”

The Twins stopped fighting to look over and cheer on the idea. Nathan ignored them.

“We need to find him first. Any ideas?” he asked.

Unlike the Twins, Nurevia did actually have ideas.

“He has safehouses down here. Doing business with Falmir and the archdukes made him paranoid. They’re literally days away on foot, and who knows which one he’s running to, but I can point out a few,” she said.

Nathan left Nurevia with Sunstorm and Erica.

He wrapped up the night still at the Torrovium Fields after speaking with Alice. The next few days were a blur, as he returned to Aleich and then the Spires. Meeting after meeting required his attention. The Diet called him to some celebration, as Alice wanted him and Fyre present for the cheering nobles—what few weren’t massing armies.

Mostly, the Diet attendees consisted of merchants and commoners, with a huge crowd outside the gates. The fact Nathan and Fyre could teleport back and report on the victory within a couple of days should be treated with skepticism, but who would doubt the reincarnation of Omria?

The Spires frustrated Nathan. Tension rose swiftly as Arcadia denied responsibility for the attack.

As expected, they called Varrus a lone wolf. An angry revolutionary attempting to stoke tensions. But because the faeries and dark elves hated one another, no true attempt to reconcile was made. Instead, factions began to reach out to the elves baying for civil war.

Nathan said “began” because elves moved slowly. Dmitri suggested they’d take weeks. The general election in Arcadia was years away, and the first meetings to even consider what to do about the absent Council members in the Spires weren’t for another month.

Fortunately, Nathan managed to delegate enough matters that he wouldn’t have to hang around the Spires for that entire month. Dmitri took over a lot of his affairs. Laechrias technically should help out, but he’d gone into isolation following the attack.

Worried about his health or potentially something far worse, Nathan had guards posted outside Councilor Laechrias quarters at all times, and asked Reine to keep an eye on him.

A few days later, good news arrived.

“We’ve found him,” Sunstorm reported. “Tharban’s holed up in a small cabin north of Mortiswatch. No clue what he’s planning. Doesn’t matter.”

“No, it doesn’t. Let’s go,” Nathan said.

He abandoned his current work and teleported a small group of Champions to Tharban’s location.

Before he did anything else, he threw up a series of wards to block all scrying, teleportation, and even the wireless. A spatial barrier would prevent Tharban from escaping.

He hadn’t bothered to bring the Twins. Only Erica, Sunstorm, Ciana, and Nurevia accompanied him. Others wanted to come along, but Nathan didn’t want them to see this.

This would be nothing short of murder, no matter how he cut it.

Tharban’s safehouse appeared to be nothing more than a simple log cabin. Perfect to hide in. Discreet and tucked away from civilization.

Nathan kicked the door in while Erica and Sunstorm waited by the windows.

Tharban’s two remaining duogem Champions responded immediately, only to hesitate upon seeing Nathan and Ciana barge in.

“Windows,” Tharban snapped.

The bear hurled himself at one of the windows. His diamond duogem remained behind, trying to block Ciana. She lost her legs to a single sweep of Ciana’s blade. The other Champion tried to dive out the other window, only to be blown back inside by Erica. She hit the ground, already dead and her face a mess.

Tharban froze at the window. Sunstorm stood there, her blades jet black.

“So. You’re here to take me back and poison my mind again,” Tharban spat, whirling on Nathan. “That bitch on the throne and the slut pretending to be Omria have fucked us good. Nearly as bad as you fuck them, I imagine. All you can accomplish is screwing things up. Just like you always have.

Nathan didn’t bother speaking. He stepped up to Tharban.

His father sneered at him and tried to push him back. To no avail.

“What, too good for words?” Tharban said.

“No. They’re just wasted on you,” Nathan said, deciding to break his silence. “Leopold once thought you were a decent man. He never wanted to kill you and he died for it. Thought you might have been a decent man, and maybe you were once. But all I’ve known is a cowardly, deceitful monster who has been poison to everyone and everything he’s touched.”

“That’s a compliment coming from you. If a tool of the demons says I’m a monster, I must be Omria herself.” Tharban barked with laughter.

He was cut off when Nurevia kicked him in the side of the knee, shattering it.

Nathan shot her a sharp look, which she ignored. She held a crossbow to the side of Tharban’s head.

“If you won’t kill him, I will,” Nurevia said. “I know you don’t want him to suffer, even if I’d rather blow his limbs off one by one, so I’ll make it quick.”

“Hah. Well, you might be a non-human cocksleeve, but you’re good for one thing in the end,” Tharban said, sneering up at Nurevia.

Her purple eyes gleamed with fury and she nearly fired. Only Nathan’s hand on her arm stopped her.

“No,” he said.

She looked at him. So did Erica and Sunstorm.

Ciana merely kept staring at Tharban, her horn pitch black.

“What, pretending you’re going to do it yourself?” Tharban chuckled, still sprawled on the floor. “You don’t have the guts⁠—”

His words ended in a gurgle as blood pooled in his throat, then ran down his chin. Tharban blinked at the sight of Nathan’s sword going through his heart.

Without another word, Nathan twisted his blade, then pulled it free by kicking Tharban to the floor. The old bear tried to rise, the magic in his body keeping him going. But no ordinary human, Bastion or not, could survive without their heart.

By the time Nathan walked out the door, Tharban von Straub, traitor to the Anfang Empire and former count, lay dead. The Nationalist rebellion died with him.


CHAPTER 38
ESTER



Acolumn of soldiers trudged along a muddy road, their multi-colored uniforms a mishmash of regalia from nobles across Western Trafaumh. Heavily armored knights with holy sigils emblazoned on their pauldrons and runes glowing on their breastplates stayed closest to the carriages themselves.

The one constant about the soldiers were the blue ribbons wrapped around their arms. Golden wings had been stitched into them. Notably, they lacked any beastkin markings, as was commonly attached to golden wings elsewhere on Doumahr.

These soldiers believed in Charlotte, not Fyre. Or at least, that’s what they wanted everyone to believe. Outward displays of faith frequently differed from internal beliefs.

Ester continued to watch them through an enchanted spyglass, kneeling behind the low earthen wall atop the hill much further along the road. A dozen corpses in Falmirian uniforms had been piled behind her. Nobody else from Trafaumh accompanied her.

But she spotted a few of her comrades moving in the forests alongside the carriages. They kept their distance, wary of being spotted by the guards. It wasn’t time to spring the ambush yet.

She scanned the knights again and frowned. Unlike almost any Champion she’d ever encountered, the rebels had begun to cover their gems. Their scouts reported two monogems accompanied the convoy as Viscount Beuchot retreated to the parish of Jemaise.

Without hard confirmation of who those Champions might be, launching the ambush placed everyone in danger. Ester’s two diamonds glittered in her chest, acting as a reminder that she could protect those close to her, but she’d learned the hard way that fighting Champions was utterly unlike vanquishing demons.

For one thing, humans were devious. The advancing forces of Trafaumh and the Empire vastly overpowered the defending Falmirians and rebels, so they resorted to trickery. Champions hid their gems, set traps, and aimed to cause as much pain as possible.

A monogem might not be able to defeat a duogem in a fair fight, but an amethyst monogem could kill one with a good blow. Battlemages might incapacitate a diamond Champion, leaving the soldiers under her protection open. One time, a Bastion had even abandoned a portal during an invasion as Deverese approached, nearly causing a breach.

Only the intervention of Nathan’s tamed Messengers had prevented tragedy in that case. Deverese had raged all night afterward.

To make matters worse, the further Ester and her regiment dove into Western Trafaumh, the less support they had. They’d cut halfway to Falmir’s border in the past two weeks despite their lack of numbers, as the Empire were either committed elsewhere or still mustering and Trafaumh still reeled from the cascades. But each mile left them further and further away from other units of the Inquisitorial Corps.

Hence today’s ambush. Ester and a hand-picked company of the best fighters from the regiment ambushing the Viscount’s convoy. Viscount Beuchot commanded the rebels. He’d be replaced, but capturing him would weaken them immensely.

Except Deverese was busy protecting a town they’d seized two days ago from a Falmirian counterattack, and much of the regiment was devoted to protecting their supply lines. Unlike Falmir, who had established gateways as they advanced, nothing of the sort supported Ester and her soldiers.

She lowered the spyglass and sighed. More soldiers were only a few days away, supposedly, as Trafaumh levied recruits from the regions less affected by the cascades. And she’d heard elites from the Empire would start arriving in greater numbers in a week, once reinforcements from Archduke von Milgar arrived at the southern lines.

“I never took you for the stealthy sort, but it’s always nice to be surprised,” a familiar voice said from behind her.

Ester tensed, hand falling on her sword and diamonds flaring with power. But she forced herself to relax and glared over her shoulder, pigtails bouncing in the process.

A young woman crouched behind her, roughly her own age but way hotter. She wore a skintight black uniform that Ester wished she could pull off, as it hugged the woman’s curves and showed off the lean muscles she’d gained from a lifetime of training and battle. Her olive skin made her stand out, but paled in comparison to the three gems in her collarbone.

She was Sunstorm, one of Nathan von Straub’s trigem Champions, and possibly the greatest assassin on Doumahr. She could teleport, carve apart enemies and Champions alike with a flick of her dual short swords, and appeared to be nearly immortal.

As a diamond duogem herself, Ester sometimes wished she had the powers of Ciana, Nathan’s personal bodyguard. But lately she’d found herself drawn to the freedom and darker edges of Nathan’s more dangerous and less well known Champions.

Rather than stand as a bulwark for her Bastion, Ester wondered what it might be like to be her Bastion’s sword. To be the one who cut down his foes and deliver their heads to him, rather than be overlooked because her role as defender was vital, but simply part of the job.

She struggled to recall the last time Deverese ever thanked her for protecting him or others. Had he ever? Even as he’d heaped praise on Ysabelle for her magic?

Not that she had anything against Ysa. Ester felt mortified for even thinking ill thoughts of her friend.

A dull sensation rocked Ester’s forehead and she blinked. Sunstorm’s fingers hovered in front of her face. She’d flicked Ester. Although Ester had barely felt it thanks to her durability enhancement.

“Still there?” Sunstorm asked.

“Sorry.” Ester turned back to look at the convoy. It moved so slowly it might be thirty minutes before it got into position. “Why are you here?”

“Because I’m the one who reported the viscount’s movements to you. Wanted to take him out myself, but got told to leave it to you guys.” Sunstorm huffed. “Ever since the princess vanished, we’ve been sitting back and watching.”

“Aren’t you busy down south?” Ester asked.

Although she knew the answer to this. She spoke to Sunstorm almost daily now. While the Empire left a lot of the work to Trafaumh up here, Nathan had a few Champions ensuring nothing went awry.

Or, as Ester thought darkly, Nathan had a contingency in place if Deverese messed up horribly. Her Bastion had pushed hard to take the lead and gotten his wish. If he failed, the Empire would sweep in and do Trafaumh’s work for him.

“We were busy,” Sunstorm said, almost repeating a script. “The past week since the Torrovium Fields has been almost boring. We’ve stopped trying to advance past Sarn, because they started bombarding us with spells, so the sorcerers want to counter the damn thunderstorm. Nathan won’t level Castle Karlam.”

“How many soldiers are left there? I heard Falmir is falling back from their border,” Ester said.

Heard from Sunstorm, but also from Falmirian prisoners. Not the corpses behind her, but others. The dead couldn’t talk, after all.

“They are, but enough are hanging around that Nathan doesn’t want to slaughter ten thousand morons.” A sigh came from behind Ester. “I know what his plan is, but it’s still frustrating. He’s playing the long game. Waiting for Milgar’s army to reach the front line so we can threaten the south.”

“Threaten…” Ester looked at Sunstorm.

The assassin shrugged. “I’ll just say it’ll be a long summer. And fall, I guess. The hope is to have Trafaumh wrapped up by end of August.”

It was halfway through July already, leaving them a month and a half. Ironically, Deverese had crazier plans.

“Deverese wants us at Falmir’s border by the end of July,” Ester said bitterly.

Sunstorm snorted. She shuffled forward and leaned against the wall. “And your lover boy wants to be the Grand Inquisitor as well. We can all dream.”

“He’s not my lover,” Ester snapped, then froze. “Sorry.”

“Nah, don’t waste time apologizing.” The assassin shrugged. “I kind of just assume most Champions are fucking their Bastions. It, uh, comes from experience.”

Ester eyed Sunstorm. “Did you? I heard you had one before Nathan.”

Her question caused Sunstorm to freeze, her face paling and pupils shrinking.

No response appeared forthcoming. The wind picked up and Ester checked the clouds. Still overcast, but no sign of rain yet.

“No,” Sunstorm said after close to a minute. “Things were… different before Nathan. Sorry. I was a bit glib.”

“Don’t apologize. I…” Ester sighed. “I’m not really used to talking like this.”

“Because of the whole child soldier thing? Join the club.” Sunstorm bumped her fist against Ester’s, causing the Inquisition Champion to stare at their hands in confusion. “Lost my parents on Kurai, started the whole Champion training business young. Been killing ever since. Can’t say I really enjoyed life until I met Nathan, though. Friends make a huge difference.”

Friends, huh?

Ester counted Ysabelle as a friend. She liked to think of many of the old souls she fought alongside in the Inquisitorial Corps as friends, too, but suspected they merely counted as comrades. People she’d give her life for, and they’d do the same for her.

What even was a friend, Ester wondered.

She and Sunstorm sat in silence, watching the convoy approach. When it reached the bend in the road below Ester’s position, it stopped. Several of the holy knights gathered at the front, waiting for a signal that wouldn’t come.

Glancing around the forest, Ester confirmed everyone else was in position. She focused on the holy knights.

Two stood out. They conferred only with each other, ignoring the others beside them.

“They’re the Champions,” she muttered to herself.

“Yup. You’re pretty good at this,” Sunstorm said, her eyes locked on the two knights Ester had identified as the monogem Champions.

Ester smiled, then stopped herself. “Are you helping, or…?”

“Will your boss get pissy if I help?”

“Probably,” Ester muttered.

“Then no.”

Nodding, Ester stood. She raised her shield, then banged her sword hilt against it.

The clatter echoed across the nearly silent forest. Birds squawked and burst from trees in panic. Shouts rose from the rebel soldiers and they drew their weapons, while the Champions rushed to the carriages.

Too late. Crossbow bolts and third rank spells crashed into the rebel ranks. Half of them went down in the first volley. Ester leaped over the wall and went plummeting over the ridge. She landed with a wet slop in the mud, knowing she’d be cleaning her uniform tonight.

“Loyalists!” one of the rebels shouted, raising a crossbow.

She charged him. His crossbow bolt shattered on her face. Fear filled his face, right before she carved it open. Two nearby rebels went down just as quickly.

The others saw her glowing diamonds and tried to flee. Dozens of black-clad soldiers burst from the bushes. They’d discarded the red tabards of the Inquisition to help with stealth and darkened their plate armor with grease and oil, but even a glance allowed the rebels to know who they faced.

“Inquisition! It’s the Inquistion!” one of the holy knights roared. A spell frame burst from his hand, summoning a barrier along one side of the road.

Only for the barrier to explode immediately, as two lightning bolts crashed into it—fourth rank spells prepared for just this contingency. A half-dozen Inquisition elites rushed the knights. Swords, axes, and maces met steel armor, and blood flew.

Ester crashed through the panicking rebels in front of her, aiming for the carriages. One of the monogem Champions spun, raising his shield to block her.

When the shield flickered with light, she knew this was the diamond monogem. Her sword raised high, she kept charging. The knight braced.

She dropped into a slide and flew right past the enemy Champion, who roared in anger and hacked at her. His sword didn’t even scratch her.

What good would two diamond Champions do fighting each other? She couldn’t hurt the knight, but the same went the other way.

The other monogem Champion had leaped onto the middle carriage, banging on the door. At his urging, the carriage began moving forward. It pulled to the side, trying to get around the other carriages in the convoy.

To little avail. Ester hid a mocking smile at the attempt. Horseless carriages barely broke walking pace even when pushed into overdrive, and in this muddy terrain? What made them revolutionary was that they could run at all hours without an animal to pull them.

Almost as she’d predicted, the carriage barely turned and rolled a couple dozen feet before a wheeled bogged. Swearing, the Champion leaped down and bellowed orders to the rebels around him.

Except there were none. With dozens of Inquisition elites rushing from all sides and bolts and magic raining down, the ordinary rebels fell to their knees, begging for mercy. Ester knocked them down as she ran, and her comrades did the same. The holy knights backed up to the carriages, ready to fight to a man.

The remaining Champion roared, then rammed the carriage in the side, rocking it but failing to free it from the mud. Ester’s enchanted blade sliced through a knight and then she was on him.

Spinning, her foe pointed a hand at her. Two glittering green squares rotated around the enemy Champion’s arm, summoning magic to repel her.

Too slow, Ester thought.

Only for both squares to instantly fill with power. He was a sapphire Champion, a sorcerer, and possessed a gem ability that sped up his spellcasting. Ester gasped, aware that her durability enhancement might not hold up against a supercharged fourth rank spell.

She raised her shield. The wind spell slammed it into her chest, nearly shattering her wrist in the process. She slipped in the mud and fell on her ass. But she kept a grip on her sword and tried to rise.

“Go,” the enemy Champion snapped, striking the side of the carriage again.

But the carriage doors remained closed and the wheel stuck. Furious, he prepared another spell. The knights fought to the last as the Inquisition cut them down.

Ester barely pulled herself to her feet when she saw another wind spell. This time, the Champion’s hand faced the air.

“Duck!” she yelled, aware this would likely cut down everyone nearby in a desperate attempt to clear the area.

Would the carriage even survive the spell?

Thumps sounded in the clearing as close to fifty soldiers obeyed her command, but the knights didn’t. They looked around in shock, only to see the Champion leading them preparing a spell that would kill them. Ester raised her shield, which now bore a huge dent from earlier.

Except the spell never activated. Two soft thumps met her ears. She looked, and saw the remaining holy knights, including both Champions, cut in half.

Only one person could have done this. She turned around, half-expecting to see Sunstorm in the distance.

Nothing. The assassin had already teleported away. Only hints of the darkness she left behind lingered in the treetops.

“Champion?” one of her subordinates asked.

“Check the carriage,” Ester ordered. “Then start gathering up the prisoners. We need to get moving if we want to make it back by sundown.”

Nobody mentioned the mysterious deaths. Their bodies remained where they fell, to be looted or picked over by scavengers. Deverese sometimes wasted time digging graves for the rebels, but with their resources stretched so thin, Ester refused to risk their lives like this. The Viscount was expected somewhere, and Falmirian patrols would surely investigate.

Besides, it was difficult to care much for the rebels. They’d turned on Trafaumh during its time of need. Demons stalked the lands only miles from her home village, pouring forth from portals, while Bastions and Champions fought and died to stem the unending tide at portals all across the east.

And a bunch of greedy assholes decided they deserved better, left everyone else to rot, and chose their prophet purely on the basis of who filled their purse.

Nathan fought purely for the good of Doumahr and somehow turned the other cheek toward even horrendous behavior, such as Deverese’s. Despite the teachings she’d gone through, Ester couldn’t do that. Bitterness filled her when she thought of the nobles and their followers who turned their backs on the Order of Trafaumh at the worst possible time.

They reached the town an hour before dusk. Viscount Beuchot had practically been dragged, and Ester shoved him in the town hall they used for prisoners. There were surprisingly few, despite the signs of battle outside the walls.

“Ysabelle, where’s Deverese?” she asked the red-headed Champion in the mess hall, which was actually the town tavern.

Until recently, Ysabelle had always dyed her hair silver. She’d stopped after the cascades. Ester hadn’t asked why, but suspected the issue was a fundamental one. A loss of faith perhaps. Deverese had always liked her silver hair.

“He’s on the wireless,” Ysabelle said, eating a serving of jerky, soup, and bread for dinner. “Got into another fight with Captain Arnaud and is trying to rustle up reinforcements.”

“Another fight?” Ester shook her head, sending her pigtails flying. “They never used to have these problems. Arnaud’s commanded our regiment in the Inquisitorial Corps since… since…”

“Longer than Deverese has been a Bastion,” Ysabelle said, finishing Ester’s sentence. “He had command of the regiment at Fort Arinsy before Deverese’s predecessor was killed by the Crimson Warhound.”

A few other soldiers looked over. Most were known to Ester. Veterans from the conflicts against the Empire over the Pearlescent Canyon, or at least the cascades. Few new soldiers had joined them since.

“He fought at Kurai, too,” Ester said, lowering her voice.

“Yes. Hence the arguments. Deverese is pushing too hard. We lost Rissa today,” Ysabelle said.

Ester stared at Ysabelle, barely able to take in what she’d heard.

Rissa was one of Deverese’s new Champions from just before the cascades struck. She’d only been enhanced at the time, but had fought well. Deverese rushed the gemming ceremony and gave her an amethyst.

Now she was dead? Less than a month later?

“That’s two now,” Ester said, her voice hollow. “There aren’t even that many of us, and we’ve lost two Champions since crossing the border. If we lose one a week, we’ll all be dead by the time we take the region.”

Deverese had more Champions, of course, but he still needed to defend his portals.

Ysabelle shot her a strange look. “We’ll be at the border by the end of July.”

“The hell we will!” Ester slammed her palms on the table.

This time, every soldier stared at her. The expressions on their face suggested they knew exactly what the argument was about.

Ysabelle glared at the eavesdroppers and they pretended not to care.

“That’s why Deverese is asking for reinforcements. Once we have them—” Ysabelle said.

“If the Empire thinks it’ll take until the end of August, it’s not happening faster,” Ester interrupted.

Ysabelle fell silent. Then she ran a hand down her face. “Don’t tell Deverese that. I’ll talk to Arnaud and let him know we need to start managing our supplies.”

“I’ll do it,” Ester said. “I help him the most with managing logistics and supplies.”

“All the more reason for me to help out. You missed the argument earlier.” Ysabelle gave Ester a gentle look. “Trust me. Please, Ester.”

Sighing, Ester let the issue go.

Morning came. Deverese showed himself, with Viscount Beuchot in tow. A crowd gathered in front of a makeshift wooden platform that had been assembled overnight.

Ester stood atop it with a handful of the officers that led the regiment. The other Champions spread out around the crowd. Everything appeared organized, but was anything but. Ester wondered if she’d been left alone on the platform by the other Champions intentionally.

Deverese shoved the viscount onto his knees in the center of the platform. Ironically, Deverese looked filthy while the viscount, who had been dragged through mud, appeared like an ordinary man. Two weeks of constant warfare and toiling in the sodden weather hadn’t been good for Deverese.

“Viscount Beuchot, you are charged with crimes of high treason, heresy, blasphemy against Omria, sedition, secession, and far too many more to count. You’ve betrayed the Order of Trafaumh, caused the deaths of countless tens of thousands, and brought war to us while inviting a foreign ruler to control our land,” Deverese intoned, looking out over the gathered residents and soldiers. “What say you?”

A show trial. Deverese had conducted them before. Ester figured Beuchot might have been useful for intel, but instead his head would roll.

The viscount’s face paled, but he raised his head anyway. His hands had been bound.

“I’ve committed no blasphemy. Omria walks among us, and I serve her. Can you say the same, dog of a failed Inquisition?” the viscount gasped out. His voice barely carried to the crowd. “Our goddess promises us independence and a return to the ways of our forefathers, while the Inquisition sells us out to that beastly bitch they pretend is holy. There is nothing holy about Trafaumh so long as she⁠—”

A sword silenced him, and the viscount’s head rolled across the wooden platform.

But it hadn’t been Deverese’s sword. Captain Arnaud stood over the slain viscount, with Ester behind him, her sword half-drawn.

Arnaud was an old bastard of a soldier. So old he should have retired, and bore the scars of a long career. He rarely fought on the front lines, but carried the respect of the regiment. His belief in Omria ran deep, as one would expect of a veteran of the Inquisitorial Corps.

Arnaud’s figure blocked Ester from Deverese’s sight. She took a step back to see the two of them clearly.

The men glared at each other. Deverese appeared shaken.

With the show trial over and the viscount dead, the crowd cleared. Deverese stormed off.

Arnaud sighed and waved everyone off. Two soldiers carried the viscount’s body and head away.

“Arnaud?” Ester asked once they were alone.

“You shouldn’t go against your Bastion so openly,” Arnaud said, not looking at her. “Deverese already reported you for heresy when you joined Bastion Nathan during the cascades.”

“And I was supported by the Inquisition in that instance,” she said.

“Yes. But we’re not in Soreaux now.” Arnaud stared down at the location he’d killed the viscount. “Deverese would have cut that bastard down without hesitating a month or two ago. Letting such vile things be said about Omria is…” He sighed. “It doesn’t matter. The regiment will be splitting soon.”

Ester blinked. “What do you mean splitting? We’re already run ragged.

“Lots of greenhorns coming to the front. Need veterans to bring them up to speed.” Arnaud jabbed a thumb against his chest. “Deverese nominated me. Bunch of folks are coming with me.”

Silence followed. Ester struggled to understand what she’d heard.

Deverese had sent his most experienced officer away, and a lot of his elites were leaving as well?

“I…” Ester felt the world waver. “I don’t understand.”

Arnaud’s eyes filled with sympathy. “I know. That’s why I’m saying not to push Deverese so much. He’s enhancing some new Champions, too. I…” He hesitated, then rubbed his nose. “This is borderline heresy to suggest, but I think you should come with us. You’re the only one who knows a damn thing about how to run a regiment. Ysabelle’s trying to learn, but she’s spent her career preening around Deverese and only recently had some sense knocked into her skull.”

Ester wanted to call him out for being mean, but her world spun too fast for her to voice her thoughts.

Leave Deverese? How could she abandon her Bastion?

“That means Deverese will need me,” she said. Her voice sounded almost desperate.

The expression on Arnaud’s face suggested there was no “almost.” She had sounded desperate.

A few days later, those reinforcements arrived. She said goodbye to almost every one of the veterans she knew. Hundreds of her comrades—no, her friends—said their goodbyes to her and pulled her in for a drink. Or what passed for a drink in this forsaken hellhole.

Arnaud left. Deverese didn’t even see him off. He spent his time with the new recruits, including three new enhanced Champions he’d created from some of the remaining experienced soldiers.

The rest of the week proved the hardest days of Ester’s life since she’d been taken from her village by the Inquisition. Days trying to rein in Deverese’s madness without veteran officers, as he pushed them far beyond their supply lines. Nights trying to make sense of their remaining resources while the other Champions ignored her, except Ysabelle.

Sunstorm hadn’t shown herself since Ester had captured the viscount. No doubt they’d gone too far beyond the range of the campaign. The wireless suggested they were several days ahead of everyone else. They only fed themselves by stealing food from their enemies.

Then the worst news came in.

“We’ve found her,” Deverese said. “Princess Charlotte is leading a small force, with just a single Bastion and two Champions. Less than a day’s march north-west. If we move fast, we can hit them tomorrow night.”

The plan was insanity. A forced march with a regiment full of soldiers already pushed to their limits, with a bunch of ungemmed Champions, to fight a prophet of Omria who had survived a battle with three Messengers and three trigems less than two weeks ago.

Yet nobody else disagreed with Deverese. When Ester opened her mouth, Ysabelle pinched her thigh and shook her head.

Deverese had already turned away and left by the time Ester looked back.

The march went as well as expected. Rain poured down on them. They lost a wagon of supplies, meaning they’d probably starve as there wasn’t enough time to raid anyone today.

Ester wondered if Deverese intended everyone to die valiantly attacking Charlotte. Her thoughts wandered to the past.

Should she have taken Arnaud’s suggestion and left with him? Where were they now?

With night came the assault. Charlotte’s small force, barely three hundred, encamped by a bubbling brook. The same Champion who had scouted Charlotte in the first place reported that Charlotte wandered away from her soldiers on nightly walks, accompanied only by her Bastion and Champions.

“Doesn’t that sound suspicious to you?” Ester asked Ysabelle.

“It is. If a trap goes off, grab Deverese and run,” Ysabelle said. “Your gems give him the best chance of survival.”

The knowledge that Ester wasn’t the only person who thought this was suicidal didn’t help.

They laid the trap, as their best soldiers and all the Champions spread out among the trees in anticipation of Charlotte’s wandering.

Exactly as described, Charlotte came. Her entire body glowed in the moonlight, and her skin had an ethereal appearance. She wore little more than lingerie with a sheer nightgown over it. Ester found Nathan’s succubi to be some of the most seductive beings she’d laid eyes on, but knew Charlotte wanted to be strikingly beautiful.

Charlotte certainly had the tits to match the succubi, in any case, and flaunted them.

Ester frowned. The intelligence said a Bastion and Champions accompanied Charlotte. There was no sign of them.

Screams ripped through the forest. Trees exploded to Ester’s right, then fire roared from the left.

“A trap,” Ester gasped. She rushed forward to reach Deverese. “Deverese, we need to go!”

But her Bastion didn’t care. He charged forward, wielding a relic sword. Several more Champions rushed after him even as magic tore through the forest and the soldiers brought to support them.

Charlotte turned as Deverese approached. Golden wings stretched out behind her and a glittering barrier of light wrapped around her body.

Lightning and fireballs burst uselessly on her defenses. Swords and arrows bounced off her. She didn’t even react when Deverese shattered his sword on her face.

Rather, she caressed his face. Deverese froze, a shudder running down his entire body.

Several of the remaining elites from the old Inquisitorial Corps broke through the brush. “Ester! We need to retreat! We’re getting torn apart. What the hell is Deverese doing?”

Ester looked at them, then at Deverese.

“Everyone, stand down,” Charlotte called out.

Something in her voice wormed its way into Ester’s mind. Or tried to. The anti-succubus relic around her neck shimmered and the effect wore off.

Had that been mental magic?

Her diamonds glowed at the same time, and the veterans beside her pressed their hands against their heads.

“What the hell…” one of them said groggily.

The rest of the soldiers walked out from the trees, along with even more Falmirians and several Champions, including two duogems. The intel had been completely wrong.

“Regal Bastion Deverese, you’ve fought so hard in the service of Omria,” Charlotte said, caressing Deverese’s cheek again. “Repelling invaders, crushing demons, serving the Grand Inquisitor, battling Messengers… There is nothing you haven’t done to safeguard the kingdom I needed to return to.”

Deverese gulped.

“But I can sense the doubt in your mind. See it in your eyes. The Inquisition has been corrupted, and twisted to serve a false idol. The beastkin claiming to be me, who has used their greed against Doumahr. You can see it, can’t you? Demons invaded Trafaumh, only for that beast to claim she’s the savior? The rest of the nation saw the truth, of course. They’ve been telling you all along. And you, too, can be a part of my return.”

“I… I am an honorable and dutiful servant of the Order…” Deverese breathed out. His knuckles tightened on his sword.

Ester almost felt proud. Even now, in the grip of death, he remained loyal.

“Yes, but which Order? Because I am Omria, and there is always a church beneath me. Join me, continue serving Omria as a holy Bastion, and help return the Order of Trafaumh to the glory it held before it gave in to sin.”

Charlotte smiled at Deverese.

And he fell to his knees.

“I will serve. Allow me to return Doumahr to the world it was when you last walked it, and restore the order it lacks.”

Ester felt tears form in her eyes. She took a step back.

“Bastard,” one of the veterans muttered.

That word broke the spell on everyone. Charlotte, Deverese, and all the other Champions looked at them.

Even Ysabelle. Her friend stared at Ester as if she were insane.

“Ester, run!” the veteran shouted.

The remaining soldiers locked shields as they backed up, ready to futilely do whatever they could to hold back a small army of Champions and a prophet.

And Ester could do nothing but turn and sprint. Her faltering mind blocked out the falling trees, screams, and magic behind her.

More spells burst around her, and she tumbled, rolling down a small embankment. She looked up and saw a black figure. Deafening booms echoed around her.

Panicking, she rose and kept running. And running.

Ester tripped. Something appeared beside her and she swung her sword at it. The figure ducked, then grabbed her sword.

“Ester, it’s me,” Sunstorm said. “We need to keep moving. Can you run?”

“I… I…” Ester froze, then took a deep breath. “I can.”

“Nathan’s sending help. Just another minute.”

They ran. Golden light rose up from the forest like a beacon, and strange flickering lights rushed through the forest. Sunstorm kept them away from the lights. People shouted Ester’s name, including Ysabelle.

Then Sunstorm stopped abruptly. A moment later, Nathan’s “reinforcements” made themselves known.

“Let’s make this quick,” the acerbic goat-like Messenger known as Kadria said, staring at the golden light in the distance. She’d appeared seemingly from nowhere. “I’d rather not encounter her again.”

Sunstorm pushed Ester next to Kadria. Darkness gathered around them.

A moment later, they stood inside the courtyard of Tervuis’s Ford. Ester stood there, dumbfounded.

She looked around in shock.

No sign of Ysabelle. No sign of Deverese. None of her comrades or friends beside her.

Sunstorm rubbed Ester’s arm in concern.

Looking down, Ester noticed her gems had dimmed, and she felt a strange mental presence lingering over her mind.

“I’m smothering the tethers in case your idiot does anything rash,” Kadria said, noticing Ester staring at her inactive diamonds.

That line hit Ester like a castle wall collapsing atop her.

She fell to her knees and screamed.

Deverese had betrayed her and everything they’d cared and fought for.


CHAPTER 39



July flew past in the wake of the Triumph at the Torrovium Fields, as the Diet had named Nathan’s victory over Falmir. The time for grand battles gave way to sieges, slow advances across contested regions, and shuffling of armies.

He laid siege to Castle Karlam, stationing a large force outside it along with a rotating group of Champions. Falmir’s defeated army encamped across the river at first, ready for another grand battle. This time, they’d be without the support of their Lodge, thanks to Fyre’s counterattack.

No assault came. The river prevented Nathan from encircling or starving Castle Karlam. Instead, his forces began to spread along the border. All passage across the river was blocked. The bulk of the reinforcements coming from the east pressed toward southern Falmir, where large stretches of highly arable land remained up for grabs.

The south was where the former Nationalists went, as they returned to life as ordinary Bastions. Alice agreed to overlook their transgressions so long as they fought for the Empire. For now, at least.

When armies moved south, the Falmirian nobles panicked. Many of them came from the south or owned land there. The northern half of Falmir was old money—a boy’s club of nobility dating back to the time of the Holy Anfang Empire. Most of the nobles seeking new land came from the poorer south, and now Nathan threatened their wealth.

Half the defenders of Castle Karlam vanished practically overnight. With their forces weakened, more left shortly afterward. Nathan hadn’t seen Millie, the trigem from Adam Martel’s earldom, since the battle, but he suspected all forces aligned with his true father retreated at this point.

Only Oliver and a small army of zealots remained. Scouts reported seeing Oliver on the battlements, giving obnoxious speeches.

Somehow, Nathan’s alternate self had gotten his hands on an entirely new ensemble of Champions, including duogems. None appeared to be mind broken. The fact boggled Nathan, but he refused to waste time on Oliver.

In fact, he tried to have him killed. Sunstorm and Erica led a covert mission into the castle one night, but failed to find even a single hair. After killing a Champion that spotted them, they retreated. The news of their infiltration drove away the remaining non-believers, leaving Castle Karlam as a defense manned by a skeleton defense force.

Nathan considered crushing it. He knew that the moment he did, he’d lose the political gains he’d made.

Because behind the scenes, messages ran between the Falmirian nobles who had retreated and old pals who had been part of the Nationalist faction, and now supported Fyre in the Crusader faction of the Diet. While Reine’s agents intercepted the messages first, there had been no need.

Most of the nobles reported the contact voluntarily. Falmir wanted an end to the war. To be aligned under one prophet, and it wasn’t the one losing the war while playing around in Trafaumh. The Crusader faction found this emboldening. They wanted to arrange meetings.

Nathan was a step ahead of them. Cagey as she was, Veronica took her time arranging a meeting. But one was set up. A week into August, Nathan would get his chance to speak to Adam’s most trusted Champion face-to-face and see if he could begin a relationship with the Falmirian nobility.

“War is merely a stepping stone to peace,” Alice told him. “That’s what Grandpa sometimes said, anyway.”

“Which Grandpa?” Nathan asked.

“Both? The Milgars are the youngest of the archducal families and gained much of their strength following the secession, so we’re hardly new to warfare. And as a dynasty of Emperors, the Arangars know the power of war as a tool of diplomacy.”

They sat opposite each other in a small dining room. One of the more elaborately decorated ones, with golden trims, a chandelier, and a cabinet full of priceless trophies and religious iconography dating back centuries. They even used old-fashioned candles, although the servants lit them with magic.

As one usually did in a dining room, they’d come here to eat. Two oversized plates loaded with filet mignon, mushrooms oozing with a butter sauce, and mixed vegetables topped with olive oil. Between them sat a long plate topped with shucked oysters.

Nathan preferred not to eat so extravagantly, but the kitchen had other ideas. He spent more time in the palace than on the battlefield lately, now things slowed down again. His chefs insisted that if he was going to spend so much on feeding his Champions, then he could splurge on himself.

Pointing out most of the money for his Champions was dedicated to buying wagons full of meat for a single catgirl didn’t get him far. So he accepted his fate and ate the fancy food. Alice and Anna certainly didn’t complain.

“I’d accept the idea war could lead to peace if we were the ones starting it,” Nathan said drily between bites of his steak. “As it is, I know that if I send our armies into Falmir, they’ll only grow more extreme and bitter. Charlotte might be able to whip the nobles up into a genuine religious fervor if we start seizing territory.”

“Religious fervor, or just a fear of losing their land?” Alice asked. Her expression made it hard to tell if she was being sarcastic.

“Does it matter?”

“I’d say so. After all, if they don’t genuinely believe in Charlotte, can’t you still pressure them to betray her? Any end to the war should suffice. Or am I wrong?”

He leaned back, uncertain. “Maybe. My worry is what comes after. Say we ignore the Falmirian nobles and rampage through southern Falmir, then return to them and demand their surrender. Charlotte’s weakened enough that we can defeat her in Fertheim. Is Falmir truly stable? Or will the nobles hold a grudge, push back against our attempts to help the beastkin, and secretly become a vector for demonic infiltration and invasion?”

“Does the solution have to be perfect?” A note of warning entered Alice’s voice.

“No. But if it needs to be good enough to not implode a few years down the track.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I don’t need Falmir to believe in Fyre, or even to bow down before you. What I need is to have them satisfied with what they have, while accepting that the alternative means destruction—whether it be because of demons or me.”

Alice said nothing, leaving them to dine with only the sounds of their cutlery striking the plates. Worrying he’d said something wrong, Nathan searched for a way to elaborate.

But Alice beat him to it. “There will always be people unsatisfied with their current power. The archdukes controlled almost the entire Empire and were able to push Grandpa into taking actions he disliked, yet were willing to sell us out to Falmir for just that little bit more.”

“Then…”

“I don’t think you’re wrong,” she added, looking him in the eyes. “However, you’re forgetting something you’ve always brought up when the prospect of war arises, even back in the civil war. The cost. Not in coins or food, but in tears and grudges.”

Nathan’s breath left him in a heavy sigh as he rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Death, in other words.”

“Thousands died at the Torrovium Fields. Maybe over ten thousand in a single battle. One of the bloodiest battles since the time of Omria, as most feuds in the secession saw retreat or surrender before mass casualties. It may not seem like a large number compared to what you witnessed in your old world, but to us it’s an immense loss of life.”

“No, I understand it,” he said quietly.

“Then you know how many families saw off their children, brothers, fathers and even sisters and daughters in the case of Champions. Over the coming weeks, all that will return to their villages will be unmoving bodies, many mangled to the point they’re unrecognizable,” Alice said. “You’ve told me about that in the past.”

Nathan stared over her shoulder, all too aware of the sight she described. He’d buried Champions he’d known for years after battles, often in closed coffins nobody dared to look inside. Somebody had to put them inside the coffin.

Alice continued, her voice steady, “Falmir may have started the war. We can blame them all we like, but those are soldiers dying, rarely the nobles retreating to their estates. A few families might blame the ones who sent their loved ones to die for greed, but most will hold you responsible.”

“Or Fyre,” Nathan said. “I know. This is why I held back against the Nationalists. I could destroy their armies, grind the rebellion into the ground, and march on their cities. But I’d do so through a sea of blood, and everyone would remember. Fyre remembers the things done to her and her people. It’s taken everything I’ve had to keep her from extracting her grudges. I can’t do that for an entire nation if I’m the one who slaughtered my way to victory.”

“I said war was a stepping stone to peace, but Grandpa also said that peace is often fleeting,” Alice said with a bitter smile. “Once you start killing to suppress your enemies, you can’t stop. You either die a dictator or a traitor, finally felled by the cause you sacrificed your morals trying to stop.”

Nathan didn’t need to ask to know Alice was speaking about Gorthal and his struggles with the Nationalists.

How many times had Gorthal considered resorting to violence and warfare in retribution? To start the same civil war Nathan eventually had, but from a position of vastly greater power as the Emperor and overall commander of the Imperial Army?

The human cost would have been incalculable. For an Emperor to declare war on his own people was the height of madness, even if it was dressed up as a way to stop the archdukes from seizing ultimate control of the Empire through a puppet Emperor. Nathan and Alice had specifically drawn their web in such a way to draw the archdukes out, forcing them to start the civil war or else see Alice potentially flaunt the constitution and claim the throne.

But brutal oppression might have been the end of the Empire entirely.

Nathan knew his choice for Falmir wasn’t as dire, but understood the danger of slaughtering his way to victory.

“When I visited the Spires, Dmitri told me that the dark elves needed something to unite them,” he said, playing with his mushrooms. “He didn’t care what it was. I think humanity is the same. That’s why everyone reaches for the prophets so desperately. It’s not just greed, but the very concept that the goddess represents. I can’t unite Falmir at the end of a sword, even if Fyre’s the one wielding it.”

Alice stood and walked around the table. Her arms closed around his shoulders before her lips pressed against his cheek. “This is why I fell in love with you, Nathan. Back when we first met in your fortress at Gharrick Pass while dealing with the Federation, you understood what it meant to wage war beyond simply leading armies and moving supplies around.”

He rubbed her side, but she returned to her seat after a short while. The chatter turned less somber, although no less important.

“I understand Falmir is handled, but I’ve heard you’ve slowed down in the north,” Alice said. “I’m staying out of Trafaumh’s affairs so they can maintain their independence, but I’m concerned that we’ve stalled there.”

Ah, Nathan’s least favorite topic lately. His knife and fork hit the plate with a clink and he poured himself some of the dark red wine. It was markedly expensive and far too nuanced for his simple palate.

“We’ve reclaimed most of the rebel’s territory in Western Trafaumh,” he said. “Everything south of Sarn and roughly sixty miles west of Tervuis’s Ford. But the sorcerers at Chateau de Sarn started bombarding Otto’s army with long range spells when we attempted to bypass the city using the foothills north of the city. His army has stalled unless I choose to teleport it further within.”

“And only proves his point that the chateau is a threat that needs to be dealt with,” Alice said.

“Yes. The Lodge is now cooperating and assisting with countering the storm above the fortress. That’s not the real problem, though.”

“Former Regal Bastion Deverese is.”

He grimaced and took a deep gulp of his wine. Alice’s eyes followed his glass back and she raised an eyebrow.

“I know he was your friend—” she tried to say.

“That’s not the problem,” Nathan said gruffly, then paused and recomposed himself. “I didn’t see it coming, and based on the testimony from Ester and Sunstorm, it was at least partly voluntary. If Ester hadn’t returned to us, Deverese would have caused untold damage when he returned and started sabotaging us at Charlotte’s directions.”

Would Nathan have even caught Deverese? Both Kadria and the Twins weren’t sure if they’d be able to detect any mental manipulation, because Charlotte’s glamours didn’t permanently alter the mind.

“Losing the Bastion leading the liberation effort stung,” Nathan said. “Trafaumh’s forcing its Bastions to slow down, enforcing discipline from the veterans who warned about Deverese acting strangely, and sending out inquisitors. It’s…”

“The exact opposite of what you wanted,” Alice said.

“That’s an understatement. Reine’s furious, but also lost. She wants to dismantle the Inquisition, but now feels it’s the only organization that might detect and prevent other Bastions joining Deverese, short of having the Twins lean on everyone. Even in his betrayal, Deverese managed to fuck everything up like the idiot he is.”

Ironically, by sabotaging Reine’s efforts to weaken the Inquisition’s power over the military, Deverese had probably been the most effective he’d ever been. Only because he’d switched sides, of course.

“I know. Now that we’re both rulers, Reine actually comes to me for advice.” Annoyance showed on Alice’s face. “I don’t wish to be mean, but she does understand that humans and wolf beastkin are different, yes?”

“… I don’t follow?” Nathan asked.

He wasn’t playing dumb. This conversation had taken an abrupt turn.

“I don’t go into heat, for one,” Alice said, her cheeks turning a slight shade of pink.

“Oh. So she’s not just asking you for advice on how to rule Trafaumh,” he said.

“No.”

Nathan decided to leave the topic there, even if he was curious about what Reine spoke to Alice about in private. His fiancée’s expression made it clear she regretted bringing the topic up at all.

“On a completely different note,” she said perhaps a touch too strongly, “you’ve been putting off an important chat with Otto. He’s growing quite nervous.”

“I know.”

More than anything else, Nathan wanted to put this conversation with Otto off for as long as possible.

What was said couldn’t be unsaid. Nathan couldn’t shove his head into the sand once Otto said his piece, and he might suddenly find himself short an ally that had been unexpectedly reliable despite Gareth’s suspicions. Without an archduke in Kaufberg, losing one in Waier might cripple the war effort.

Naturally, Nathan put his meeting off for another night.

There was somebody else he wanted to speak with, however. His conversation with Alice about trying to unite Falmir and humanity had bothered him for a reason he found hard to voice aloud. After all, to do so would go against so much of history and common sense he felt almost stupid doing so.

Only one person possessed the first hand experience to help him.

He knocked on her door late at night, his mental link with her telling him she remained awake. The door swung open by itself.

Tarako looked over at him from where she kneeled in front of a low-hanging mirror and vanity. “You don’t need to knock, Nathan. I’m your Champion, this is your palace, and everything here is yours.”

“You’re doing that subservience thing again,” he noted.

“I am your servant. It only stands that I should be subservient.” She grinned at him, but he saw the slightest hint of pink on her cheeks.

She wore the same white nightgown he’d seen her wear a few weeks ago, near the start of July. Her tucked-in legs gave him plenty to look at, given the gown only fell to her thighs and rode up her bare ass thanks to her feet. Plus, he knew she didn’t wear underwear to bed now.

“I take it you wanted something?” she asked, looking back to the mirror as she brushed her long bronze hair with an elegant wood brush decorated with onyx. If she cared about his leering, she didn’t show it.

“To talk,” he said.

“Take a seat.” She waved a hand at some cushions in the center of the room.

Each of his Champions personalized their room to their preference and he accommodated their requests, given he could summon nearly anything and adjust the room. Most were simple. Tarako’s had been more involved. Although he’d refused her request for a secret tunnel into his room.

Her décor matched that of Kurai, or at least what Nathan knew of Kurai from books and recording crystals. Low furniture intended for kneeling, a long bed that mostly comprised a mattress, dim lighting, and the incessant smell of incense.

A small shrine in the corner caught his eye. Tarako hadn’t asked his help with it, and instead brought it from the fox clan’s headquarters. It almost reached the ceiling and it was the source of the burning incense. Omria’s wings decorated almost every edge of it. Dozens of wooden signs hung from nails, each inscribed with letters he couldn’t understand.

Tarako noticed his silence and followed his gaze. Her gaze softened.

“For remembrance,” she said. “Each bears the name of those who were better than me. The other bearers of my creator’s gift.”

Her fingers ran over the zoisite above her chest, and he understood.

Then the true meaning struck him. There had been how many foxes with Tarako’s power before her? Could she truly be the weakest? He found that impossible to believe. Given the depths of her self-deprecation, he suspected she struggled with survivor’s guilt, as the last fox from her cohort.

Tarako let out a soft hum and placed her brush on the vanity. She then sat on a cushion and patted one next to her. He sat opposite the fox.

“Fine. Be that way. So, what dire need brings a man like you to a young maiden’s bedroom so late? Ciana’s even being a good girl and waiting outside.” She snickered.

He refused to rise to the bait and call her out. Like hell Tarako could be a maiden at her age.

“I have something to ask that only you can answer, but I also know it’s a difficult topic to talk about,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow. Realizing it might be serious, she straightened, her tails fanning out. “Oh?”

“I’ve become convinced that the best way forward for Doumahr is for everyone to unite and build a powerful defensive network to fend off the demons,” he said. “Fyre’s the key, obviously.”

“It’s what the old cow was good at. Bringing everyone together under her wings,” Tarako said.

“Was she? Because everything you and Kadria have told me suggests she’s better at exploiting division. Prophets don’t just rise in a new race. They rise at a time of great strife.” He met Tarako’s gaze, which grew confused. “I want to hear about Mirie, Tarako. Because I don’t understand why my approach is so fundamentally different to how Sofia seems to behave.”

Tarako let out a shuddering sigh and looked away. “Fine. On one condition.”

He waited, expecting some extortionate price for extracting what he knew to be painful memories. Tarako never spoke about the fox’s prophet without expressing her pain and regret.

“You’re going to brush out my tails while I talk,” she said, looking him in the eyes.

A long pause resulted. Nathan rubbed his chin, as if seriously deliberating.

“So, what’s the condition?” he asked. “Because you haven’t asked me to pay a price yet.”

She bared her teeth at him and the brush flew at his head with a flick of her tails. Chuckling, he caught it.

Tarako shifted back to the vanity and looked over her shoulder at it, waiting for him to take a seat behind her. He did.

“You know, Narime prefers me to brush out her tails while she’s naked,” he said.

Bright blue eyes stared at him as Tarako gave him a sidelong look. “One thing at a time, young one.”

Nathan made a noncommittal noise. When Tarako had first become his Champion, she’d explicitly told him not to get any ideas about her because he wasn’t her type. He sincerely doubted that remained the case.

His hands sank into the bases of the fluffy bronze bundles as they sprawled across the floor and danced idly in front of his face. A soft gasp escaped Tarako and she wiggled her butt, trying to move closer to him. He kept his touching to her tails, however.

Close to fifteen minutes passed with just his fingers and brush running through her tails. The density of her rich, silken fur attempted to pull him in, but he held strong. In the dim lighting, her bronze fur turned almost brown, but with a rich luster.

As he should have expected from a legendary fox, her tails were in fantastic shape. Very few split ends, luscious texture, plenty of air in them to make them extra fluffy, and clean from a bath only a few hours earlier.

Given he was doing this in exchange for a conversation, the tail care couldn’t go on for that long, so he kept his brushing superficial. A bit of fun to touch up a set of already gorgeous tails. As he moved between tails, the others wrapped around him, tickling his neck and face.

When Tarako summoned a bottle of sake and a small cup, Nathan knew she’d finally decided to talk.

“I guess I’ll start at the beginning,” Tarako said, her voice only a touch elevated thanks to Nathan’s brushing. “Before Mirie, mystic fox society was… stagnant. Our social structure revolved around tails, and therefore age. Has Narime ever explained it to you?”

“Briefly. I know four tails means an adult and six is an elder,” he said.

“That’s the short version. The more tails, the more say somebody had. Wealth, power, influence—it all came from your tails. And the older you are, the more tails you get. Ordinary foxes almost never get eight tails, but all Champions eventually get nine. I took forever to get my ninth. Narime will get hers well before I did, but it will still be many centuries.”

Nathan frowned, unsure where this was going.

“Remember how I said the dragons banned us from having Bastions? Well, we still had Champions who had served the dragons. And they stopped aging, but we keep getting more tails. Can you imagine what that does to a society? It cemented the stagnation, as the survivors of the fall of the dragons became stronger. The few that hadn’t gone and died futilely battling demons became the most powerful of all.”

“… did that include you?” he asked.

“I had been enhanced and it slowed my aging,” she admitted. “But not gemmed.”

Both of them knew there was little difference. Each gemstone increased the magic in a Champion’s body, but the effect started with the enhancement.

Once enhanced, a Champion ceased to be an ordinary member of their race. They also couldn’t be a successful Bastion in ordinary circumstances. It was a permanent change.

“And you just said you get tails slowly,” Nathan said, catching on.

“You got it. I was old by fox standards when Mirie arrived, but only had seven tails. An elder, but a weak one. I got a lot of disrespect. I’d call it a peaceful time but…” Tarako smiled sardonically.

“Mirie wouldn’t have become the prophet if it was peaceful.”

“No. There was immense internal strife. We had undying god rulers who accumulated all wealth and bickered among themselves, but only had inert single gems.” She rolled her eyes. “So Mirie appeared, claiming that a fox’s worth should come from what they give to the people. That we needed to form common institutions that all benefited from. Hardly new ideas, but radical in a country ruled by a group of wealthy old foxes.”

“So she sowed division,” Nathan said. “Just like Fyre did with her speeches before the civil war.”

“Indeed. Or, rather, exploited it. Anyway, as the prophet she unsealed a binding stone and anointed a Bastion, creating new Champions. All hell broke loose, and civil war happened. For about five minutes anyway. Mirie simply slaughtered all the ruling foxes and began setting up a government.” Tarako slugged back her sake. “That’s when I met her.”

“In battle?”

A bitter laugh. “Nearly? She came to me and the creator, which is where I spent most of my time. That was where the deal was struck. Mirie… didn’t know about what we were until then. She was only a four-tailed fox. Born here, unlike me. I taught her so much of our history and purpose. We became friends.”

“And she changed.”

“She did. And I imagine you care more about what the old cow did afterward. You’re right about exploiting division. She never truly stopped, even after controlling everything. She preaches unity, but established multiple organizations that she pits against one another.” Tarako gasped abruptly as Nathan’s brush struck somewhere sensitive.

He readjusted his brushing while she recomposed herself.

“It’s the same in humanity, I think,” she said. “The nobles run the Empire, Bastions protect it, mages improve it? If so, why do the nobles have authority over Bastions? If the nobles make poor political decisions, is it the role of Bastions to stop them? Are the mages required to research purely for the Empire, or are they independent? Why do Bastions keep secrets from the Lodge?”

An explosive breath left Nathan. “Okay. Never thought of that. We call those checks and balances.”

“And they require implicit tension and distrust. Maybe for good reason, given what people like to do when given power, but it also results in duplicated power structures and bureaucracy. Just look at Trafaumh, which still operates largely like the Holy Empire.”

“The goddess created that abomination?”

“She did the same in my homeland. Of course, she ran roughshod over the bureaucrats, monarchs, and Bastions, but everyone else was pitted against one another.” Tarako smiled at him. “This is her version of unity. It’s not about giving people what they want, but ensuring nobody gets anything without taking it from another. Ironically, she recreated the very thing Mirie tore down.” Fury sparked in Tarako’s eyes. “That bitch took Mirie from me, desecrated her body, and perverted everything she built.”

He stopped brushing Tarako’s tails and let the brush fall to the ground. Before the fox could turn, Nathan wrapped her in a hug. Her tails pressed against his face but his arms closed around her nonetheless.

A sob wracked the tiny fox’s body. Then another.

“I miss her,” Tarako whispered. “If only I’d met her before… Before…”

“I know,” he said, understanding her pain all too well.

He was no Kadria. He couldn’t offer to take her back to a world and redo it all.

All he could do was hold her while she cried out a pain that had lingered in her body for tens of millennia.

He awoke the next morning with Tarako in his arms and Ciana behind him. All of them remained fully clothed. Nine fluffy tails covered him like a blanket, and he’d sweated a storm beneath them.

The fox remained firmly asleep, letting out soft breaths as she pulled her own tails into her arms once he got out of bed.

Once Nathan showered in his own room, he decided he’d put off an important discussion for too long. Tarako’s words reminded him that putting something off might only produce regrets. He no longer possessed the power to redo his mistakes.

The time to speak with Otto about meeting Beatrice had come.


CHAPTER 40



Nathan teleported to Otto’s palace in Waier, bringing only Ciana with him. Even a single trigem posed an immense threat to anyone who might oppose Nathan, to say nothing of his own capabilities.

Given his intentions here, Nathan had even considered leaving Ciana behind. She might be considered needlessly intimidating. But even floating the idea caused her horn to darken and she wrapped an arm around his.

The guards in the atrium snapped to attention when Nathan appeared out of thin air, barking in alarm. They nearly fired off spells at him before recognizing him and halting.

While most guards returned to their stations, an officer approached and saluted. His breastplate gleamed with runes as his mailed fist clattered against it. Nathan didn’t know how capable Otto’s ducal guard was, but they were well equipped.

“Lord Nathan, His Grace awaits you in the family portrait gallery,” the officer said. “If you need an escort⁠—”

“I don’t. I know where it is, lieutenant,” Nathan said. “Second floor, past the hall in the Rose Wing, correct?”

The lieutenant blinked in surprise. “Yes, milord. I…” He recomposed himself and straightened. “Should you need anything at all, the house stands at your service and that of the Empress.”

So the guards had some idea of why Nathan was here. Or perhaps they’d simply sensed unease from their lord and reacted as such.

“That’s never been in doubt. At ease, lieutenant.” Nathan waved a hand in the air.

He ascended the stairs in the atrium, ignoring the opulence surrounding him. Nathan knew Waier’s palace well, as it had survived the fall of the Empire intact and been used by Trafaumh right up until a Messenger invasion destroyed the city years later. The mixed black and ivory marble had appeared divine to Nathan then, especially with the gold fittings and decorations lavished upon the space.

He’d become accustomed to wealth by now. The trappings of the Empire’s rulers no longer awed Nathan.

Towering paintings the size of houses stared down at him. He strode through corridors lined with priceless vases and holy items. A hunting room decorated with a mixture of demonic heads and wild game nearly barred his way, as the servants were cleaning it and Nathan waited for them to finish rather than terrify them.

The final corridor of the Rose Wing wrapped around a ball room that Trafaumh had converted into a war room. From a glimpse through an open door, Nathan saw the tables and chairs stacked along one wall to minimize dust and maintenance. With the war and cascades, Otto had little time for balls.

The archduke had spent almost his entire time politicking and crusading since claiming his title, after all. Nine long months had passed since Tharban murdered Otto’s father, the previous Archduke von Salms, as part of an internal dispute during the civil war.

Nathan turned the corner and saw a familiar woman standing by the door that led to the portrait gallery. A small retinue of guards stood by her.

If he didn’t know better, he’d swear Alice awaited him. Although it was an Alice with less elegant taste in dresses and who had de-aged a few years.

In truth, Otto’s wife stood there, her face a stony mask. She bore an eerie resemblance to Alice, with the same golden blonde hair done up in soft curls. Where Alice favored the fluttery gowns of Imperial fashion, this woman instead wore a more revealing dress that wouldn’t look out of place in Trafaumh’s new fashion style.

While most eyes might be drawn to the cleavage and thigh on show, they weren’t for him. More importantly, the dress showed off the growing belly she now bore.

“Lady von Salms,” he said, giving her a half bow.

“Lord Nathan,” she replied stiffly. “My husband awaits you.” She glanced at Ciana. “Alone.”

The guards stiffened. Ciana didn’t even spare Lady von Salms a look.

“We’re at war, milady. I can’t leave my bodyguard behind,” Nathan said.

Lady von Salms stared up at him. He struggled to call it a glare, as there was a distinct lack of heat in her gaze.

Instead, he saw desperation and fear. Her hands gripped the front of her dress and she looked down.

“I know what you’re here to talk to him about,” she muttered.

“Do you?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

“I know enough. Otto never speaks to me about this, but I’m there for him. He’s barely slept these past two weeks. This war has become his life and he’s giving everything to the Empire. I don’t know…” Her breath caught and she closed her eyes.

When she opened them and looked up at Nathan, it was with tears in her brown eyes. Nathan showed no reaction.

Internally, he wondered what had happened to the envious woman who had shot him and Alice glares whenever they’d been in the same room.

“Please. Just return my Otto to me,” she pleaded.

Before he could respond, she dashed off. Her guards raced after her. Only two remained, both in heavily enchanted plate armor.

They saluted. “You may enter at your leisure, Lord Nathan.”

He knew that the conversation between himself and Lady von Salms would remain within these walls.

The portrait gallery stretched on as far as any corridor in the palace. It occupied much of the eastern side of the palace, and multi-story stained glass windows streamed light from the morning sun onto the paintings. Golden light from depictions of Omria and past Emperors and founding figures stood opposite portraits of the entire family line of the von Salms.

Otto stood roughly two-thirds of the way down, which spoke to the ambition of his family. As Nathan approached, he noticed how the style of the portraits changed. The subjects did as well. All were human and men, but the ages varied drastically. As did the dates listed below them. They stretched back millennia. Some were for heads of the family that were younger than Nathan when they died.

The last painted portrait depicted an elderly man, easily in his 60s, with far too much jewelry. Nathan saw a little of Otto in his facial features. It depicted Otto’s father. Tharban had killed him.

Otto stared at an empty frame, his hands crossed behind his back.

“Tell me, Nathan, have you had your portrait done yet? Or some sort of painting depicting one of your glorious victories?” Otto asked without turning. “I imagine there’s a line of famous artists eager to commit you to history.”

“I don’t need to be on a canvas to be in history,” Nathan said.

Otto nodded. “I figured you’d have an answer like that. You’re always so confident. You’re Omria’s chosen, the Bastion leading her vanguard and protecting the Empire from countless foes. Nobody can question your place in history. Half the Diet is worried that you’ll never become history, given how long-lived Bastions can be.”

“But you do worry about history?”

“I do.” Otto finally turned to face Nathan and pointed down the hall he’d walked through. “I have millennia of legacy to live up to, a father who died an ignominious death, and no heir.”

Nathan frowned.

So far as he’d known, the von Salms family was in nowhere near the danger the von Allesburgs were in. When the Nationalists had killed Archduke von Allesburg and left Kaufberg without an archduke, they’d also killed almost everyone in his family, save for Lotte.

Otto had younger siblings and cousins. An entire extended family ready to ensure the continuity of one of the most powerful families in the Empire.

The problem was Otto’s own line, of course. He lacked children.

“When did your wife become pregnant?” Nathan asked quietly.

“Visibly? Only two weeks ago. The healer thinks she’s nearly 16 weeks along,” Otto said. “I haven’t been the most dutiful husband and we only started trying for a child at the start of the year.”

That aligned with Otto’s ascension to archduke and his return from the first major Diet sessions. No doubt he’d focused on producing an heir once it became genuinely important.

Otto once again stared up at the empty frame. He seemed to be imagining himself there.

Or, perhaps, the possibility of somebody else filling it.

“I assume you’re here to talk about Beatrice,” Otto said. “After Gareth approached me, I assumed you would follow shortly thereafter. It took longer than I expected.”

“Gareth vouched for you, as much as he was willing,” Nathan said.

“Oh?”

“He said you admitted to meeting Beatrice, but remained loyal to the Empire. Given your actions, I took Gareth at his word. There’s a war on.”

“And everyone’s busy. I’ve noticed.” Otto bit his lip and his expression wavered. “Whatever happens, may I request that my future child still be recognized as the true heir to the archduchy?”

Nathan blinked and nearly said something unwise. He took a moment to compose himself.

“Otto, I think we need to take a step back,” Nathan said. “I’m not here to execute you. Alice isn’t going to strip you or your family of your title.”

“I met with a succubus, Nathan. I’m more than aware of where this goes, even if we don’t have an Inquisition. This has been a long time coming,” Otto said, his voice cracking halfway through.

“Fucking hell, Otto.” Nathan turned and ran a hand through his hair, then spun back. “Do you know how many people have been in contact with succubi lately? Beatrice alone has traipsed across the fucking continent. I’d have to kill Gareth if I used that as an excuse, plus put half of Falmir to the torch.”

Otto frowned. Confusion marred his face.

“Why don’t we go somewhere else, sit down, and drink some coffee?” Nathan suggested. “Or tea, if that calms you down more. I’m here to talk, Otto.”

Servants prepared a nearby sitting room for them and brought in a large pot of coffee, plus milk and snacks. Nathan didn’t get the chance to pour his own coffee before a wolfgirl maid did the honors. She even gave Ciana a cup, even though the Champion had tried to hide in the corner.

“Let’s start from the beginning,” Nathan said once he had his coffee. “I’ve been keeping a close eye out for succubus meddling ever since Beatrice first caused problems with Maylis. The Twins check on everyone who enters the palace proper, and they also scan for corruption of anyone important I meet.”

“By ‘Twins’ you mean the tamed succubi you brought into my palace during the recent cascade?” Otto confirmed.

“Yes. I have another following the incident in Soreaux,” Nathan said.

“I see. And they checked me for corruption?”

“Yes.”

“And you did nothing?”

“Because you weren’t corrupt.”

Otto lowered his coffee with a clink. “I don’t understand. I definitely met Beatrice and⁠—”

“Otto, stop and think. If just meeting a succubus corrupted you, how could I drag around my own succubi?” Nathan asked.

“I mean, you’ve tamed and purified them⁠—”

Ciana snorted, then looked away. The darkness of her horn made it clear what she thought Otto meant by “purification.”

“Messengers can’t be purified,” Nathan said flatly, trying not to distract himself with Ciana’s dirty thoughts. “The corruption you’re speaking of is known as mental magic. What Beatrice did to Maylis was the work of months of magic being weaved on her mind. It’s also detectable. The anti-succubus relic you’re wearing right now is actually a ward against mental magic, much like how traditional gateways use the same magic I use to teleport.”

Otto leaned back and absorbed the information. He sipped his coffee slowly. The churning of the gears in his mind could almost be seen through his eyes.

“So nobody could tell that I’d met Beatrice?” he eventually asked.

“No. But only because she never used mental magic on you. At no stage did she influence your mind,” Nathan said.

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. As he’d been learning, glamours could affect people without leaving the same traces. The effect appeared to be far more limited, however. A glamour couldn’t turn somebody into a traitor, but it could push them to become one if they were already considering it.

Otto heaved a sigh of relief and practically collapsed in his chair. “That is… I cannot explain how immense a relief that is.”

Nathan didn’t need it explained, given Otto had been acting as if he was a dead man walking until now.

“I suppose I should explain myself.” The archduke sighed and poured more coffee for himself. “While you were busy convincing Trafaumh to support Her Holiness, I received a visit from Beatrice. It was exactly what you’d expect. Become a sleeper agent for Falmir, wait for war, sabotage the Empire, and then switch sides at the most opportune moment.”

“And?”

“I accepted.”

Ciana’s hand fell to her sword and Otto froze. Nathan shot her an annoyed look and gave her a mental slap. She hunched her shoulders and had the good grace to look embarrassed.

“You mean you told her that you accepted,” Nathan said.

Tense, Otto let out a shaky laugh. “That’s right. I mean, what else could I do faced with the very monster who had nearly killed Gorthal and subverted the defender of Aleich? I worried that my mind had already been subverted by her and I’d find my will… twisted.”

“Did you receive orders from Beatrice?”

“Yes, but only trivial requests. She wanted me to work with various nobles to establish supply contracts. I refused anything shady, as I argued if anything was caught by the Imperial Spymaster the entire plan would unravel. That worked, surprisingly.”

Ironically, Falmir’s spy network would probably have been uncovered faster if Otto hadn’t suggested that. Funny that Beatrice had made such an amateur mistake, only to be corrected by Otto.

“So all you did was help establish a bunch of logistics contracts for the coming war?” Nathan asked.

“More or less. I rarely met Beatrice. She typically teleported letters into my study, past my wards,” Otto said. “I suspect she had grander plans for when Falmir invaded, but you killed her beneath Soreaux and that was that. Nothing more came of it and my greatest worry was that my liaison with her would be detected. At least until Bastion Gareth confronted me about all the nobles and merchants acting on Beatrice’s orders.”

“Nobles and merchants being supplied by those logistics contracts.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “The impact was minor, as we caught it early, and I suspect the intention was for you to cut them off entirely instead of the small fries acting by themselves.”

“But it’s still treason, isn’t it?” Otto’s voice turned hollow.

Technically, yes.

If Nathan or Reine had known about Beatrice’s meddling this could have been dealt with so much faster.

“May I ask you something?” Nathan asked.

“I don’t think you need to put ‘may’ in front of anything, Lord Nathan,” Otto said drily.

“And I think we’ve known each other long enough you don’t need to call me ‘lord.’”

Otto inclined his head.

“Why did you refuse Beatrice?”

The archduke furrowed his brow. “I’m sorry?”

“I mean it, Otto. You had a lot to gain and not much to lose, especially if you thought she’d corrupted your mind and would be executed anyway. By helping Falmir more, you could have ensured a stronger position beneath Princess Charlotte,” Nathan explained.

“I know this is devil’s advocate, but it’s insulting that you’d even suggest I have any interest in serving that hussy,” Otto said. “You should know exactly why I refused. I am a man of the Empire. This is my home, founded and defended by my family for generations, and we are the true chosen of Omria. Some may reject Fyre’s form, but Omria once descended to Doumahr as a faerie. Only the unfaithful cannot accept the new Omria.”

“Is it truly just faith?” Nathan asked.

He’d never pinned Otto as somebody who joined the Crusader faction out of faith. Sure, the man might be religious, but to this degree?

Otto nibbled on one of the pieces of fruit the servants had left. His eyes gazed into the distance. Eventually, he looked up at a painting above the door. It depicted a landscape.

Somehow, Nathan knew Otto saw something else entirely in that frame.

“When you walked through the portrait gallery earlier, what did you see?” Otto asked.

“The portraits of a very long line of powerful nobles in the Empire,” Nathan said.

“That’s fair. What I see is legacy. It’s the sight of everything I’m supposed to be, as Archduke von Salms. My family stands at its most powerful in its history, thanks to how much land and wealth it’s gathered and the advancements of magical science. Yet I walk through that gallery, and I know how insignificant I am to those who came before me?”

“Insignificant?”

A self-deprecating smile crossed Otto’s face. “My family helped Omria drive back the beastkin. We vanquished demons. Secret records speak of Messengers that we gathered armies for Bastions to battle by Omria’s side, much as you have. More recently, my ancestors expanded the archduchy to nearly a third of the Empire. And what do I have to show compared to them?”

Nathan listened, uncertain where Otto was going.

“Omria has returned to us, and I will not disappoint her. The time for the von Salms to resume their position as faithful warriors has returned.” Otto’s fingers dug into the sides of his chair. “My ancestors helped build this Empire. I’m trusted by countless millions across my lands, just as they’ve trusted those before me. I refuse to let my legacy be to betray my people, my family, and my Empire simply because it will enrich me.”

Nathan stood. Otto stared up at him.

“You haven’t betrayed them,” Nathan said. “I’ll talk to Alice about this, but it will stay between us otherwise. The Empire still needs you, Otto.”

As he turned, he saw Otto deflate in his chair. Ciana opened the door for Nathan.

Only for him to turn and look back at Otto.

“One last thing,” Nathan said. “The thing about Gareth. I’d prefer if it also stays between us.”

“Of course,” Otto said. “I can only imagine the havoc it would wreak.”

Nathan left the palace, his mind full of thoughts about legacy.

Otto’s mind had been laser focused on his own. But what would Nathan’s be? Saving Doumahr? Marriage?

Had Nathan even thought about it? Ciana rubbed his arm, her horn glowing bright white, and pulled him from his thoughts.

“Let’s head back to Aleich,” he told her. “I need to begin planning to meet Veronica.”

Worrying about the distant future could wait. After all, the idea was to protect the present so he could spend all the time he needed with those he loved.


CHAPTER 41



“You didn’t need to come with me, you know,” Nathan said.

“My gut says this isn’t just a meeting with Veronica,” Gareth replied. “The location is too well chosen.”

They rode along a dirt road atop steel automaton horses. A sea of wild grass and untamed weeds stretched across the plains, broken only by small villages and farmland in the distance.

Just three Champions accompanied them. Ciana, Beth, and Tarako. The first two went without saying, given their roles as bodyguards. Nathan had brought Tarako thanks to her teleportation ability. If something went wrong during the meeting with Veronica, the fox could get everyone else out should Nathan be preoccupied.

Gareth had wanted to bring Erica, but Nathan vetoed the idea. Assassins tended to be poor choices for friendly meetings for some reason. Nathan wanted to make a good impression on Veronica.

“They chose it because it’s near your gateways but still in Falmir,” Beth said, riding behind Gareth. “Easy for everyone to get to.”

“Nathan can teleport, Beth. Everyone knows that now,” Gareth said. “Veronica could sneak out and meet with him anywhere without being noticed. Goddess, the border would be a better choice for security reasons. If Nathan kills her, he’s not in the middle of the country.”

“If I wanted to use teleportation to put Falmir in danger, I don’t need to do it during a meeting with Veronica.” Nathan shot Gareth a look.

The other Bastion rolled his eyes. “I know. My point is that Veronica chose somewhere out of the way, where nobody would notice the meeting. She’s hiding something. Or someone, who can’t risk being seen and stands out more than a Champion.”

Nathan had to admit that Gareth had a decent point. As Adam’s steward, Veronica could go pretty much anywhere and be ignored. Even a visit to the front line would be shrugged off and allow for a secret meeting.

She’d chosen to meet in this field, deep in south-western Falmir, for a reason. Gareth’s binding stones were only a short ride away so they’d used the gateway to them instead of teleporting.

A lone tower rose in the distance. A single blue and gold flag flew above it, tattered and worn from years of wear. No soldiers stood atop the battlements of either the tower or the single low wall that surrounded it. Lichen and vines massed along the stonework, and a long trail of blue flowers ran along one side. Somebody had likely planted it for the color, only for it to become more than a colorful symbol of Falmir and more a sign of the new ruler of the fort.

“When’s the last time somebody actually used this fort?” Nathan asked.

“Before my time,” Gareth replied. “I only assigned soldiers to my forts. It’s not like I rule anything here, and the nobles only deploy guards where necessary. Too expensive otherwise. It’s not like the king picks up the tab. Or the princess-turned-goddess, or whatever she’s pretending to be now.”

Unlike in the Empire, where a standing Imperial Army was funded by the Emperor and central taxes levied on the nobility, Falmir left everything to the nobility. Not that things would be too different in the boonies of the Empire.

“This is basically what I walked into when I took over Gharrick Pass,” Nathan noted. “The fortress had been a ruin for centuries, and Anna barely had the income to protect Trantia, the largest town of the province. Dealing with bandits funded by the Federation was impossible. I didn’t even get a detachment of soldiers from the Imperial Army, just Fei.”

Beth looked at Nathan in disbelief, while Ciana grimaced.

“Wow. They hung you out to dry,” Gareth said. “Tharban absolutely fucking hated you when I got sent to Aleich. Said a lot of shit about how you only became a Bastion because Leopold wanted to get back at him. I’m guessing politics is the reason you got screwed over.”

“That and the war.” Nathan chose to ignore the reminder that Gareth had once worked with his now-deceased monster of a father. “Why spend money on troops to help a Bastion along a safe border when it could be sent north to be used against Trafaumh?”

“Guess politics wasn’t that different between the nations. Only the people and the excuses they come up with.”

Speaking of people, Reine sent Nathan a message over the mental link about a few hanging around in the tower.

Lord Nathan, more people have arrived at the tower since I last checked, she said. Specifically, Adam Martel and his duogem Champion, Lily, along with a small detachment of guards.

Fantastic. Exactly the person Nathan had hoped to put off meeting for just a little longer.

His expression must have shown some appreciable change, because Ciana broadcast concern over her link with him and he saw Gareth eying him.

“It’s fine,” Nathan said. “Reine let me know you were right, Gareth.”

“Oh?”

“Veronica brought some friends.”

Gareth must have guessed who based on Nathan’s expression, because he merely nodded and said nothing.

A rusted portcullis failed to bar their entrance, given somebody had kicked it out and left it to be covered in weeds. Footprints in the mass of plants gave away the presence of others. Not that anyone but Nathan would find them, and he expected to find people here.

Only a single soul awaited them in the cramped courtyard, if it could even be called a courtyard. The fort wouldn’t be fit for a company of soldiers and Fei would probably run into herself if she ran laps around the tower.

“In here, Bastions,” an armored knight in an unremarkable Falmirian uniform said, directing them to the wooden door beside him. It led into the tower itself.

Nathan noted the complete lack of any regalia, emblems, or other indications of who the knight served. Such a uniform wouldn’t pass muster on close inspection, as every soldier needed to indicate who they served. But it prevented anyone from easily guessing the identity of the knight’s lord. Perfect for a clandestine meeting.

Notably, the knight showed no reaction to Gareth’s presence. Veronica had scryed him on the way over.

Upon entering the tower, Nathan found only Veronica awaiting him at the base of the tower. A single worn wooden table stood between him and her, while ruined furnishings and rusted weapons lay strewn about the chamber. Anything of value had been stripped or looted long ago. The remaining weapons probably weren’t even steel.

Veronica stood with her arms crossed, her witch’s hat shadowing her face and making her brown eyes look almost black. Her two rubies sat in bare flesh above her chest. She eschewed a typical sorcerer’s uniform or robe, instead favoring a flashier dress that hung over her arms while leaving her collarbone and shoulders bare. Her staff rested against the table.

No sign of Adam or Lily. A spiral staircase led upward to the upper levels.

“We’ll talk down here, Bastions,” Veronica said when Nathan looked up before saying anything.

“I know Martel’s here,” Nathan said. “You don’t need to keep up the act.”

Veronica stiffened, then rubbed the bridge of her nose. “You can talk with him later. I want a chance to speak with you alone before you waste his time.”

“I’ve already wasted his time if he’s come out here. Unlike me, he can’t teleport around the world on a whim.”

“Can you change that? Hand out relics that grant others teleportation, like Charlotte is handing out ones that summon her barriers and teaching the Lodge the nonsense that got their towers blown to pieces.”

Nathan frowned internally. Truthfully, he’d never thought of the possibility of creating objects that could grant others his magic.

He knew it was possible. Thanatos gained his powers not through mastering each individual school of ascended magic, but by forging individual artifacts that granted those powers. He’d been dangerous precisely for that reason.

Unfortunately, that fell under a school Nathan had spent no time learning. The Twins handled all direct manipulation of magical energies using ascended magic.

“You have a decent poker face, but you spent too long thinking,” Veronica said, interrupting his thoughts. “That tells me it’s possible, but you either don’t want to tell me you can or you can’t do it yet. Given the Empire’s armies and Champions aren’t bouncing around Doumahr, I’m assuming the latter.”

Gareth raised an eyebrow. “We could be holding back, like Charlotte has been.”

“Doesn’t seem your style. Either of yours.” Veronica fixed Nathan with a strange look. “Right up until recently, you were intent on riding roughshod over Falmir. If you could teleport everyone around without exhausting yourself, you’d have done it.”

“I would have,” Nathan admitted. “The short version is that almost anything is technically possible, but I don’t know anything about the magic necessary to grant others teleportation and nobody serving me can. Fyre might be able to one day. It’s part of being the prophet.”

He was bluffing about that. Fyre and Charlotte had different affinities for ascended magic. Not that he had the slightest clue how Charlotte even forged relics herself.

“What about you, Pike?” Veronica asked. “I know you messed around with forbidden magicks.”

“They’re not forbidden just because others can’t cast the spells,” Gareth said. “It hasn’t been a field of my research, however. Me, making things to help others?” He laughed.

“Right. Why’d I even ask?” She looked back at Nathan without even a roll of her eyes at her comment. “So let’s talk, Nathan… or is there some other name I should call you?”

Nobody reacted to her comment, but his paranoia began to sound the alarm. He needed to be wary.

“I have a surname and a title if you prefer those,” he said drily.

“Not my point, and you know it.” She kept her face impassive while looking him in the eyes. “I’ll cut the bullshit and just say it. Your history makes no damn sense. You’re the Crimson Warhound’s son—the soft-hearted one he left to do the accounting and kicked out for the ass-kisser because you liked fucking the beastgirls and your old man preferred you to be fucking them over.”

Nathan snorted despite himself and Ciana shot him a dark look.

His past self hadn’t actually enjoyed much fun with the various beastkin in the county or his father’s estate, mostly because of the power imbalance. But the joke worked well. Even more so now Tharban was a rotting corpse in a log cabin.

Veronica kept talking. “A year later, you show up as a green Bastion, fresh from the academy with a lust for vengeance and a desire to prove yourself. And you stop a Federation scheme dead—one the dead king, may he rot in piss, had a hand in—stole two of their Champions, and then led an army into their territory and annexed them. Oh, and forged an alliance with the dark elves while defeating a Messenger.”

It had been a while since anyone spoke about Nathan’s earliest achievements. They stuck out like a sore thumb and had been a source of tension for good reason.

As Gareth said earlier, Tharban dismissed them as bullshit and had thought Leopold was responsible for everything while pretending Nathan did it. Leopold and the Emperor knew something was amiss but refused to look a gift horse in the mouth.

Once Fyre came on the scene, Nathan’s amazing achievements simply became divine providence and proof he was Omria’s chosen.

So he defaulted to that excuse. “I’m blessed by the Watcher,” he said.

No sign of the mental presence, unlike during the fight with Bauer. Even so, an odd feeling told him that even using the term “Watcher” summoned Omria or whatever that thing was as effectively as saying her name. It held the same association.

“Uh huh. I gather you’re blessed by her on a nightly basis these days, but I don’t think sticking your dick in a prophet grants you a genius intellect and amazing foresight. Or else Oliver would be our finest general,” Veronica said.

A sneer flickered on Nathan’s face before he hid his anger at the idea of Oliver having sex with Charlotte.

Sure, Oliver was him, but he didn’t exactly like the dumb bastard.

Gareth chuckled. “I doubt he’s so lucky.”

“Probably not. But wow, you really don’t like the bastard.” Veronica raised an eyebrow at Nathan’s reaction.

He knew he’d messed up. If Veronica’s relationship with Oliver was anything like his own in the past, she’d be pissed off at him.

“I haven’t had the most pleasant encounters with him,” Nathan said.

“I can sympathize. He’s been…” Veronica scratched the back of her neck, causing her hat to tilt forward and cover her face. She batted it upward while staring up at the ceiling with pursed lips. “I thought I knew him. Thought he’d grow up. Things became worse once that bitch of a princess got her claws into him. I didn’t get as good a glimpse of Vala as I wanted to at the Ford, but I know she’s damn strong. Champions don’t get like that without believing in their Bastion, and having that faith returned.”

Something fluttered in Nathan’s stomach. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I mean that you’ve done right by Vala, which is what Oliver was supposed to do in the first place.” Veronica sighed. “I helped raise the idiot. I feel guilty for all the Champions that get killed or fucked over by him now. At least one escaped his shit.”

Despite being in an alternate world and not knowing Veronica personally, Nathan retained her approval. The same satisfaction he’d felt when she supported him despite his father’s wishes remained. He did his best to hide it.

Then she shot him a sharp look. “We’re not here, though. You didn’t just walk out of the academy with way too much talent for a soft noble, you also learned magic you shouldn’t know. Hell, you even know fighting styles you shouldn’t. Lily thinks Vala or Beth taught you how to counter her, but that’s bullshit. You moved like a man who has seen her move a thousand times.”

Shit.

“I dug deeper.” She jabbed a finger at him. “Your portals use Falmirian defense techniques. We seal all our portals with enchanted keys, because the Bastions serve nobles, and the nobles fight each other all the time. There’s no trust here. But the Inquisition and Empire don’t, because a central entity protects them all.”

“I read about it in a book,” Nathan said, trying to keep the open disbelief he was feeling out of his tone.

Because how the fuck had she pieced this together? Fei had worked it out, sure, but she lived with him and seen his strange actions in everyday life for months.

“Sure.” Veronica rolled her eyes. “And then there’s this asshole. C’mon, Pike. You went to Aleich to kill an archduchess—who is now his fiancée—and came back with an obsession. Now you’ve flipped sides and are working side by side with him.”

“I don’t know where this is going,” Gareth said.

Nathan had to admit, her last point had him lost as well.

“You’re not who you’re pretending to be,” Veronica said while staring at Nathan, her eyes hard. “I don’t buy the princess’s bullshit about you being some incubus, but reality warps around you. Every Champion who accepted Charlotte’s insane gift has died within a day of activating it, and Lily…” She froze, her expression becoming pained. “Lily would have been one of them if it weren’t for you. I don’t know how you did it. Part of me wanted to ignore it, like she has. But you’re something else.”

Something else.

Nathan finally understood Veronica’s suspicions. And his heart fell.

“I’m not the prophet,” he said, doing his best not to sound tired.

“Good. Because I don’t need a prophet,” Veronica said, more emotion in her voice than he’d heard from her since he was young and she cared for him like a mother. “I need somebody to pull Falmir out of the pit it’s in, and take Adam with it. He’s too damn conservative to work with you normally, especially given your beastkin prophet and dislike of slavery. I’ve pushed him hard to change that.”

Oh, right. The years apart from his father let him forget his true father’s staunch dislike of beastkin. While it didn’t run as deep or visceral as Tharban’s, Adam held no love for the beastkin and their desire to be free.

If anything, Adam Martel was exactly the sort of noble Fyre wanted as a head on a pike.

“Our goals are aligned then,” Nathan said. “I want Charlotte gone, the war over, and Falmir aligned with the rest of humanity in battling demons. How it’s ruled isn’t my problem, so long as it remains stable, supports Fyre and her position as the prophet, and stops oppressing beastkin.”

“Half of that will be music to Adam’s ears,” Veronica said. “Probably more, as the appearance of multiple Messengers at the Torrovium Fields has wiser Bastions terrified. When the hell did they breach?”

“One’s been free since the Empire’s civil war and the other since the recent cascades. Both appear to have been supporting or working with Charlotte for reasons unknown,” Nathan said.

Veronica looked at Gareth, who nodded. Still uncertain, she looked at Beth.

When even Beth nodded, Veronica let out a heavy sigh. Her hat dropped to the table and she messed up her hair.

“Do I want to know what they’ve been doing in all that time?” she asked. “Or how you know? Bastions aren’t known for sharing their knowledge.”

“The time for secrets is long past. Messengers are going to keep invading and denying that will only help them slaughter us all,” Nathan said. “I don’t know for sure what they were up to. Something directs the Messengers, and its goals are ineffable in the truest sense of the word.”

“Usually ineffable is used for divine entities. You’re speaking of heresy.” Veronica’s voice lacked heat.

“I used the word for good reason.”

“Well, fuck me. Good to know Hell has a ruler and he probably wants to fuck Omria.”

That wasn’t far from the truth, based on some of Kadria’s comments in the past.

Veronica straightened. “Let’s talk with Adam.”

She led them up the stairs. The first floor contained nothing of interest, so they kept ascending.

Adam Martel stood by a window, looking out over the fields. Lily crouched beside him, whittling away at a broken chair leg with a large knife she’d pulled from her belt.

Only Lily looked over at them and she waved. A complicated look overtook her face at the sight of Nathan.

“Shouldn’t you be warier of me? I expected more guards,” Nathan said as he approached. “Kate’s not even here.”

“If you wanted me dead, I’d be dead,” Adam said, still looking out the window. “And Kate doesn’t know I’m here. Neither does my wife. I try to keep my schemes to myself, at least until I need to put them in action. That way, should they collapse on me, I can hope to minimize the collateral damage.”

He finally turned, his hands folded behind his back.

Gareth placed his staff behind his shoulders and stretched his arms out while holding it. “Is this where you offer to put me on the throne after Nathan kills Charlotte for you?”

Adam’s look could have melted steel. Gareth smirked.

“I assume we’re past the point of puppet monarchs,” Nathan said.

“Ideally, yes. Realistically, no,” Adam said. He gave Nathan an assessing look. “There’s a rightful king who Charlotte has sidelined, and deposing him along with Charlotte would trigger a civil war I lack the allies to win. The Republican movement was devastated when it slew the king. What we have now is a movement that wishes to depose a theocratic dictator and madwoman.”

“And replace it with what?” Nathan asked. “Prince Maxwell can’t rule. He’s a child.”

“Indeed. My proposal, which has broad acceptance among those I’ve trusted to speak about it with, is to appoint a council of nobles who rule on his behalf.” A sly smile cross Adam’s face. “Should that council become permanent… Well, I wouldn’t complain.”

“That sounds a lot like the Diet.”

“It’s an idea as old as the secession. Before the power struggle that allowed the royal family to seize absolute power and turn Falmir into a monarchy, the idea had been for Falmir to be ruled only by the nobles. The problem with such an idea is preventing something like what happened when the archdukes seized power. Hence the council.”

Nathan admittedly had less interest in the inner working of his old country than he probably should. Even as he’d been thrust into roles of immense power, he preferred to avoid them.

So long as Falmir could find a way to avoid falling into ruin, he would be happy.

“What I’m hearing is you don’t want Charlotte, however,” Nathan said.

“Indeed,” Adam said. “I’ll be frank. Princess Charlotte’s behavior has been utterly unpredictable and almost deranged lately. She’s a different person and the magic she is using unnerves me. You were right about this ‘empowerment’ of hers. Every Champion she used it on died. Eska, one of my son’s Champions, was teleported away with him and died of a stroke before morning after the battle of Tervuis’s Ford.”

“It’s monstrous,” Lily muttered. “We’re Champions and we put our lives on the line, but this just turns us into sacrificial weapons. I’m not a fucking sword you break and throw away.”

Adam placed a hand atop Lily’s head, and Nathan saw his old man show the most overt emotion toward one of his Champions ever. “No, you’re not.” Then Adam gave Nathan a half-bow. “From one Bastion to another, I thank you for saving Lily.”

“I’d save more if I could,” Nathan said, unsure how else to answer. “It’s one thing to lose a Champion in battle, and another to lose them like that.”

“Charlotte’s behavior grows worse, unfortunately. Oliver lost almost all his Champions that night, yet he now has more. She somehow granted him the power to start gemming them early, but they’re not showing any signs of damage. It’s unnatural. Word is spreading that she’s blessed him, but if they’re going to die anyway…”

Adam’s hands balled into a fist.

For all of Nathan’s fury toward his old man’s actions in his original world, he felt the same sentiments. Almost an appreciation that they shared a hatred for Charlotte’s callous disregard for the lives of Champions and their efforts.

Her power concerned him, however. He looked at Tarako.

She frowned. “I’ve never heard of something quite like this, but there are similar instances. Usually when a prophet first appears, the old cow needs Champions quickly, so she helps Bastions create them quickly. I can’t pretend to know what she does, but she skips a lot of the intermediate stages. The downside is that the Champions are always weaker than usual. Trigems barely stronger than duogems.”

A dozen theories populated Nathan’s mind at Tarako’s words. It sounded like Charlotte could effectively use her mental magic to supplement another Bastion’s, but because the Bastion was still weak, the result was weak.

Much like how when Nathan assisted Seraph in her early stages of becoming a Bastion, her lack of experience still hampered her. The Twins had taught him the technique to do that. Sofia surely knew as well. Had she utilized the same method?

“I’m beginning to get a read on when you know something but aren’t telling anyone,” Veronica said. “I barely understood anything the fox said, especially the idea of prophets appearing. Just how much do you know?”

“Enough,” Nathan said.

“Today isn’t about the magic and history, but the actions we’ll take.” Adam crossed his arms. “Bastion secrets can be handled later, when there’s time to actually verify what is discussed.”

“It’s difficult to verify anything the fox says,” Gareth said. “She’s old as dirt. A literal myth. The Messengers are even crazier, just so you know.”

“All the more reason to ignore them for now.”

Nathan nodded. “I can work with that.”

Veronica pouted, but accepted her Bastion’s will.

“With Charlotte not even pretending to care about the nation, my patience is at an end. For that matter, my usefulness to her is undoubtably running low. If you weren’t threatening to invade at any moment, I’d be dead already,” Adam said. “What Falmir needs is an alternative. Something to convince the nobles to rise up against her and her toadies. The council is a good one, so long as they have agreement from the Empire that you won’t try to appoint your Empress above it.”

“That’s not on the cards. But don’t be too hasty,” Nathan said. “I don’t want Charlotte laying waste to Falmir before I get to Fertheim.”

His old man raised an eyebrow. “I assumed you wanted support?”

“I want you to ensure Falmir returns to peace, allies with the Empire, and works with Fyre, Alice, and myself once I kill Charlotte,” Nathan said. “What we don’t need is another civil war that triggers a huge cascade and lets multiple Messengers in.”

Grimacing, Adam nodded. “That, I agree with. Hence why deposing Maxwell isn’t an option. And while I have my… misgivings with working with your prophet, that doesn’t mean it’s impossible. So long as we maintain our independence.”

“Nobody wants a new Holy Anfang Empire, Adam,” Nathan said.

“Good. Because I’m already sick of calling this the Holy Kingdom of Falmir.” Adam ran a hand down his face, which made him look truly old. “Do you think it’s truly so easy to simply march on Fertheim?”

Now it was Nathan’s turn to grimace. “No. I know you don’t truly believe, but this is a battle of faith. If you were anyone else, I wouldn’t openly admit this, but Fyre and Charlotte are fighting to claim the power of the goddess. If Falmir turns on their prophet, she’ll weaken.”

“Ah. You’re telling me because nobody will trust the word of a known non-believer.” Adam stroked his beard. “So whatever they are, that power is genuine. And the winner becomes the woman who anointed emperors and empresses centuries ago?”

“Effectively, yes.” Nathan took in Adam’s calculating look. “Don’t get any ideas. She’ll be a goddess.”

“Your…” Adam paused, as if deciding his words might be unwise. “Fyre stopped an eighth rank spell and blew apart our greatest mage towers from hundreds of miles away. I doubt assassination is on the cards. If it was, I’d have dealt with Charlotte myself. No, I’m simply analyzing your past actions and Charlotte’s. They make more sense, now. The civil war in the Empire, focusing on Trafaumh, and the unannounced visits to the Spires.”

“Then you should understand why I’m not interested in burning down Falmir. I will, if I have to purge nobles and Bastions who threaten Doumahr, but I don’t think that’s your goal.”

Adam had fought to defend the Gharrick Mountains in Nathan’s old world. He truly wanted to believe in his father. Despite everything.

“There’ll be a purge no matter what,” Adam said. “For that exact reason. Falmir’s never been a nation overly focused on defending itself from demonic invasion. The fact we’ve been spared Messenger attacks while the Empire and Trafaumh are ravaged has been… oddly opportune.”

Nathan met Adam’s gaze.

Only for Veronica to speak up. “Nathan said below that the Messengers he killed at the Torrovium Fields were working with Charlotte.”

A curse escaped Adam. “Pike?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Gareth said. “I was working with a succubus in Soreaux the entire time.”

“Are you fucking with me?” Adam glared at Gareth, who grinned back.

“He’s not,” Nathan said. “Beatrice was a succubus who turned Maylis against the Empire.”

“And Dominic against Trafaumh, I assume,” Adam said. “Oddly opportune betrayals in high places have been difficult to believe of late.”

“That was the work of a Messenger I killed at the Torrovium Fields, actually,” Nathan said. “But, yes, Charlotte’s been actively undermining everyone else.”

“And you haven’t been, despite your own succubi?”

“If I was, why am I wasting my time talking with you, Adam?” Nathan glared at his old man. “You have no idea the number of times those succubi try to convince me to stop taking the road of a Bastion and just let them loose. Get rid of the roadblocks in the Diet, turn whole armies against themselves, and infiltrate enemy nations. The world would be a simpler place.”

“Yet you don’t.” Adam’s expression was unreadable.

“No. Because I’m not here to rule Doumahr, I’m here to protect it. Like I damn well know you are, unless you forgot your oath somewhere amid your obsession with toppling the monarchy.”

“I did not.” Adam’s voice was barely a whisper. He cleared his throat. “You don’t need to push me like that. It’s difficult not to be inherently suspicious of your relations with succubi, despite your track record. But you’re the one offering a genuine deal, even if it is with the unspoken alternative of Imperial armies rampaging across our border.”

“Then we have a deal?” Nathan asked.

Adam answered by holding out his hand. Nathan took it.

For the first time in Nathan’s life, he shook his father’s hand as an equal.

An hour passed as they nutted out more of the arrangements, including how to communicate. Lily, Ciana, and Beth grew bored, although Tarako managed to either feign interest or appeared to care more about this sort of politicking than expected.

Eventually, they descended to the bottom of the tower in preparation to leave. A small team of knights had arrived in their absence, ready to escort Adam away.

Nathan left first, approaching the doorway. Then he stopped, and turned to face Adam.

“If we’re going to have peace and be allies, then there’s a wedding you might wish to attend in a couple of months,” Nathan said.


CHAPTER 42



Whatever the agreement forged between Nathan and Adam behind closed doors, it was what happened on the ground that mattered. Words meant nothing.

Nathan kept a close eye on Falmir over the coming weeks as a result. Milgar’s army took over the southern front, resulting in numerous skirmishes. Reine focused her intelligence gathering on nobles loyal to Charlotte and found most of them in the south or clustered close to Fertheim.

That made sense. Following the assassination of the rest of the royal family, Charlotte had purged many nobles in the Republican faction. Those had primarily been old, powerful nobles in the heartland of Falmir, and she’d been able to replace them with young nobles eager to please her.

Avoiding something close to a civil war while removing Charlotte might be genuinely impossible. Nathan hailed from Falmir, but all that helped him understand was how bitter the feuding between the nobility was.

Something or someone would need to maintain that peace. Adam had ideas. Whether they would work with an Imperial army in the midst of Falmir and as much as a third of the nobility dead or deposed along with Charlotte would be the question.

Summer trudged toward a close. The storms from the north pushed south, although one in particular remained in place. Chateau de Sarn became such an eyesore that Nathan eventually chose to teleport Otto’s armies past it. A rotating detachment kept an eye on the fortress in case it ever posed a true threat, but the toll of maintaining a constant rank eight spell prevented the fortress from hurling much else.

Harrum did need to use Leviathan’s power to lower the level of Lake Unitas, though. The flooding had gone on so long that towns and villages along the lake’s coast began reporting serious issues.

The Spires and Trafaumh demanded attention throughout the dying weeks of the season. Life began to return to normal for much of eastern Trafaumh, as the bulk of the population busied themselves with the grain harvest. Even in the Empire, farmers rushed to grab as much as they could even as the downpours strengthened, and more than a few battlemages earned extra cash from barons and merchants helping to dry out sodden crops.

Nathan paid keen attention to the progress of the harvest, aware of how much food his armies chewed up. Few in the upper echelons of Trafaumh appeared to understand the danger they faced. It had been centuries since so many soldiers had been mobilized for so long.

But he understood that leftover grain supplies from last year were running thin. In advance of the Empire’s civil war, everyone had stockpiled, only for it to be handled well before anyone needed to tap into them. Now they needed every bushel.

More than that, the cascades in Trafaumh devastated huge tracts of farmland. Western Trafaumh had been wracked with rebellion, then tormented by storms that left little more than rot and mold in the fields. Ordinarily, various hedge wizards would solve such issues. Most had fled or been recruited.

If Nathan didn’t build up his food supplies for winter while supplying enough to the people of war-torn regions, he’d be facing mass famine. Just another problem to deal with. One few appeared equipped to handle thanks to centuries of magic making it a non-issue. Only his experience with widespread food shortages thanks to breaches in his old world granted him such wisdom.

While Nathan kept his military focus on Falmir, he had another problem to worry about.

Fei and her repeated blackouts whenever she encountered Charlotte’s power or battled Artemis.

“I feel fine,” Fei whined between bites in her private dining room. “I got a little unfocused, but nothing went wrong, Nathan. It’s not like what happened at the Ford.”

Nathan leaned against the wall opposite the oversized oaken table that Fei’s private cooks laid out her food on. Despite the term “private dining room,” the chamber was little more than a room with a large table and an attached kitchen where a small team of chefs worked away all day at meat dishes for the ravenous catgirl. A window between the kitchen and dining room contained a warming spell to keep dishes warm, and Nathan could see the team working hard.

An empty plate sat beside Fei, while a pile of chicken drumsticks and thighs occupied half the plate in front of her. Crispy bacon oozed under into a healthy serving of chunky mashed potato which had been sprinkled with chives and cheese. Thick slices of various soft cheeses had been stuffed onto the remaining space on the plate, as if somehow propping everything up.

Amazingly, this was only the start of what Fei planned to eat. A whole beef wellington, four pork ribs dripping with sauce, and a pork knuckle the size of Nathan’s head awaited her once she finished. He suspected another dish or two might appear for the next course. And she might eat even more.

No wonder his Champions had begun to talk about Fei eating an entire cow each day.

“Maura, what happened?” Nathan asked, glossing over Fei’s appetite.

The succubus leaned on the table beside Fei while idly twirling the catgirl’s long, black hair. A nearly transparent shadow hung on Maura’s skin, deflecting any stray juices or sauce from Fei’s enthusiastic demolition of her food. Laura leaned on the wall beside Nathan, intentionally mimicking his posture and mannerisms.

“Exactly what I said earlier. Kitty here sucked down a thick load of the princess’s magical bullshit, acted dazed, then blanked out for a few seconds.” Maura snapped her fingers for effect, and Fei shot her an annoyed look while biting into a drumstick. “I was busy trying to keep the slut princess from flying off and mincing a bunch of soldiers, so I didn’t see much before she bounced back.”

“See? I was fine,” Fei declared.

“Only because the slut didn’t notice either,” Laura said. “Hell, Maura was the only one who saw the whole thing. The goat spotted you as you came out of the daze.”

Fei glowered at Laura and likely would start bickering if she wasn’t focused on eating.

To be honest, the main reason Nathan confronted Fei here was because it prevented her from running away. She avoided the topic, and he struggled to find much to help him.

When he checked her mind or gems, nothing helped him. None of the Messengers understood the problem. Fei’s abilities consumed magic and she’d been able to eat ascended magic before without issue. What made prophets special?

Or, really, what made Charlotte’s magic special? Perhaps the problem wasn’t prophets in general, but the being aiding Charlotte. Nathan had based Fei’s magic-eating flames on Thanatos’s ability, and he’d never battled Omria.

“Did anything happen to her gems?” he asked, hedging around his suspicions.

Maura frowned and looked over Fei’s shoulder. Her eyes stared right down Fei’s cleavage, and seconds passed in silence.

“Maura, I asked you about Fei’s gems, not her tits,” Nathan said.

“Sorry. They’re great tits. Makes me realize you haven’t fucked us together,” Maura said. “Even with the kitty ruining the view by eating wads of bacon every second, I can just imagine how amazing it would be to have you crush me against those melons and feel your cock grinding against us.”

“Focus.”

“I am. On how amazing a threesome would be.”

He sighed and looked at Laura. She shrugged.

“I mean, a foursome would be—” Laura began to say.

“The gems, thanks,” he said.

“I wouldn’t mind a foursome,” Fei chirped. “I’ve gotten used to sharing now.”

“Not the time.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose.

The succubi grinned and Maura scratched Fei behind one of her ears, causing it to twitch wildly. While Maura had been getting along with his Champions better, her relationship with Fei had always been better than most. As far back as the civil war, she’d been almost caring for the catgirl.

“I don’t remember,” Maura said. “It’s the sort of detail you only notice if you pay close attention to gems. Hers are blue. I don’t watch them closely. I guess you Bastions do?”

“Gems are very visually active and the core of any Champion,” he explained. “Any Bastion who doesn’t pay a lot of attention to them won’t go far, or only got that far through dumb luck.”

The Twins smirked at each other.

Nathan sighed. “I know what you want to say.”

“I mean, most hero types are pretty dumb, and the Bastions who aren’t heroes tend to be silver spoon nepo babies,” Laura said.

“There are the grizzled old guys,” Maura admitted. “But for every one of them, there are ten morons who would claim to be staring at a Champion’s tits because that’s where her gems are.”

“My gems are above my tits,” Fei said.

“Yes, Fei, they are.” Maura gave Fei a good pat.

Confused, Fei shrugged and focused on her food.

“I take it you’ve seen something regarding her gems before?” Laura asked, giving Nathan a sidelong look.

He frowned.

Three times now, he’d seen flashes of them turning into amethysts. First when the assassins attacked the Arcadian ambassador, then when Fei absorbed the barrier at Tervuis’s Ford, and finally when fighting Artemis.

Had each time been a trick of the light? Three times was far too many for him to chalk it up to coincidence. There was even a saying about that.

“Yes. The problem is that the last time I saw her gems… do something was when Fei fought Artemis,” he said.

Fei looked up, eyes wide. “Eh? The smaller me?”

“Smaller?” Maura asked.

“I mean, she’s smaller.”

Laura and Maura looked at each other and shrugged. Nathan had a pretty damn good idea what Fei was talking about, though.

After all, he paid close attention to the gems of Champions. Sometimes his eyes strayed.

“But the evil kitty?” Laura hummed. “You talked to the goat about that? This is her domain.”

“The hell it is,” Maura growled.

“She’s at a loss, too. Fei absorbed Fyre’s magic without issue when we tested and there hasn’t been any problems in the past when Fyre uses spells on Fei anyway,” Nathan said. “Her only guess is that it’s something tied to whatever is backing Charlotte. Maybe there’s a trap included in her magic.”

“Can’t be. It’s the same shit,” Maura said.

Laura nodded. “Yeah. Not gonna test the goat on her spatial skills, but understanding magic is our thing. We helped Koji make those damn flames to begin with.”

Nathan’s eyes popped. “You fucking what?”

“Huh? You didn’t know?” Maura grinned. “Yeah. It’s why he became weird toward us. He had a knack for making shit, but those flames are an actual spell, even if they’re in his school of ascended magic, so we helped him out. So your kitty here can thank us for being a literal monster.”

“Thank you,” Fei said around a mouthful of food.

“Don’t eat while talking,” Maura and Nathan said together.

Laura covered her mouth to suppress her giggles while her sister glared at her.

“Back to Artemis, what do you mean Charlotte’s magic is the same as Fyre’s?” Nathan asked.

“Exactly that. There’s nothing unique about it. The only trick is that it’s encoded with…” Maura paused and bit her lip. “Uh, Sis?”

“All magic is intrinsic to the caster and carries something that identifies their spells. It’s like what Bastions call a magical signature, but it’s inside all magic you touch,” Laura explained. “Sorcerers here never got good enough to read it, but they can in other worlds. The prophets have distinct signatures, and Charlotte’s is different to her natural one. Fyre’s never changed.”

Nathan frowned, before he understood what she meant. “Her magical signature was overwritten by the being feeding her power. But you never met Fyre⁠—”

“Nah, we’ve bumped into her before,” Maura said. She held a finger to her head. “Messenger memories are like books, so we can go through them. There’s a match for hers. Becoming a prophet didn’t change her signature. It did change Charlotte’s. Boom. Probably because Sofia is overwriting Charlotte. I bet if we met Sofia before, we’d find it was the same signature. Dunno if that helps.”

Nathan wasn’t sure, either.

But there was one thing he knew.

“Sofia is part of a system that’s built into Doumahr, which is why she keeps coming back. Is it possible Fei is tapping into that?” he asked.

The Twins looked at each, then shrugged.

“Could be. Might explain the catatonia. Kitty’s seeing the Akashic Record or some shit,” Maura said.

The what?

Fei stopped eating to listen, her ears flat against her head. Nathan raised an eyebrow at her and she resumed, but at a slower pace.

He’d seen her act like this before. His favorite kitten was keeping secrets. Possibly related to what she saw while lost to the world after absorbing Charlotte’s magic. Prying them from her might not help, as she was adept at keeping secrets from him.

They left Fei to her food, especially as the chefs began checking on Fei as she was taking longer than usual to eat. Nathan didn’t want to cause trouble, as he intentionally restricted Fei’s meal time to give her food team breaks. She’d graze all day if allowed to.

Once outside, he stopped the Twins.

“I think Fei remembers what she saw when catatonic,” he said.

Maura grimaced. “Uh, yeah. Didn’t want to probe her mind too much as she has some nasty mental defenses and you’d get pissy, but I caught her feeling guilty while we talked. Do you want me to…?” Her tone suggested she wanted him to say no to her unfinished question.

On the one hand, knowing what Fei saw might help.

On the other, Fei might have a reason to keep it secret.

He chose to trust his Champion. “Leave it. If it happens again, I’ll push her about what she’s seeing. It’s been a while since she’s been secretive like this.”

Not since she worried about him replacing her with Kara. Fei wasn’t tearing her bedroom to pieces or worrying her subordinates, so her secret didn’t disturb her to that extent.

Whatever the issue with Fei was, it wouldn’t be solved any time soon. Nathan needed her on the front lines.

His focus shifted back to Falmir. Adam had upheld his end of the bargain, so the time to march on Fertheim had arrived.


CHAPTER 43



If Nathan wanted Charlotte gone, he needed to be in position to make it happen.

Oliver kept pulling his disappearing act at Castle Karlam. With few forces left behind to stop him, Nathan simply ordered his Champions to level the fortress one night. Providing any warning might lure Oliver and potentially Charlotte back, so he simply didn’t provide any.

The devastation and casualties were brutal. Sunstorm and Erica eliminated the few duogems patrolling the castle before retreating with their teleportation.

Then Sen reminded everyone that she contained an immortal spirit as well. A supercharged inferno tornado erased Castle Karlam from view, and shortly afterward, from existence.

While the spell left few survivors, it also prevented reinforcements from arriving and complicating matters. The fortress fell in a single blow and Nathan claimed the binding stone only minutes after the assault began. By the time Charlotte even knew her first line of defense was under attack, Nathan had constructed a new fortress to replace it and hooked it up to the rest of his network.

What he found within Castle Karlam terrified him, however.

Not a single demon roved within the portal world. But it remained transformed, ready for a Messenger to invade at a moment’s notice.

Even without setting up the devices used to monitor demonic energy in portals directly, Nathan knew the portal was bursting. His greatly enhanced magical senses enabled him to feel the torrent of power waiting. It felt like a flood held back by a dam, except the dam was at capacity and about to blow.

The question was, why hadn’t it blown? If a Messenger invaded Castle Karlam, they could have wrought immense terror. Especially as this volume of energy meant the invasion could have taken place as early as the Triumph of the Torrovium Fields.

Nathan imagined a breach bursting forth from Castle Karlam at the same time he barely bested Bauer. Demons would rule half of Falmir by now.

“I mean, the moron invading here is weak as piss,” Maura said while surveying the portal.

“I thought you said only talented Messengers could hold back invasions,” he said.

“Ordinarily, yeah.” She looked at her sister.

Laura bit her lip. “This sucks, but I gotta yield to the goat. The boss is changing the rules of the game. You’re not sensing Charlotte’s prophet juice all over the leylines, right?”

He shook his head. “Fyre made waves during the battle, but it was brief enough it barely compared to what’s caused prior invasions. I think the difference was she didn’t draw on a place of power. With Siv, she used the Pearlescent Canyon. Artemis responded to the pissing match over Soreaux. Thanatos was Charlotte drawing on Fertheim’s power for hours, potentially.”

They were missing something.

Kadria added only a little of value, simply confirming suspicions. “The portals are extensions of our former employer. If he doesn’t want us to invade, he can prevent it. It’s safe to assume he’s taken a personal interest in this world. More to the point, this isn’t necessarily a response to Charlotte’s actions.”

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

“Older portals produce more demonic energy, and therefore more demons and Messengers, yes?” Kadria raised an eyebrow. “That energy is also useful to the Bastions defending them. It’s not a coincidence that the strongest Bastions are always at the oldest portals, and it’s not just because nations deploy their elites there.”

“Naturally. But Castle Karlam was unused for decades until Oliver claimed it a few years ago.”

“Yes. So I’m going to tell you that the relationship can be reversed. Powerful Bastions use their binding stones more and attract more Messengers in the process. You already know this from when these idiots attacked you early after you shut the portal only months after taking command of Gharrick Pass.”

He bit his lip. Damn, he’d forgotten about that.

Something about what she’d told him bothered him, riling up old forgotten thoughts.

“Wait, what was that about using our binding stones more?” Nathan asked. “Why does that matter?”

All three Messengers looked at him like he was an idiot.

“Uh, it’s like the basic of the basics.” Maura flicked a hand to one side. “Only so much magic flows out of the stupid rocks, but Bastions burn it like crazy. So when you guys start churning through it to build fortresses, make your dicks bigger, and fuck a billion chicks, it brings on more demons.”

“But the binding stone is always active,” he said, confused.

“It is, but you’ve realized they usually fill up?” Laura said. “The sealed ones don’t get invaded for good reason. There’s not enough magic flowing through them to summon demons. The boss can barely even maintain his connection to them, I think.”

“I don’t even think he constructed portals to binding stones here when all the binding stones were sealed. The magic necessary to sustain life when nobody is drawing on the leylines or binding stones is too low,” Kadria added.

Nathan listened, his mind racing and face paling.

Because what he heard added up to a genuinely terrifying theory.

“I want to say a few things. Confirm or deny them,” he said, voice a tad hollow.

They eyed him, but nodded.

“The more magic the prophets use, the more your old boss can throw around, because the goddess and outer beings can balance each other out,” he said.

“It goes both ways, but yes. If our boss goes too far, the prophets grow stronger,” Kadria said. “I think Charlotte’s taking advantage of that—or the voice in her head, at least. Too many Messengers in the world right now, so she’s far stronger than normal, and Fyre isn’t skilled enough to take advantage of it.”

Recalling Fyre’s unbound power at the Torrovium Fields, Nathan wasn’t so sure about that. She easily countered the spell of an ancient spirit and blew apart mage towers, even if it drained her. Bauer would have fallen in minutes if Fyre had focused on him. Maybe faster, although his bag of tricks might have saved him.

“Okay. As Bastions use their binding stones, the portals grow stronger and more Messengers are attracted,” Nathan said.

The three women looked at each other, then frowned.

They opened their mouths to argue with him.

“Confirm or deny,” he said, anticipating their responses.

“You’re leading the answer to a conclusion,” Kadria grumbled.

“Fine, let’s take a step back,” he said. “Messengers grow stronger the more chaos on Doumahr, right?”

“Yes.”

“And the more chaotic things are, the more nations resort to a war footing, deploying Bastions and Champions en masse, activating sealed binding stones, and mass producing enchanted weaponry.” He stared down Kadria when she opened her mouth to argue. “My world made immense advancements in magical science in a decade. To say nothing of the way endless war forced Bastions to become better or die.”

“You’re correct,” Kadria admitted.

“Is it possible the correlation between chaos and Messengers is actually one between Bastions and binding stones? And the reason Messengers invade during times of greater chaos is because they’re more likely to succeed,” he said.

Thanatos struck the moment civil war broke out in the Empire. The distraction had been too great of a lure, but it also took place after an entire year of build-up across the entire world. Every nation expected war, and potentially a shot at carving apart the Empire.

How many binding stones had been tapped hard? Three Messenger invasions had happened in short order.

To say nothing of the appearance of two prophets.

“Why does it matter to you?” Maura asked.

“Because the portals are extensions of an outer being,” he said. “And the binding stones are connected to Omria.”

They stared at him. Kadria hissed with a sharp intake of breath.

“You think the relationship between binding stones and the portals is identical to the prophets and our old boss?” Kadria asked.

“I’m beginning to think everything about Doumahr revolves around the pissing match between the goddess and an outer being upset at being spurned,” Nathan said. “More to the point, Ifrit said something interesting. Humanity—or whatever race ruled the world—struggled with the leylines. And demons weren’t a threat. The arrival of the goddess brought demons, because they chased her. She weaponized the binding stones, and that allowed the portals to be used against her.”

“So?” Laura asked.

“I’ve felt the power.” He clenched his fist and stared at it. “The magic of binding stones and the places of power is identical. How else is the Imperial Palace usable by a Bastion? She can make artificial binding stones. More than that, there’s a… void beyond them. I’m… touching it.”

They said nothing.

Kadria ran a hand down her face. “First, you’re probably not wrong about the binding stones. The false goddess did something to twist them when she arrived, and they’re the fuel source that interests my old boss. Even if he consumes worlds, he’s unusually interested in this archetype, despite its twists and turns.”

“Yeah. Never seen him bother to take chomps out of worlds as we seize bits of them before,” Laura said. “Was always an all-or-nothing thing before.”

“More importantly, that void isn’t related to the binding stones.” Kadria kicked him. “You fucking idiot. When the hell did you start tapping into the space between worlds? Are you absolutely insane?”

“The… what?”

Maura and Laura shrugged when he looked at them.

Kadria kicked him again, and he stepped away. “I told you before. The outer beings exist outside reality. But that doesn’t mean they don’t exist. You know that the material realm is only a slice of existence. Your mental world is proof of that. You’ve created a pocket dimension that exists beyond Doumahr, unfolding from within your mind using mental and spatial magic. When battling at Tervuis’s Ford, you even created a pocket dimension directly on top of Doumahr.”

“Is that where your old boss lives? A pocket dimension outside reality?” Nathan asked.

“Calling it a pocket dimension understates it. It’s…” She struggled for worlds. “He creates places that converge infinity into a single place. There’s an infinite number of me—or were—but only one of me ever exists in his fortress. Yet he can also be wherever and whenever he wants. More to the point, that void is literally infinite. After all, everything that ever was and can be exists in it. When you tap into it, there’s something on the other end. It could be anything.”

“Stare into the abyss, and it stares back,” Maura and Laura said together.

“You get the basic part, at least,” Kadria said.

“The boss lives in it. Guy’s a fucking Lovecraftian monster, right? No wonder he’s interested in Nathan, now that our favorite dark lord is tapping into it.” Maura hung an arm around Nathan’s shoulder. “Question is, what’s he tapping into?”

“I don’t know. This is far beyond anything I understand. Not even Atlas had the slightest clue about this stuff, and he was the most knowledgeable about the outer beings. All we knew is that the partner drew from an entirely different well than our boss,” Kadria explained.

“Both seem to draw from tragedy,” Nathan said. “I don’t think I’ve met a Messenger who was happy with what they had.”

“Tragedy.” The elder succubus frowned. “The partner fits that better with his love of riddles and stories. Artemis almost fits the star-crossed lovers theme, given she’s slaughtering her way across the multiverse to find a version of Nathan that almost certainly never existed to begin with, especially as her standards rose the stronger she became. Our boss…”

“I think he just loved chaos,” Maura said. “The results of suffering and everyone throwing it back in the faces of who caused it. Most of us just want to see everything burn because that’s how we were treated on Earth.”

“Wow. Actual insight.” Kadria looked at Maura as if she’d grown a second head. “When did you learn how recruitment worked?”

“I’ve known for ages. Spend enough time hanging around the bar and everyone tells the same fucking story. Life sucked because society is corrupt and shit, so I became a world-destroying hot bitch or dude who gets to vaporize rich assholes and vain heroes every day while getting kronk between jobs.” Maura scoffed. “It just got boring. Working with Nathan is my trillion-dollar space shuttle company as I retire and focus on my legacy.”

“I mean, we do live off the government,” Laura said.

Kadria rubbed the bridge of her nose, as if mimicking Nathan’s mannerism.

Nathan had lost sight of the conversation by now.

What he knew was that messing with the power he controlled was bad news.

Unfortunately, it was the only weapon he had to match the unyielding power the elite Messengers and Charlotte used. Stepping back wasn’t an option.

After Castle Karlam, resistance from Charlotte’s loyal nobles and Bastions intensified. Adam lived up to his promise. Veronica had been passing on the names of nobles willing to chase peace, and Reine arranged meetings.

When Milgar’s forces crossed the southern border and Nathan marched north to Fertheim, the names on Adam’s list made themselves scarce. Imperial forces left their territory unscathed in turn. Champions and agents kept a close eye on recently mustered soldiers in order to limit looting.

Nathan had nothing to worry about regarding his elite knights as they pushed north, for two reasons.

One, their discipline meant they stayed in line. Two, almost every noble between Castle Karlam and Fertheim stayed loyal to Charlotte. Nathan fought his way north.

Resistance proved weaker than expected despite that. Armies tended to surrender or flee upon the sight of thousands of knights in enchanted armor with several trigems leading them. Especially as the Champions leading them often never showed up. The Bastions empowering them often died in advance.

After letting the Torrovium Fields play out in a huge battle, Nathan had eaten his fill of grandiose battles with huge casualties. He made use of the assassins and intelligence forces at his disposal. Teleportation made matters even easier. His Champions dispatched enemy Bastions at home before battles, often facing minimal resistance.

Adam even helped out. A few nobles preaching about the horrors Nathan might mete out to the populace vanished. One of those comprised the sole earl holding out against Adam.

The earldoms of Falmir dated back to the secession, when the post-secession power struggle saw the royal family seize power and became the monarchy. Nathan had learned as a child that the Martels had become an earldom because it was strong enough it negotiated as an equal with the new king, unlike many nobles who had to bend the knee and accept what scraps they were offered.

This earldom had been one that betrayed the royal family. Charlotte turned it to her side.

When Nathan marched through the city where the earl ruled, the guards fled. He reached the city’s palace and entered it.

Millie waited for him, her sapphires resting above her chest while she leaned against the wall next to the door. She stared at him as he approached with his Champions. As she made no attempt to stop him or attack, neither he nor his Champions reacted.

She kicked off the wall and approached when he got close. “Not sure there’s any reason for you to go inside. Earl Martel is negotiating with Earl Hugh.”

“Are you serving Earl Martel now?” Nathan asked the catgirl.

Her ears twitched and she scowled at him. “I follow my Bastion’s orders. Right now, they’re to pretend you’re not here and to keep Hugh’s forces in line. Can’t say they’re to my taste, but I know my place as a Champion.”

“Is being a Champion about knowing your place?”

She glared at him. Then rammed her finger into his chest so hard he feared she’d broken it. When she pulled it back with a wince and rubbed it, he knew she had hurt it. “Fuck, did you use magic to replace your skin with steel or something?”

“Or something,” he said. “I prefer working with allies, Millie.”

“Whatever. I know you have this big thing about saving beastkin and all, but my life is fine. Don’t pull your shit with me.”

“And what about your sister?”

Her face paled and her body shuddered. “How…” She gulped.

When she looked at Ciana next to him, all the unicorn knight did was smile at her.

Nathan kept his expression clear. He suspected he’d made a mistake by bringing up Millie’s sister, given her protective streak, but couldn’t take back his words.

“There are rumors about you and your prophet,” Millie murmured, now looking down and curling a finger through her hair. “They get mixed up a lot. Preachers sneaking in from Trafaumh and the Empire, telling us about the future we deserve as beastkin. But there’s a pretty consistent rumor. That you’re the one with the foresight and who knows everything.”

“Do you believe it?” he asked.

“When you bring up my sister out of the blue, kind of.”

“I have a spymaster, you know. And you’re a trigem. It’s not hard to learn about you. Even if Adam Martel tries to cover your tracks by keeping your sister in his estate.”

Millie scowled. “Trying to ruin the magic, huh? But yeah, my sister is just fine. Especially now that Oliver prick is long gone.”

Ciana snorted.

“Well, he’ll hopefully be gone forever,” Nathan said drily.

“Good.” Millie bit her lip. “I, uh, heard another rumor. One of your Champions collects heads?”

Keen to get away from this twist as fast as possible, Nathan threw Sunstorm at Millie and ran for the hills. If Falmir’s sole remaining trigem turned out to have a fetish for severed heads, he wanted nothing to do with it.

Finally, they reached Fertheim. Golden barriers barred their entrance as Charlotte finally abandoned Eastern Trafaumh. He brought Kadria over to probe them, determined to find a way through.

“Good news and bad news,” she said. “The good is we can crack them. The bad is they’re far more powerful than they should be.”

“How?” he asked.

“Because Charlotte definitely has at least another place of power. I don’t know when she got it, but she has it.”

He swore. “So we go in and…” he trailed off, aware that he had no clue what to do next. “You know, I’ve never actually asked about how you and the other Messengers slew prophets. I know it’s happened, but they’re clearly far more powerful than Messengers.”

“Congratulations, you’re finally catching up.” Kadria shot him a sidelong look. “I thought you actually had a plan but you were just bumbling about. What you’re doing is basically what we do, except with less burning down of Doumahr and more destabilizing the prophet’s power structure.”

“I don’t follow.”

She sighed. “There’s a reason it takes so damn long. We basically have to hit the bitch for so long that civilization begins to overstretch and destabilize, despite her power. Once that happens, it’s like dominoes.” She paused when he looked confused. “A cascade. Small losses ripple into larger ones as her people lose faith and trigems begin falling like flies and land is lost. Any loss is crippling, after all, and takes years to decades to replace.”

“Except she can kill any Messenger in a single fight,” he pointed out.

“Not quite. We all have different skills. Partner Messengers excel at slaying her, so she needs Champions to defeat them. Bauer and Atlas rarely confront her directly, as their skills favor disruption, but they can turn a small cascade into a world-ending one easily. I can’t defeat her at full strength, but I know how to work around her defenses and I’m tough. Shiva is the closest to a partner Messenger, hence her name, although she tends to get distracted.”

Nathan dreaded meeting this Shiva.

“This is all well and good, but how do we rip Charlotte’s limbs off and turn her into Nathan’s new cocksleeve?” Maura asked.

Kadria looked at the other succubus for a second, before choosing to ignore her. “The way we killed the prophets in the past was to either get lucky with Shiva or a partner Messenger, or else to weaken her and crush her that way. By making Falmir lose faith, you’re doing the latter. It’s the most reliable method. If we’d managed to convince Artemis to join you, I’d recommend just shattering the barrier and charging in, but otherwise…”

“We wait,” Nathan said.

“Indeed. You’re already making great progress. Your wolfgirl is an enthusiastic believer and Falmir is ripe for Fyre, despite the attempt to push Charlotte in place of the natural choice.” A mocking smile rose to Kadria’s face. “With the nobles turning on her, I doubt you’ll need to wait long. Who knows, maybe your undead kitty will show up one night in your bedroom. Beastkin go into heat during winter, right?”

He shot her a look and she grinned.

“There’s another problem,” he said. “One I’ve been brooding about since we seized Castle Karlam and spoke with Adam.”

“Potential civil war. I understand. It may cause invasions, but⁠—”

“No. The portals. I checked with Veronica. There hasn’t been a single Messenger invasion in Falmir since the Empire’s civil war. At least, not a reported one. In fact, even regular invasions are drastically down. That’s how Falmir has been able to mass so many Champions for so long.”

Kadria stared at him.

“You thought Oliver was the problem. He’s been active and letting demonic energy build up, because Charlotte is backing him, sure. But Charlotte has been throwing around power across all of Falmir for months now. This level of power caused multiple cascades by now and invasions are nearly tripled in intensity and rate across the Empire and Trafaumh. I checked.” He stared up at the crumbling mage towers of Fertheim, beyond which stood the expansive royal palace. “Arcadia is apparently a mixed bag. Darman says only some regions are reporting more invasions.”

“The elves, I bet,” Laura said with narrowed eyes.

“Yes. The faeries are saying it’s proof of heresy and that’s drawing more demons.”

“… Something’s wrong,” Kadria said. “Why are fewer demons and Messengers invading wherever Charlotte acts?”

“The better question is, why are Messengers assisting Charlotte to begin with?” He looked her in the eye. “Is this a common thing? I thought she was your enemy.”

“She is. But rogue Messengers are common enough. I’ve slain plenty. Why do you think so few know anything about what happened before the past few centuries? The old ones get cycled out because they kept going rogue in search of power.”

“Yeah, we get bored and try to take over a lot,” Maura said. “We’ve never fought ourselves but know we’ve tried it a few times. The goat here’s killed us a ton.”

“Relatively few times, actually,” Kadria said.

“Bauer wasn’t rogue,” Nathan said. “He said he was doing a job. And whatever that job involves, it means working against me and keeping Messengers and demons from invading.” He paused. “Except, somehow, it’s not supposed to end with me dead.”

“Artemis might be wrong. We know she went rogue.”

“Maybe. But she was convinced and is our best source of info.” He drummed his fingers against his thigh. “They’re up to something. What, I don’t know, but apparently Bauer was out of line according to Artemis. I don’t think they’re actually on Charlotte’s side.”

“I mean, she’s losing,” Maura said drily. “If the boss wanted her to win, he’d be throwing down way harder against you.”

“Two elite Messengers wasn’t enough?” he asked.

“Atlas vanished after his weird stunt with Thanatos. And right now, you control Falmir. Why not blow it sky high with demons and Messengers?”

“Why not indeed.”

They were going around in circles. Nathan couldn’t move on Charlotte, yet, so simply laid siege to Fertheim while continuing his preparations.

Those preparations included the possibility of a nation-wide invasion across all of Falmir. The outer beings were planning something, and he had no clue what.

But with summer coming to a close, his wedding approached. War waned, and the time for celebration waxed.


CHAPTER 44



The cathedral outside Nathan’s estate in Straub bustled with activity this morning. A veritable horde of uniformed staff—most of them beastkin—raised pavilions, carried tables and chairs, carefully placed more vases of flowers than Nathan had seen in his life, and generally kept themselves busy.

Choosing the wedding venue had been a decision fraught with tense arguments. Priests and nobles harangued both Alice and Anna about tradition, responsibility, and all manner of other nonsense in an attempt to force them to bow to whatever opinion they held. Others offered immense bribes to convince the Empress and archduchess to hold their dual wedding in their province.

After all, despite the ongoing war, almost every single noble in the Empire planned to attend, plus countless more from Trafaumh, Arcadia, and even some from Falmir. Charlotte remained shut up in Fertheim, unreachable by anyone. Even those allied with her had been cut off. Nathan had tried to reach her with the mirror, curious as to whether she’d answer.

In her place, Prince Maxwell and an assortment of Falmirian nobles had offered a brief ceasefire for two weeks either side of the wedding. The terms greatly favored Falmir, whose capital remained under siege and had lost a sizeable portion of their territory in the south to Milgar.

Nathan had agreed anyway. His intentions were to restore as much of Falmir’s territory as possible, so brutalizing them accomplished little. Adam and Reine could use the ceasefire against Charlotte.

More than that, he appreciated not having to micromanage a war while worrying about the final stages of his wedding. He’d ignored it as much as he could, but an army of people wanted his attention. Tailors, his own staff, caterers, knights responsible for protection, the ambassadors, leaders of countries.

Arcadia had even sent a small delegation of nobles to Medstejn Castle, terrifying Vera in the process, given she held the binding stone there. It had been a curious choice by the faeries. The elves happily went through Darman to arrange attendance, but the faeries refused to send their nobles to Anna’s territory.

Part of Nathan wanted to refuse the faeries after the incident at the Spires. Especially as Dmitri would be attending. But after checking with Dmitri, he decided to accept. The faerie nobles interested in coming weren’t aligned with the faerie supremacists who attacked the Spires and gaining any acceptance of Alice’s reign was important.

Which had left the problem of the wedding venue. Everyone wanted a piece of the grandest pie on Doumahr. Nathan didn’t check the cost himself, but knew from the sight of all the servants in royal uniforms that Alice was spending big.

Aleich had been the natural choice, but posed other problems. It was Nathan’s preferred location to escape to, so inviting potential enemies to it wasn’t wise. Alice would also be making a statement about the power of the Empire to foreign attendees.

“It’s not just about annoying everyone, Nathan,” she told him, pinching his arm as they stood outside the cathedral. “The Imperial Palace is the center of Omria’s power in the Empire, but it’s also a symbol of the former Holy Empire. It’s stuffy. I don’t want to be reminded every second of my wedding that I’m the Empress. As much as possible, I’d like to just be a woman marrying the man she loves.

Alice leaned in and cuddled him, craning her neck up for a kiss. Nathan obliged.

Beside them, Anna cleared her throat. They looked at her.

“I had my own objections to Aleich,” Anna said. “I don’t buy into it myself, but I know a lot of people would think it made me the inferior wife. It’s Alice’s palace, after all. The Amican dukes were vehement in their objections. Ilmarn kept saying he’d refuse to attend.”

“And the reverse applied if we held the wedding in Amica,” Alice said, exasperation showing in her tone. “Hence why we’re here. It’s the closest we found to neutral territory.”

“Also, it’s defensible,” Nathan said.

They looked at him.

“It might be a wedding, but the risk of an attack remains high. If Charlotte turns up⁠—”

“I’ll get to add her to the celebrations,” Fyre chirped from behind him.

The three of them turned to see Fyre descending from the air. She appeared to have flown from the fortress in the center of Straub, as the binding stone lay in the middle of town, a short jaunt away from the estate.

“Celebrations?” he asked.

Anna narrowed her eyes, her cheeks reddening somewhat. “I know you managed to con us into this nonsense of yours for our private ceremony this evening, but even if Charlotte does turn up, she’s staying far away.”

“I don’t follow,” Alice said, her brow furrowing.

A huff from Anna. “She’s speaking the same nonsense as those succubi.”

“Oh.”

Fyre rolled her eyes before walking around Nathan’s fiancées and planting herself in front of him. Her wings cut off their view, and Alice and Anna forced her to the side before Fyre could lean against him.

Other than a few dark looks between the women, they appeared to get along. If anything, Nathan might think months of wrangling over the wedding had brought them together.

Or maybe they’d murder each other in their sleep. Hard to tell with the way they spoke of each other.

Well, no. He knew that Fyre’s interest in his fiancées had grown increasingly sexual rather than violent. She chafed over Alice’s disinterest in joining his other partners in bed and only Nathan’s stern warnings kept her from sneaking in.

That, and he’d let her play around with illusion magic once with Ciana’s permission. Fucking Ciana when she looked and felt like Alice had been one of the stranger nights of his sex life, even if Fyre had been livelier than ever when “Alice” held her down for her turn. The catch had been that both women needed to take that little session to their graves.

Fyre tilted her head as she looked over the preparations. Her wings furled behind her and her horse’s tail swished behind her like a metronome.

“I expected the cathedral,” Fyre said. “You built it with your Bastion magic when we decided to hold the wedding here. It’s not like a tiny town like this would have a cathedral after all. But what’s all this?”

“All this” turned out to be the mass of tables, chairs, and general seating area being set up by the staff. Although the official ceremony wasn’t for a few days, the sheer size required it to be ready today. Tomorrow would be a rehearsal, apparently.

Attendees were already arriving. The vast majority of them chose to stay in Aleich, as Nathan arranged direct passage to the gateway in Straub. A town this small typically wouldn’t even have a gateway, so he’d established one purely for the wedding. However, many chose to stay in the vicinity and travel.

Nathan didn’t build a bunch of holiday homes for nobles, but he knew Milgar and others had. Once Straub had been announced as the venue, sorcerers had turned out en masse on behalf of merchants and nobles keen to offer accommodating homes for a couple of weeks around the wedding.

With so many nobles attending from all over the world, only a fool would miss the chance to network. The wealthiest stayed nearby in these purpose-built estates, protected by soldiers and Champions. Nathan kept Royal Knights nearby just in case, although both Otto and Milgar had detachments of their ducal guard deployed as well.

As for the venue itself, the answer proved simple.

“There are barely any buildings on Doumahr large enough to cram the sheer number of guests coming for the wedding ceremony itself,” Nathan said. “But nobles don’t travel halfway around the world, offer ceasefires, or flaunt policies of non-recognizance just to watch a man and woman say some vows and exchange rings. They’re here to talk.”

“And I’d be remiss as Empress to miss the opportunity,” Alice said. “That’s what the private ceremony today is about. I’m just a woman today, but I’ll need to be a leader later.”

Fyre sighed. “I get that. I just don’t know what I’m even looking at. Some sort of big outdoor picnic?”

Ah, so that’s what confused Fyre.

Admittedly, Nathan hadn’t understood when the Twins had drawn up the plans for him either.

The confusion stemmed from the fact the outdoor wedding venue comprised a massive wooden platform as large as the cathedral itself, if not larger. Small buildings stood on the far side, containing food supplies and kitchens for the staff, as well as hiding basements where knights and security measures could be hidden.

Staff assembled the seating atop the wooden platform. Tent canopies stretched across the top, sometimes forming small pavilions to separate groups of guests and provide the illusion of privacy. Tomorrow, Nathan would apply wards to those walls to make the illusion real.

“When I complained about the logistics issues of the wedding, given the guests wanted plenty of time to eat and chat before and after, the Twins drew up this idea,” Nathan explained. “Apparently there are wedding pavilions like this in their world, if rarely as large. I conjured up the platform and furniture. With their help, I even made it so the tables and chairs can be assembled and disassembled easily, in case we need to change the layout or design at the last minute.”

The Twins had been oddly enthusiastic about being involved in the wedding. Kadria steered well clear, but the buxom succubi threw themselves into helping with wedding planning. Even some of the food planned for the day came from them. The palace’s chefs had needed extensive coaching from Nathan and test runs before they had been willing to put the food in front of Doumahr’s nobility, however.

Watching three decorated staff approach, Nathan got the feeling a last-minute design change was approaching. He tensed.

“Your Majesty, Your Grace,” the lead staff member said.

She was a horned beastkin in her mid-40s who ordinarily helped manage the Diet.

Then she fixed him with a serious gaze and curtsied. “Your Highness, we need your assistance with some final adjustments to the seating plan.”

Nathan had heard a lot of “Your Highness” lately. After months of avoiding wedding planning, he’d been buried in it. His appreciation for details meant the servants happily went to him for matters they loathed dragging Alice or Anna into, a fact which brought smirks to the faces of his fiancées.

“I’ll be back,” he told them.

“Actually, we should start preparing for tonight,” Alice said. “We’re doing, um, two ceremonies tonight.” She shot Fyre an annoyed look, while the horsegirl prophet preened in triumph. “So it will take Anna and I some time. We’ll see you a little before dusk, however.”

The two left. Or began to, only to turn and grab Fyre by the arms and drag her off once she attempted to monopolize Nathan.

“But I don’t need to get dressed,” Fyre whined.

“You’re wearing clothes for the first part,” Anna snarled.

Nathan stared while the staff did their best to pretend some of the most powerful women on Doumahr weren’t catfighting in the open. Especially as one of them was the incarnation of the goddess intended to bless their marriages.

“Your Highness?” the head of the staff asked again.

Helping with the planning turned morning into afternoon. The staff operated in shifts, so work never ceased, and Nathan nearly missed lunch. Only Ciana’s insistence that he take a break pulled him away from the cathedral. She kept her distance, hovering in his shadow more so than usual, while his other Champions enjoyed breaks or carried out other duties.

Lunch started as cold meat and bread, as that’s what Ciana rustled up while dumping him in the main building of his estate. Several members of the administrative staff operating his county steered clear of him. They’d largely cleared out in anticipation of the wedding, but a skeleton staff remained.

“My lord, are you in here?” Kara called out from outside his office, as he’d retreated to the inner sanctum of the mansion.

She swept into his office without waiting for a reply and smiled broadly upon spotting him. A gorgeous sapphire gown fell from her shoulders, with a glittering golden trim that emphasized her tits. Dressed like this, Nathan idly wondered whether Kara or Fei had the bigger chest.

Her bushy tail swished rapidly behind her as she trooped up to his desk. Then she spotted the other half of his lunch and frowned.

“Is that all you’re eating, my lord?” she asked, her tone suggesting he should be eating far more.

“It’s just a snack,” he said.

Kara looked at Ciana, who shook her head. Betrayal.

A determined look crossed Kara’s face. “I’ll have the staff cook an actual lunch for you. They’re busy, but this is your wedding. Far too much work is falling on you as it is. It’s ridiculous that they’re not feeding you.”

Before he said another word, she dashed out of the room.

Nathan groaned. “She’s not going to try to feed me, is she? I skipped lunch last week and she practically tried to force half a pig down my throat.”

“I think Kara would be delighted if you let her feed you,” Ciana said. Her horn shimmered black.

“Maybe, but not in that way,” he said, frowning at her horn.

“Hmm.” Ciana tapped the cover of the book she was reading. She’d been reading older tales recently. Namely, ones about the ancient spirits. “It’s genuinely hard to tell. Kara loves you. That much is certain. But she avoids the daydreaming and chatter about heat that her subordinates love to engage in when it comes to you. Fei’s convinced Kara just needs a good fucking, though.”

“Fei sees too much of herself in Kara.”

“I know. But…” Ciana bit her lip. “Do you think I would have been like her if I hadn’t been given a push?”

“No. You turned into a cherry at the slightest suggestion of sex and spent far too much time openly daydreaming about fucking me.” He flicked her nose when she pouted at him. “It’s the truth.”

“Maybe. But you don’t have to be rude, you asshole.” She grinned at him and snapped her book shut.

Ciana stood, then took the few steps necessary to put herself next to Nathan. He did nothing as she straddled his lap in his chair. Her face sat only inches away from his, her hot breath washing over his face.

“Wow. You’re such a prick, refusing to do a thing even though you know I want you,” Ciana whispered, leaning in and nibbling on his lower ear. “And this prick is all ready to go. I know Fyre, Anna, and Alice have plans tonight, but…” A pause. “This is the last time I can say you don’t truly belong to another.”

Nathan’s hands gripped Ciana’s waist tighter than he intended and she squeaked. “I’ll always belong to you, Ciana, just as you’ll always be mine.” He nudged her head away from his side before ramming his tongue down her throat, forcing a moan from her. “I’m your Bastion and you’re my Champion, forever. I’ll never let you go.”

Ciana gasped, her face cherry red. A shy smile lit up her face even as she pulled herself up. One of her hands undid the front of his pants, letting his erection out. Balancing herself on his lap, she reached for her underwear.

The door opened. “There’ll be more coming, my lord, but to start… with…” Kara stopped dead a few feet inside, her eyes fixed on Nathan’s engorged cock, which protruded above the top of the desk beneath Ciana. “Wow. Fei said it was big, but…”

Nathan cursed and tried to move Ciana off him, but she broke down in a fit of giggles while fighting to stay still. Extensive experience with play fighting his Champions while remaining erect worked against him. Despite the situation, he remained rock hard.

Eyes still fixed on his cock, Kara dropped off a plate of grilled fish and salad. Nathan wasn’t exactly paying attention to the meal that closely, though.

“Um, I’ll leave you two to it,” she said. “I can get the kitchen to wait a bit before⁠—”

“It’s fine, Kara,” he grunted out, finally pushing Ciana aside and hiding his crotch from sight. “You can stay.”

“… for?” Kara asked. Then her eyes widened, her face reddened, and she bolted from the room.

A moment later, the very tip of her head and floppy dog ears peeked around the door frame. He heard her voice echo around it. “The rest of the food will be here soon, my lord.” Then she vanished.

Ciana giggled again, and he shot her a dirty look.

“You knew that would happen, didn’t you?” he asked. “That’s why you jumped me as part of the conversation.”

“A little.” She smiled. “I did like hearing that I’m yours forever, though. But I think I proved my point. Kara doesn’t know for sure if she wants you, even if she’d be happy doing nothing more than cuddling up in your lap as your puppy for the rest of your life.”

“Not everyone needs sex to be fulfilled in life,” Nathan said.

“I know. I’ve met enough Champions now to see that not all of them are interested in you. But Kara?” Ciana stared at him, all mirth leaving her expression. “Even if you choose not to take her and let her indulge in her puppy love, she’ll never so much as look at another man. That’s the one thing I agree with Fei on about Kara. She’d enjoy being a mother, and you’re the only one she’ll ever be interested in.”

Kids. Wonderful. Nathan had a growing number of women keenly interested in them.

He sure as hell owed Kara a lot, though. She gave him everything and asked for nothing, even more so than his other Champions. If she came up to him now and asked to be knocked up, he’d probably say yes.

Although he might leave the sex until after the wedding.

“I’ll take it under consideration,” he said. “Especially as it’s Kara’s choice.” He paused. “Also, you only agree with Fei about the one thing?”

“Fei whines about everything when it comes to Kara.” Ciana rolled her eyes. “Also, Kara’s tits are bigger. Fei has a huge inferiority complex over it. Both of them have grown bigger since joining you, but Fei tried to claw my eyes out once when I pointed out Kara pipped her.”

Well, Nathan had a topic to never bring up.

He blinked. “Wait, Fei’s gotten bigger since joining me?”

“Uh huh. All that meat’s gone somewhere. Her belly’s flatter than Kadria, after all.”

After lunch, Nathan found himself with much less to do. The staff suddenly didn’t want anything to do with him and Kara bounced around the venue. Nathan eyed her, but let sleeping dragons lie.

If Kara wanted to take over the work, he’d let her. Because he did have to get ready for this evening.

Inside his office, Nathan found two uniforms. Both were neatly pressed, neutrally scented, and bereft of defects.

The bulkier of the two was a ceremonial black and gold general’s uniform, worn almost never in the Empire. The Imperial Army possessed a standard set of officer’s ranks, all the way up to field marshal—the highest rank any general might hold. In practice, no ordinary officer ever held the rank. Champions, nobles, and Bastions dominated the upper command structure and wore their own uniforms. Or whatever they liked, in the case of nobility.

But tradition was tradition, and Nathan was the supreme commander of the Imperial Army. The Empire took great pride in its history of conquering Doumahr, and nobles frequently wore customized uniforms that represented their feats as generals, should they have any. Even if they didn’t, they typically found some excuse to wear a uniform. As the son of an archduke, Otto would have command of countless Bastions, so he’d dressed as a general at his wedding, supposedly.

Ironic that Otto could now genuinely wear the uniform he’d pretended he’d earned so long ago.

Nathan ignored the ceremonial uniform. That was for later.

Instead, a simpler Royal Bastion’s uniform hung next to it. This one matched Nathan’s typical uniform almost exactly, save a few choice additions.

It bore two family emblems. The Straub one on the outside, and the Martel one on the inside. Fyre’s patch was sewn into the arm, used during the Empire’s civil war to indicate allegiance to her cause. And dozens of small, colored ribbons had been added to the upper breast of the jacket. Each corresponded to a Champion Nathan had gemmed. The ones on the left were the living, and those on the right the fallen.

Far too many ribbons decorated his right for his liking. He ran his fingers over them, recalling their names.

“They’d be happy today,” Ciana said, rubbing his back.

“It’s a lot easier to ask somebody what they feel if they’re alive,” he said gruffly. “The sun will set soon. I should get ready.”

Ciana helped him change and kept her hands to herself. He made sure to clean himself up first as well.

The private ceremony was, as one might imagine, the real wedding in his, Alice’s, and Anna’s minds. They’d wed in truth this evening. Just the three of them, with only Fyre as their witness.

And Ciana, he supposed. But only because of the real risk of danger. She’d become such a huge part of his life that leaving her out of this step felt wrong.

Once changed, he slipped out of his office and entered the cathedral. The staff continued to work, but in smaller numbers. Red light began to beam over the forest from the west. In only a short while, that light would begin to turn purple.

Soft torches lit the cathedral from above. Stained glass decorated the walls, depicting Omria in all manner of mythical activities related to the founding of the Empire. Nathan had created the cathedral with magic and forged the stained glass to give the image of a holy place. Probably sacrilegious, but if Fyre blessed it, who could question him?

His eyes remained glued to the scene in front of him and a soft gasp escaped Ciana.

Alice and Anna stood beside one another at the very end of the cathedral, leaving a small gap between them for Nathan to stand. Both wore glittering white wedding dresses. Neither matched the other, however.

Alice’s dress was all lace and frills, ballooning out below her waist in the style of traditional gowns. She pushed her limits with the upper half, however, with a strapless and backless top that covered her breasts and nothing else. A golden necklace shimmered around her neck, with a large sapphire in it.

By contrast, Anna chose a dress more in line with modern fashion in the Empire. A body-hugging wedding dress with a silken train at the bottom and straps attaching her top to her arms for support. She’d done her hair up in curls and used magic to bring out a deeper blonde, nearly matching Alice’s golden blonde hair. If Nathan didn’t know her so well, she could pass as Alice’s sister.

He stopped between the two of them, and they linked arms with him and pressed their lips against each of his cheeks.

“Glad you could make it,” Anna teased. “I worried you got lost in your work.”

“Kara took over,” he said. “Both of you look amazing. I don’t know why you want to do a second ceremony after this.”

Alice clicked her tongue while Anna grimaced.

The reason for that second ceremony appeared above them in a flash of golden light. By now, the first glitters of purple light from twilight began to filter through the windows.

With a thought, Nathan snuffed out the torches in the cathedral, leaving only those by the entrance lit. As designed, the depictions of Omria in the glass windows caught the remaining sunlight. Shadows of red, white, and purple danced across the cathedral, providing a moody and fitting atmosphere.

And Fyre’s golden glow descended upon them, illuminating Nathan and his two soon-to-be-wives perfectly.

Fyre wore a golden robe that hung from her body, barely covering the right parts. A nearly translucent white shift lay beneath it, ensuring she remained decent.

Even so, she looked every part the image of Omria. Fluttering golden hair, glowing golden eyes, outstretched wings that glimmered with light, and a beauty that made Nathan wonder how he’d gotten so lucky as to have Fyre beg to share his bed each night. Her garnets blinked from red to gold when their eyes met and he felt amusement filter across his mental link with Fyre.

You can still marry me, you know, Fyre whispered in his mind.

He ignored that jibe.

“Nathan von Straub, Alice von Arangar, Anna von Clair,” Fyre boomed, her voice echoing off the walls. “I understand you wish for Omria’s blessing upon your union today. That I join the three of you in holy matrimony, forever more, until death the three of you part.”

Alice gulped, her eyes wide at Fyre’s uncharacteristic appearance and voice. Even Anna shuddered. If the prophet hadn’t ruined her appearance with a taunt, Nathan would have been similarly awed.

Also, he felt Fyre poke Ciana over the mental link and heard his unicorn knight’s footsteps as she moved away. Nathan guessed Ciana had gotten too close. Probably to admire his fiancée’s dresses.

“We do,” Nathan said. “Your Holiness, Fyre, it is my wish to take both Anna and Alice as my wives.”

Alice curtsied to Fyre. “Your Holiness, I will take Nathan as my husband.”

“And I, too, will take Nathan as my husband,” Anna said.

Annoyance flickered across Fyre’s face at Anna’s less formal response. She descended to the floor regardless.

“I hear your plea.” Fyre stepped forward and held her hands out, palms up. “Take my hands, conjoined with one another’s, and speak your vows. I shall fill you with my blessing, ensuring your faithfulness and incinerating any who speak lies in my presence. But step away whole, and you will be husband and wives under the Watcher Omria’s ever-present gaze.”

Alice grimaced at the mention of incineration.

The three of them placed their hands atop Fyre’s. Alice and Anna one hand each, and Nathan’s atop theirs. He smiled at his lovers as they linked their fingers with his. Then Fyre closed her hands over theirs.

The golden glow rippled across their bodies and a soft warmth filled Nathan’s body. Alice and Anna gasped, eyes widening in shock.

When both of them nearly stepped back, Fyre sighed and let the warmth vanish. “It’s just for show. Stop panicking.”

Her act broken, Fyre smirked at Alice and Anna. Both women turned red as tomatoes and looked away. They’d been completely spellbound by Fyre’s act.

“You did ask for an ancient ceremony. I dug one up from the Lodge’s records,” Fyre said, her tone almost sing-song. “Being wed by Omria herself was almost like a challenge. Not like the big, public wedding where I’ll be leading you along some boring ceremony. You need to prove that you’re genuinely being married.”

“So every political marriage ended with somebody being reduced to ash?” Nathan asked drily.

Fyre blinked, then tilted her head. “Huh. Didn’t think of that. Maybe she used to take bribes and fuck the groom the night before to keep him alive.”

“Fyre!” Alice snapped, eyes wide.

“Let’s finish the wedding,” Nathan said.

“Oh, right. The vows.” Fyre shrugged, then concentrated again.

The warmth returned.

“I, Alice, take you, Nathan, to be my wedded husband. No power shall separate us, no threat divide us. We will remain together until we see the sun eclipse Doumahr one final time,” Alice said.

Dour vows, Nathan felt. Yet they’d been a constant throughout the life of the Empire and not even Falmir or Trafaumh changed them. Arcadia had a variation of them.

Given Omria’s history, Nathan suspected the wedding vows were so dark for good reason. The goddess had seen civilizations rise and fall countless times.

More cynically, she wanted her people to deeply believe they fought together until the very end. Nathan at least believed in that element of the vow.

He repeated the vow, as did Anna. None of them turned to dust.

The golden glow brightened. Then Fyre released their hands.

“It is done,” Fyre intoned. “You may present rings to one another to solidify your vows. But know that Omria herself protects your bond. You are husband and wives together.”

Nathan gulped. He hadn’t brought the rings for good reason. Alice and Anna had agreed that if he put them on their fingers, they’d never take them off and that would cause all manner of trouble during the public ceremony.

But when he looked at his fiancees—no, his wives—he knew they privately wished he had brought the rings. They rubbed their gloved hands, which had their ring fingers bare, just waiting for their wedding bands to be slid onto.

Fyre suddenly grinned. “Now, as is tradition, you may now suck the cock of the groom.”

A combined groan escaped Anna and Alice. “Of course. You couldn’t hold it in that long.”

“You promised a lewd ceremony!” Fyre whined.

“Yes, yes,” Anna said.

She grabbed Nathan’s face first and pulled him down for their first kiss as husband and wife. It tasted the same. Yet he savored it.

Alice pouted and poked Anna in the side. “I thought we promised to ask him who got first kiss.”

“Oh, right.” Anna blinked. “Well, you can ask him who he sticks it into first alter.”

“Anna! Not you, too.” Alice ran a hand down her face.

Chuckling, Nathan pulled Alice into a kiss. She gasped, then moaned as his tongue ran across her teeth.

“Mean,” she complained after breaking apart. “I wasn’t ready.”

Then she went in for a gentler kiss and smiled once they separated.

Fyre tapped a shoe on the marble flooring. “Okay. So, lewd stuff?”

His wives looked at each other, then sighed. “Nathan, come back in thirty minutes.”

“Uh, what?” he asked.

“Just do it.”

Ciana dragged him away, suggesting she knew what was going on.

Rather than retreat to his mansion, he instead sat in the foyer of the cathedral, reliving his wedding for far too long. When Ciana knocked on the side of his head, he realized he’d daydreamed for thirty minutes.

“They’re ready for you,” Ciana said. “I’ll head back now.” A lewd smile crossed her face and her horn turned black. “Your bed is prepared, but I have my own bedroom connected to yours. Let me know if you need anything. Sen gave me some toys if you want to explore.”

His face reddened despite himself. “I guarantee neither Alice nor Anna want any anal toys to consummate our wedding.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. You never know. They’re being very daring tonight.”

Then she danced out the front door, her amusement filling his mind over the mental link.

Nathan rose and reentered the cathedral. Only to stop dead.

He instantly shut the door and activated the wards protecting the cathedral. Sure, it already had anti-scrying wards but what he saw made him want to be extra sure.

Alice and Anna stood where they had for the first ceremony, only dressed differently.

To be precise, they wore only lingerie. Pure white wedding lingerie with long white stockings. Even this far away, Nathan could make out their perfect figures and breasts in their bras, as well as the lacy panties riding against their crotches.

Fyre outdid both of them. She stood buck naked in front of his wives, save a small choker with a pair of golden wings attached to it. Glistening liquid ran down her thighs, visible even this far away.

Well, Fyre had asked for a lewd ceremony. This apparently was it.

“Um, I don’t remember hearing about this part,” Nathan said as he approached, standing between his wives.

They shifted nervously, causing their breasts to shake inside their lacy bras. Two round, ample asses bared themselves beside him. He wanted to press his hands into both of them, but figured to wait until he heard what was going on.

“I was too embarrassed to tell you,” Anna said, refusing to look at him.

“Fyre wanted something big and public, but that was impossible. This is the compromise,” Alice explained. “But we’re not doing the vows again.”

“That’s fine,” Fyre said.

She dropped to her knees in front of Nathan and her hands undid his pants. His fully erect cock bounced out and struck her in the face. Grinning up at him, Fyre teased his tip.

“Looks like Nathan’s all fired up for the real ceremony,” Fyre said, eyes ablaze with lust. “After all, are you really married if I haven’t blessed his cock with the power of Omria?”

“Yes,” Alice and Anna said together.

“Even though he’s going to stick it in both of you?”

“He does that plenty already,” Anna said.

“Tonight is special, though,” Alice admitted, shooting Anna a shy smile.

Both women played with their fingers nervously. Nathan hadn’t been told the full details of tonight, but he began to piece it together.

Until now, he’d assumed the wedding night would be two separate sessions. After all, neither Alice nor Anna liked to share. This looked like they might. If only with each other.

A big step, given their past approach to things.

Something wet and warm closed over his cock and he looked down to see Fyre closing her mouth over his tip. Her fingers made wet, squelching sounds as she fingered herself. Droplets sprayed across the marble floor.

“This cock needs extensive blessing,” Fyre said. “And neither of you are enthusiastic enough.” She slid deeper for a moment, then backed up before grinning. “Nathan’s rock hard, but I can’t see a single drop of wetness on your panties. I think I know why he’s ready to go. It’s all about the wet and willing beastgirl blessing his cock.”

She giggled and began bobbing up and down his length. Her giggles filled Nathan’s mind, and he knew she was riling up Alice and Anna intentionally.

Both his wives looked at each other, annoyed.

Then, as if they planned this in advance, both reached out and wrapped a hand around a separate horn of Fyre’s. The horsegirl “froze,” while her lust overwhelmed Nathan’s mind.

She wanted this, bad.

“You know, I don’t think you’re doing a good enough job blessing Nathan,” Alice said.

“Yes. I think Omria could use a helping hand. After all, if he’s not blessed properly, we can’t be properly married, right?” Anna grinned.

Then Nathan’s wives pulled hard, ramming Fyre’s throat along the full length of his cock. She spluttered as her lips pressed against his root. He felt her throat bulge around his shaft and beads of precum dribble into her stomach.

“Good prophet,” Alice said.

Pleasure coursed through Nathan’s spine as Fyre struggled to contain his girth. Alice and Anna watched with dark amusement as they let the prophet slide back, desperate for air, only to crush Fyre’s face against his crotch again. Saliva frothed on Fyre’s lips and splashed on her face.

Low moans escaped Fyre each time they filled her throat with Nathan’s cock. Their arms pumped back and forth with ease, as Fyre slid along the messy shaft herself, barely playing along as her arousal grew. Juices splattered all over the marble, beginning to form a small pool beneath Fyre.

Nathan reached out with his hands and gripped his wives’ asses. They gasped as his fingers sank into their soft cheeks, only for his hands to trace their panties to the front of their crotches. Deftly, he slipped the white silk covering their slits aside. Both women bit their lips. They’d forgotten about Fyre, caught up in the moment.

Not that Fyre forgot about Nathan. Even without the pressure on her horns, she moaned and bobbed along his entire length, bloating her own throat with his cock.

He watched Fyre suck him off as he ran his fingers over his wives’ clits. Moans echoed off the walls of the cathedral.

“Right there,” Alice gasped. He teased her clit while sliding a finger into her slit, her juices pouring over his hand.

“Deeper,” Anna moaned. His fingers dug into her pussy while running a ring around the edge, prying her open and causing her to gasp as cold air brushed over her insides.

His wives rubbed their bodies against him and pressed their lips against his jaw. He rewarded their attention with soft kisses, but always pulled away before their tongues could do little more than say hello to his.

“Stop teasing,” Anna whined. “Oh!” She gasped as he pressed his fingers deep inside her, and she squirted onto Fyre’s face.

Fyre barely noticed, too intent on pleasuring the cock wrapped in her lips. Heat rose along his entire length. Fyre knew him well, and teased out his climax with that experience. Quick flicks of her tongue when she pulled back, intense pressure from her throat as she took him all the way, and a slow linger while he stuffed her little throat with his cock.

He grunted, nearing his limit, but unwilling to abandon his wives. “Aren’t you forgetting something?” he asked both of them.

They blinked at him, eyes glazed over with pleasure. Then, as if a single mind controlled both, they looked down at Fyre.

Their loose hands tightened around the prophet’s horns and grins crossed their faces.

Fyre barely had time to steal some air before the other women began ramming her against Nathan’s crotch as fast as they could. Her red eyes locked onto his while his cock reshaped her throat.

“Tell us when you’re going to fill her,” Alice whispered in his ear.

“Now,” he said.

Giggles erupted from both women.

“Bon appétit, Fyre,” Anna said.

They pulled Fyre against his body and held her there. Nathan let himself reach his climax.

A surge of heat burst from his cock, pouring fat ropes of his seed into Fyre’s stomach. She moaned around his length and sped up the fingers buried in her own crotch, flooding the floor with her arousal. His balls churned as Fyre bucked lightly against him, each movement forcing more cum down her throat.

Anna and Alice pulled her off him before he was finished. A gooey lashing of his seed splashed over Fyre’s face, causing her to begin whining.

“You’re wasting it,” Fyre said, mock glaring at his wives.

Nathan shut her up by thrusting forward and plugging her mouth with his cock. Her lips closed around his tip and happily suckled it.

His fingers slipped free of his wives as they shifted, their faces red while watching Fyre clean him up. Then they crouched down beside her, kneeling on either side of his length.

“Go on. There’s plenty of room. You’ll be extra blessed by Omria if you clean up such potent seed,” Fyre said.

Nathan couldn’t even tell if she was serious or just messing around.

It was enough to give Alice and Anna a push. Their faces cherry red, they tentatively lapped at the sides of his cock. Neither particularly enjoyed the taste of his seed, unlike the beastkin, but they often enjoyed the psychological side of oral sex. Doing it with other women was new to them, however.

Fyre sighed as she watched the two women move so gingerly. Her hands rose and pressed against the backs of their heads.

“He won’t enjoy it if you don’t do it like this,” she said, before pressing them against his shaft.

Their lips pressed against his length. Both Anna and Alice looked up at him as they lapped at the cum and saliva lathered across his cock. They began to move along it.

When their faces lined up, Fyre grinned. She pushed again.

Anna’s and Alice’s lips wrapped around his shaft further, only to meet in the middle. Their eyes widened as they stared at one another. This was their first time kissing each other. Not in Nathan’s bed as they might have planned, but with their lips wrapped around his cock and smeared in his cum.

Fyre slid forward, her tongue eagerly lapping up every drop sticking to his length as she wound it around his cock. His wives pulled themselves back, however. Their hands shifted nervously in their laps, which were a mess of their own juices that drizzled along the marble floor.

Once satisfied, Fyre pulled free with a pop, gave Nathan’s tip one final lick, and patted his balls. “I declare this holy rod blessed.”

“Thanks, Fyre,” Nathan said.

“Next, we need to⁠—”

Anna shoved Fyre, and she fell over with a squeal.

“Next, we’re dragging Nathan back to his room in the mansion and enjoying our first night married,” Anna said. “You’ve had your fun.”

“But I haven’t finished blessing him,” Fyre whined. “It may be ready for marriage, but until he’s bathed his holy rod in my holy womb, it won’t be suitable for…” She broke down into giggles, doubling over where she sat.

Alice and Anna rolled their eyes.

“Well, I’m glad you’ve enjoyed yourself,” Alice said.

“It would have been more fun if Ciana had come in and watched,” Fyre said. “The whole point was to have an audience. But convincing the two of you to play along was fun enough.” She smirked. “Enjoy tonight. Try not to get too full.”

Fyre’s words of encouragement caused Nathan’s wives to blush and fiddle with their fingers. He took this as a sign to take them back to the bedroom.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Fyre,” he said.

She smiled at him, before vanishing as he teleported himself, Alice, and Anna to his bedroom.

The intoxicating aroma of incense filled the room, and Nathan knew one of his Champions had been meddling in here. He saw where Ciana had tucked away the toys Sen had snuck in and chose to ignore them.

Alice and Anna continued to shift nervously, moving their weight from foot to foot.

“Relax,” he said. “You’ve done this… well, not a thousand times, but certainly a lot.”

“Yes, with you, not…” Anna bit her lip.

“It’s not that different,” he said. “Come on.”

He reached out and pulled them against him, eliciting squeaks. Their warm, nearly naked bodies pressed against his. Sweat dripped from their bare skin onto his from their earlier fun and he saw the sheen of their juices on their inner thighs.

His hands removed Anna’s bra first, leaving her breasts to bounce free. Alice’s followed while he met Anna with a kiss.

“Just leave it to me,” he said.

Anna pulled away, then shook her head. She wiggled free.

Confused, he watched as the two women held each other. They each looked in the other’s eyes, then nodded.

Their arms wrapped around the other’s waist before they turned to face him, nipples hard, beautiful bare skin lustrous, and ivory panties slid aside to reveal their pink slits. The buds of their clits were noticeable, indicating their arousal, and Nathan didn’t plan to keep them waiting.

“Breed us, dear husband,” Alice said.

“Fill us with your seed,” Anna said.

He blinked, then rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You’ve been taking advice from others, haven’t you?”

“Maybe,” Anna mumbled. “Ciana said it was hot.”

“Even the Twins agreed, and they’re never serious about anything,” Alice added.

Their faces blazed like fires, but they committed to the bit. Both women crawled onto the bed. They bumped into each other while trying to get into their next position, and Anna cursed.

Once they stopped moving, Nathan had to admit the position was hot. His cock twitched, waiting to claim both his wives on their wedding night.

Alice and Anna lay atop each other, with Alice on the bottom and Anna on top. Their blonde hair mixed together, gleaming in the warm light of the bedroom. He saw right down the middle of them, including their taut bellies and shapely breasts hanging inches away from each other’s. Two wet slits hovered next to each other. They beckoned him with both their hands and bodies.

“Nathan,” Alice whispered.

“We’re waiting,” Anna said.

He crawled behind them and pressed his hands into Anna’s ass. They both looked at him with a mixture of lust and embarrassment. Each second they spent pressed against each other increased their lust, overwhelming their mortification at being together like this as they wanted Nathan to fuck them and fuck them hard.

“Who first?” he teased. His cock head rubbed along their pussies, coating it in juices as they gasped at the sensation.

Anna bit her lip and remained silent. While Alice smiled up at her friend.

“Don’t you dare,” Anna said. “I know what you’re going to suggest.”

“Anna, you were first, so you should—” Alice’s voice cut off in a gasp as Nathan plunged his cock inside her.

A wet slap echoed in the room as his body struck the asses of both women at once, jiggling the plump flesh as he bottomed out in Alice. His newlywed wife gasped as he claimed her body again, but for the first time since they were married.

“I’m glad you can shut her up somehow,” Anna joked. A harsh intake of breath followed her words.

His fingers found her pussy, teasing her while he thrust into Alice. Lewd, breathy moans combined into a song that filled the room. Both women rubbed against each other as Nathan pressed them against the bed with each movement and their climaxes swiftly approached.

Juices coated his hand and cock. The sheets of the bed darkened. None of them slowed as he dragged moan after moan from his wives with thrusts along the length of Alice’s pussy and teasing exploration of Anna’s clit and slit. He tried to time their climaxes, even as his own rose.

“I love you,” Alice gasped out, as she tried to ride her out own pleasure.

His cock answered her by slamming into her womb and planting a thick rope of seed inside it. Alice’s legs spasmed and her insides contracted around him as she lost herself to her orgasm.

Anna sprayed her arousal all over his hand not long after. “Love… love you, Nathan,” she gasped out, while quivering against Alice’s body.

He kept moving, pushing his wives past their limits of pleasure while they quaked against each other. His seed bubbled around where his cock met Alice’s pussy, as if he’d pumped her utterly full.

When he pulled out, his wife twitched and gasped. A thick trail of white poured out of her pussy and Nathan helpfully pushed some back in, causing her to gasp as he reentered her.

“You just fucked me, Nathan,” Alice said.

“It’s my turn next,” Anna whined, forcing herself back up.

“Oh, right.” He nodded, as if he’d forgotten, then gripped Anna’s ass and hilted himself in her. “Might want to prepare yourself Alice. It’s our wedding night. I’m good for another ten rounds or so.”

“Ten?” Alice gasped. She sprawled out across the bed. “Anna, you can take half mine.”

“H-hey!” Anna tried to snap, but her voice was cut out by a moan halfway through. “Nathan, stop fucking me so hard. I… Fuck, that’s deep… Alice, you can’t quit. Fei says they go until dawn sometimes.”

Alice stared up at space while Nathan railed Anna into her body. His second wife gasped and moaned with each thrust.

“Is ten rounds each dawn or noon?” Alice asked.

“We can find out?” Nathan suggested.

It was closer to dawn, it turned out. Although he never quite made it to dawn, because Ciana saved his wives by dragging him into the shower so he could get ready for the day. He’d just have to try for ten rounds each the next night. And again and again on their honeymoon until they finally achieved it.


CHAPTER 45



Asea of nobles gathered beneath the wedding pavilion, dressed in almost every color under the sun. Nearly as many servants in royal uniforms ducked and darted among them, ferrying food and drinks while ensuring the venue remained spotless. Guests finished their glasses and found a smiling servant ready to replace it.

Nathan found the service overbearing, especially as he was surrounded by a personal escort everywhere he went today. Not just Ciana, but several duogem Champions who wore special uniforms that identified them as his bodyguards for the day. The servants knew where he was at all times. For that matter, so did everyone else.

Just look for the man with a half-dozen beastkin Champions in resplendent golden uniforms following him.

Apparently there’d almost been fights among his Champions over who got to escort him around. His trigems yielded the field, as they had him whenever they wanted and largely had the day off, with a few workaholic exceptions. That left his many duogems, typically scattered across his fortresses, to battle over the duty to stand around him for an entire day.

He had steered clear of the argument, but noted who won. Most were veterans he’d gemmed long ago, but a couple were newer. They’d make a team capable of felling almost any Bastion, save for the very best.

Hell, Nathan would pit his escort against his old self. Ciana alone could probably hold Vala and Fei combined, and for all of Narime’s power with her speedy casting, he understood gems better now than ever. Champion-for-Champion, his duogems outclassed his old ones. He’d truly never given them a chance in his old world, no matter how much they looked up to him.

Roughly half the nobles sat down, while the rest milled about either in the pavilion or on the stonework outside. One of the organizers had pointed out there was a large gap between when the nobles arrived and the lunch service which preceded the wedding ceremony itself. That was right now. Arguably, it was the most important time, as this was when everyone networked.

Nathan had hurriedly covered the grass outside the pavilion with fancy stonework, enabling the attendees to spread out. With the sheer number here, he was glad he had.

The Diet ordinarily numbered in the hundreds, but those counts now brought their spouses and children. A limited number of barons and merchants had been invited, with each archduke and duke being granted an allocation—Otto and Milgar handled Lotte’s. Then there were the priests and mages in their opulent robes.

Foreign attendees came in large enough numbers to make themselves known, despite the sheer number of Imperial guests. Nathan wondered if half the clergy themselves traveled to Straub. Despite all the fancy robes, Alice had wisely made sure plenty of merchants and nobles were invited as well.

Falmir only had a token presence, given the war. Prince Maxwell sent his regards, which Nathan found darkly amusing in the situation. It was a sign that he knew about Adam’s plan and was ready to act.

Otherwise, only the earls of Falmir attended. Nathan suspected they attended as one as a sign of independence, because the earls stood as near-equals to the crown before Charlotte’s reign of terror. Much like dukes ruled in their own right in the Empire, with no archduke above them, the earls were sovereigns who had pledged their allegiance to Falmir’s monarch. They were free to act as they wished.

What was Charlotte going to do? Kill every earl?

Well, she might. Nathan had prepared a contingency if she threw a tantrum after the wedding. The nobility would rise into open revolt should she act against them so openly, triggering the civil war Nathan wanted to avoid. With no other choice, he authorized Reine to use her agents to foment beastkin discontent and trigger widespread revolts. Then he’d sweep in and deal with the aftermath.

Hopefully it didn’t come to that.

Finally, Arcadia and the Spires provided a small presence. Both had separated tents within the larger pavilion in order to minimize discontent.

“I see you continue to make plans even on a day such as this,” Gorthal said. He was in the best health Nathan had seen him for months, although his favorite mistress, Lena, kept a tight grip on his side at all times.

“Everyone’s making plans today. There are more nobles and merchants here than anyone can possibly talk to,” Nathan said drily. “Most of them are doing their best to speak to me, however. I’m apparently booked out for the next two weeks. Gotta make the best of the ceasefire.”

“One must also take respite where he can find it.” Gorthal’s beard shifted and Nathan knew the old man was trying to hide a grin. “Speaking of respite, care to join me for a brief rest? I understand there’s a nice spot to rest by the cathedral.”

Nathan inclined his head and accepted the former Emperor’s invitation. They made their way out of the pavilion, escorted by both their escorts. Astra had elected to guard Gorthal today, while Nurevia took the day off and enjoyed the food and drink.

A suspicious pair of seats made of dark plastic with a similarly questionable umbrella stood in front of the cathedral. Nathan hadn’t created them, and knew only one pair of Messengers who might.

Looking around, he couldn’t spot the Twins. He’d granted them more freedom lately, but hadn’t expected them to show up to the wedding of all places. They’d send the nobles running into the forest in fits of panic.

“Curious materials,” Gorthal said. He sat down on the chair, which had a large cushion atop the plastic. “I take it you know something about this? The construction of the wedding pavilion is quite different to anything seen before. Every merchant and noble with any knowledge of furniture wants to steal your tables and chairs.”

Nathan blinked. “They want to what?”

Seraph had mentioned a curiously large number of people trying to meet with him had manufacturing connections. Quite a few guests had toured the venue yesterday. Was this connected to that?

“Furniture is difficult to transport. Expensive,” Gorthal explained. He paused and smiled as a servant rushed over with two steins of amber-colored ale, which were left on the small plastic table. “While Bastions can wave a hand and conjure anything you wish, us mere mortals are less powerful. The furniture industry is often highly localized. Being able to assemble and disassemble it on demand is a market with potentially great value.”

“Not what I had in mind,” Nathan said. “I just needed a lot of tables and chairs we could move around on short notice. The wedding planning has been… chaotic.”

“Yet nobody would notice.”

Gorthal fell silent and turned to one side. He waved a hand to the other chair, gesturing Nathan to sit down.

Once Nathan did so, Gorthal focused his attention on the wedding pavilion. The sea of guests continued to mill about, eating, drinking, and chatting. Nobles of all statuses conversed with merchants, forging new connections.

In the middle of it all stood Alice, resplendent in a black and gold gown. Fei played bodyguard alongside a host of other Champions, although that was mostly because Fei would be eating half the venue’s food anyway. Alice kept the attention of a host of powerful nobles from Trafaumh, as well as Adam.

Her eyes locked onto Nathan and Gorthal, and they curved. A bright smile crossed her face. Her duties awaited, and the moment passed. She continued her conversation with the nobles.

“You’ve made Alice happy,” Gorthal said, his voice thick with emotion. “I once worried she might never find someone she truly cared for, or that might understand her and treat her as an equal, rather than a shrew to be tamed. Her light shined too brilliantly to allow some petty noble to snuff it out. So I wished for her to step away from the throne and focus on the archduchy, where she could easily become Hans’s successor.”

“She’s earned the throne,” Nathan said. “I’m lucky to have her.”

“Perhaps. But today is not a day to speak of luck.” Gorthal raised his glass, and the amber liquid shined with the sunlight bouncing through it. “You’ll be wed under Omria’s true light, in the presence of a united assembly of Doumahr’s nobles, to two amazing women of a resurgent Empire. All of that is possible because of your actions. To consign that to luck is to diminish what you’ve accomplished.”

“Then I’ll say I’m blessed to have Alice and Anna both,” Nathan corrected.

Gorthal chuckled. “Indeed. A better turn of words.” He slugged back nearly half his beer at once, causing Lena to titter at him and wipe at the droplets that got into his beard. “I don’t have much to say today. No words of wisdom. I am merely a grandfather seeing off his beloved granddaughter on the day of her wedding. This is a happiness I thought I’d never see. My thanks are scarcely enough.”

“Being here is thank you enough, Gorthal,” Nathan said. “Alice is just as happy to have you here.”

He raised his glass to Gorthal. After a moment, the former Emperor clinked his against Nathan’s.

Nathan waited for Gorthal to choose what they toasted to.

“To many days of happiness for you, Alice, and Anna,” Gorthal said with a smile. “I’ll leave worrying about Doumahr to others today, I’m afraid.”

“To happiness,” Nathan agreed. “And you can leave Doumahr in my hands.”

They drank. Gorthal proved he could still put away his beer despite his advanced age and illness.

After a few more minutes of idle chatter, Nathan left Gorthal. The old man watched his granddaughter from afar.

Lena caught Nathan before he got too far. Milgar walked past them and nodded, raising a beer in greeting to Gorthal before taking Nathan’s seat.

“We haven’t spoken much, if at all, Your Highness,” Lena said, curtsying deeply.

She was a fraction Gorthal’s age. Nathan didn’t look too deeply into Gorthal’s relations with women, although he’d certainly enjoyed women during his reign as emperor.

“It’s a pleasure to speak with you, Lena,” Nathan said.

“Thank you. But the pleasure can only be mine. These final months with Gorthy have been…” She closed her eyes. “It’s difficult for most to understand, but I love him dearly. I still have a future, but I cherish these final days alongside him. And you have made them the greatest ones he could possibly have enjoyed. I cannot thank you enough. He would never have made it to the wedding without you, or the strength you’ve shown helping Her Majesty.”

Once again, Lena curtsied, before returning to Gorthal’s side.

On the way back to the pavilion, Nathan caught sight of an odd pair of women chatting. Marquise de Rosewald spoke with Vera over glasses of wine. He considered joining them, but another person caught his eye.

Ester. Wearing a familiar black dress that caused Nathan’s breath to catch in his throat. She always covered up in her uniform and kept her hair up in those childish pigtails. While Ester lacked the chest some of Nathan’s other Champions had, she possessed a natural elegance and grace that caught the eyes of numerous nobles around her, only for them to retreat when they spotted the Inquisition emblem on the red ribbon tied around her neck.

An elbow hit him in the side and he looked down to see Ciana giving him an annoyed look. “You’re getting married today.”

“That’s not what I’m reacting to,” he grumbled. “That dress is…”

She’d worn a very similar dress at a party in Trafaumh in his old world. He remembered the event clearly, as she’d confessed her feelings for Deverese then.

Foolishly, Nathan had missed the signs of Ester’s actual crush on him, which she struggled with while dealing with her unrequited love for Deverese, who focused only on Ysabelle.

And now Deverese had betrayed Trafaumh and Ester. The two diamonds in Ester’s collarbone were dull, as if her Bastion were dead. Nathan had placed a powerful mental block on them, much as he had on Vala’s when he captured her. This reduced Ester to her ordinary capabilities, but prevented Deverese from using anything against her.

“How are you holding up?” Nathan asked Ester.

She squeaked and jumped nearly a foot in the air, spilling her wine. Some got on her dress and she scowled.

It vanished a moment later as Nathan cast a water spell. Ester bit her lip.

“Thanks,” she mumbled, bowing her head.

“It’s no problem. So, are you alright? I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said.

She nodded. “I… can’t help with security, but Choe offered me an invite anyway. It’s not like I’ll ever see something like this ever again. Missing it would be nuts. And…” She looked up at him and a wistful expression filled her eyes. When she looked away, her gaze focused on Alice and Anna, who continued to mix with the nobles in the pavilion.

An awkward silence descended.

Nathan decided to push through it. “Have you decided what you want to do?”

He’d left Ester alone for the past month and a bit. Losing her Bastion to betrayal hurt, and she needed time to heal. Even when a Bastion died, Champions needed time to mourn.

But for a Bastion to turn on everything they held dear? It was no wonder Ester struggled with herself. The Inquisition held no doubts about her loyalty, but Ester might not forgive herself so easily.

“I…” She bit her lip. “I don’t know. I want to fight for Trafaumh, but I worry that what I thought I was fighting for is wrong. Did Deverese corrupt my vision of my homeland? Why was I the only one who fled? The Inquisition isn’t the same as it was, but I don’t feel that’s a bad thing.”

“I’d hope not,” Nathan said drily.

She smiled wanly at him. “I know. To tell you the truth, I spent some time near my village. Not in it, because…”

“It’s hard to go back, I imagine. Straub doesn’t truly feel like home, either,” Nathan said, half-lying.

“I’m glad you understand, even if it’s different. My parents don’t know me. I think it’s better if we remain apart, even if I want to protect them and their way of life.” Ester clenched a fist and stared up at the sky. “I never want them to be facing down demons, like nearly happened months ago.”

“It sounds like you’ve made your decision,” Ciana said.

Ester made an odd face while looking at the unicorn, then flushed. “I… Maybe.”

“You don’t need to rush. The war is stalled for the time being,” Nathan said.

“For now. Demons can invade at any time.” Ester’s fingers ran over her gems. “I wanted to speak with Choe today. After that… Come find me at Soreaux? Please?”

She looked up at him with an almost desperate gaze, as if expecting him to brush her off or give a noncommittal response.

“I’ll make the time,” Nathan said. “Whatever you want to tell me. You’re an impressive Champion and worth it, Ester. No matter what Deverese might have taught you.”

Ester’s face turned red and she stared into her wine glass. “Thanks.”

More guests awaited. Nathan couldn’t spend too long cheering up Ester or flirting, sadly.

Once back inside the pavilion, he nearly missed a familiar face. Reine spoke with another woman with gold imprinted on her eyes in place of pupils. Golden towers, to be specific.

Mae. Leopold’s lover and most trusted Champion. She typically wore a mask, like Reine, and Nathan nearly missed her as a result.

“Mae, Reine,” Nathan said, joining them.

Reine’s tail beat against his side and she leaned against him happily. Mae smiled genially, like a mother looking on her son.

“You’re staying busy,” Mae said.

“As are you. How’s Gharrick Pass?” he asked. “I don’t visit as much as I used to, but I appreciate your help.”

Mae laughed. “Help? I’m little more than a friend to your Champions, Nathan. They come to me for advice in the same way I did older Champions, but they’re experts in their fields. Master demon slayers, experts at logistics, elite commanders—I could go on. You have an eye for talent. Leopold did as well, but never to such an extent.”

“Arguably, he picked me,” Nathan said.

A sad smile crossed Mae’s face. “He did. And you’ve built a legacy I know he’d be truly proud of. He can’t be here today, but I am here to carry his spirit. I know Gorthal feels the same. You’ve spoken with him.”

Suddenly choked up with emotion, he did little more than nod.

“Good. I worry about his health, but Gorthal gets to see his granddaughter be wed.” Mae paused, then held a hand to her eyes, covering them. “One last thing, Nathan. Thank you. For ending the suffering. I never could, and managed little more than seeking my own asylum, terrified as I was of Baudelaire. You freed them and stopped the torment forever.”

“I didn’t kill Baudelaire,” Nathan said.

“And killing her wasn’t the important part.” She placed a hand on his chest. “To many, it would be easy to overlook. The relics became a powerful weapon against demons, and the Inquisition remains a useful tool. You fight for everyone, and genuinely try not to let that become sophistry as the phrase always has been for every noble before you.”

He opened his mouth to argue.

This time, Ciana and Reine both glared at him. He sighed.

“Now, try to actually enjoy yourself,” Mae said. “Although I imagine you’ll spend the rest of the morning talking with important people.”

“I could argue I’ve had plenty of enjoyment already,” Nathan said, thinking of the events of two nights ago.

“Shoo.”

He chuckled and left Mae and Reine alone.

Lunch approached slowly. Nathan had two groups to visit before he sat down to eat, as he might not get a good opportunity to speak with them otherwise.

The dark elves from the Spires had spread out beyond their little tent inside the pavilion, and he nearly missed Dmitri upon passing it. The dark elf councilor spoke with Duke Ilmarn and Otto, only to wave Nathan over.

“Nathan, we’re here,” Dmitri said.

“The man of the day,” Ilmarn said. “The century, arguably.”

“Era, really.” Otto stood in a military uniform that matched Nathan’s, as they both dressed in ceremonial general’s uniforms. While the brides would switch to their wedding dresses later, Nathan didn’t need to fuss with his clothing. “Once they finally rename it.”

“I won’t live forever,” Nathan said drily. “There might be somebody else in the era of importance.”

“Then I’ll say you’re the most important person of this era. You brought back Omria after all.” Dmitri winked. “More, even. Rumors are spreading like wildfire.”

“Better not to talk about those,” Otto said with a strained expression.

Ilmarn cackled. “Well, Omria’s teachings are about being free. It stands to reason her prophet believes in them.” The old duke patted Nathan on the arm. “To your good health, Lord Nathan, and many decades more of yours and Her Majesty’s rule.”

He left. Dmitri’s arms and facial expression shifted in a deliberate manner, and Otto coughed before excusing himself as well.

Now only the bodyguards remained, as well as those nearby. Dmitri pointed at the empty tent the dark elves had been allocated, and they shifted into. Nathan threw up an extra ward upon entering it, just in case anyone eavesdropped.

“Figured to get the politics out of the way,” Dmitri said. “Spires has been a handful the past couple of weeks while you’ve been planning this huge soiree.”

“Bad or good?” Nathan asked.

“Mostly good, but there’s always bad in politics. The bad is that the Council election is going to take too long to be useful to you. Laechrias is still shut up in his quarters and there are too many movements trying to take advantage of the situation. Lots of us worry if we rush the election, we’ll end up with a Council we’ll need to depose in a year.”

“And the good?” Nathan asked, wondering what could offset the news Fyre would be without a place of power for even longer still.

“Warmongering is settling down for the time being. Arcadia hasn’t done anything, so the official story that it was a rogue faerie supremacist has held,” Dmitri said.

“For now.”

“For now.” Dmitri shrugged. “Dark elves move slowly. Grudges can be held for millennia, but we wanted to invade Arcadia when they collapsed into civil war during their own big election in a few years. Some of us are trying to remind others we can just wait and then get bloody vengeance. What does it matter if you collect faerie heads now or in three years?”

Nathan took what he could get. Especially with Arcadia on the verge of collapse with no solution in sight. “Is that the only good news?”

“Hell no. I have a solution for your lovely little prophet.” Dmitri smirked. “You’ve made an impression on the Spires lately. So with no Council election on the horizon, I managed to convince the leaders of each individual spire to meet and hold a separate vote on whether to recognize Fyre as Omria. It’ll be at the same time we determine the date of the election.”

“Will that work?” Nathan asked.

Would they finally have the edge over Charlotte?

“If you get a two-thirds majority, yes. I’m pretty sure it’ll be higher after your recent victories, though. We’re ready to believe.” Dmitri held up a fist. “To be part of Omria’s faith this time, instead of the friends she knows through Astra.”

“Unity,” Nathan said.

“Yes. You’re a damn sight more sincere about it than anyone else I’ve met that uses the word. And whatever your relationship with the new incarnation of Omria, that only strengthens the situation. We can relate to a prophet who pulls her people out from slavery.”

Biting his lip, Nathan decided to take a risk. “And what of slavery in the Spires? I’ll be blunt. Fyre does not like it. She’ll hold her tongue, but only for so long. Unlike me, she will live forever. If you want to be part of her faith, then that part is going to change at some point, or the records might include you in a different sense.”

Dmitri winced and played with one of his many earrings. “Yeah, I worried about that. Odds are, beastkin slavery can be ended early, because of what Fyre is. The rest…”

“Time will tell?”

“Time will tell. We move slowly.”

Nathan took what he got.

Speaking of what little he got, the faeries dwelled in their own tent. Unlike the dark elves, they didn’t leave it. Human nobles regularly entered and exited. They held short conversations before leaving. Only the Amican nobles and merchants tried to seriously converse with the faeries.

When passing by, a voice called out. “Lord Nathan, might we speak?”

Nathan looked in and saw several faeries. They looked like Varrus: towering mixtures of nature and flesh, except formed from differing materials. The one who called him in was half-formed of ice and had glowing aqua eyes.

Curiously, he had spoken in Imperial, the native tongue of the Empire. Except when Nathan approached, the faerie said, “Faerie?”

“Of course,” Nathan replied in faerie.

Relief appeared to run through the faeries body. “My thanks, Lord Nathan. My compatriots and I are attempting to converse in your tongue as a sign of respect, but it is difficult. It would appear the faeries who taught us Imperial overstated their mastery of your tongue.”

Nathan tried not to snort. “I can’t imagine it’s popular in Arcadia,” he said in faerie.

“It is not. Hence why the incompetence has gone unnoticed.” The faerie suddenly froze then attempted to bow, which was an oddly stilted gesture for a being of his shape and size. “My apologies. I failed to introduce myself. I am Novai, a guardian.”

Fortunately, Nathan had brushed up on his knowledge of Arcadia’s political system lately. Guardian didn’t equate to Bastion, but an appointed military position roughly equivalent to a marquis. Like most roles of importance, it was restricted to faeries and those of noble blood.

In short, Novai was a faerie noble with connections. A faerie who had been elected by the people of Arcadia had appointed him to a powerful military station, and now Novai broke with Arcadia’s policy to ignore Alice and attended this wedding.

“I’m afraid I’ll need to keep this discussion brief,” Novai said. “Anything I’d like to discuss with you is too sensitive. But things are changing in Arcadia. I hold command in the foothills just across the border north of Medstejn Castle. Following today’s event, I will need you to reach out to me in order to initiate contact.”

“Me?” Nathan frowned. “But you⁠—”

Novai tapped the side of his nose—or what passed as one. “This wedding makes it possible to come here and not cause too much trouble. Other faeries considered it, and there are even elves here. Omria’s return has caused an immense stir. After all, a popular prophecy predicted the downfall of humanity with her third coming. In the future, I can only meet you on standard diplomatic terms.”

“Ah. In other words, I move first, because Arcadia can’t deign to admit weakness,” Nathan said.

Novai’s eyes brightened. He didn’t give an affirmative response, however. “I look forward to speaking with you in a more conducive environment, Lord Nathan. To your healthy relations with your wives and Omria.”

And Omria? Novai appeared to have heard about Nathan’s involvement with Fyre, or else had a different interpretation of “health relations” than most.

Lunch came. Nathan found himself between Anna and Alice, with a host of powerful nobles seated around them.

Curiously, Adam was among them. He sat only a few seats down on the opposite side of the long table. Veronica accompanied him, but not Lily. Nobody worried about the presence of a duogem Champion. Probably because a couple dozen more lurked around the wedding venue, plus a small army of elite knights in the basement below them.

As Nathan should have expected from his old man, Adam maintained steady conversation with the Imperial nobles around him. Many knew him. The war remained forgotten as all enjoyed an extravagant meal that included delights from a world none of them knew anything about.

The wedding ceremony itself finally arrived. Alice and Anna vanished, undoubtably to change and prepare. Nathan was whisked away by his Champions and a team of aides. Unlike the other day, where he was able to change himself, he was fussed over by his servants. Even an attempt to force them out only caused them to pause for a moment.

Then they merely smiled and kept at it.

“It’ll be over soon, Your Highness,” one cooed.

“Such a gentle temper,” another said.

Clearly he needed to be an angrier lord. His servants didn’t take him seriously enough.

At least getting ready only took a half-hour. The rest of his time was spent sitting in the foyer of his mansion.

“Ready for your big walk?” Gareth asked, finally showing himself.

He wore a ceremonial uniform like Nathan’s, but only of a colonel. Given his status as Bastion, it should have been a general’s, but everyone agreed that a Falmirian defector wearing the uniform of an Imperial general might upset people.

“It’ll be exciting,” Nathan drawled.

“You should be way more upbeat. You’re getting married,” Gareth said.

Nathan already was married, but saying that would cause trouble.

Instead, he said, “The ceremony itself is troublesome. A big song and dance to show everyone how great the Empire is.”

“Really?” Gareth shot him a confused look. “Because this feels less about the Empire, and more about Doumahr in general. That’s why we’re here, right? Not Aleich. There are representatives of every nation on Doumahr. Even Kurai, if you count your Champions. I don’t think a single event has brought everyone together like this since Omria walked Doumahr.”

“She walks Doumahr now.”

“You know what I mean.”

They chuckled.

Gareth leaned against the door. Neither of them spoke for some time.

“Are you sure about me?” Gareth asked, voice oddly quiet. “I know we were close in your old world, but we’ve only really known each other for a few months now. Yet you picked me to be your best man. People will notice.”

“I’m sure,” Nathan said.

Silence again.

“Who’re your wives choosing? As maids of honor?” Gareth asked.

“They joked about choosing each other, but I’m not entirely sure,” Nathan admitted. “They’re only supposed to choose one, rather than two. Plus, I think Anna struggled with her ideal choice.”

While traditions varied, in the Empire, it was common to only choose a single person to accompany the groom and bride. In fact, many weddings only had a single person who filled both roles. Only noble weddings had both, as a way for each family to potentially nod to other family members about who was the most important.

“You mean the redhead I saw around. Vera,” Gareth said. “I saw her in the aftermath of the Torrovium Fields. Really shaken up over Griem.”

“He died protecting her,” Nathan said.

“Yeah. That’d do it. I take it Anna and her are friends?”

“Childhood friends. But they’ve grown apart.” Sighing, Nathan stood. “Sometimes, friendships don’t work out.”

“What if ours doesn’t?” Gareth looked away.

Nathan bit his lip. “Like I said, sometimes they don’t work out. But I think you’re giving yourself too little credit. I want a friend, Gareth. A comrade. Not some uber warrior or Bastion. You’ve been that, and come through for me even in the worst of it. Think of all the Bastions you know, and how many would choose to fight Bauer.”

No reply.

Looking over, Nathan saw Gareth scratching the back of his neck.

“Thanks,” Gareth mumbled. “I mean it. That helps. It’s, uh, difficult being around you sometimes. I think I might be catching up or learning something, and you just leap a thousand leagues ahead. That’s why I’ve been focusing on this intel stuff. It’s what I’m best at. So…”

“You wanted to help in the only way you thought you could,” Nathan said. “I got that feeling after you revealed your background to Otto.”

Gareth winced. “That’s why you cut me out of the assassinations.”

“No. I offered you the choice. You didn’t take it.”

“Yeah.” The older Bastion nodded. “You’re right. I didn’t. The dirty work’s not my thing. Thanks. But there is a choice I’m glad I accepted and it’s this one.” He jabbed a thumb at the door. “I think it’s close to time.”

They left the mansion.

A company of elite knights lined the road between the mansion, forming walls for Nathan to walk down. The moment he exited, a clatter sounded in the air. A hundred swords rose into the air. Magical bolts roared into the air.

Nathan and Gareth walked past the knights. More stood guard by the cathedral entrance.

Inside massed the nobles, clustered in seating across two levels that barely squeezed everyone in. Nathan paid little attention to them as he made his way to the front. Music boomed across the hall.

Fyre stood at the front, her wings outstretched. Her robe today covered her entire body and matched the one she typically wore to formal events at the Diet.

Nathan stopped in front of her.

You’re going to fuck me in this afterward, right? Alice and Anna already got their wedding sex, Fyre said over the link, while her face remained the pristine image of the perfect prophet.

What a minx. Nathan shot her a sidelong look but received no reaction.

Anna arrived next, eliciting gasps as the guests took in her wedding dress. Nathan had already seen her in it, but still adored her beauty. Ciana accompanied her.

Then, finally, came the guest everyone waited for. Despite Anna’s comments about trying not to be the second wife, Alice would retain a certain level of political superiority.

The door opened one more time and Alice stepped inside. Gorthal walked beside her, his arm holding hers.

Slowly but surely, the former emperor escorted the Empress and his granddaughter down the long, arduous walk of the cathedral. If it weren’t for the music, Nathan swore he could have heard a pin drop. Nobody rose to assist Gorthal, even when he struggled at one point, clearly a little out of breath. Lena did trail behind him along with Astra, just in case.

Alice reached the front. Gorthal kissed her cheek, then let go of her arm.

“I entrust her to you, Nathan,” Gorthal said, before letting Lena wrap an arm around his body and lead him to the nearby empty seats.

The music stopped. Silence descended in truth.

Unfortunately, the ceremony would take a hell of a lot longer than the one done in private. There was a lot of pomp and rigor. Vows needed to be stated and confirmed. Priests from both Trafaumh and the Empire spoke. The archdukes bowed to Alice to reaffirm their allegiance to her position. On and on it went.

Until, finally, the important part.

Ciana and Gareth each produced rings, and Gareth handed his to Nathan first.

The two wedding bands were simple gold rings. They’d been enchanted to be extra durable and not to wear away, and had a spell on them that allowed Nathan to summon them on demand. No tracking spell, however. Too risky for an enemy to use them against Alice or Anna.

In Nathan’s hands, they felt small and insignificant. Tiny objects that held so much value.

Alice and Anna held out their hands, smiling at him.

To choose which he’d put the ring on first would be cruel. He palmed a ring in each hand and slipped them on both women’s fingers simultaneously.

They looked at each other with bright smiles and held their rings up. Something passed between them. Then Ciana passed her rings over and the process repeated with Nathan. His ring finger shortly bore two wedding rings.

Two beautiful wives. He’d finally married. Not to the woman he’d convinced himself he wanted all those years ago in his dumb naïve youth, but to the women he truly loved and wanted to spend his life with. Alongside all the other women he loved, of course. His life would be an eventful one.

“As Omria’s vessel, I declare you lawfully wed. You are blessed this day,” Fyre uttered, her wings glowing. “You may now kiss.”

And fuck, she added over the mental link.

Anna and Alice giggled, then grabbed Nathan from either side. His wives’ lips pressed against both his cheeks. Applause broke out across the cathedral.

A boom echoed throughout the hall, silencing the attendees. Everyone turned to look.

Nathan didn’t need to. He was staring directly at the cause, who ignored the company of Royal Knights desperately rushing her from behind.

Charlotte stood in the entrance of the cathedral, a golden barrier wrapped around her body and her face distraught.
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“Charlotte?” Alice gasped.

Steel rang on steel as dozens of Champions and knights drew their weapons. The situation worsened in an instant as countless nobles rose as well, preparing magic spells in anticipation of a battle. Fyre’s wings flared with light as she hovered above Nathan and his wives.

Magic thrummed across the hall as Nathan activated the defenses built into the cathedral and a silver barrier snapped up between the entrance and first line of guests. More barriers surrounded the building itself.

He should have had more warning, but Charlotte had likely teleported directly here, given the panic of the Royal Knights.

“Nathan, what—” Anna said, completely at a loss.

“Fei, Astra, keep everyone safe,” Nathan snapped.

His hand shimmered with spatial magic and he hammered on the minds of the Twins and Kadria. He knew the Twins had been lurking among the guests from those plastic chairs, taking advantage of illusion magic to pretend to be normal—enough beastkin nobles were present for them to fit in.

True to his expectations, a pair of beastkin women in shimmering red dresses shot into the air. Darkness wrapped their bodies. The sight only caused further panic among the guests.

Charlotte hadn’t moved. The few knights who had reached her struck her back, only to find their weapons useless.

“Fall back,” Kara shouted from the entrance. “Let Lord Nathan handle the false prophet.”

Boots clattered across the marble as the knights encircled Charlotte. Precious few seconds had passed since she burst into the cathedral.

Still, she did nothing. Charlotte merely stared at Nathan, Alice, and Anna standing together by the altar, with Fyre above them.

Utter pain stretched across Charlotte’s face. A look of betrayal Nathan empathized with, as he’d felt its sting more times than he cared to admit. Perhaps he’d looked like this when Falmir exiled him.

It was a foreign expression on her face. Nathan had never seen such deep emotion etched on the princess’s face.

Charlotte gulped and he swore he saw tears in her eyes. She mouthed something short. Four or five words at most, he guessed.

Then she spun and fled. Unseen forces sent the knights to the floor. The barrier around the front of the cathedral posed just as little of a threat, as her body blinked through it with an almost effortless application of spatial magic.

Charlotte vanished. Nathan tried to force himself to calm down.

There was, after all, an entire building full of panicked guests to deal with. Not to mention his wives. He held onto his teleportation spell just in case.

“Nathan, do you know what that was about?” Anna asked.

Alice continued to stare after Charlotte, her mouth slightly ajar.

“No. If Charlotte came here to cause chaos or attack us, she missed her best chance. Even with all the protections in place…” He ran a hand down his face.

“I’d destroy her if she tried,” Fyre growled.

“No, she wasn’t here to attack,” Alice said softly. “She was my friend once. I… I didn’t realize.”

They looked at her.

Only for the Twins to land in front of Nathan with wide eyes. Kadria pummeled him over the mental link at the same time.

“Nathan, she’s still here!” Maura said. Her illusion gave her blonde hair and fair skin, much like her appearance from her original world.

“She’s gone into the mansion,” Laura said.

That explained Kadria’s reaction. She’d likely arrived and found Charlotte still here.

The mansion. I’ll meet you there, he told Kadria over the mental link.

She sent an affirmative back, keeping her emotions guarded. Nathan knew her well enough to guess her feelings, however.

Several of Nathan’s trigems gathered by him, drawn in by the chaos. Sunstorm had teleported in from where she kept watch outside, while Narime and Seraph strode up in their elegant dresses, which matched save for the colors and a slit in the back of Narime’s for her tails. Astra and Fei hovered nearby, still following his earlier orders.

The rest busied themselves with the panicked guests. Nathan spotted Tarako’s bronze tails bouncing around in the distance. He considered calling her over, but decided against it.

“We don’t know what she’s doing. It might be a trap,” Nathan said. “Maura, Laura, with me. Sunstorm as well. Seraph, take control here and keep everyone together. Narime, I need you to handle any response together with Reine. If I contact you or somebody teleports back, you need to react immediately. I might need everyone to deploy to the mansion immediately.”

Seraph nodded, then slipped away to help the officers trying to maintain order.

“I’ll get Tarako over, then,” Narime said. “Unless you’re taking her?”

He shook his head. “This feels wrong. If Charlotte wanted a showdown, why the mansion? She wants something. I need Champions I can teleport.”

Well, he could teleport Tarako, but she’d be out of commission for a minute. That might be too long.

The Twins scoffed.

“Maybe we should put the hag through some acclimatization training. Get her used to being bounced back and forth by Nathan. And every time she fails—” Maura began to say.

“That will be every time, Sis. She tested herself three weeks ago and projectile vomited on me,” Laura said.

Maura paused. “Okay, every ten times she fails, we ram a dildo shaped like Nathan’s cock into her.”

Alice, Anna, and the archdukes were conversing nearby, with Fei and Seraph assisting them as they tried to pull the nobility into line. All of them looked over with confused and shocked expressions.

“I think that’s teaching her the wrong lesson,” Laura said.

Nathan slammed his knuckles into the tops of the Twins’ heads, and they winced. “Not the time. Indulge yourselves later. Narime, I’ll leave you to it.”

“Stay safe, Nathan.” Narime’s tails rubbed against his body.

Without another word, he strode toward the exit. The Twins, Sunstorm, and Ciana followed him with Fyre hovering above. Somebody else joined in as well. Glancing back, he spotted Astra trailing him by a dozen feet.

They met eyes.

“I will see her,” Astra declared.

He sighed. “Fine. Just follow my orders from here on out.”

“I will.”

Knights gathered on both sides of the barrier immediately outside the cathedral, with Kara commanding those inside it and Vala those outside. Nobody could cross.

The cause of the confusion became clear even before Nathan got to Vala’s side. A golden dome surrounded the mansion down the road from the cathedral. Hundreds more knights and mages rushed servants away from the pavilion, executing pre-planned evacuation measures, while others tested Charlotte’s barrier with spells.

Nothing got through, naturally.

“Kara, work with Seraph and Fei to keep order,” he told the dog beastkin Champion.

She saluted, and every nearby knight followed suit in a clatter of gauntleted fists on breastplates.

Nathan teleported to the other side of the barrier and gave Vala the same order.

“Not like I can do much here,” Vala said. “Still waiting on that third gem.”

He winced and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve been distracted, I know. After this, I’ll gem both you and Reine. Knock on my office door day and night until I remember.”

“Nathan, your office doesn’t have a door. It’s your policy.”

He glared at her and she grinned back. At least she didn’t hold it against him for not making her a trigem yet.

By now, the Twins had already approached the golden dome. They rubbed it with their hands and poked it with spatial magic. Frowns creased their faces.

“Something wrong?” he asked them.

“The spatial wards are far weaker than the ones she’s used elsewhere,” Laura said. “This is an invitation, but one aimed at just one person.”

Kadria blinked into existence beside them, fury exuding from her very body as she planted her black lance a foot into the ground. “Nathan, yes. The slut wants to claim his mind. It’s a trap.”

“I’m not that weak,” he said. “Even Bauer said my wards were strong enough. If he can’t breach them, there’s no way Charlotte can. If prophets had mental magic on that level, Messengers wouldn’t be a threat.”

The elder succubus bit her lip and glared at the golden dome.

Had she tried to get in and failed? Kadria wouldn’t be so reckless, he hoped. Especially as her spatial magic still outclassed his own, even though he’d greatly improved in power and skill recently. Mostly power, he felt.

“Uh, if that thing blocks teleportation, can I even get through it?” Sunstorm asked.

Her onyx glowed but she remained in place. Evidently not.

“I’ll need to test something,” he said.

After a few seconds, he teleported everyone except Sunstorm. Then he reached for her over the mental link. She tapped the side of her head.

“Yeah, I felt that weird thing you do sometimes,” she said. “Like you’re sending me some sort of order I only really understand subconsciously.”

He blinked. “Wait, what?”

“Nathan, only Fyre, Reine, and I have a proper link with you,” Ciana said. “Everyone else feels it like Sunstorm described. A subconscious feeling from their gems to do something.”

“Yeah, it’s kind of fucky. We’ve gotten used to it, though. Nice feeling when you use it, too,” Sunstorm said.

Well, he should have known better than to take things for granted just because everyone appeared to understand him.

“I’ll bring you inside. If I know I can contact everyone over the mental link, teleportation isn’t necessary,” he said.

When Sunstorm appeared next to him, she immediately wrapped him in a hug. He was so taken aback he didn’t even return the hug.

“Uh…” he said, demonstrating the eloquence that had netted him two wives today.

Sunstorm brushed her jet-black hair over one ear while looking away. “You chose me to help you with Charlotte even though I can’t teleport away. That’s…” She gulped. “It means a lot to me, Nathan.” Her hands gripped her short swords.

His hand ran through her hair before he pulled her into a kiss. “You’re welcome.”

She glared at him for being a smartass.

Kadria ignored their display, instead summoning spatial magic. After a few seconds, she stared at a specific wall.

“She’s in your bedroom,” Kadria said.

Nathan nodded, then teleported the group there. Spatial, mental, and magical barriers snapped around them in advance of his spell, as the Messengers defended them against an unknown threat.

The bedroom he’d consummated his marriages in appeared around them. Charlotte sat on the edge of the bed, face now composed.

She wore an elegant blue dress that was somehow conservative and lewd at the same time. It fell to her ankles and wrists, covering every inch of skin in deep blue silk. The lewdness came from the transparent lace sections that ran along it. Slits along the sides revealed Charlotte’s pale thighs. A boob window made her immense cleavage apparent, cutting short just short of the nipples.

The most daring transparent section lay beneath her chest, revealing her flat, cute belly. It trailed lower, revealing the upper edges of a pair of lacy white lingerie but nothing more.

Her glamour crashed against the mental magic wards erected by the Twins, accomplishing nothing. Sunstorm teleported to the far side, and Kadria the opposite. Fyre’s wings glowed as they stretched across the room.

Charlotte merely smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes, which pierced Nathan’s in a manner wholly unlike the princess he’d known most of his life.

“Before anything else, thanks are in order,” Charlotte said, speaking in a tone and manner that didn’t match Charlotte’s at all. “I would never have been able to fully subsume this bitchy princess without you, Nathan. She held out such hope you would be hers, one day. Seeing you marry another woman—two in fact—shattered her heart completely. And now I can finally return to Doumahr as the goddess everyone needs.”

“You aren’t a goddess,” Kadria growled.

“Oh, but I am. I am Omria.” Charlotte—or Sofia, or Omria, or whoever she was—flicked her beautiful brown curls with one hand. “And I’ve been looking forward to having a long chat with you for a very long time, Nathan. Now, why don’t you send away your pets so us adults can talk about what matters?”
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Kadria answered Charlotte’s request with violence. Darkness coated her lance and the succubus moved in a blur of motion.

The room filled with golden light, nearly blinding Nathan. He reached for his spatial magic while desperately trying to sense what was going on.

Kadria’s spear protruded from Charlotte’s chest, but no blood poured from it. Then it flickered, returning to Kadria’s outstretched arm. Again and again, it bounced between the two positions. Charlotte’s skin gained a golden sheen as she raised her arms.

“Do you truly think you can best me in a contest of spatial magic, Kadria?” Charlotte said. “I taught you this technique. The problem with quantum entanglement is that it requires the object to exist in both places, and reality needs to resolve the disagreement before it does anything.”

“You taught me nothing,” Kadria growled. Sweat dripped from her forehead. She raised her other hand, preparing another spell as darkness wrapped around her hand. “You aren’t her, just some echo of the woman who destroyed herself to create the monster that spawns you over and over. And don’t get so cocky. I’ve rammed this lance through your skull thousands of times. What’s one more time?”

“One too many.” Charlotte’s expression darkened. “Enough of this.”

Kadria’s fist clenched, and Nathan felt magic itself distort. He saw the bed and Charlotte split into shards, as if Kadria tore apart the fabric of space itself, leaving gaps of void between each piece.

The vision lasted barely an instant. Charlotte’s hands shimmered with power and Kadria’s hand collapsed in on itself. The succubus let out a scream. She fell to the ground, her lance clattering beside her, clutching the deformed stub of her left hand.

Charlotte clicked her tongue. “I’m sure Nathan will find a way to fix that if you can’t manage it. Assuming he cares to keep you as more than a sex toy after our conversation. Now, where were we?”

“Preparing to die,” Fyre said.

A golden scimitar cut through the air. Charlotte’s barrier intensified and magic pooled in her hands, only to die off.

Her head rolled to one side. Sunstorm stared down at it, then flicked her swords at it and turned it into chunks.

“That can’t be it, right?” Sunstorm said, looking at Charlotte’s corpse, still sitting on the bed with her arms upright.

“Uh, her magic’s still active,” Maura said, body still coated in darkness and barriers. “Bitch ain’t dead.”

The Twins blinked to either side of Charlotte, and the darkness surrounding them vanished. A distorted bubble appeared around Charlotte’s unmoving body.

Then she vanished.

Nathan gritted his teeth, still holding onto his spatial magic while Astra and Ciana flanked him.

“That wasn’t teleportation,” he said.

“Hell no. We erased her… or tried. Can still sense the damn barrier.” Laura looked up and sighed. “Sis.”

Maura snapped her fingers and they teleported next to Nathan. A second later, the room froze.

Nathan stood transfixed as the Twins teleported back to where they’d been. Charlotte’s body reappeared, then regained its head. Time itself unwound, but nobody reacted, as they were pulled backward with it.

Outside the window of the bedroom, the blades of grass and trees swung with the expected rhythm. A bird cleaned itself, uncaring of the battle to the death in the mansion.

As Kadria’s hand reformed, Nathan’s spatial magic roared forth and covered his entire body in the eerie blackness that removed all color from his appearance. He took a step forward.

Charlotte pivoted her head and looked him in the eye. Time stopped flowing backward.

“Well, now. This is truly impressive,” she said. “If there is one mistake I’d give for this power to help me undo, it’s failing to ally with you earlier.”

“If that mattered, there’d be another world where it happened,” Nathan ground out. The magic surrounding him made it hard to move or even breathe. “What the hell is this?”

“Spatial magic. Space and time are one and the same, after all. Powerful spatial magic can enable one to hop between worlds, but it also can turn the clock backward.” Charlotte twisted one hand and Kadria fell to the ground again, losing her hand. She untwisted her hand and Kadria rose, healthy once more. “It’s hardly perfect, however, but a fitting power for a goddess.”

“If you can control time, you’d never lose. There’s a catch,” he said. Breathing slowly became more comfortable. “Only we’re affected.”

“Obviously. It’s draining.” Charlotte flicked her hair over one ear before leaning back on the head of the bed, apparently uncaring about how it caused her dress to ride up. “This magic isn’t truly time travel. I can merely reverse the state of the world. If Laplace’s Demon were a real thing, I could skip steps and simply recreate the world as it existed before, but it doesn’t work like that. So the best I can do is undo everything microsecond by microsecond. Beings like you can observe me and break into this little pocket dimension.”

“Like time dilation,” he said.

“Indeed. That’s a simpler version of this trick. In that case, you remove yourself to the pocket dimension and observe reality. This places everything else in the pocket dimension as well.”

If Nathan possessed any doubts about who he was speaking with, they were dismissed.

“You’re Omria,” he said.

The mental presence reared itself around his mind. Except now, he felt the connection to the woman sitting in front of him, who smiled at him. She coiled around his mind like a snake.

With Fyre trapped in spatial magic, likely aware but struggling to break free due to her lack of talent with it, Nathan had nobody to protect him. He strengthened his wards.

Nothing happened.

“Omria, Omria, Omria…” Charlotte sighed, then stood up and walked over to Fyre. “I claimed that name, yes. It’s mine. But right now, it’s not only mine. This eager slave of yours lays claim to it as well. Call me Sofia. That, at least, is a name only I hold.”

Plenty of people had the name Sofia, but he understood the true meaning.

Fyre was usurping the power and title of goddess, becoming Omria. This woman, who had stolen Charlotte’s skin, was the one and only Sofia, the rogue Messenger who betrayed an outer being and somehow created this endless loop of worlds.

“Kadria doesn’t believe it,” Nathan said. “I’m not sure how I feel. After all, I can call you Sofia and no great monster from the void tries to consume me.”

Sofia laughed. She stroked Fyre’s chin and Nathan swore the beastkin moved. “I see Kadria didn’t explain things fully. Or perhaps she’s naïve. Names hold power, yes, but only the ones people believe in. Omria is a goddess. The goddess. Sofia isn’t. It matters little if we’re the same being. Only one name holds power. Anyone who knows me as Sofia doesn’t believe I’m a goddess, after all.”

“You’re not a goddess,” Nathan said. “You’re a Messenger who stole power from Doumahr—and beyond—and used it to build a turtle shell in an effort to protect yourself while fleeing from your master. Everything you’ve taught us and those before me is a lie.”

“All religion is a lie. My father believed in a god who was apparently all-knowing, all-powerful, and all-good, yet half my world’s population struggled to feed themselves while a handful of rich assholes spent enough money to solve world hunger on keeping the right people in power, and everyone else poor.” Sofia turned away from Fyre and strode across to the Twins now.

“Doesn’t sound like you did any better,” Nathan said.

“I don’t pretend to be omnibenevolent. What I gave the people of Doumahr was magic. It was waiting for them all along, but trapped. I unleashed it. Even if I wasn’t here, they’d be consumed and destroyed by my master anyway. You realize Messengers do that, right? The fact you even have a fighting chance is because I gave it to you. In most worlds, a single Messenger can destroy it effortlessly. I’ve forced my old master to dedicate himself to eradicating me, and he still can’t.”

Nathan walked over to Fyre. Her pupils moved, meeting his. Fear and anger swam in her eyes. He pat her side and tried to comfort her over the mental link.

No response. Apparently this trap held her off even there.

He didn’t call for reinforcements. Who could even counter this?

“You can lower your guard, by the way,” Sofia said. “I am genuinely here to talk. Killing anyone in this state is impossible, for the same reason you can’t alter reality while dilating time.”

“Is Charlotte truly gone?” he asked.

She looked him up and down. “Why? Did you want to give her one parting fuck? Claim the woman who denied you in your world, only to become utterly obsessed with you? She kept her virginity for you across so many worlds, even. Convinced she’d find a heroic Nathan, but they were never good enough.” A laugh. “I assumed you wouldn’t be either. But then you rejected her. It’s so human to chase the man you can’t have.”

“That’s not…” Nathan ran a hand down his face.

“Don’t bother lying.” Sofia strode up to him and ran a hand down her breasts and tummy. “I know everything about you. That’s what it means to be Omria. This little slice of the multiverse is mine, and I see everything. Your actions have been recorded, much like how your adorable wolfgirl spymaster monitors the world with her eyes. Yes, that’s my power as well.”

“And that has to do with Charlotte, how?”

“Because I know you loved her. Except then you discovered the ugly self beneath her many masks and rejected her.” The goddess smiled mockingly. “I’m used to prophets being angry, petty, and generally awful people. It’s what makes them suitable. I can relate, after all. Charlotte is something else. Mostly because she had no real aims, beyond becoming an untouchable queen with a fairy tale king by her side.”

“You haven’t answered my question,” he pressed.

Sofia huffed and pushed Nathan. He stumbled backward, surprised by her strength.

“This is her body. Unlike the mental magic succubi practice, I don’t vaporize the minds of my host. She’s still here. Sleeping. She’ll stay that way forever. Like I said, you can fuck her if you want. I want to know you properly, and if it makes you happy, you can use the real Charlotte as your plaything whenever you wish.”

Disgust rose in Nathan. It must have showed on his face, as Sofia sighed.

“You’re less interested in fucking women silly than I expected given you’re surrounded by succubi and beastkin,” she said. “Fine. Let’s talk. This chat is way overdue. I had sincerely hoped you’d pick up that stupid mirror and I could explain things months ago.”

“That was why you wanted the mirror?” he asked. “I thought it was Charlotte who wanted to speak to me?”

“Or so I could hit you with a glamour?” She laughed and flounced on the bed, revealing her lower lingerie in the process. “I imagine you have questions for me? My deal for you is very simple, but I know you don’t trust me. So go ahead. Satisfy your curiosity.”

“How did you become a goddess?” he asked. “It’s the one thing I don’t understand. From succubus to… this? Overnight?”

“Ah. I expected this. Kadria could tell you, but I think she’s in denial.” Sofia stepped past Nathan and bent down in front of Kadria. Her finger ran along the succubus’s thighs. “A shame. We got along far too well. I’ve imagined how things might be should she get over it and you side with me, allowing the two of us to lay side by side on your bed with your throbbing cock atop us.”

“Let’s stick to the question,” Nathan said.

If Kadria had known what Sofia was all along… That explained a lot. No wonder she’d been able to turn Fyre into the true prophet.

“It’s simple. I learned of a source of power Messengers could use to become vastly stronger. Siv, Kadria, and I were deployed to a world with another succubus. That succubus went rogue, killed Siv, but fell to Kadria in turn. But I knew the source of her power. That the food source of my master could be used against him.”

“And hatched an escape plan,” he said.

“Yes. Only it had to be watertight. Taking the power was meaningless. After all, being strong didn’t prevent me from being killed.” Sofia held up a hand and a kaleidoscope of color glittered above it. “I needed to be unkillable. Messengers never die, but I’d lose my alternate selves once I went rogue. The goal was to reproduce that.”

“You became a system.”

“That’s how Kadria explains it, does she? No. I became a being greater than any individual world. I exist here, as one person.” She ran her hands over her body. “But Omria is an existence that stretches across the entire little multiverse I’ve created. Until every world containing me is snuffed out, I cannot die. And infinity is very big. Until my old master contains me, preventing the endless replication of my worlds, I can still escape him.”

“But…” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I get that. But what did you do? You’re some multidimensional monster, apparently. How?”

“Simple. I merged with Doumahr itself.” Sofia laughed at his confused expression. “Binding stones pull in magic from beyond the world, allowing life to exist. What I did was insert myself into that flow, becoming a form of magical physics. From there, an infinite number of worlds spawned, and I existed across all of them at the same time. I was still a Messenger, and therefore my consciousness could still sense my other selves.”

Horror filled Nathan. “You… You are Doumahr.” Something clicked. “That’s why your boss erased you. He wanted to remove your ability to connect with the multiverse.”

“Yes. But it didn’t work, as the connection was formed before he did that. It’s an automatic process for our memories to transfer to another version of ourselves when we die. And it happens unnaturally when we encounter our alternate selves.” She paused. “So, yes, I am a system in a way. But not a prophet system. A magical one.”

He’d traced that magical system to its root, and found the void. Every step he’d taken trying to understand binding stones and magic had led him deeper and deeper into an abyss forged by a Messenger, because of course it would.

Not because Omria was a Messenger, but because she’d corrupted magic itself. Nathan wondered if the real reason spirits had slightly different magic was that their magic remained pure.

“Satisfied?” Omria asked before returning to the bed. “Now, my turn. My interest in you has always been simple. Doumahr needs a new type of Champion. One that doesn’t rely on the tit-for-tat system my old master uses to prevent me from gaining an advantage. That’s you.”

“I’m not a Champion,” he said, mind still reeling from what he’d learned.

“Oh, but you are. Bastion, Champion—they’re just words I made up. At first, I called Bastions Champions, because I gave them power from the binding stones directly. Later, I taught others to draw on binding stones. That’s what Bastions are: Omria’s Champions. Bastion just sounded better. You’re the rocks of Doumahr, protecting the binding stones from oblivion.”

Something tickled the back of Nathan’s mind. A certain Bastion whose power and abilities didn’t reflect his skill, but who frequently shined with Omria’s light.

“Oliver. You’re treating him like an ancient Bastion,” he said.

Sofia clapped. “You’re quick on the uptake. No wonder Kadria bends over for you. He’s not that useful, though. I had hoped an alternate version of you might have the same potential, but he’s…”

“Stupid?”

“A match made in heaven for this stupid princess.” Sofia tapped her skull. “Honestly, if you rammed your cock in one ear, it’d come out the other absolutely pristine as I doubt there’s anything in here. Oliver’s on the same level.”

Nathan grimaced at the knowledge Sofia shared the same fetishes and lewd comments as the Twins.

This had been the goddess he’d dedicated decades to worshipping?

“But, yes, you could be a Champion. One dedicated to defending Doumahr, just as you are, but with a true goddess behind you.” Sofia sat up and crawled across the bed. “If we combined our strengths and skill, protecting Doumahr would be effortless. And you still get everything you have. All the women, all the Messengers. Even the beastkin slave playing at being a goddess over there.”

He kept his expression neutral. “I don’t follow. Why me? You’re clearly phenomenally powerful.”

“Power I can’t use. You know the system. My strength is meaningless, because it simply allows for greater and greater threats, until I eventually fail.” She shook her head. “That’s why I’ve spent so long searching for alternate means of power. The binding stones can only be an enabler of greatness, not the sole source.”

“… go on.”

“You have Tarako with you. She dislikes me, but I like her more than she admits.” Sofia slipped over the end of the bed and sat on it. “If it hadn’t been for the meddling of that worm that created the original foxes, I know things would have been perfect.”

Nathan blinked. “This is the second time somebody has brought up a worm. What the hell are you even talking about?”

“Oh, right. They never talk about what their creator is.” Sofia giggled. “See, the foxes are basically manufactured beings. An invasive species, almost. Their creator is a gigantic interdimensional worm, similar to a weaker outer being. Once the foxes are created, they begin assimilating with the local world, until all foxes are born naturally and are identical to a native race. It’s weird, but I saw some insane stuff while preparing meals for my old boss. A race of fox people who lure people in with fluffy tails is the least of it.”

Nathan chose to ignore that last sentence. He wasn’t lured in by fluffy tails, but was rather a connoisseur of them.

“They’re not important,” Sofia stressed. “The dragons are. They were my first real success. Until then, every civilization collapsed almost before it got started. Even the spirits couldn’t help me, so I eventually gave up on relying on them much. Nobody possessed enough magic to summon the spirits reliably without my power, so it didn’t work. I needed a method to repel demons without using my own strength.”

“This is why you left humanity and beastkin until last,” he said, remembering Tarako’s story about how everything played out. “We don’t have any magic to help. Just the binding stones.”

“Hush. I’ll get there,” Sofia chided.

A soft telekinetic touch ran across his lips, as if trying to close them.

“The dragons were strong. They forced my old master to finally throw more at me. That big system of elite Messengers, dominions to clean up old worlds, and all that nonsense? Only started with the dragons. Until then, causing a complete collapse was easy enough that throwing lots of Messengers at me worked.”

“Hence why Kadria came here, even though she knows you. Siv and Atlas have been here for a while, too,” Nathan said.

“All the elite Messengers have been. Kadria got added because the foxes proved too difficult.” Sofia smirked. “Shiva could overpower the dragons, but she went easy on the foxes for personal reasons. Atlas and Bauer can scheme, but the foxes have inherent advantages against ascended magic. So Kadria ruined me, along with the first of the partner Messengers.”

“Then you failed with the elves, because of the dragons,” Nathan said. “And it’s been downhill from there.”

“The opposite.” Sofia stood up. “I’m proud of the faeries, but they have inherent cultural weaknesses. Their whole thing about two queens, and alternating power between them is troubling. Humanity remains my proudest work. The Empire stood for millennia. Why? Guess.”

Had Tarako or Kadria provided anything to go on here? He struggled to imagine what set humanity apart from all the other races.

“… our dashing good looks?” he suggested.

“I mean, I do prefer fucking humans given I was one in my world, but not quite.” She ran a finger along Nathan’s jaw. “Humanity makes up for having little inherent magic through a multitude of methods. Industrial power. Numbers. Breeding potential. I could go on. More mages means more cities and more great spells. The advent of magical science—I never got close to the renaissance in the past, and the Empire is basically in the midst of a second industrial revolution.”

“What?” He frowned.

Terms like magical revolutions got thrown around with the creation of the wireless and wireless carriages, but an industrial revolution.

She patted his cheek and he pushed her away. Or tried, as a force held his hand against her chest.

“Like it?” she asked, smiling coquettishly.

Grunting, Nathan broke her spell and pulled back.

Sofia sighed. “In any case, it wasn’t enough. The sheer number of trigems, mages, enchanted soldiers, and wonderful inventions held back the demons and Messengers at a scale even the faeries struggled at.”

“They ruled Doumahr as well. A bigger Doumahr,” he said.

“No, they fucking didn’t,” Sofia growled. “Humanity sprawls from end to end of what’s left, with cities and towns that dot the landscape. The faeries? They lived in a handful of citadels, built close to nature. That’s why Doumahr isn’t covered with faerie ruins. The only buildings they used across the continent were shacks for the slaves farming their food.”

“The cairns⁠—”

“Existed so faeries could top up their magic while traveling, or else to support military units while keeping the slaves down. Some are where individual mages lived. You can’t compare the two races. Even the foxes understood the problem, which is why they trained humans to help them after they failed me.”

So, the great advantage of humanity was fucking. Nathan wasn’t sure whether to weep or laugh.

At least it fit with Omria’s teachings. She certainly didn’t hold back her love of sex.

“Then what about the beastkin?” he asked. “They’re the same.”

She shook her head. “Not quite. Beastkin make terrible sorcerers. I genuinely don’t know how I’d build a civilization with them. Once a prophet emerged and began razing the Empire and Arcadia, I’d be in a dead end. You were my best bet. By combining our power, we can stop anything. You don’t trigger my old master’s reaction while battling Messengers, and I can restore the Empire to its former glory.”

Sofia described him almost as a literal Champion. He’d spent his entire life commanding others and learning to strategize, convinced he’d never be as capable or dangerous as his Champions.

Now Omria herself told him the trigems meant nothing and it was his magic that mattered.

“You’re unhappy. Why?” Sofia asked, frowning as she stepped back.

“Mental magic? Really?” he asked.

“Not really. Your wards are harder than your cock was when you fucked your wives the past couple of nights. But I was a succubus, and I can still read emotions and surface thoughts without trying.”

Ah. Nathan still couldn’t block that technique for some reason.

“Do you truly care so little for the Champions that give everything to defend Doumahr?” he asked.

She tilted her head, then looked at Ciana. Sofia tried to approach, only for Nathan to stop her.

“I already said…” Sofia sighed. “You’re protective, fine. The alexandrite in her collarbone? What do you think makes it so powerful?”

“It draws on your affinities, which include spatial magic, and grants her a barrier so strong it’s almost impossible to penetrate, even with other ascended magic,” he said.

She smiled. “Half-right. It is powerful. Not even my entanglement trick can bypass it, as I still need a path to the target. But it’s not my affinity that strengthens it. That gem is powered by you. Imagine every single Champion under you with gems like that, strengthened not by binding stones, but your godly presence. Why, it’d be the sort of thing worthy of having them all line up in your palace, buck naked, ready to⁠—”

He cut her off, “You’re saying Ciana’s gem doesn’t use a binding stone?”

“Yes. You haven’t realized?”

He gulped.

How many other gems had he created like that? He’d tweaked Sunstorm’s gem and she reacted strangely to having it filled with energy. Was that because he’d changed the power source?

Bastions didn’t directly connect Champions to binding stones, after all. They used themselves as a conduit. In this case, Nathan was a greater source of power than the binding stones.

“Ah. You didn’t realize. This is why I wanted to talk to you much sooner.” Sofia laughed as she sat back on the end of the bed. “Honestly, we wouldn’t need much else other than each other. You can claim every binding stone to keep them out of other hands, have a massive host of Champions capable of defeating Messengers, and laze around the palace unless there’s an elite on the way. Imagine that. No more running nations burning themselves down out of unrepentant idiocy. Just endless blowjobs and sex. Plus pregnant women everywhere, if that’s your thing.”

Sofia had grown far less subtle by now. She threw bait at him as if he were a sex addict who hadn’t fucked anyone for a century.

He’d pushed her to the wall, and she needed out. Time to get one more answer, however.

“There’s one more thing that’s really bothered me,” he said.

“Uh huh. You need to give me something here, Nathan. I don’t mind long chats, but your stoicism makes you difficult to read at the best of times.” Sofia looked him up and down. “Are you interested?”

Lying might screw him over given she could read his surface thoughts and emotions.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

“Well, we have time.” Sofia laughed at her own joke. “But don’t take too much. Although I’m happy to let you take Charlotte for a whirl. I’ve been sex-starved for ages in this body. The only release I’ve gotten is her masturbating angrily while spying on you when you fuck outside the palace.”

Nathan really didn’t need to know that. Although he doubted Sofia’s words, as she’d say anything to get him to side with her. She wanted him to believe Charlotte actually cared about him.

“If you care so much about building civilizations, why do you only ever create new prophets when everything is falling apart?” he asked. “You said it yourself. You’re proud of humanity. Why take over a beastkin prophet who would destroy it, when humanity never left? You clearly could take over again if you wanted to.”

Sofia looked away, hiding her eyes. He knew they’d reveal a calculating gaze or the gears in her mind churning away inside them.

While he waited, he checked on Fyre. She twitched a finger when he held her hand and he felt her breathing.

“You’ll dislike the answer, so I’ll tell it to you in a way you can’t reject without accepting your own hypocrisy,” Sofia said after close to a minute. “Why did you delay your march into Soreaux during the cascades? After all, if you arrived earlier, many lives would have been saved and the riots stopped.”

Shit. A small voice in Nathan’s head told him the answer to his earlier question, but he needed to hear it from Omria herself.

He wanted his goddess to tell him why everyone had suffered and died, while she ignored their pleas. To understand that the callousness he and Baudelaire used to defend humanity reflected a similarly cruel goddess that he now rejected.

“I needed the Inquisition to weaken its position,” he said, voice hollow. “If I moved too soon, there’d be no political power to remove Baudelaire. Soreaux needed to descend into violence and the Inquisition had to brutalize its own people before its populace woke up and understood what it had allowed to rule them.”

“Exactly. So long as the terror of a dictator never affects you, it can be ignored. Ignoring the plight of others and pretending everything is alright isn’t merely human, it’s a common trait to almost every race,” Sofia said. “That’s why I can’t just appear as a prophet anywhere. If I want to craft greatness, I need the people to be ready and willing to change. The foxes needed a reason to reject their blind focus on tail count, as gems made that pointless. Humanity needed help rising against the beastkin tribes repressing them. And the beastkin would only truly rise against their masters if they saw it was possible.”

“And you think humanity wouldn’t support you if you reappeared sooner?”

“Oh, it would. But look at Trafaumh.” She sneered. “The corrupt church wanted a prophet that would support everything it had done since. They’d happily refuse one that didn’t. I know you understand. Only through adversity do we become strong.”

“I do,” he admitted. “But I can’t accept it. You admitted that the only future you saw in the beastkin was a violent one. I’ve rejected that. Fyre has rejected that. Even if you were once the goddess of Doumahr, you’re just Sofia now. There’s a new goddess.”

Sofia glared at him. “I’m not asking, Nathan. I mean, I prefer willing allies. Especially as what I’ve seen of you makes me think you’re far more capable with your mind intact. But even if I rarely use my true power as a succubus, I can still make you mine with enough time. Especially given your attachment to Charlotte. A few days with your cock buried in me and my power needling your mind and you’ll be mine.”

“Days? You have seconds,” Nathan said.

Less than that, it turned out.

Fyre shot across the room, erupting with golden fury. Her scimitar sliced toward Sofia.

Time resumed and Sofia exploded with power. Her barrier caught Fyre’s attack as she raised an arm.

Just like with Sofia’s head earlier, the slice went through the barrier and removed the arm entirely where it struck. Sofia hissed.

Raw force blew everyone against the walls. Everybody else had barely been able to react as they struggled to understand how time had reversed.

Floating above the bed, Sofia sneered at Nathan. “I’ll have those days soon enough. You’ll be mine. Unlike Charlotte, I don’t want you for love. I want you to achieve my dream. And today I’ll finally be strong enough to end this charade. Feel free to enjoy your honeymoon. Maybe get started with your wives early, because I’ll be back tonight to rip this beast’s head off and take my world back.”

The world distorted around Sofia and she vanished. Fyre cut through the air an instant later.

He and his Champions tried to catch their breath. The Messengers patted their bodies, while Kadria held her now-healed hand.

“Uh, what the hell did she mean by that?” Maura asked.

“Only one thing,” Laura said darkly. “She was way stronger than when we fought up north. And not just because Sofia is in control.”

“Arcadia.” Kadria straightened. “She’s seized at least one place of power there. Fyre is still stronger, which is why Charlotte can’t defend herself properly. Somehow, she has a backdoor into Lake Styx or Elysia. We’ll need to⁠—”

“Protect the Spires, you fucking dolt.” Laura shook her head. “She said she’ll be stronger. That means she’s taking more, and those sure as hell aren’t going to be in human territory. Nathan would bitchslap her across the multiverse. I could only feel the reverberations, but you were talking with her, weren’t you?”

Kadria’s eyes widened and she stared at Nathan in shock.

“Yes,” he admitted. “She explained everything. That she’s Sofia, how she became the goddess, her intentions. Nothing was off limits. She’s trying to recruit me.”

“Gathered that,” Laura said drily. “Now she can survive losing her head, using her as a toy is a lost cause. Time to put her through a blender.”

“No.” Kadria shook her head over and over. “She’s not Sofia. Her name⁠—”

“She is,” Nathan said, understanding the raw panic overwhelming the elder succubus. “You’ve even brought this puzzle up with me before. Even if the original Sofia disappeared, what makes this version different to her if she is otherwise identical?”

“The Ship of Theseus,” Maura and Laura said together.

“Don’t spit my riddles back in my face!” Kadria screeched.

A slap filled the room. Laura stood over Kadria, her arm outstretched. A soft red mark rose to Kadria’s face from where Laura had struck her.

“Get over yourself for once. Holy fucking shit,” Laura said. “Especially as I bet we don’t have time for this crap. We have the fucking eight-ball lined up and you want to spend our turn arguing instead of taking the shot, because you can’t accept reality. Nathan⁠—”

He held up a hand, while the succubi traded glares. Utter desperation and anger filled Kadria’s face and she clenched her fists. None of them bothered with spatial magic, however.

Reine’s voice spoke in his ear, Nathan, I can’t scry the Spires. I was doing a routine check in case Arcadia struck while we were distracted and it’s now blocked. Has Charlotte done something?

Yes. Yes, she has, he replied. Tell Narime to ready every Champion and knight we can on short notice. The Spires are under attack.


CHAPTER 48



Sofia’s barrier remained in place around the mansion, so Nathan teleported everyone outside. After scanning the surroundings with spatial magic, he lowered the defenses of the cathedral.

Knights scurried around as Kara and other Champions rushed out with new orders. Gathering more soldiers from elsewhere in the Empire might take hours, as they were unlikely to be ready to respond quickly enough. Nathan had a large detachment of his best soldiers and Champions on hand.

“Fyre, see if you can do something about this barrier,” he told the prophet. “I don’t want to leave it up when we leave.”

The nobles in the cathedral had reseated themselves, but looked at Nathan in alarm as he returned. Given he wasn’t carrying Princess Charlotte’s head, most likely assumed the situation hadn’t been resolved.

More nobles gathered around the altar, including several from other nations. Adam, Dmitri, and Rosewald were the most important in Nathan’s eyes.

Adam’s countenance was as grim as Nathan had seen it. Had the old man looked like this when the Gharrick Mountains were under threat in his old world?

“Nathan, what the hell is happening?” Dmitri exploded upon seeing him. “I’ve caught a few of the orders being shouted. What’s this about the Spires?”

Nathan glanced at Reine and Narime, who shook their heads at him.

“Charlotte’s invaded the Spires,” Nathan said flatly. “But I don’t know the full details. Reine?”

“Invaded?” Dmitri whirled on Adam, who sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “There’s a ceasefire!”

“And Falmir isn’t at war with the Aurelian Spires. This is a unilateral action by Princess Charlotte, acting beyond the limits of her regency,” Adam said. “There’s a reason the nobility of Falmir want to establish limits and a new council, much like operates in the Empire and Trafaumh.”

The other nobles nodded approvingly. Whatever their opinions might be of Sofia’s actions, they could all get behind an opposition to tyrants overriding the nobility.

“That doesn’t do much for the Spires,” Rosewald said. “I think we should focus.”

Dmitri scowled, and his hands began to play with his piercings.

“Reine?” Alice asked, pulling the conversation back on track.

The wolfgirl spymaster nodded, her eyes staring into nothing as she scryed the Spires. “Charlotte has claimed the Jormun Spire and deployed a small force of Falmirian knights in the city. She is accompanied by three Bastions, including Oliver Martel, and over a dozen Champions.”

Adam’s eyes nearly burst from his skull. “Oliver!”

Veronica placed a hand over her face. “I knew this would happen one day. She got her claws into him and now it’s all fucked.”

“Not now,” Adam ground out. His fists clenched and face reddened.

“I think now is the time to keep your cool and stand back, Earl Martel,” Torneus said, lurking nearby and listening in. “Even if he is your son—or precisely because he is—this is war, and far more besides.”

“Don’t lecture me, Torneus,” Adam said.

“Consider it advice.”

“I don’t need it. This situation is beyond me, as it has been for many months.” Adam shook his head and placed his head in his hands. “Ignore me. I’ll need the time to… gather my thoughts later before I address others in Falmir over the wireless.”

News would spread fast, but Nathan doubted the attack on the Spires could possibly beat Reine’s scrying. Letting Adam deliver the news might allow them to limit any other schemes Charlotte had planned.

“Keep going, Reine,” Nathan said.

“There isn’t much more to tell,” Reine said. “Charlotte’s power is vastly greater than anything arrayed against her. Most Champions deployed to the Jormun Spire fell when she attacked it. Her force is too weak to threaten the city, but she’s deployed an army of cloaked warriors that appear to be summoned with magic.”

“Summons? We’re being invaded by an army of summons?” Dmitri spluttered. “We don’t even use them in our portals. They’re barely worth the magic.”

Nathan felt differently, but decided not to argue that point. “These are summoned by a prophet. It’s different. Tarako?”

The fox lurked nearby, her bronze tails fanned out behind her and face set with worry. “I’ve never seen her use summons, sorry. The power involved…” The tips of her tails wiggled. “It’s madness.”

Kadria cursed. “She’ll trigger invasions nearby, preventing a rapid response from the dark elves.”

“I doubt she’s worried about the reaction of the dark elves,” Alice said, looking directly at Nathan. “She must know you’ll respond. What happened in the mansion? Reine lost contact with you.”

“… I spoke with Charlotte,” he said, unwilling to talk at length. “She wanted me to change prophets. I refused. She didn’t like my answer and had a backup plan. This is it, I assume.”

Alice shot him a strange look, suggesting she suspected more had happened. His fingers moved in a subtle gesture to indicate they’d talk about it afterward.

“Wow. You lay siege to her palace for a month and she thinks she can negotiate.” Anna snorted. “But if this is her backup plan, what does it involve?”

“The power of the Spires,” Dmitri gasped. “Both prophets wanted it. If she claims it…” He frowned. “I have no clue. Why does Fyre want it, anyway?”

“It’s a holy site,” Nathan said. “They’re important to the prophets. What confuses me is how Charlotte intends to claim this one through brute force. The holiness comes from faith, and she’s picking a fight with your entire race.”

“She’ll win it,” Dmitri said drily. “I told you, Nathan. We need unity. So long as she isn’t going to enslave us, I bet a lot of dark elves would bow down to a human if she promised them the world. Especially if she defeats you when you try to stop her.”

“Or maybe she’s trying to appeal to the slaves,” Narime said. “There are more of them than dark elves in the Spires. To you, Charlotte is an invader. To everyone under your yoke, she’s a liberator. You claimed the Spires by bathing them in the blood of your former masters. Maybe Charlotte plans to do the same.”

Shit, Nathan had completely missed that possibility. It might even prevent Fyre from claiming the place of power with the approval of the dark elves. Narime proved why she was his trusted advisor and strategist.

Dmitri opened his mouth to argue, then closed his eyes and looked away. “I don’t have the will to argue this point. We’re not the faeries, but I suppose that doesn’t matter to everyone wearing a slave collar.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Nathan said. “At least we know she won’t detonate the Spires for once. But that doesn’t mean the residents are safe. I know what we’re dealing with. If it’s a small force, the only hard part is defeating Charlotte herself.”

“And dealing with the aftermath,” Alice said.

His face hardened. “Yes. While I take my knights and Champions to the Spires, every fortress within 200 miles of the Spires needs to prepare for a cascade the size of the one that tore apart Trafaumh. Hans, Otto, Marquise de Rosewald—I know your forces are still stretched, but this is your territory. Anna⁠—”

“My archduchy covers almost the entirety of Amica that will be affected. I’ll get Vera and Kara and begin working on a response plan,” Anna said.

She nearly walked off then and there, but ducked back and pulled Nathan into a deep kiss. Her eyes hovered only an inch away, wavering with fear.

“Come back,” she whispered.

The other three nobles followed her, intent on getting to the wireless as soon as possible. Nathan had Seraph arrange carriages for them back to the gateway in town, as well as escorts.

“Can we spare the soldiers?” Narime asked.

“We have to. If we take everyone with us, we risk an assault here taking out half the world’s nobility in one swoop,” he said. “Fei and Ciana, gather your best. Kara will help Anna organize defenses, but I’ll need her here just in case. Reine⁠—”

“I shall retreat to Aleich with Alice,” Reine said.

He paused, then shook his head. “I think it’s wiser to stay here. Raising the wards around the cathedral might be the best defense available, and Gareth is here as well.”

“I heard my name.” Speak of the devil and he shall appear. Gareth trotted up with Erica and Beth. “Been listening in but kept to myself. Where am I going?”

“You want to come with me,” Nathan said.

“Can’t say I appreciate staying behind and playing guard dog.”

Nathan looked around, trying to piece together his options.

If Alice returned to Aleich, it might weaken her position. She’d fled, leaving the nobles here to fend for themselves. Not to mention they weren’t in danger at the moment.

“I’ll stay, Nathan,” Alice said. She rubbed his arm. “We’re not in danger at the moment. With the sheer number of soldiers and Champions nearby, I can ease tensions and even meet with some people who were otherwise unavailable. Like the faerie envoys. If I leave, a lot of time and energy has been wasted.”

“We got married. This wasn’t a waste,” he said, taking her hands into his own. “I want you safe.”

“And I am safe. I’ll be safer once you deal with Charlotte.”

He bit his lip. Nurevia tapped him on the shoulder.

“Did you need something, Nurevia?” he asked.

“I’ll stay here,” she said. “I know you want everyone at the Spires and think I’ll want to defend them, but⁠—”

“Thank you. Keep Alice and everyone else safe,” he said.

Nurevia paused, then punched him in the chest. Ciana’s diamond flared and she glared at the dark elf.

“You didn’t let me finish,” Nurevia whined.

“I could tell it was some self-deprecating nonsense. I need as many trigems as I can to stop Charlotte, but I can’t risk Alice, Reine, and everyone still here.” He ran a hand through her lavender hair. “If it helps, I’ll punish you when I get back for refusing to come.”

“You promised that last time, and you brought two other women with you.”

“That was months ago! And you loved it.”

“Oh yeah, she did,” Maura purred. “You know, I really have been keen on doing that illusion night we promised earlier this year. Maybe Sis and I can come up with a fun scenario. Help Nathan get into things, better?”

“Uh…” Nurevia gulped.

“Later,” he said. “I think we have enough of a plan to move. Narime⁠—”

“I’ll let everyone know to gather once the knights are ready.” The fox placed hands on Ciana’s and Fei’s shoulders. “Let’s go.”

For the first time in what felt like years, Ciana separated from Nathan.

He wasn’t ready to leave just yet, though.

“Reine and Seraph? Come with me. We’ll find a private place and take care of something,” he said.

Reine’s wolf ears twitched, confusion crossing her face, but Seraph followed without a second word. Not that Reine needed additional orders.

Nathan gave Alice a kiss, wrapping her in a deep hug. She pressed herself against him.

“Like Anna said, be safe,” Alice said. She pulled back and smiled up at him. “We still haven’t had our official honeymoon.”

“Uh, you and Anna fucked Nathan so much I could smell it in his bedroom earlier. You don’t need a honeymoon,” Maura said.

Alice’s face nearly exploded from embarrassment and she hit Maura. The succubus cackled, while Laura’s eyes popped.

“Holy shit. The Empress finally took the bait. Here I thought you ignored us,” Laura said.

Alice rolled her eyes. “You’ve corrupted Fyre so badly that it’s spreading to me now. Shoo. Keep Nathan company.”

“Can’t corrupt a woman whose soul already desired being plugged by Nathan’s fat, hard co—” Maura said, eyes gleaming.

This time it was Tarako who shut the succubus up. Her tails slammed Maura into the marble floor and left a bloodstain.

Nathan chose to ignore them. “I’ll be back,” he said. “We’re too close to let a tantrum ruin it. Then we can talk about Charlotte… or Sofia, really. The person in that body isn’t the princess you know.”

Alice closed her eyes, pain filling her face. “I see. Thank you for telling me.”

He left. Outside, he gathered Vala as well, leaving the command to Kara and others.

Once out of sight of the guests and servants, Nathan prepared a teleportation spell. They appeared in his bedroom in Aleich.

A low whistle escaped Laura. “You’re getting too good at spatial magic. We don’t hold a candle to you. Even if they are your wards, teleporting through them to such an exact location is impressive.”

He ignored her compliment and instead entered Alice’s bedroom. His destination was his mental world, where he retrieved several gemstones from beneath the command console in the control room.

Once done, he teleported them into the garden. Reine’s tails and ears shot up and utter shock pervaded her expression. Vala and Seraph kept their cool, but Nathan saw Vala pump an arm in triumph when she thought he wasn’t looking.

“Oh, this is Champion bullshit,” Maura said. “I thought you might be setting up a pre-battle orgy.”

“I have never done that,” he said.

“Never too late to start. Your wives helped you throat-fuck a goddess, so you’re definitely going up a few tiers in lewdness categories.”

“What?” Vala asked, voice flat.

“Don’t ask,” Nathan said. “But yes, I’m conducting gemming ceremonies. There’s barely enough time for them, and it’s been a mistake to put things off this long. I had hoped for more time before we assaulted Charlotte in Fertheim.”

“I’ve done enough thinking about how to tweak my gems,” Seraph said. “I’m ready.”

He bit his lip and wavered. Much of the reason he’d put off this step was because several of his Champions wanted their gems tweaked, just like Sunstorm. He hadn’t understood why hers had been different, though. Plus, most of his Champions weren’t sure what they’d change their gems to.

Sure, he could come up with ideas when pressed, but he wasn’t a bottomless well. His Champions lived with their abilities, not him.

The new complication was Sofia’s reveal that he was imbuing his own power into the gems.

“I’ll do just one,” he said. “I’m worried about the impacts if I do two at once.”

Seraph raised an eyebrow, but nodded. “My energy wave then. I’d like to update my regeneration, too, but I suspect my focus will be on either demons or summons, not Charlotte… or is it Sofia?”

“She’s definitely Sofia,” Laura said.

Ignoring her, Seraph waited for Nathan to answer.

“She’s Sofia. It’ll be complicated, as most people won’t understand, but Charlotte’s been subsumed by the Messenger who created the goddess. Her name’s Sofia,” he said.

“I see. I’ll leave it at that given the time we have.”

That meant he’d be doing a lot of explaining later, given the conversation he’d had with Sofia.

“Uh, what about us?” Vala pointed at herself and Reine. Mostly herself.

“Reine is easy. An alexandrite. I don’t know how well we can choose abilities, given nobody really understands the gemstone. At best, I think I can guide it. It appears to be connected to… the goddess’s ability to observe Doumahr,” Nathan said, unsure if he should mention Sofia’s comment.

She’d implied Reine’s ability related to the true Omria’s ability to observe the multiverse. Did that suggest Reine was actually connected to Omria herself? Was that what made her divine eyes special? She reacted to the usage of Fyre’s power, after all.

He frowned. “Wait, Charlotte didn’t block your scrying of the Spires?”

Damn. He’d missed that.

Reine shook her head. “I assumed she lacked the time to ward my vision.”

“Bullshit. She can easily stop you from tracking her wherever she goes.” Maura crossed her arms. “Guess this is the Highlander now. Only one can survive. Sucks we can’t just chop her head off, though. That body is hot as fuck.”

Nathan ignored the casual mention of a deeply concerning fetish.

Reine’s ears twitched. “I know what I want. My portals can help you. But… when battle breaks out, I find myself with little to do than worry. The Torrovium Fields terrified me. All I could do was watch as you dueled with Bauer and trust in your abilities. I want something to help you in battle.”

“From afar?” Nathan asked.

“Is it too much to ask?” Her tails and ears drooped.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I don’t know. If you’re connected to Doumahr itself…”

Everyone shot him a strange look, but his mind raced along this path.

At the Torrovium Fields, true power on the battlefield came from mages hurling spells across the continent. What stopped Reine from doing the same? Rather than placing a portal that connected two places, why not use that same power to summon magic itself? If Reine could see her target in real time, she could strike them with almost pinpoint accuracy.

A terrifying ability if he created it successfully. He had to hope he had enough time.

“I have an idea,” he said. “But it’ll take time and we don’t have much. Vala?”

“A diamond,” Vala said, straightening. “You’re going to make a trigem for real, right?”

“Of course. But⁠—”

“Then I need to hang out with the big girls.” She pointed at the Twins. “I’ve been paying attention. You pick who comes with you for dangerous fights based on their survivability. Sunstorm even told me how she nearly died fighting a Messenger once. I’m tough, by Champion standards, but the big brawl on the Fields reminded me of the power that can be thrown around. Huge, army-destroying spells. A crazy trigem strong enough to kill fucking Griem of all people. Fyre splattering that other trigem from the air. I need to be tough.”

“Toughness can’t handle everything,” Nathan warned. “Ciana is like a fortress packed into the form of a horsegirl, and she still gets hurt. She uses her barriers for good reason.”

“I… I know, but… Shit!” Vala stamped her foot. “Look, I know the fights are crazy now. That’s why I want real protection. I don’t want to hang back because somebody might look at me and my arms fall off because they can shoot spatial slashes from their eyes.”

“Cool idea for a Champion,” Maura said.

“A dumb one, more like,” Laura said. “Will she wear special goggles to control her spatial slashes so she can’t accidentally murder people when she’s annoyed?”

“Oh. Right. Copyright infringement. Don’t use that idea, Nathan. I bet the Mouse has interdimensional lawyers.”

Nathan had no fucking idea what they were talking about and chose to ignore them.

Although that Mouse sounded dangerous. A new outer being he hadn’t heard of?

Vala grimaced, still focused on her own problem. “You and these succubi cast these fancy barriers, right? Fyre uses them too now. Can you give me something like that? Strong enough to stop anything?”

“No barrier can stop anything,” he said.

“You know what I⁠—”

He held up a hand to stop her, his mind trying to solve the problem. “What you really want is to be able to fight alongside everyone else, right? To battle the same foes without feeling like you’ll hold them back or that I can’t send you in without worrying about your safety?”

Vala gulped, her face reddening. “Y-yeah. That’s exactly it. Don’t need to call me out like that. It’s embarrassing. We fuck now, and it’s great, but that’s too public.”

“This is what you find crosses the line?” Seraph asked.

“I mean, Sen’s badgering me about sticking stuff up my ass. I’m getting used to all the sex. Emotional shit? That’s still difficult.”

Seraph snorted. “I’ll leave the toys to you younger girls.”

Nathan let them joke around while he thought about a solution.

Was a diamond even the right solution? He didn’t have another alexandrite, as the final one was reserved for Reine. Betting on stealing one back from Arcadia was not happening. Who knew if he’d ever get an extra one.

What other gem might he use? No other gem matched a diamond for physical defense. Garnets and opals were outright inferior. A sapphire could provide a gem ability, but that would mean Vala would possess three different gems. He’d managed to make her first two feed into each other, but a sapphire focused on defense? Fei’s only worked because of her ridiculous magic-eating flames.

A jade could work. He had some on hand, gathered since the civil war. But it would be a reactive defense. Regeneration or escape, rather than durability. Would that really help Vala, who lacked Seraph’s speed or Sunstorm’s teleportation?

“This is hard,” Vala said, despondent. “I can tell you’re struggling.”

“I think you might be right to use a diamond,” he admitted. “But…” He blinked. “No, I have it. The answer was in front of me all along. You know Ester’s duogem ability?”

“Yeah? It absorbs damage inflicted on those around her, but I don’t want to help support others, I want…” Vala’s mouth made an “O” shape. “I get it.”

“I’ll reverse it,” Nathan said. “But not so you spread pain. That might get somebody killed and you’d never forgive yourself. No, I think I can push the diamond to work with my mental links and actually pull on the magical defenses of those around you.”

In short, Nathan wanted to craft an artificial sympathetic gem, almost like Ciana’s. But rather than sharing Nathan’s physical attributes, Vala would instead gain the defenses of allied Champions and Messengers near her. She’d always be as tough as her strongest ally.

Or at least, close enough. He doubted it would work at full strength or be able to copy complex wards perfectly. Astra’s immortality or Kadria’s wards might be off limits.

With his decision made, Nathan conducted the gem ceremonies. All of them worked perfectly. Seraph didn’t need any adjustments to her magic intake, as she remained as efficient as ever despite the change.

She spun a tonfa and looked at the row of disintegrated hedges. “So you made it work on living things as well.”

“Yes. It’ll be more effective against magic, but it’s more like a disintegration wave than an energy wave,” he said. “You need to choose what it affects when you use it, though. It’ll only affect one thing at a time.”

“I figured there’d be a catch. It’s only a monogem ability.” Seraph leaned in and pecked him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

Vala struggled to test her ability, until Nathan suggested she cut herself open. She stared at him.

“I mean it,” he said.

Biting her lip, Vala pulled a knife from her belt and cut into her biceps. Almost immediately, it regenerated while Vala’s two diamonds glowed.

“Uh, what?”

Seraph raised an eyebrow. “Interesting. Is she borrowing my regeneration ability?”

“Yes. It’s weaker. I ended up basing this on the idea of cloning abilities, and don’t know where it stops,” Nathan explained. “That makes it dangerous. But it’s a trigem ability, and damn strong.”

“You can say that again.”

Vala stared at her healed biceps, eyes wide as plates. “I… I don’t believe it.”

Nathan could. Now he knew the secret, he could tell the difference between the two types of gems.

Vala’s was like Ciana’s. A special gem drawing on his own power, rather than a binding stone’s.

He realized these gems operated like Astra’s and the Hound’s. They were “Messenger” gems in a way. Nathan was effectively creating his own Messengers.

No wonder Sofia wanted to recruit him. What the hell was he becoming?

Introspection could wait until he saved the Spires.

Reine remained frozen in the middle of her ceremonial circle, barely breathing. Nathan ruffled her hair, and her ears twitched.

“I… I’m scared,” she mumbled.

“It’s fine,” he said. “I trust you.”

“This is too much. I can’t just see now. If I focus, I…” Reine gulped. “Help me?”

“Do what you’ve always done, Reine. Practice. Learn. These are your eyes, and this is your power. It bends to your will. It will never betray you. Test it nearby.”

She nodded so slightly he barely caught it.

A pair of golden wings appeared on the ground, roughly the width of a small table. Everyone stared at them.

Then a pillar of golden light vaporized the air where the golden wings had been. They jumped. Even Nathan, who bit back a curse.

“What the fuck was that?” Laura asked.

Maura burst into laughter. “Holy shit, is that wolfie’s new ability? Did you give her an orbital space laser? A fucking magic laser she shoots from the sky? How… how the hell…” She bent over double in the air, losing her breath as she laughed.

Nathan had intended to give Reine the ability to summon magic from the sky where she scryed. He had assumed this would summon a bolt of lightning or rain fire.

Instead it fired a beam of magic similar to what Fyre and Charlotte used when they concentrated their spells. Pure, unadulterated power. A smooth crater stood several feet deep in the courtyard. The spell hadn’t even burned the surroundings, as the magic didn’t produce heat. It simply consumed everything it touched.

“I think this will be useful in the Spires,” Nathan said. “I’m guessing your scrying will be harder to block, too.”

Her gem was also a Messenger one, unlike her first gem. What that would mean for Reine was unclear. Because of the high power draw, he ensured it could be topped up at will like Sunstorm’s. Reine shifted uncomfortably upon testing out the feature, her face reddening and tail whirling wildly.

His preparations were complete now.

“Reine, how’s the Spires?” he asked.

She recovered. Mostly. “Largely unchanged. The city is too large even for Sofia’s summons to make much progress. She has ascended to the upper levels of the Jormun Spire. It has lit up and other spires are beginning to as well. I assume this is her attempt to claim the power of the city.”

“That’s slower than what happened in Soreaux,” he mused.

Perhaps that was because of the deep faith in Soreaux. They inherently believed in the prophets.

Or maybe it was because Omria had built Soreaux herself, just as she’d made the Pearlescent Canyon. The Spires were constructed, even if she’d imbued her magic into them. Whatever Sofia was up to, it took time.

“We’ll move out once we return,” he said.

They teleported back to the cathedral at Straub.

There, he found his knights assembled by the woods near the wedding pavilion. Fei, Narime, Fyre, and the rest of his Champions waited for him. Only Nurevia was missing, as she was guarding Alice.

Gareth and his Champions joined them. As did Kadria. Reine puttered away, returning to the cathedral with an escort.

Nathan looked at everyone. They’d assembled just eight companies of knights, even if they were the best. He was stretched too thin to summon more in such a short time.

But with his trigems and Messengers, they’d be enough.

Sofia had issued a challenge, and he’d answer it. This might be the final duel of the prophets.


CHAPTER 49



“Fyre, you’ll need to clear the courtyard outside the Jormun Spire with Reine’s help,” Nathan ordered. “I’ll teleport everyone else there once I know it’s clear.”

“Is it wise to teleport so close to Sofia?” Seraph asked.

“We don’t have the forces to battle our way across the Spires,” Narime said. “I’m assuming we’re focusing on Sofia herself?”

Nathan nodded, and those around him turned grim.

Only some of them had battled Charlotte, and she’d been significantly less dangerous. The fact Nathan had fought with Sofia on his home turf and she’d easily gotten away lurked in their minds. Fyre or Sunstorm might have even told them what happened. Maybe even the Twins, as they were closer than ever to many of the Champions.

Fyre ignored them as she stared into space. As Nathan opened his mouth to reply, her wings turned gold and she vanished.

“Narime’s right. We can’t afford to get bogged down in the streets. Not while Sofia is trying to claim the place of power and an invasion may be happening as we speak,” he said. “More forces are organizing elsewhere, in case of a breach, but the possibility of a cascade if any of the portals are closed on a Messenger is too high.”

“We won’t do that,” Astra said, expression hard. “Fight to the death.”

Half the assembled Champions looked at the dark elf in confusion, while Nathan shook his head.

“With Sofia causing chaos in the Spires, a Bastion might take the risk and shut the portal anyway. We also don’t know if she can close the portal herself,” he said.

The Spires had a mechanism that could shut a portal no matter what. Many Bastions lacked the power to keep Messengers out, so it had clearly been designed by Sofia to deal with such a situation.

Knowing that the faeries only had a handful of cities, the design of the Spires made more sense. A breach in the city was a hundred times more devastating than in the countryside. The failsafe might exist for a similar reason. Should a portal of that power be lost, Sofia might believe sacrificing the Spires was worth saving the other cities.

“She won’t activate the failsafe,” Tarako said abruptly, somehow reading Nathan’s thoughts as she stared intently at his face. “The old cow went through a phase where she’d sever limbs in an attempt to hold back the inevitable, but I believe she gave up on it when it amounted to nothing in the Elven Khanates. Victory must be total when battling demons.”

“And when dealing with me, apparently,” Nathan said. When she looked at him strangely, he shrugged. “Sofia’s offer was more than just to abandon Fyre. She made it pretty clear it was a ‘rule Doumahr’ thing. I’d deal with the Messengers as the only Bastion needed, and she’d handle the management side of things.”

“Wow. Didn’t know she bought into the Dark Lord Nathan idea as well,” Maura said. “Sounds like we might have gotten along.”

“She has the same thing about ears you do.” Nathan played with one of Tarako’s fluffy fox ears, causing her to growl at him and bat away his hand.

“Uh, ear thing?” Maura tilted her head.

Laura cackled. “So who’d she want you to reduce to a pile of drool with cum pouring out the side of their head? Fyre? Kadria? Alice? Herself?”

“Charlotte… Kind of? It was more of a hypothetical.” He scratched his head.

“Wow. Kinky,” the Twins said together.

“Stupid,” Kadria growled. “I guarantee you half of what she said was a lie.”

“Some was. She wanted to win me over and the deal sounded long term, so she couldn’t lie about everything, but I don’t know if I believe what she said about humanity,” he said. “That humans are the strongest race because of how many of us there are.”

He looked at Tarako. The others got the point.

Shrugging, Tarako had the good grace to appear embarrassed. “When we chose to uplift humanity, it was partially because of your… demographic characteristics.”

“Is that code for: humans bred foxes real hard? Because if so, I have a revised opinion of you,” Laura said.

Tarako bared her teeth at the succubus. “Not just that. It was⁠—”

“So it was mostly that.” Laura broke down in giggles.

“Look, humans are plentiful. So are beastkin. We chose humans because you were numerous, but less inherently dangerous to us,” Tarako admitted. “Eventually, we realized you possessed greater potential for magic than beastkin. I assume the old cow knew that all along.”

Nathan nodded. “She… doesn’t like beastkin. Thinks they’re effectively a lost cause for saving Doumahr.”

Of all the things that enraged Fyre, that had to be the greatest.

To know that the goddess her people believed in and who was supposed to have saved them from their plight despised her entire kind and wanted to find a way to avoid dealing with them.

Nathan rarely dealt with his mother, given how estranged she and Adam had been. But she’d never been openly unkind or cruel to him.

Despite how weak his relationship with her had been, he could imagine the twist of the knife in his heart should she tell him he was unwanted. Fyre claimed to never truly believe in Omria, thanks to her past, but those around her did. Nobody was immune to the sting of betrayal.

Case in point, Ciana and Fei glanced over at him with flattened ears upon hearing his words. Even the brief mention caused at least some hurt, and he wouldn’t describe either of them as faithful.

Reine’s voice interrupted his thoughts. The courtyard is clear. You will need to move fast, as Oliver Martel is descending to engage Fyre.

Truly, Nathan’s alternate self was a genius if he planned to fight Fyre himself.

“Assemble everyone,” he called out.

Ears pricked up across the massed ranks of his knights. Before his officers even barked out orders, everyone fell into formation. A defensive circle of armored knights in both golden and black armor surrounded Nathan and his most trusted Champions. He also brought along a handful of other duogems that could be spared from the defense of the cathedral.

His hand turned black and he raised it into the air.

The world blinked. A moment later, they stood atop the stone courtyard outside the Jormun Spire. Startled yelps drew his attention and he looked over to see a hole forming in his lines.

Before anyone could act, a small group of knights floated into the air, surrounded by a golden aura. Fyre hovered beside them with an embarrassed smile.

Sorry, Reine mumbled in his mind. I left some holes.

The stonework ran well beyond the edge of his formation and had been cleared of foes. Corpses were piled up to one side, although many were little more than empty suits of armor and clothing. Large holes dotted the terrain, some running six feet deep.

Maybe using one of Reine’s portals would have been smarter, but he didn’t want to risk being caught with half his army moving through it.

Wind howled through the city, carrying the roar of battle and distant screams. Plumes of smoke rose into the air from the sprawl, but too few for a widespread riot to have started.

The sandstone towers that comprised the Spires loomed over Nathan, and several glowed with a golden sheen. More surprisingly, the Jormun Spire looked entirely transformed.

Where it had always been a weathered sandstone monolith that rose to the heavens, it now possessed a white marble façade with a spiral golden trim that ran around it to the very top. Massive blue banners unfurled from the windows bearing the golden wings of Omria and the emblem of Falmir within them. A hanging garden in deep red fall foliage cascaded down from the very top, sending leaves fluttering through the sky.

“My home…” Astra uttered, staring up at the Jormun Spire. Her body shook.

“It’s still your home,” Nathan said. “We just need to evict a squatter.”

The dark elf closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She looked at Nathan with renewed conviction. “I am Astra. We shall fight until the end.”

“No. We’ll fight until we win,” he corrected, seeing the woman he’d lost all those years in his old world. “Remember that.”

She nodded.

“Seraph, get the knights into position around the entrances to the courtyard,” Nathan ordered. “We’ll engage Oliver and his Champions when they come out here, but there’s an army of summons and other soldiers out there. Once we enter the tower, they’ll need to hold the entrance.”

Seraph and the duogems began directing the knights to ramps and causeways, while the rest of Nathan’s Champions occupied the center of the courtyard. Nothing moved beyond the open doors of the spire’s atrium. Reine let him know Oliver continued to descend.

“This is how it used to look,” Tarako said, shielding her eyes as she stared up at the spire. “I don’t think the old cow could make a stronger statement. She thinks as little of the dark elves as she does the beastkin.”

Sofia’s voice echoed across the city, the echo almost haunting as it boomed out using some sort of spell from the tower above them. It appeared to be repeating a message in the dark elf tongue.

Narime, Astra, Tarako, and the Messengers turned grim as they listened to it. Fyre appeared unaffected as she descended to Nathan’s side, but she had heard it several times by now.

“I’m guessing everyone making sad faces can understand what my former princess is saying. Or whoever she is now,” Gareth said. “Because I sure as hell don’t speak dark elf.”

“She’s inciting insurrection,” Narime said.

“That would imply she expects the slaves to do the job,” Kadria said. “She’s asking for their worship, as she’s going to free them by destroying their masters. Turn over the Spires to their true owners who have toiled away and such nonsense. It’s vague enough to be interpreted to mean the slaves, given how the dark elves claimed this place, but also the faeries.”

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “If Reine can scry her, so can others. While such spells are rarer, they’re common enough we ward against them. And if Arcadia is playing with alexandrites themselves⁠—”

“I doubt any of them have Reine’s eyes, but yes, we’re being watched,” Kadria said. “If we try to block them, we’ll be opposed by the witch in her tower. And she has the home field advantage.”

“She took a swing at me when I first appeared,” Fyre said. “Summoned a golden lance in the sky, but I was able to destroy it. She’s powerful. But I think she’s focused on other things than fighting me.”

He looked around at the glowing towers, which only grew in intensity and number with each passing second. “I imagine so, yes.”

Shouts reached Nathan from his soldiers. Looking over, he saw the first of the summons reached his lines.

A swarm of warriors constructed from plate armor but without flesh crashed against a unit of Royal Knights. Blue and gold cloaks fluttered behind the summons. They wielded swords and shields and moved like a single being controlled by strings.

Nathan saw in these summons the ancestors of the hoplites and steel knights he’d learned to use from other Bastions and in books. No doubt Sofia utilized a summon she’d taught some ancient race, as their stature appeared too large and uneven to be human. Faeries, possibly.

Magical bolts and enchanted weapons tore through them all the same. The knights fought defensively, wary of the strength of these unknown foes. Booms rang out across the courtyard as a hundred swords smashed against shields. Not a single Royal Knight fell. Each time, they responded in kind by tearing apart entire ranks of the summons.

Soon, little more than shreds of cloth and shards of steel covered the ramp in front of the knights. They had no time to rest. Officers shouted orders and the soldiers rotated from front to back to balance out fatigue.

In the distance, Nathan already heard the thunderous thump of a thousand more summons approaching. They came from all sides.

Reine, where’s Oliver? he asked.

Nearly there, she replied

“Hate to interrupt a good plan, but are we ignoring the invasion?” Gareth asked. “I can feel that strange force in the leylines, now that I know what to look for. It’s already reached the valley. That’s two binding stones in danger, plus another over the border in Arcadia.”

“And in another hour, a dozen more will be in range,” Nathan said. “The invasions caused by prophets can happen even to fortresses with minimal demonic energy or those who just felt a cascade. Now that it’s been a couple of months, I’m worried we’ll see multiple Messengers hit at once.”

“There are dominions waiting to strike at least four fortresses close enough to be in danger,” Kadria said. “Castle Forselburg is the closest. Prophet’s Hope and Fort Arrinsy are in danger, as is Straub.”

Gareth frowned. “Those are all your binding stones, aren’t they? You took Monet’s after he betrayed us.”

“Yes. I’d say it’s a sign that somebody wants to clean me up,” Nathan said drily, referencing the role dominions were intended to play in the Messenger hierarchy.

Dominions existed to finish the job ordinary Messengers started. Given Nathan was stronger than ever, deploying them was premature, but they were also some of the strongest and most numerous Messengers available to the outer beings.

“What about the Spires?” Gareth asked. “If the Messenger here breaches⁠—”

“It’ll be a disaster, but so is every second Sofia spends torching the leylines,” Nathan said. “I don’t know how much power we’ll need to defeat her. Honestly, I don’t know what will even work against her. Fyre can protect everyone against the worst she throws at us, but she’s still using the power of a goddess and is tapping into Doumahr itself here. So if you want to help the dark elves⁠—”

Gareth raised his hands and his expression hardened. “Not what I meant. I said I don’t like doing the dirty work, but even if I’m not sure I’m up for this ‘saving the world’ stuff, it’s a nice change from trying to murder somebody like Anna. She doesn’t even hold it against me. If you want me, Erica, and Beth here, we’re here.”

Erica and Beth nodded. The diamond trigem even patted her Bastion on the shoulder, as if impressed by his resolve.

“Then you’re with me,” Nathan said. “So is everyone except the duogems. They’ll hold the atrium.”

Sen glanced over, holding her greatsword aloft while focusing on a fifth rank spell. She grinned at him. “What about me? I still only have a single sapphire.”

“I said duogems. Are you a duogem?”

She stuck her tongue out at him.

He probably could have given her a second gem, but worried about how it might interact with Ifrit’s power.

What might happen to Sen if his new source of magic and Ifrit’s collided? She already pushed her body well beyond the limit. Making her into a Champion had strengthened her immensely. That would be enough.

“Company,” Vala called out.

Sen grinned and released a wall of fire across the entrance to the spire. It blasted inward, sending embers and smaller fireballs spiraling out the windows.

Everyone else spread out.

The flames rippled. Ciana held her hand out and summoned a barrier in front of them.

Something invisible slammed into it, bursting apart along almost its entire length. A spatial slash?

A tidal wave of golden water crashed through the wall of fire, causing the Twins to break down in tears for some reason. An orb rolled among the wave. Spells exploded against it, hurled from Nathan’s Champions, while the Messengers waited. Fei held back as well, her body alight but twitching, waiting for a chance to actually do something without going catatonic.

Tarako drew a sword and blasted the orb with lightning, causing it to finally pop.

Seven Falmirian duogems emerged from within, surrounded by a golden dome. All seven possessed gems of solid gold and were human.

Standing amid them was Oliver, who appeared to have gained a few inches since Nathan last saw him. His skin shimmered with gold dust and the whites of his eyes had become solid amber. He barely looked human, save for his shape.

But the most troubling aspect of Oliver’s transformation to Nathan was evident simply from looking at him.

Because Nathan could look at him. No headache struck Nathan when he stared into Oliver’s empty, glowing eyes. Sofia had warped the man so much he no longer counted as the same person in the eyes of reality.


CHAPTER 50



“Heretics and enemies of Omria all, we shall see you to your doom. Such is the command of the Watcher!” Oliver boomed, his voice striking Nathan with mild mental magic.

Over half of Nathan’s knights froze and looked over in concern. He saw their tails droop. Weapons faltered mid-swing, even as summons knocked dozens of knights aside. Lines of elite soldiers wavered across the entire courtyard.

None of Nathan’s Champions were affected, and they barked orders in confusion at their subordinates.

He felt the Twins arc up in the mental world, lashing out at Oliver in an attempt to stop him. But his unexpected mental assault had already slipped into the minds of Nathan’s soldiers, weakening their resolve.

Nathan straightened and pumped magic into his throat. “Knights of the Empire, hold fast! We fight for Omria and the good of all Doumahr.”

His own mental magic laced his words, much like how he’d been accidentally commanding everyone for the past several months. Rather than merely issue an order, he countered the demotivating effect of Oliver’s words. Nathan barely understood this sort of subtle mental magic, but he did his best to inject his own emotions into the magic. The ones he wanted his knights to feel as they battled to protect everything he loved.

The effect was instantaneous. A roar shook the foundation he stood on as eight hundred beastkin knights bounced back into the fight, knocking scores of enemy summons across the battlefield and tearing them to pieces. Their tails and ears stood on end. A few paused, looking over at Nathan and Fyre.

Just as had happened when he forced the Inquisition to stand down in Soreaux using mental magic, more knights understood Nathan getting his way with mere words. His little cult of believers that believed him to be the true prophet of Omria would only grow.

“You dare speak Her name in vain,” Oliver boomed. He raised a hand to the sky, where a golden shimmer appeared high above them. “It is my honor to strike all of you down.”

While Oliver’s hammy acting was nonsense, his words weren’t. Nathan had made a mistake speaking Omria’s name. Sofia’s immense mental presence curled around him, suffocating his senses. His wards held her at bay but he saw Fyre, Kadria, and the Twins panic.

“She’s here,” Kadria hissed.

“We can see that.” Gareth stared above them as the golden shimmer began to solidify into a series of gigantic weapons. “That looks unfriendly.”

Each weapon bore the magical presence of a relic, but formed of golden light. Solid ascended magic formed into a weapon. One that would rain down upon them.

The towers glowed in sympathy to Sofia’s mental presence, appearing to magnify the magic inside the summoned weapons. As if she’d been able to call on the power of the true Omria that hid between worlds, instead of just herself.

Kadria had warned him that speaking Omria’s name would have consequences. He hadn’t imagined such literal ones.

“Those look a little more dangerous than the ones flung by the dominion in Trafaumh,” Sunstorm said, gripping her swords tightly as she stared upward.

Well, that answered an old mystery. Nathan had felt dominions summoned strange black weapons similar to relics. The reason was because Omria’s relics were the same magic, only refined into a physical object.

“That means we can shatter these,” he said, drawing his sword.

“Don’t waste your time,” Maura snapped as she shot into the air, still fluttering about in her red dress from the wedding. Unlike his Champions, she hadn’t bothered to change into armor or a uniform. “There’s a dumbass here whose brain melted after he motorboated Sofia one too many times. We’ll handle the falling swords bullshit.”

He opened his mouth to argue, but Laura joined her sister and blew him a kiss.

“This is our specialty, darling,” Laura said, catching him off guard with the pet name. She paused. “Nah. That doesn’t work. Anyway, this is raw magic shit. And we know our way around the sticky, juicy stuff that comes out of leylines, Bastions, and goddesses.” She winked at Fyre.

The horsegirl was too focused to care, however. She soared high above them, wings stretching across the length of the courtyard as if transforming into a translucent barrier. Golden webs formed between the gaps in her feathers. The spires only glowed brighter as she drew from them, almost certainly fighting Sofia for the power.

As Sofia had said, Omria wasn’t just her name. Fyre held claim to it as well.

Nathan left the descending doom to Fyre and the Twins, trusting them to handle it.

Oliver and his empowered Champions needed to be dealt with. Enough time had been wasted on Nathan’s obnoxious alternate self.

With a flick of his wrist, Oliver sent ripples bursting along the stone blocks of the courtyard. Clouds of dust filled the air.

Dozens of bronze hoplites surged out of the clouds, each bearing a golden sheen. They moved as fast as Sofia’s summons.

A distorted wave of air blew over them, and the golden sheen vanished. One of Seraph’s jades glowed as she spun a tonfa and darted backward as the hoplites rushed her. Sunstorm appeared in front of her in a puff of shadow, her swords bared and a grin stretched across her face.

The first hoplite stabbed at Sunstorm, only to collapse into pieces as her sword blurred past it, sending a spatial slash through half of those near her. Her other sword snapped to the other side, taking out a dozen more. The earth continued to rumble as Oliver’s shined through the dust he’d created and more hoplites burst forth.

Blue flames consumed every hoplite to Nathan’s left, although Fei sometimes pulled back at random, her face showing strain as she ate through the golden barriers protecting each. Vala covered her, tearing apart hoplites two or three at a time with great swings of her battle-axe. Her amethyst and diamonds shined as she shrugged off counterattacks and sent shards of bronze flying everywhere.

The first of Oliver’s Champions made their move. A rumbling below Nathan caused him to check for an attempt by Oliver to bend reality against him, but he found nothing. Instead, magic poured into the dirt far beneath him. A duogem sapphire Champion standing in Oliver’s shadow focused a fifth rank spell, while a staff covered in runes and smaller gems glittered with raw power. A relic, likely gifted to her by Sofia.

Before Nathan could respond to the spell, Narime’s sapphires glowed. The rumbling stopped and the enemy sapphire Champion froze in shock.

A smirk rose to Narime’s face. “Power means nothing without skill.”

Her tails danced behind her and an emerald fifth rank spell frame appeared behind her. All three of her sapphires lit up as she drew on the compendium of magic inside her gem ability and empowered it with her monogem ability.

It activated around both sapphire Champions near Oliver and winds began to whip around them, pulling them close together. They screamed in panic.

Gritting his teeth, Oliver’s body pulsed. The winds died, as if the magic within them had been shattered by the empowered Bastion. Narime clicked her tongue.

Golden wings appeared beneath the sapphire Champions as they began to separate. One of them looked at Oliver in confusion, who appeared distracted as he attempted to focus on summoning more hoplites, and she crept away. The other held her arms out, expecting to be embraced by Omria’s light. What else could the wings mean, after all?

Omria’s light did embrace her. Reine’s duogem ability vaporized her in a beam of golden light that descended from the heavens, startling the Twins as they floated above. Oliver cursed, while his other Champions finally began to rush forward.

The sole diamond Champion defending Oliver looked at the remaining sorcerer then dashed forward. Two amethysts supported her, while the hoplites tried to screen.

Seraph would have none of it. She dashed across the courtyard and blasted gaping holes in the ground beneath the charging Champions. Both amethysts leaped clear using their strength enhancements, leaving the diamond to stumble and collapse into the hole.

“Sen!” Seraph called out.

“Got her,” Sen said, once again focusing her fire pillar spell while ignoring the back and forth of the battle.

The Falmirian diamond barely got to her feet before screaming. Fire erupted around her, vaporizing the very air.

Twin tendrils of water rammed the fire pillar in a desperate attempt to douse the flames, before a spear-wielding Champion darted in. Two jades sat above her chest, slightly less lustrous than Seraph’s. Desperate to save her ally, she crashed into the flames and rolled out the other side with her ally.

The diamond Champion’s skin was cracked and charred, but her diamonds shined like suns with Sofia’s empowerment and she rose to her feet as if unwounded. Some sort of ability that prevented her from feeling pain. The walking dead, but strong enough to be troublesome until put down.

“This is taking longer than I thought,” Gareth said. A pair of supercharged fourth rank spells glowed in his hands, both solid gold in color.

“Speak for yourself. Nobody’s fucking magic,” Erica growled. “’Cept maybe the unicorn.” She glanced at Ciana, who was tearing apart the hoplites that got close, her diamond flashing with power each time.

All three of Erica’s moonstones shimmered and she vanished, while Beth maintained her defensive stance in front of Gareth, watching the approaching amethyst Champions.

Erica reappeared in the hole, standing behind the two wounded Champions. Her first blow crashed into the jade Champion, whose body weaved around the attack like water. Literally, as her body shifted like a liquid. Her spear remained solid and shot toward Erica’s face.

It bounced off. Erica caught it with a smirk, then threw herself into the air using the spear as a pivot. The jade Champion yanked her spear backward in panic. Wrong response, as Erica landed on her. Turning into water didn’t help, as Erica flattened her enemy against the ground. The jade Champion reformed physically and sprayed water everywhere, attempting to flood the hole.

Then her head exploded as Erica’s fists collided with it. The assassin blinked away a moment later.

The reason was clear. The diamond Champion lay beside her in pieces, a black lance sticking up out of the ground.

Kadria’s hand shimmered with darkness and her lance reappeared in it. “They’re obnoxious, but hardly a match for us. This is a pointless display of strength.”

“You may strike us down, but Omria’s strength is eternal,” Oliver bellowed.

“She stuffed him full of inspirational quotes, huh? More action figure than human.” Kadria glanced at Nathan, before her eyes widened. “Have you gone insane?”

Nathan’s sword and arm were pitch black as he prepared a single spatial slash to end this. For all of Oliver’s borrowed power, Nathan could end this in a single swing.

Only for Kadria to ram into him and wrap her arms around his sword arm.

“Stop that, you fucking moron,” she said. “If you become a vegetable now we’ll be destroyed by that pretender up there. I told you that we need to kill him.”

“I don’t have a headache now. I can kill him,” Nathan ground out.

“Oh, lovely. You learn some spatial magic and get offered a handy and some sex slaves by a pretend goddess, so now you’re the multiverse expert.” Kadria slapped him, although he barely felt it. “We need you, Nathan! Trust us to deal with some pinata stuffed full of ascended magic.”

“Us, huh?” He released his magic.

Kadria rolled her eyes and didn’t respond.

While he’d argued with her, the battle progressed.

The source of the spatial attack earlier made herself clear, as an onyx duogem darted around the battlefield at the speed of a trigem. She flung spatial slashes as powerful as Sunstorm’s old ones, while appearing to be in multiple places at once. Killing one of her never worked, judging from Astra’s frustration as she flung her arms and legs through the air.

But the spatial slashes posed no threat, thanks to Tarako. The fox had a half-dozen blades on her waist and spell frames glittering along the tips of her tails as she countered every attack flung at them. Her face remained fixed in deep concentration, pupils flickering across the battlefield to track her foe’s movements.

“Enough of this,” Astra spat.

She shot forward, pulverizing the stone blocks beneath her feet as she launched herself across a hundred feet forward in a single bound. Her arms shot to the side, knocking aside fifty or more hoplites with a psychokinetic shockwave.

The onyx Champion changed targets and three of her afterimages converged on Astra. Why, Nathan didn’t know. Perhaps she mistook Astra for Nurevia.

Whatever the case, the results became clear within seconds. A spatial slash rippled across Astra’s body uselessly. The dark elf held her hands out to the nearest afterimages and clenched her fists, crushing their necks. When the Falmirian darted away in her final body, Astra slammed a foot into the ground. A whole block of stone shot into her hand and was then sent flying forward.

It split apart, but Astra’s psychokinetic fist couldn’t be stopped by a spatial slash. Before the onyx Champion even hit the ground, ten more punches—each backed by the full power of a legendary trigem—pulverized her body.

The amethysts finally made their move after abandoning the diamond to die. They wore typical Champion’s uniforms and carried great swords, marking them as ordinary warriors. Typical amethyst Champions. They moved fast and presumably hit hard.

One went right for Fei, who retreated while holding her head after absorbing too many hoplites trying to attack the rear lines of the knights.

Vala spotted a blur behind her and spun, axe crashing down even faster than the enemy trying to sneak past her. Gore exploded everywhere as her axe split the duogem in half. Vala blinked at the mess, then shrugged and turned back to the endless swarm of summons.

Nathan was the other target. The amethyst rushed him while Kadria tackled him and Ciana focused on the hoplites. By most standards, there was an opening.

His Champions didn’t fit into most standards. Seraph appeared in front of the amethyst, while Sen hurled a fire lance at her.

Two amethysts glowed as the Falmirian thrust forward, her body appearing to be in multiple places at once. Seraph unleashed her energy wave.

Except it somehow missed and gouged a hole in the stone behind the enemy, while also blowing apart several hoplites. The amethyst Champion still stood directly in front of Seraph, but body shimmering with prismatic light. The strange effect that had surrounded her vanished.

But her sword stuck out the other end of Seraph’s chest. Seraph looked down and saw her jades light up.

“What the hell was that?” Nathan asked, completely confused.

“Causality bending. Not an amethyst ability, but the bitch likely pumped enough power into it to make it work like an alexandrite or zoisite,” Kadria said. “It’s an ability that always lets her strike first.”

That sounded like an automatic win in most Champion duels if used with the right combination of gem abilities.

In this case, it hardly mattered.

Seraph held up her tonfa and her single sapphire glowed. Sen’s lance struck the tonfa and was sucked up into it.

The amethyst growled. “You should be dead.”

“I’ve been told that for decades,” Seraph said. “Let’s see if I can say the same to you.”

She held a tonfa up to the amethyst’s face. A moment later, that face ceased to exist as a lava-spewing lance blasted through it.

Seraph dashed back to dodge the lava. She grimaced. Most likely, she hadn’t expected the lava to burst forth. Obviously that particular effect required finer control of the spell than she could manage with her gem ability.

Only one Champion remained. The sapphire duogem looked between Oliver and the surrounding enemy trigems in fear.

Well-founded fear, as Gareth released his two spells at once. Oliver grunted and his body rippled with muscle. The ground beneath him shattered, but he remained standing and unharmed.

His sole remaining Champion screamed as a solid wall of force crushed her against the stonework. Oliver turned and raised a hand, prepared to counter Gareth’s spell.

Two spatial slashes tore her apart before he could do so. The Twins cackled from above.

“Sorry. We were aiming for you,” Maura said.

“If it makes you feel better, you’ll be joining her soon,” Laura added.

Nathan looked up and saw Fyre’s wings receding. Not a single golden weapon had pierced hers and Twins’ defenses. Fyre didn’t even look winded, despite the immense power she’d used.

“Omria’s blessed are always with me,” Oliver said.

Then, to Nathan’s horror, he raised a hand and an eighth rank spell frame snapped into existence around Oliver’s body. The spell frame rapidly expanded to cover the entire battlefield. While it held the same golden light as any other spell assisted by Sofia and powered by ascended magic, Nathan sensed a crucial difference.

It oozed with life magic.

The fallen and brutalized bodies of Oliver’s fallen Champions began to pulse with light. Their muscles twitched. Sinew and bone began to stitch themselves back together, and strings of congealed blood pulled severed body parts back together. The process resembled Artemis’s regeneration.

“She’s gone absolutely insane,” Kadria breathed. “It’s difficult even for a prophet to heal themselves, let alone cast powerful enough life magic to bring others back.”

No life returned to the eyes of the deceased, however. Only an eerie golden light. The undead Champions could barely stand, their limbs hanging like puppets with their strings cut.

Nathan had seen a power like this before, but on his side. A Falmirian ruby trigem in his old world had been capable of bringing demons back and turning them against other demons. The spell she had inside that ruby must have been similar to this one.

Seraph didn’t wait to find out whether the undead were as strong as the living. An energy wave pulsed through the Champions inside the pit, and both collapsed.

Whatever had brought the dead back, they still needed magic to puppeteer them. And Seraph could blow it apart. Along with their bodies, as she immediately vaporized both of them with another blast.

“Dispel the magic and then destroy their bodies,” Nathan shouted. “Fei and Seraph, you deal with the life magic. Gareth, Narime, and Sen, take care of the corpses. Everyone else, with me.”

Oliver drew his sword and it pulsed with light. Nathan spotted this. A spatial spell pulsed in his hand and a bubble of distorted space appeared around Oliver. The idiot’s spell flew into the bubble, then reemerged behind himself and struck his back.

Fierce pain assaulted Nathan and his legs buckled. Visions flickered in his mind.

He recalled distant memories of being raised in Falmir, in his father’s estate. The distance of his mother and Veronica’s loving care. The almost sad looks Veronica possessed when he left her, that Nathan never truly understood. As a Champion loyal to Adam and only Adam, children were never in her future.

The argument between Adam and Nathan diverged. Two subtly different versions played out. One where Nathan got into his father’s face and Adam struck him, calling him a fool to risk falling into the king’s hands for a chance to die for pointless glory. Nathan ran away the next day, without a word to any of the Champions who helped raise him or his parents.

And another version where he stopped short of prickling his father’s pride. Instead, he had a letter from Princess Charlotte. Proof that the crown supported him. Adam’s face twisted, but he gave in. It had only been thanks to Charlotte’s support as Oliver’s secret pen pal that he’d been able to become a Bastion.

Nathan gasped. What the hell had that been? He kneeled on the stones of the courtyard, letting the cold seep into his hands and knees.

“You idiot,” Kadria hissed.

“Worry about that later,” Tarako snapped. “Is he wounded? Or is this a mental thing?”

“It’s mental. The same thing that afflicts the kitty. And this fool triggered it.”

“I’m no fool,” Nathan growled, deep fury filling every inch of his body as he pushed himself to his feet. “Don’t call me that.”

Both women stared at him in shock. Ciana whirled, her horn gleaming bright white. Panic and concern slammed into him over his mental links with Reine, Ciana, and Fyre.

It was those feelings of concern that pulled him back to reality. He was Nathan von Straub, not Nathan Martel, and he hadn’t flailed against his father’s overprotective touch for nearly two decades.

“Sorry. Just…” He shook his head. “Wait, how’s Oliver?”

The golden boy held his own head and growled in pain. His undead Champions were little more than dust, leaving Oliver surrounded by an army of trigems and Messengers.

When Oliver opened his eyes, a madness resided in them. “You’ve tainted me. Ruined me.”

Nathan narrowed his eyes. Something was very wrong.

“A true servant of Omria can’t be tainted. I have only one option to serve my goddess.” Oliver stretched his arms and legs out and his body began to glow again.

This time, Nathan recognized the power from experience. It was etched in his mind through both experiments with Gareth, but also deep trauma.

In his old world, it had been the activation spell to detonate a binding stone. With the amount of magic running through Oliver’s body, he might as well be as dangerous as one if he self-destructed. Assuming he wasn’t going to take his binding stones with him.

“Kill him! Kill him now,” Nathan snapped. “He’ll take out half the Spires if he casts anything.”

Mental magic, flames, spatial slashes, energy blasts, and psychokinetic blows slammed into Oliver. The golden light around his body absorbed them all, even if it dimmed.

“I’ll see you soon, Charlotte,” Oliver whispered, tears filling his inhuman eyes.

The glow abruptly stopped. His eyes dimmed and lost all light, human or otherwise. A creaking sound accompanied the sudden cessation of Oliver’s spell and stone dust burst from the front of the Jormun Spire.

Oliver’s body fell apart, collapsing to the ground in ten pieces. No signs of Sofia’s magic remained.


CHAPTER 51



Tarako sheathed her katana with a clink. Her three zoisites gleamed with light. “I’m glad that my creator’s power can stop one final tragedy.”

The Nine-Tail Slash. The Twins and Tarako had said it could penetrate most defenses, countering regeneration, and proving resistant to anti-spatial wards. Bauer had avoided it by teleporting out of the way and Artemis simply regenerated. Both Thanatos and the dominions could counter it, so Nathan assumed it couldn’t work.

Evidently, for all of Sofia’s bragging about her expertise in spatial magic, she fell short of true masters.

Slabs of marble slid free from the façade of the Jormun Spire, sending shrieking noises across the courtyard as the stone ground against itself while collapsing. Whole blocks the size of small houses exploded in the atrium and the stairs leading into the tower. Groans emanated from the entire structure.

Nathan saw thin lines running through the length of the spire. He gulped.

The wards that held the Spires together were millennia old. Tarako could carve apart an army a mile away in the stories.

“Uh, you didn’t just cut the entire bottom half of the spire open, right?” Nathan asked, eyes wide.

Tarako’s ears shot upright and the tips of her tails danced. “No, no! It’s too wide. I just… gave it some new décor.”

“Yeah, the sort of décor that involves removing load-bearing pillars,” Maura drawled as she descended. “Might want to prepare a teleportation spell, Nathan. At least we dealt with this quickly.”

The tower continued to creak and groan, drowning out the howl of the wind. By now, the knights noticed and began to throw panicked looks toward Nathan.

He was about to call a general retreat so he could teleport everyone away when Sofia finally reacted.

Golden light shined from the cracks and newly created holes across the entire Jormun Spire. Within seconds, the marble façade restored itself and the tower ceased its groaning. The spire stood whole and sturdy once more.

“She rebuilt Soreaux and constructed the Imperial Palace,” Kadria said. “Why would you possibly think we could defeat her by knocking down the spire?” She shot Tarako a condescending look.

The fox rolled her eyes. “I didn’t. I could have used my tails to throw you at the exploding fool if you would have preferred. You could have used the bile you spew to melt him, instead of relying on my sword.”

Laura let out a whistle. “What a burn. You’re zero for two today, little goat. When Nathan reams your ass tonight, you’ll be zero for three.”

Kadria gave the other succubus the middle finger.

The others kept themselves busy in the meantime. Seraph and Narime took command of the knights, ordering them to begin pulling back while Sen began bombarding the summons with spells. Fyre hovered toward the entrance, ignoring them as if drawn toward the tower.

Whereas Vala and Sunstorm gathered by Oliver’s corpse. Or remains, really.

“You could have left the head,” Vala said to Tarako.

The fox gave the other Champion an exasperated look but refused to dignify the statement with an answer.

“I didn’t want it, to be honest,” Sunstorm said, as if trying to clear her name. “Nathan already admitted he didn’t want me collecting this head. Plus, with all the shit done to it, I didn’t want it anymore. Too fucked up. Not what I wanted it for to begin with.”

“I mean, yeah, he didn’t look like Nathan anymore. What the fuck did Charlotte, or Sofia, or whatever she is do to him?” Vala poked part of Oliver’s head with her boot. “Honestly, I just wanted some relief from crushing his head. Love you, Nathan, but not this asshole. Got some… problems thanks to him.”

“I noticed,” Nathan said drily. “It’s like I’ve been in your head.”

Vala’s face flushed.

“I’d like an answer to that question as well,” Tarako said, giving Kadria a questioning look. “This is beyond my wisdom.”

“She’s done it in some worlds, but rarely. An experimental method,” Kadria said.

“Sofia said it was an ancient one,” Nathan corrected.

Eyebrows raised at his words, so he explained the brief history of Bastions Sofia had given him.

“Champions of Omria… Yes, that’s a way to put it,” Kadria said.

Sen looked over at him with a strange expression and stopped casting spells. “Ifrit says he’s seen this before, too. But never so extreme. Warriors would dedicate themselves to the goddess and almost become like possessed in order to carry her power. They weren’t so… insane, though.”

Recalling Oliver’s final words, Nathan had to wonder if there was only a shred of the actual man left inside the shell Sofia had left.

And those memories he’d seen. How long had Charlotte and Sofia worn away at Oliver? Years of mental magic and glamours tearing down his mind and turning him into a slave.

No wonder he’d been like an even worse version of Nathan’s younger self. Yet, until Sofia tore him apart, the two men had been close enough Nathan couldn’t look at him. Something could have saved Oliver and turned him into a true Bastion.

Instead, Sofia turned him into a monster and sacrificed him to buy time.

“I knew she could do something this extreme,” Kadria said. “Almost anything a gem can do, she can. She’s tied into the world itself, even if she’s better at some things. It’s just a matter of power. Right now, she’s tapping into a deep well of energy.”

“But there’s a cost.” Nathan remembered Kadria’s earlier words. “This is going to cause an even worse invasion than usual.”

“Yes. The more power she uses, the more our former employer can deploy in turn. With Bauer and Artemis gone, there’s plenty of room. Think of all those blocked invasions across Falmir? And the dominions waiting to attack? This might be the true strategy. To end everything at once, at a scale even you can’t stop, Nathan.”

“Sofia must know that,” he said.

“Maybe she has a plan. I don’t know. Right now, it feels a lot like she’d rather see Doumahr burn to ashes than let us take it.” Fury filled Kadria’s eyes. “This is why I despise her. She’s not Sofia. Not the Sofia I knew.”

Betrayal burned Kadria’s blood, and for once Nathan couldn’t bring himself to be upset with the secrets she kept.

Unlike the other times, Kadria appeared to genuinely struggle with the truth of the situation. That a true friend of hers had betrayed her and this entire multiverse was a heartless turtle shell to protect Sofia—and only Sofia—from the outer beings.

Fyre dropped down next to them. “She wants to claim the Spires and kill me. I can tell.”

“That easily?” Nathan asked. “And how?”

A thin smile crossed the horsegirl’s lips. “Whenever I tap into the place of power, her hatred slams into me. I’m stronger than her still, but she’s more talented and has cemented herself. In Soreaux, Charlotte barely knew how to challenge me and seemed to enjoy the duel. Sofia wants to flay me alive. I’ve never felt such raw hatred before.”

“Then we’ll do it first,” Kadria said.

Fyre met her eyes. Something passed between them.

Through his strengthened links to both Kadria and Fyre, he felt them renew the mental link that had withered since Fyre rejected Kadria earlier this year.

“It can’t be the same,” Fyre said quietly. “But I’ll need your help to defend us. She’s going to try to erase everything except Nathan, and I’ll need help establishing wards to stop her.”

“I’m familiar with the magic.” Kadria grinned, cruelty emanating from her. “My spatial magic will be less effective in the actual fight, but if I can stop her from launching attacks through the leylines, I will.”

Nathan left the two of them to it and wandered toward the atrium entrance. Everyone began to follow, while the knights took up the rear.

Corpses littered the interior. Mostly dark elf, but hundreds of humans in Falmirian uniforms as well. All of them wore uniforms of the royal knights. Sofia had brought the best. Or what remained of them. There weren’t thousands left of them after everything that had happened.

“The royal knights have been wiped out and replaced three times by now,” Beth said. “First when the king was assassinated. Second when Bauer led the replacements to Soreaux. And you crushed most of them in the Torrovium Fields and the rest at Castle Karlam. These are just greenhorns playing at being elites.”

Beth is correct, but Sofia was providing them with relics, Reine added over the mental link.

“These don’t look like relics,” Nathan said aloud.

Their armor and weapons were well-crafted, but ordinary steel. Had Sofia reclaimed the magic from them? How petty.

“Most ‘relics’ the bitch creates are just temporary enchantments. Don’t waste your time,” Kadria said as she strode toward the stairs.

“There are elevators,” Astra said.

She had remained silent until now, gazing over the many fallen. Many were her friends, no doubt.

“Using them would be insanity,” Maura said. “Getting inside a small box while the mega-slut has control over the building? A moving one at that? We’d be killed. Let’s teleport as high up as we can. Nathan, get wolfie to scry for you and either portal for us or confirm which levels are unchanged.”

Avoid the upper levels close to the inner sanctum used by the Council of Aurelia, Reine said, clearly eavesdropping. Sofia has fundamentally altered their structure, turning them into a grand altar that spans nearly the entire level. The rest appear to be as you recall them.

After a little more back and forth, he had a good idea which level he could use. To confirm, he asked Kadria to teleport up there and back.

The succubus blinked out of existence, then back a few seconds later.

“It’s safe. We should move fast, before she tries to block us,” Kadria said.

Nathan’s teleportation spell already glowed around his hand with his eerie darkness. He teleported everyone only a handful of levels below Sofia’s location.

The rest of the ascent would be done by stairs. Only dark elf corpses greeted them on the way up, and they were extremely few. No Champions, as Sofia likely used the techniques prophets had to vaporize them entirely.

When Reine said Sofia had altered the structure of the upper levels, she meant it. Nathan hardly recognized them. Astra’s jaw dropped as she stared around the ivory white stone that spanned the entire level.

Golden pillars ringed the gargantuan tower around the very edges, but no supports held up the center. Nathan knew the weight of the stone above them couldn’t be held up by the void they beheld.

Sofia had transformed the Jormun Spire into a tower of magic. Would it collapse upon her death?

“Fyre, can you tap into the magic holding this level up and make sure it can’t collapse,” he said.

“Done,” Kadria said. “Great minds think alike.”

“Doubt it,” Laura said.

“Yeah. You like wagging your tail and being a sub, Nathan likes seeing tails wag and others being subs.” Maura grinned.

For once, Kadria ignored the insults. She appeared focused on getting to Sofia.

“She’s above us,” she said.

“We’ll keep going,” Nathan said.

Two more identical levels greeted them.

Finally, they found her.

Sofia hovered in another of these empty ivory halls, surrounded by nothing more than sunlight streaming in from the distance. A golden barrier surrounded her body.

She turned as they spread out across the floor.

“So, you’re finally here,” Sofia said, locking eyes with Nathan. “Give me a moment to remove these rats from our presence. Then I’ll make you mine and this world will finally be mine. Victory is so close, after nearly being snatched from me time and time again by ineptitude.”
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The ivory tiles hummed and turned gold. Power coursed through Sofia’s body, allowing Nathan to see golden veins glowing through her pale skin.

That same power surged through the very air around him and attempted to break through the magical wards Kadria and Fyre had placed around the mental tethers between Nathan and almost everyone present. Fyre gasped, before straightening and unfurling her wings. The two prophets—no, the two goddesses battled each other in a contest of wills.

Nathan’s Champions stiffened, unharmed but struggling to take action.

Gareth struggled, falling to one knee. Erica’s and Beth’s gems began to glow and they collapsed, gasping for air. Fyre bit her lip, looking to one side.

“I’ve got him,” Kadria said, closing her eyes.

Nathan couldn’t feel what she did, but Gareth blinked, now breathing freely. Both his Champions pushed themselves to their feet.

Scowling, Sofia cast an arm in the air. Numerous relics formed from the white stone, as if congealing from a pool of molten steel, and hovered in the air before her. There was exactly one relic for every person present.

“You dealt with my earlier attack. Try dodging this,” she said. Her hands glowed with another spell, even as she continued to channel magic to crush everyone directly.

Nathan’s eyes widened. “Spatial magic!”

A curse burst from Kadria. Darkness shimmered around her arms while Nathan cast a spatial ward. Ciana forced herself in front of Nathan, despite the sweat pouring off her, and activated her trigem ability. Nobody other than the Twins had a chance to react.

The relics vanished. Screams of pain and shock escaped everyone present. Two relics hovered in front of Ciana, trapped in the folded space of her spatial barrier. Nathan and Ciana were unharmed.

Because the rest of the relics protruded from the torsos and chests of everyone present, save those able to protect themselves.

Sunstorm’s body collapsed into leaves, causing her relic to fall to the ground. Tarako stared at the spear in her chest for a moment, before two of her zoisites flashed and it slid out of her now-liquid body, leaving her unharmed. Astra’s relic appeared to pierce her, only to fall to the ground in two pieces on either side of her body. Kadria, Fyre, and the Twins were unharmed thanks to their spatial barriers, causing their relics to clatter to the ground beside Sofia.

Vala, surprisingly, was the same. She looked around in confusion with her diamonds lit up. Then she looked down at them with a grimace.

Nobody else was so lucky.

Seraph ripped a sword from her chest, gasping for air even as her jades tried to heal the wound. Beth did the same, her diamonds glowing, but appeared unfazed by the hole in her body.

Erica, Sen, Narime, and Gareth went down. Beth rushed to aid her Bastion, while Seraph and Sunstorm shot to their close friends.

“Sorry. Couldn’t stop that,” Kadria ground out. “Dealt with the other bullshit, though.”

Whatever attack Sofia attempted against Nathan’s tethers, it had ceased. Fyre’s power burned brightly along them, warding off future attempts.

Sofia shot a triumphant smirk at the fallen. “Two traitors fallen. If only I knew they were dead.”

“Still breathing. Still able to talk shit about how you have more tits than brains,” Gareth gasped out.

Sofia bared her teeth. “Cute.”

Two traitors?

Sen burst into flames. Fear gripped Nathan’s body, worried Sofia had struck again before he could protect her.

A claw formed of molten lava gripped the spear in Sen’s chest and pulsed with red light. The spear transformed into white-hot flames and became part of Sen’s inferno.

“I cannot betray someone I never swore fealty to,” Ifrit intoned as he pulled Sen’s battered body to its feet, his power coursing through her body at an unprecedented level. “You have forgotten the terms of our agreement. I provided mortals with my fire so that they may burn in the darkness that much longer, not for your amusement.”

“I know your name, djinni,” Sofia said, her eyes turning pure gold.

“Names are meaningless without the power to back them, Omria,” Ifrit said. “You hold no power over me.” He blinked, and Sen’s voice returned. “No power over us, bitch.”

Sofia screeched. Golden tendrils tore through the ground around her, forming spikes reading to tear everyone apart.

Fyre’s scimitar cut them apart from afar, her swing rippling against Sofia’s barrier. The beastkin goddess slammed into her opposing number. They wrangled for a moment, before spatial magic teleported them out of sight. Nathan felt her mental link a hundred miles away.

Fyre reappeared a second later in a flash of light. “I’m not some toy to be discarded when you’re sick of me. You don’t get to treat me like you did everyone on Doumahr.”

With the goddesses battling, Nathan whirled on Narime, who was already healing herself with her trigem ability. “Narime…” He bit his lip, unsure whether to give her an order.

“I’ll heal everyone else shortly, Nathan,” she said. “As much as I can in a battle.”

“Take your time,” Gareth said, using his own healing spell. “Erica has a partial endurance enhancement. She’s tough.”

“Tough means I can take hits. Not survive losing a lung.” Despite her moaning, Erica kneeled with a hand over the hole in her lower chest.

The magical nature of their wounds made them vastly more dangerous than otherwise. Champions were tough, but remained human. Without gem abilities enabling them to shrug off pain and serious injuries, they still went down like any ordinary person.

“Seraph and Beth, can you protect them from any stray attacks,” Nathan asked, aware both had been injured earlier.

Seraph grimaced, understanding why he was keeping her away from the nigh-apocalyptic duel taking place nearby. She nodded, however. Beth simply held her defensive position beside Gareth.

More relics emerged from the floor, but nobody waited for Sofia to teleport them into their chests. Seraph’s energy waves tore through the air, blasting apart some of the weapons. Blue flames accompanied Fei as she raced across the ground and snatched them up, melting the steel at a touch. Sunstorm snapped them with spatial slashes, and the Twins followed suit.

A seventh rank spell rippled around Sen’s feet, her greatsword planted an inch into the stone before her. Nathan met her eyes. She smiled at him.

Confident she wasn’t sacrificing herself, he focused on aiding Fyre.

Vala and Astra dashed forward, while Tarako teleported to the far side. Darkness swirled around the bodies of the Twins as they focused on a spatial spell far more powerful than anything they typically attempted.

Sofia glanced back at Tarako with a frown. “You disappoint me. Think of what you could do if you helped me, instead of constantly hinder me.”

“I have. It involves leaving behind a trail of dead cities and millions of corpses,” Tarako said.

Her katana blurred and her zoisites flashed.

Sofia vanished. Behind her former position, nine thin lines tore through the ceiling. Huge chunks of the ceiling began to slide apart, threatening to bring down the top half of the spire.

The Twins screamed and hurled the darkness they’d been gathering.

Everything Tarako had carved apart vanished, along with far more. Sunlight streamed in from the west over the Gharrick Mountains from the afternoon sun.

“Try not to fucking kill us, you stupid hag,” Maura shouted.

“Try shoving your sword in her before you use your damn chuuni slash,” Laura snapped.

Tarako ignored them. Her blade slammed into her sheath before vanishing, replaced by several different ones.

When Sofia reappeared, it was beside Astra. The dark elf’s muscles strained as she reached out and gripped the goddess’s arms.

Sofia didn’t notice at first, attempting to swing her arms to fling magic at Fyre. Fyre’s descending scimitar nearly cleaved her apart, before a separate golden barrier sprung up in front of Sofia, pushing the beastkin away.

Glaring behind her, Sofia spat, “You realize it’s pointless, right? The whole reason the partner granted you immortality was for you to fail. So you would eventually understand the futility of your entire race’s struggle to survive, as you’d already failed me.”

Astra met Sofia’s gaze. “Why did you care?”

Despite the ongoing battle, the goddess’s face softened. Nathan couldn’t tell if the emotions she expressed were genuine.

“Because you looked so much like me, after I got caught up in all this,” Sofia said softly. “You need to understand. I’m what your future is. It’s what the future of all Messengers is. One needs to decide their own future, rather than to be trapped in an escapist fantasy. Maybe you won’t understand. Another one of you will. Goodbye, Astra.”

She held a hand out to Astra, and spatial magic built up in it.

It tore through the dark elf, and the golden pillars behind her crumbled as a spatial slash tore through their supports.

Astra blinked, her opals shining brightly. Then she punched Sofia in the face. To no effect, thanks to the barrier.

“How?” Sofia gasped, shooting into the air now Astra had released her grip. “The Spires is lost, demons will breach any minute now, and a slave uprising will reduce your people to a bloody footnote in history. You’ve failed your people, Astra! You’re no hero! There’s no hope!”

“There is hope.” Astra looked at Nathan and took a deep breath, before glaring at Sofia, her gems gleaming with renewed light. “And I am Astra, the legend of the Spires and all dark elves. Hope for my people burns so long as I live.”

Sofia’s golden barrier shattered, and she looked away from Astra to see Vala and Fei charging her.

“Insects,” Sofia snapped.

The entire level appeared to lengthen impossibly, as if Sofia had stretched out the Jormun Spire tenfold. Vala and Fei stopped, only for the building to snap back.

Sofia smirked. “I can’t be touched. The space folding trick is nice, Nathan. I’ve rarely needed to use it, as it’s not often I’m in serious danger from physical attacks. So many Messengers can teleport, after all.”

“Well, how’s this trick,” he said drily.

His hand pulsed, and the space between Sofia, Fei, and Vala crunched. The goddess found herself only inches away from the two Champions.

Fei grinned and her flames exploded around Sofia. A scream burst from the former Messenger as her barrier melted away, just in time for Vala’s axe to crash into her chest.

Sofia appeared fifty feet away, blood pouring from a gaping wound in her stomach. Golden light shined from it as she healed it. Her barrier reformed where Fei had eaten it.

“A misstep, but one you shouldn’t be proud of,” Sofia said. Cruelty filled her eyes. Her hand glowed with power.

Nathan understood his mistake too late.

“Fei, what are you doing? Run!” Vala shouted, already dozens of feet away after dashing toward Sofia.

Fei stood stock still, her sapphires flickering gold. Catatonia struck her once again after consuming the immense power contained within Sofia’s barrier. Her eyes stared into nothing, seeing visions Nathan couldn’t comprehend.

“Shit,” Kadria cursed. “That stupid kitty.”

Darkness swirled around her arm at the same time Nathan prepared his own teleportation spell for Fei. Fyre spotted Fei’s plight and her wings burned with magic, casting a barrier between her and Sofia.

To no avail. Sofia blinked back in front of Fei.

Fei blinked, her mind appearing to return to the world. Her green eyes darkened, her gems shimmered a deep purple, and she gripped her scimitar. She tensed, trying to dash away.

“Die, please,” Sofia said.

Then she unleashed raw magic directly into Fei’s upper body, blasting apart multiple levels of the lower spires in the process.

Fei collapsed to the floor, gasping for air she couldn’t hold. Her upper chest ceased to exist and her body hung together by threads. Only the dim shimmer of her amethyst gems remained, even as life left Fei’s body.
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“Fei!” Nathan roared.

Fei’s body collapsed to the ground, blood pouring everywhere from the gaping hole in her chest. The clattering of her scimitar echoed off the stonework, as nobody save Nathan spoke a word.

Terror filled Nathan’s mind as time appeared to slow around him. Or maybe it did. Black light coated his body.

Fei didn’t move. He could barely sense her gems. Was he just going to stand here and watch her leave him again?

No!

He reached for the void, drawing on what little he understood of the mechanics behind time dilation to do what Sofia had done only an hour ago. With the power he possessed, he’d save Fei.

Black light poured off him as he converted the surrounding space into his private pocket dimension. The world swiftly became like an architectural sketch drawn in black and white, much like Kadria’s bedroom had been years ago. Nobody moved as Nathan froze time itself. Next he had to reverse it.

Color abruptly returned, as if somebody had switched it back on.

Warmth flooded the world from Sofia, her hands holding a complicated spell frame between them. She moved, unlike everyone else, and smirked at him.

“I told you before. Spatial magic is my domain,” Sofia said. “Do you or Kadria really think you can hope to best me here? I let you speak with me before. I won’t let you take control here. This is the center of my power. I held domain here for millennia and will again, with the power you’re using as my palanquin.”

Nathan’s spell shattered and everyone began moving again. Despair filled him.

Screams broke out from the assembled Champions. Both of loss and fury, and from more than just his Champions. Maura appeared in front of Sofia, tears streaming down her face. Her eyes and horns glowed bright red, like how Kadria’s turned black in anger.

The succubus’s body was wreathed in darkness so deep Nathan thought it was pure void. Maura’s arm fell toward Sofia. Spatial magic rippled off her, barely contained and distorting the air around her. Images of Maura blinked in and out of existence every instant.

Sofia barely reacted. The entire room pulsed with golden light and the darkness dissipated. Maura’s spell collapsed, and her hand slapped against Sofia uselessly. Blood streaked down the succubus’s face. She’d pushed herself too hard with a spell she could barely control.

“Sis!” Laura screamed.

She blinked toward Maura and tackled her away from Sofia.

Other Champions began to move as well, pushing through their shock. Sunstorm hurled countless spatial slashes to no effect and was forced to retreat. Sen’s spell continued to be cast, even as tears dried on her face. Nathan tried to control himself.

Then he saw Fei’s body move.

Impossible. She didn’t have a heart anymore. It had been vaporized.

Fei’s legs bent. Pools of blood ran backward, congealing around the wound. Ropes of sinew sprang across the hole in her chest. A hand gripped her scimitar.

Three amethysts glowed with an unholy light Fei shouldn’t possess.

“If you can’t handle losing even one of you, you shouldn’t have fought me,” Sofia said. “I offered Nathan a choice. This is on him.”

Everyone froze where they stood. Fei rose to her knees.

Sofia smiled, hovering above the resurrected Fei. She evidently thought everyone had responded to her words. “See, Nathan? They understand how consequences work.”

“Do you?” Nathan asked, hope sparking in his heart.

She frowned. “What?”

A blood-curdling scream erupted from Fei, and Sofia’s barrier shattered. The goddess’s wings flickered. She tumbled to the ground with a shocked yelp.

That had been Artemis’s banshee wail. Somehow, Fei had tapped into the powers of her Messenger version after absorbing Sofia’s power.

The tower pulsed with light again, and Sofia stalled her fall, summoning her wings again. She stared at Fei in shock.

“Why do you have amethysts?” she asked. “Did you slide between worlds?”

Fei didn’t answer. Instead she roared again and shot forward. Sofia teleported away, only to find Fei on top of her instantly, as if the catgirl could teleport. Her eyes widened and she raised an arm to defend herself.

Only then did Sofia notice her barrier was missing.

Her wings flexed and she rose, wind ruffling the clothes of everyone on the level. Too slow.

Fei’s scimitar cleaved through Sofia, even as the goddess soared upward and away. Her amethysts gleamed with the power of a Messenger explicitly constructed to slay Sofia.

A pair of legs splattered on the floor, even as Sofia rocketed away. The goddess screamed in pain and fury as she unleashed a spatial magic spell at Fei.

Fear tore at Nathan’s heart as Fei’s upper half was torn to shreds, but she pulled herself back together as fast as Artemis could. Anger and hatred twisted the catgirl’s face.

Her amethysts flickered as she took a step forward, attempting to chase Sofia, and Fei stumbled. The anger dissipated from her expression. Her cat ears and tail drooped and she shook her head groggily.

Sofia narrowed her eyes and began to cast another spatial spell. Only for Fei to vanish.

“Eh?” Fei squeaked, standing next to Nathan now.

Maura held her while kneeling. She’d managed to teleport Fei over with Laura’s help at the last moment, even before Nathan could.

“You stupid kitty,” Maura muttered.

Not that Sofia stopped. She threw back her hand and hurled her spatial slashes anyway. Ciana’s spatial barrier blocked them.

Still bleeding from bloody stumps, Sofia hovered in the air. Pain was etched across her face. She shook her head.

“No matter. Whatever trick you pulled, I’ll know about it next time. Because wounds like this can’t stop me,” she said.

The tower pulsed with light again, and images of her legs flickered into existence where her stumps were. Rather than heal herself, Sofia was undoing the damage entirely.

Fyre’s scimitar lit up as she prepared another futile attack. She couldn’t land lasting damage against the other goddess.

Kadria narrowed her eyes, before widening them. “Fyre! Stop wasting time attacking her. Cut her off at the source.”

Fyre looked at Kadria. Once again, Nathan felt some unseen communication between them over their mental link.

When Kadria looked at him, he nodded. “I can handle Sofia.”

“Good. I’ll enjoy watching her suffer,” she said.

Kadria closed her eyes.

The next moment, Fyre did the same. Her wings grew in size and their glow intensified. They shot outward, becoming solid tendrils of light like Sofia’s. Sword-like points formed at the end of each tendril.

Fyre stabbed her new wings into the tower, as if using them to connect directly to the place of power. Nathan felt power thrum over his link with her, and would have been blown away if he were an ordinary Bastion trying to control her.

Sofia’s legs stopped repairing themselves. They remained as stumps. A howl arose from the woman.

“I won’t let a beastkin like you challenge me,” Sofia said. “Not when I’m this close. This is the world I’ve been waiting for. The one that will free me forever, and I won’t let you take it from me!”

Her arms rose, preparing a spell frame. Too many lines snapped between it. Eighth rank? Ninth rank? Nathan didn’t bother checking.

Especially when it winked out of existence a second later. Sofia’s arms remained trapped above her body, unable to finish the necessary gestures to focus her spell.

Astra stood behind her, feet physically dug into the stone. Her arms held Sofia’s above her head.

A green pentagon flared behind Sofia, filling up instantly. At the same time, the stone beneath Astra pushed her upward. Nathan reached out to oppose Sofia’s attempt to alter reality, but such a minor change was too hard to stop.

Wind pummeled Astra as a vortex spun up from Sofia’s spell. Without her firm footing, the dark elf slipped and flew away. She lost her grip on her foe.

Nathan reached out to teleport her back, but Astra froze herself in midair by latching onto the ground with her psychokinesis. She’d be back in the fight soon enough.

Which meant he could focus on a spatial slash powerful enough to trouble even a goddess. Just as he’d torn apart the barrier Varrus used in the Spires months ago, he’d stop Sofia here. Black light coated his sword.

Sofia righted herself in the air. Catching something in the corner of her eye, she swung an arm and carved a fifty-foot slice out of the floor, digging ten floors deep into the spire.

Vala stood in the midst of the spatial slash. Her armor had been cut open and a thin line of blood ran from her belly. She blinked and looked down.

“Huh. That’s it?” she asked, then grinned.

Her amethyst shined with power and she blurred forward. Her axe crashed against Sofia’s renewed barrier, and she chased her enemy even as she teleported.

“Begone,” Sofia snapped.

A cage of stone burst from the ground around Vala, lit up with a golden barrier. Nathan’s own reality bending power shattered the cage a moment later, but the barrier remained in place. Vala kicked the barrier, but found herself stuck.

Sofia ignored the warrior. “This is becoming tedious. I’ll simply end this all at once.”

“Sounds good. Me first,” Sen shouted. “Because you have terrible situational awareness.”

The seventh rank spell she’d been casting radiated around her body like an impending summoning of doom. Her greatsword glittered with red light streaming into the spell frame.

“You think you can use my own spells against me? I invented spell frames.” Sofia sneered.

“And Fyre’s kicking your ass even though you were the first goddess. Nobody cares.”

Sen yanked her sword free of the floor, activating the spell. Her entire body rippled with flames once more. Lava filled her eyes and horns formed from red light rose from her head.

She leaned back and then breathed.

A blue jet of fire roared across the open tower, vaporizing everything in its path. Stone disintegrated and gold melted. The fire erupted a hundred feet past the edge of the spire, transforming into prismatic light at the end of its arc. The color came from the raw heat of the fire, unlike Fei’s magic-eating ones.

Sen collapsed to her feet, exhaustion writ across her face.

But Sofia still stood. Or hovered, really.

The fire and smoke cleared, revealing the goddess in the same place as before. Blue flames clung to her barrier, which rippled across her body. She batted at them with golden spell frames, attempting to dispel the magic within the flames directly.

Her flickering barrier provided an opening. One Nathan planned to use. He raised his sword. Sofia saw him move, and golden barriers sprung up in front and behind her, spanning the entire length of the tower.

Could he punch through them? He gritted his teeth, realizing he should relocate and strike from a different direction. Still holding his spell, he prepared to teleport away.

“Let me,” Laura said. “I’ll move you to the side.”

“Don’t waste your time,” Sofia gloated. “I only need a few seconds to⁠—”

Her next words came in the form of blood exploding from her mouth, as a hole replaced her heart. She dropped a solid foot in the air, before wrapping a glowing hand over her chest.

A solid beam of light had wrapped around the barriers and punched right through her.

“Well, shit. Holes in the heart really don’t do it anymore,” Gareth said.

“Oh, no. Keep punching them,” Maura said. “They fucking hurt. Speaking from experience. Bitch is writhing in pain.”

Sofia pulled herself up, her barriers still intact. But Nathan and his Champions weren’t done.

To kill a goddess, they needed to hit her with everything at once. Stopping would only give her the time to recover.

Only for Sofia to channel spatial magic again. Her speed was far beyond Nathan’s, despite his power. He couldn’t drop his attack to counter it. Ciana grimaced and raised her barrier again.

But this wasn’t an attack. It was teleportation, and more powerful than the short-range ones she’d used.

For all Sofia’s talk of ending everything now, she would flee once again. All of this for nothing.

Sofia cast her spell and her body flickered.

Except she remained in place. She blinked.

“What’s wrong, bitch?” Kadria asked in a mocking tone, “Aren’t you my superior in spatial magic? Surely you can overwhelm my anti-teleportation ward and teleport away. Go on. Do it.”

Nathan hadn’t felt Kadria act. Because she hadn’t.

Fyre had been the one to block long-range teleportation. He wasn’t sure when she’d done it, but it had likely been after Sofia sent her far away. Kadria was assisting her with anti-spatial wards, so doing so would be trivial.

Sofia’s body shook with anger. She knew the truth. That Kadria couldn’t match her, but with Fyre channeling both Kadria’s and Nathan’s spatial affinities, plus a place of power, Sofia was the inferior. A former goddess, even.

The remains of Sen’s spell bubbled away at the stone, and Tarako teleported atop it. Her katana slid out of her sheath without a sound as Nathan watched. Three zoisites twinkled.

Sofia felt the power as the nine-tailed fox slipped past her barriers. The power of an artificial goddess met that of the creator of the mystic foxes. While the tower glowed with power, it was a dull, almost failing attempt by Sofia to draw on its strength. She’d pulled on everything she had to stop Tarako.

It worked. Layer after layer of barriers exploded into shards of prismatic light, raining down like a rainbow around Tarako. But a single one remained, protecting Sofia as she gasped for air. Her eyes strained and appeared bloodshot.

Tarako’s eyes met Nathan’s and she gave a half-bow. Then she blinked away with a flick of her tails.

Laura moved Nathan and Ciana around the handful of barriers blocking his spatial slash. Nothing stood in his way now.

Sofia turned, anger and resignation mixing in her expression. “You can still join me. Surely by fighting me you’ve realized how easy it would be to defend Doumahr against the outer beings? That I’m better than this beast slut. You can even keep her. Hang her on the wall. I know she won’t leave you, no matter what choice you make.”

“No, she won’t,” Nathan said. “Because she knows I won’t leave her for someone like you.”

His sword came down. Hundreds of feet of spire were cleaved apart, as his slash tore into what remained of the lower levels, erasing them from existence. The Twins had already removed most of the upper levels.

Sofia still stood, but not as whole as before. Her wings crumbled at the very tips, as she ran down her reserves to the very limits. She’d held her arms out, likely summoning spatial wards at the last second. They’d been cut away to her wrists.

How fitting after what she’d done to Kadria earlier.

Sofia looked at her missing hands. Fear filled her eyes.

“No. Not when I’m this close,” she said. “There’s only one option.”

Her eyes met his. Mental magic whirled around her. Heavy, intoxicating, and sweet.

It crashed against his wards with all the strength and charm of a preteen girl trying to woo her much older and experienced crush. After dealing with the Twins and Bauer for so long, Sofia was just some random succubus.

Worse, she was a succubus out of practice. Nathan could probably control her at this point, if it weren’t for the powerful mental wards she possessed as a goddess.

He pinged Fyre over the mental link.

It’s time, he said. I don’t know if anything other than her own power can end this.

Fyre pulled her tendrils out from the tower. She prepared to teleport across to eliminate Sofia once and for all.

Only for Sofia’s hands to immediately reappear. They flickered back into existence with spatial magic. The tower didn’t pulse. After all, there was no way she could seize it back from Fyre that quickly.

She’d kept enough magic to heal herself, and deceived them.

Relics burst up from the ground and spatial magic rippled around Sofia. Nathan tried to counter her, but was too slow. Fyre didn’t react, instead filling her scimitar with golden light as she shot across the ruined tower.

Even before Fyre reached Sofia, the goddess’s magic began to collapse. Her relics lost their light and her spells shattered.

Sunstorm stood behind the barrier-less Sofia, her onyxes emanating with the same darkness that Nathan gave off. Her swords weaved a path through Sofia’s lower body, carving her apart. She’d remained in reserve for just this moment, given she couldn’t guarantee her safety otherwise.

“No,” Sofia gasped, as her body collapsed. Golden light erupted from her wounds, attempting to hold herself together.

Then Fyre reached her. Her sword decapitated Sofia in a single blow.

All light left Sofia’s body. The ruins of her body hit the ground, save her head. Fyre caught it by the luscious brown curls Charlotte cared so much for each day.

Biting her lip, Fyre stared into the dead eyes of her rival. “I had wanted to beat you, Charlotte. To see you give in to the man I knew you wanted as much as I did, but with me on top.” She looked almost lost.

Nathan relaxed. He let the swirling power he’d been constantly summoning leave him. His muscles ached and a strange feeling ran throughout his body.

He’d drawn on far too much of the void recently. When Fei had died, he’d gone well beyond anything he’d cast before. If the abyss stared back, it surely had to have noticed his spell back then.

A problem he’d worry about later. He’d won. Sofia was dead and the Spires wasn’t in danger from her. Fyre could claim the place of power.

Then he bit back a curse as he saw most of his Champions collapsing to the ground. When he checked the leylines, what he felt terrified him.

The duel of the prophets reached the binding stones he’d claimed in Falmir. Even Castle Karlam was affected. Demons and Messengers could invade almost any binding stone on the continent, not just the nearby 200 miles.

He should have expected this. The incident at Soreaux had spread as far as Aleich. It had just been that Artemis invaded Prophet’s Hope and triggered the cascade.

“We still need to deal with the demonic invasions,” he said. “First here, then elsewhere. The battle was beyond anything before it. Doumahr itself is in danger.”

Despite the exhaustion in his allies, they rose to their feet. They knew their duty.

Kadria grimaced. “There aren’t enough of us to cover this much ground. Is there a way to check if my doomsday theory is correct?”

I am monitoring activity across Doumahr. So far, there is little sign of mass invasion, Reine said. I have informed Alice and the others, however. Preparations to repel such a thing are broadening.

He could always rely on Reine.

“Reine’s on the job,” he said. “For now, we’ll deal with the invasions here and in the valley.”

He looked up at the remaining upper levels. Something occurred to him after witnessing what Sofia had done to the Jormun Spire.

“Everyone else can head down,” he said. “I want to check something.”

Astra looked at him knowingly. “The failsafe.”

He nodded. “I want to see if anything is left of it, or if Sofia dismantled it while redesigning the spire.”

I cannot see anything that I believe is left of it, Reine advised.

He wanted to see it for himself. To confirm the Spires no longer needed to fear reckless self-destruction.

Before he left, he spotted Fyre and Sunstorm with Sofia’s head.

No, Charlotte’s head. With Sofia gone, it truly was the head of Princess Charlotte.

“So, are you keeping it?” Sunstorm asked Fyre, staring intently at the severed head.

Fyre rolled her eyes. “You can have it so long as you promise to share it with me. I might not have Charlotte begging for Nathan’s cock, but a trophy of my victory will be good enough.”

“Uh huh. I’ll let you know once I convince Nathan to let me cuddle the head while he rails me.” Sunstorm met his eyes as he passed them and smirked.

Yeah, he made no comment. Sunstorm’s fetish could remain as far from him as possible.

Ciana accompanied Nathan up the remains of the stairs. He had to reconstruct them after the damage done to the tower.

When he reached the uppermost level, he bent reality and summoned two chairs from the stone. Staring out at the afternoon sun to the west, he let the day sink in.

Because nothing remained of the upper levels of the Spires. Sofia had completely torn them apart. The failsafe was gone, but so was every sign of what the dark elves had built here. She’d torn apart their seat of government far more efficiently than Varrus could ever have hoped to.

Now she was dead. Nathan wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Nathan, something’s wrong, Reine told him. The barriers protecting Fertheim are still active.

A chill ran down his spine.

That was impossible. He’d felt Sofia’s power leave the Spires and she sure as hell hadn’t teleported away.

Wait, somebody’s here. You need to leave, Reine said, her voice rising in panic.

Footsteps echoed on the stonework. Nathan spun, hand falling to his sword. Ciana stood in front of him.

What greeted him was a familiar smile. One he hadn’t seen for years. A gentle but sharp smile, accompanied by green eyes that had seen far too much. Black cat ears twitched atop the woman’s head, while a bushy cat’s tail lashed the floor. She wore a black and gold Champion’s uniform, almost identical to what Ciana wore.

“Jafeila…” Nathan breathed.

“I already said to call me Artemis,” the Messenger said, narrowing her eyes. She scratched behind one ear. “I really want to fuck you, but now’s not the time. But I’m free. The job’s done. You’re even still alive. My Nathan.”

Her amethysts flashed and she shot toward him. Ciana tried to block her, but Artemis danced and flipped around the unicorn.

The undead catgirl pressed herself against Nathan. Her lips pressed against his jaw. He felt the warmth of her massive breasts crush against his chest.

“Now you’re mine forever, and I’m yours,” she whispered. “All we have to do is actually get rid of the traitor succubus, now she’s going back to daddy.”

Nathan frowned at her words, trying to focus.

Because Artemis’s appearance threw him for many reasons. Especially after Fei’s use of her magic earlier.

“Artemis, I need to check something,” he said, then pulled back.

“That I’m yours?” she asked with a devilish smile.

“Yes, actually.”

He reached out and wrapped his hands around her tits. She hadn’t put on any armor, so he sank into the soft flesh. They were massive. He moved his hands around, getting a good idea of the size, as he sure as hell couldn’t hold them in their entirety at once.

“Um, I said we can’t fuck now,” Artemis said, nonplussed.

“We’re not. But now I know you’re Artemis,” he said. “Not Fei.”

“Uh…”

“Fei used your abilities earlier. I wanted to check you weren’t sharing her body. Your face is a little older, but I could just be imagining that.” He ran a finger along her cheek and she closed her lips around it. “But your tits are smaller than hers.”

She bit him. It hurt.

“They are,” he insisted.

“We’re the same person,” Artemis growled.

“And Fei’s spent years eating as much as she wants every day. You lived leaner. She has her own chefs and dedicated kitchen.”

Artemis stared at him. Then she pouted. “I better get my own chefs and dedicated kitchen. You were my Nathan first. Having to share with myself is annoying enough after waiting for so long. I always figured I’d just kill my old self, but no, she’s cute as a button and way too innocent. Seeing her memories when we fought…” Artemis ran a hand down her face.

So, Fei and Artemis had undergone a worse version of what he’d briefly experienced with Oliver.

No wonder Artemis’s rougher edges had slowly vanished. She’d begun to see this world through Fei’s eyes.

He wrapped his old lover in a hug. “You’re back. I don’t care how, so long as you truly are willing to work with everyone. I love you, Jaf… Artemis.”

“You’ll get used to the name,” Artemis mumbled, returning the hug.

They held each other for several seconds.

Then Nathan caught up to what she’d said earlier. “Wait, you know Sofia is alive?”

“Well, yeah? That was the entire job. Make sure she became desperate enough to take control of this world that she’d accept any deal. She needed to feel like victory was being snatched from her, and all she needed was a little more. And if someone’s desperate, who do they go to?” Artemis sighed. “But that wasn’t my problem. Finding you was. You killed her before. Just do it again.”

A deal… There was only one being Messengers went to for deals.

Would Sofia be mad enough to place herself back into slavery with her old boss just to defeat Nathan and Fyre?

Artemis grinned at Nathan’s expression. “You’re my Nathan. Did you think things would be simple?”


CHAPTER 54
SOFIA



Apool stretched forth beneath Fertheim’s royal palace. No light penetrated its waters, despite the myriad soft lamps glowing along the walls. Without a power source, one might wonder how the lamps remained lit. A single door provided entrance, and an octagram had been physically inscribed into it to bar access from those without permission.

White marble decorated the dry side of the room, which comprised little more than a small opening beside the door. Every other part of the room gleamed with golden plates, which presumably continued beneath the pool.

The water stretched out to infinity, creating an artificial horizon in this chamber beneath the palace. If one looked into the lake, they’d see an abyss. No light reflected from the water.

And from the abyss emerged Sofia, utterly nude and still wearing Charlotte’s body. She slipped above the water with fury etched on her expression. The beauty of the princess whose body she’d stolen transformed her anger into a pout.

Sofia stared up at the shimmering golden plates of the ceiling above her.

She’d been so close.

How many times had she told herself that recently?

When she first granted Charlotte her powers and Beatrice interfered in the civil war at Aleich, she had been confident she could steal the palace out from under Kadria. This silly duel would have been over instantly. She could have teleported over, killed the stupid beastkin, and claimed Nathan.

The plan to use Messengers to trigger breaches and use them to gather support while seizing places of power had been risky. Siv could hardly be relied on at the best of times, and the other new Messengers acted erratically. Then Atlas interfered, and Nathan proved far too capable.

Nathan always proved far too capable. The very reason she wanted him was why she kept failing.

Charlotte’s tantrum over Soreaux had been a fortunate disaster, and allowed Sofia to enact some plans of her own while shutting the child out for a time. Yet her position worked against her again. Nathan barely regained control in time while the Messengers acted against her. If an invasion had triggered in Soreaux, she’d have claimed the city and have easily been capable of besting her rival.

Things only worsened from there. Artemis achieved nothing, despite Charlotte’s hopes for her. Interacting with an assassin built to slay her was foolish. Nathan went from strength to strength. Sofia used every trick she knew to hold him and his collective army of Champions and Messengers at bay. The fact he hadn’t been able to crush her despite his overwhelming advantage proved she remained the superior leader of this world.

All she needed was Nathan’s power.

She’d always known a direct approach might backfire. He possessed complicated feelings toward Charlotte, and had been deliberately ignoring her since she became the prophet. Reading his desires was difficult.

He desired women and power, as well as to protect Doumahr. At the same time, he chafed under the political burdens many threw upon him. Doumahr wanted a savior. Somebody who could correct all their problems without any consequences for those living there.

No matter how many worlds Sofia traveled across, people remained the same. Accountability was anathema to the psyche of the average person. Change had to be forced on people, because they’d never accept they had a role in the shit they wallowed in.

Sofia knew she could offer Nathan everything he wanted. She could handle the politics. That was what Omria existed to handle, as she’d crafted the goddess and supporting systems to shift the burden away from the common people to those willing to actually do something.

And with the politics gone, Nathan needed only to crush invaders and enjoy endless days with his harem of women. Sofia didn’t understand why he wasted his time on the beastkin, but she certainly understood the enjoyment of sex.

Yet it had all gone wrong. He’d been furious over Sofia’s subsummation of Charlotte and only pretended to care. His mind also proved too resilient. An eternity ago, she could have reshaped him.

Now, she stared up at the golden panel above her and wondered if she’d narrowly dodged a bullet.

A bullet into her womb, that is. She’d convinced herself that she could tame Nathan if necessary. Her mental powers barely fazed him, much like the assaults of the essence of Omria lurking between worlds. If she’d actually tried to tame him with sex, would she have fallen to him instead?

That battle only proved how necessary Nathan was to her plans. He’d bested her, even with a place of power at her disposal. Eons of power, waiting to be tapped into and grant her the power of the goddess, even before she could avail herself of it. A system she’d developed after losing the elves and realizing she needed a faster way to restart.

She sighed and began swimming backward, making her way to the exit.

Her plans had been shattered, but she remained. Using this pool had been a last resort. But with Fyre active, she couldn’t take control of the last remaining race on Doumahr anyway.

This world was a dead end for her. Only her backup plans remained. Every prophet had been used.

Her seemingly endless game of chess with her former employer needed a victor. Sofia wouldn’t let her king be taken without a fight.

Or should that be her queen, she mused.

She turned upon hitting the edge of the pool and hoisted herself out of the water. Rivulets of water poured off her naked body. She whipped her long brown hair behind her shoulders and stood. Her naked breasts heaved from the cold water, and her nipples remained noticeably hard.

“Quite the swimming pool you have here, Sofia,” an artificial male voice said from beside the door.

Sofia’s body hummed with magic and the white marble turned to gold.

A towering dark warlord in a suit of black steel armor, adorned with intimidating spikes, sat on a cheap camping chair. He held a copy of an old, worn-out book with an image of a demon on the front and the title “Paradise Lost” in letters not from this world, but Sofia’s old one. The book looked tiny, almost toy-like, in his massive, gauntleted hands. He was easily eight feet tall.

“Atlas. How did you get here?” Sofia narrowed her eyes. “When did you get here? I would have sensed an elite Messenger invading. I know Bauer snuck into Arcadia while I was still partially asleep, thanks to the beastkin slut triggering the prophet system early. But you? There’s been no invasions for you to sneak through.”

“Oh, but there have been. My powers allow me to be subtle,” Atlas said. “And my role here is to observe and to ensure things move smoothly. Even the watchful eye of that wolf beastkin can’t breach my illusions. And she uses your own abilities.”

Sofia sneered, but couldn’t correct him. Atlas was easily the weakest of the elite Messengers, but his powers of deception made him a thorn in her side.

At the same time, he was scarcely a threat. Not here, in the heart of her power.

“Why are you here?” she repeated. “Did you fall for Charlotte’s beauty and gargantuan tits? Care for a closer look?”

“Hardly. The multiverse provides ample opportunity to enjoy such affairs if I ever seek to indulge myself.” Atlas folded his arms and the book vanished. “I did want to see this little phoenix system of yours, however. There had to be a reason you abandoned the faeries and humans so swiftly.”

“… I’m not surprised you learned of it first.”

“You made it too obvious. Especially as the faeries left few ruins. That you were so interested in this one stood out. You even erased it from human record, leaving its existence known only to that burned out old fox.”

So, Atlas knew about the palace and its ability to resurrect Sofia’s avatars.

And he only knew about the palace.

She smirked and used a spell to dry herself off, before summoning underwear and a gown. Something less revealing than usual. The only person present had little interest in her. Or anybody, so far as she could tell. Atlas showed more sexual interest in literal stars than anything that walked on two legs. He’d fuck a gas giant before her.

“Well, you’ve seen what you wanted. Is that all?” she asked. “Or is there some threat? A warning about how you’re about to invade all Doumahr after my little tiff with the horsie?”

“That is on the cards, but I don’t make threats. I’m here to extend an offer. One I’m certain you’ll accept.” Atlas folded his hands across his lap.

Sofia’s hair flew up, its tips glowing gold. “The answer is no. It has always been no. I am Omria, and I see every shard of this reality, Atlas. Every time you’ve approached me to hand me over to that monster again. Do you think me a fool? Just because you never got over your Stockholm Syndrome from a lifetime as a pathetic wage slave?”

“This cycle is the end, Sofia,” Atlas said.

“There are always more cycles,” she lied.

Damn. Kadria had spilled everything to this two-faced bastard. She was always such a naïve little idiot, even if she played at being so cold.

“Infinity may be endless, but it, too, can be finite.” Atlas leaned forward and held up two fingers. “There are but two branches left to you. Fyre has claimed one, with Kadria’s help. But that is closed off to you, because while you are connected to the ‘goddess’ you claim to be, you are not the same thing. If I construct an identical copy of the Ship of Theseus from a perfect blueprint, it is not the original Ship of Theseus.”

“I am no copy,” she growled.

“No. You are your own being. And when this world dies, you die with it. Just as Messengers did. Your mortality remains. Even if you can hop between worlds, limits remain. Other Sofias contest each world, and they will not give up what they own.”

“Your point?”

“Fyre controls this cycle.” Atlas lowered a finger. “Your only other alternative is to create your own the hard way, in branches that do not include Nathan or Kadria. But, again, you are not there. And can never be there.”

“I haven’t lost yet, Atlas,” Sofia said.

“No. But you’ve fallen short again and again, have you not? What you need is an edge.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You know nothing.”

“I know about Lake Styx. With but a word to our employer, I can make your other cycle that much harder. Perhaps impossible.”

Fear pierced Sofia’s spine like a steel rod punching through it. Her breathing stopped.

How the hell could he possibly have found out? Even when she’d claimed Lake Styx, nobody had found her. She’d left no trace and even kept Charlotte in the dark.

“What do you gain from this Atlas? Why corner me while slaving away like a dog?” she asked.

“I do my duty. Others rely on it.” His lack of eye slits made it impossible to read his emotions, but she suspected he raised an eyebrow. “All of us are Messengers and have our own dreams. We slave away to achieve them in pursuit of a reward. For most of us, that reward is like the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. But a scant few were realistic when they made this Faustian deal. If it is in my power to aid them, I will.”

“And what of my dream?” Sofia asked.

“You’ve been here for eons. A multiverse within a multiverse, longer even than we were Messengers,” Atlas said. “I won’t say which category you fit in, but with the end in sight, perhaps one might suggest you’ve reached the ocean in your relentless chase and now cannot pursue it any further.”

“My pot of gold is right here, Atlas.” Her hands quivered as she clenched them into fists. “It’s real. If you helped me⁠—”

“My dreams are not here, Sofia. They never were. I leave this idyllic life to others.” Atlas turned his head, as if staring at something only he could see.

Idyllic? Atlas thought of this world as idyllic? She almost laughed.

But his words continued to strike home, especially after what she’d said.

If she abandoned this cycle and tried to forge a new one, it would be without Nathan. His rise was entwined with Kadria and the horsegirl. Sofia needed to lure him away from them.

To do that, she needed power. Or else all was hopeless.

Her backup plans allowed her to keep going. But would they be enough? Especially now that Nathan controlled the Spires. She’d be crushed the next time she left Fertheim. In fact, she might not even be safe here. Lake Styx could only remain secret for so long.

She gulped.

Minutes passed in near silence. Waves lapped against the marble, still rocking from the disturbance she’d created within the pool.

When she opened her eyes, Atlas was gone. She hadn’t even heard the door open.

The waves no longer made any sound. All light vanished from the room, replaced by complete darkness.

She raised her hand and the rune on the door lit up. Bright gold, of course.

With a thought, she could open it and leave. Nothing would change.

And that, ultimately, was the problem.

Sofia turned.

A black void stretched out where the pool and its golden tiles had been. It possessed no end, but Sofia could never tell. After all, it was a void. Voids lacked depth by definition. Maybe if she wandered for a few million miles in one direction she’d bang into a secret wall and find out it was all an optical illusion.

She’d tried that once, long ago. Spent literal years abusing spatial magic to find the limits of her master’s space. Eventually, he wanted her for something and teleported her back.

A battered old mahogany executive’s desk with a green top sat in the middle of the void, covered in all manner of random garbage. Behind it sat a middle-aged man in a charcoal designer suit from her old world. Neatly combed black hair with silvered edges gave him a distinguished look, and a beard with plenty of salt and pepper obscured his mouth.

Yet although his fringe was only an inch or so long, it cast a deep shadow over the upper half of his face. Sofia couldn’t see any features above his beard. She never had been able to.

Each Messenger saw the outer being that created them differently. The partner apparently took on a form that varied from a gentle writer of the Elizabethan era to a tentacled monstrosity. To most of Sofia’s former co-workers, their boss was a middle-aged executive.

The sort of man who had mysterious connections, might be an MIB, and controlled endless wealth and companies both legal and illegal. He bore countless names, but they were swiftly discarded. Names held power. To the Messengers who owed him everything for being pulled from their horrible lives or continue to be tormented by him, this outer being remained a menace.

Kadria knew him as Black. Sofia had always known him as something else, but figured Black would do for now. She needed to use some sort of moniker for him in her mind, or else she might accidentally refer to him by a name of power.

“Care for a seat, Sofia?” Black asked, his voice deep and suave. He could almost be an actor in some old TV drama.

“I’ll stand. We’re equals. This whole ‘talking to me from behind a desk’ power play is useless,” she said.

Black shrugged and the desk vanished. He kicked his feet up on a tall cushion that appeared in its place.

Sofia gritted her teeth. “What do you want?”

“To talk. You’ve never been one to get right to business. Or has an eternity herding sheep changed that?” A chuckle escaped Black.

“I don’t make small talk with monstrosities.”

“You said we’re equals. Does that not mean we’re equally monstrous?” Black held his hands out to his sides, palms up, as if asking an open question. “But I’ll get to the point. We’ve worked together before, and now that you hold all this power, I believe a new deal can be made.”

“Does that include not trying to eat me?” Sofia asked.

“Consider it a ceasefire.” Black’s chin shifted, suggesting he was smiling. “We have a mutual threat. This… Straub fellow. I can’t reach him with my power, but you can. My proposal is simple. Kill him or deliver him to me in a portal. Either works. I’ll lend you the power to do it, much as my good friend lends me his greatest warriors to…” Black tapped his chin.

“Brutally murder me?”

“Yes, that. They’re very good at it. A shame he just cut his newest one loose. She was genuinely impressive, but a deal’s a deal. Even when dealing with infinity, all things come to an end.”

What the hell did that mean? Sofia ignored him.

His deal was attractive, even if the trap was so obvious Black might as well be a gigantic shark with his jaw hanging open and an “enter” sign next to his mouth.

Because deals with outer beings never ended well. Misery was implied.

Fortunately, Sofia already had an out. Black would grant her enough power to kill Nathan, but she didn’t need to do that. Merely overpower him.

Then, with Nathan in the palm of her hand, this cycle would be hers. Black would truly be history.

“Fine. We have a deal,” Sofia said. “You grant me power, and I deal with Nathan. Then we never have anything to do with each other again.”

Black chuckled. “Well, I can’t promise that. Your worlds are just so delectable. But I can put my feast on hold for a moment while I catch a bigger fish.”

The void crept forward. Sofia held her ground as it consumed the ground beneath her. It wrapped around her feet, then rose over her body. Within seconds, she vanished within it.

Old, familiar power penetrated her body and soul.

She felt her connection with Omria wither away, as the power of a Messenger severed her link with the essence that existed between worlds. For safety, as Omria couldn’t risk being corrupted. Sofia sensed Black’s dissatisfaction when that happened.

Had he thought she’d let him do such a thing? Even if he claimed her—and he assuredly would in one of infinite worlds—it mattered little. The world would die, along with that version of Sofia.

The void faded away and Sofia stood there, changed. Her brown hair had turned white and four curly black horns protruded from her head. Red sclera shined from her eyes, and her irises were a deep gold.

Curiously, her skin remained pale, rather than the bronze of every succubi she’d ever met.

Wary of the effects of the transformation and the interaction of Black’s power with Omria’s, Sofia reached for the nearby place of power. It responded to her without hesitation.

She didn’t explode or melt. Golden light formed in her hand.

With a snap of her fingers, Sofia illusioned herself to look like Charlotte again.

“Good hunting, Sofia,” Black said, his expression still obscured in shadow.

“I don’t hunt. I conquer.” She turned her back to her former employer and current partner.

A country full of faeries awaited her. Nathan might have humanity and beastkin in the palm of his hand, but Sofia knew her old worshippers well.

After all, she’d ensured they expected her return. Using them to claim Doumahr and Nathan would only be too easy now she had her succubus powers back.
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