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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—two alexandrite gems; wolf beastkin; Imperial spymaster and Grand Inquisitor; 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—two diamond gems 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 wife; long golden blonde hair, dark brown eyes

Anna von Clair—Archduchess; Nathan’s wife; 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; deceased

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; deceased

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; her mind has been replaced by the Messenger Sofia’s; 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; deceased

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; has betrayed Trafaumh and sided with Sofia

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; escaped Deverese

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”; currently inactive

Sofia—a former Messenger who fled and created Omria and the prophet system, and has fought to escape her former employer tens of millennia; has overwritten Charlotte’s mind and body


THE STORY SO FAR…



This is a summary of the first seven 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.

Heretic Spellblade 7

Following Falmir’s assault on Soreaux, the Empire prepares to declare war. Assassins with powerful blessings from Charlotte assault the Diet directly, attempting to either stall the war declaration or elimination powerful nobles. Nathan’s spymaster and Champions investigate the plot, while the engine of war gears up and he becomes the general of a multi-front war against Falmir and Charlotte.

The assassins are discovered to be aided by a network of nobles established by Beatrice before her death, and they remain active. Any noble Beatrice came into contact with might still be working against the Empire. But while Falmir is actively sabotaging the Empire from within, they launch an assault before the war vote has even settled. They push deep into Trafaumh, positioning themselves to move on Soreaux by land.

Nathan strikes back the same night, aiming to seize back territory in Trafaumh and make a push at the same time. Charlotte actively engages him with powerful magic, well beyond anything he’s faced before, and is sacrificing Falmir’s Champions with reckless disregard for their lives. Artemis shows herself again, appearing to work with Charlotte as she attempts to stop Nathan from claiming a fortress, but is driven away after another bizarre clash with Fei that leaves both catgirls exhausted. Artemis was notably more talkative in this encounter, but unwilling to work with Nathan.

During a visit to the Spires to learn more of rumors of an impending Arcadian civil war, Nathan learns that Falmir is actively trying to destabilize the Empire’s relationship with Arcadia. While he is in the Spires, the faerie Bastion Varrus assaults the Aurelian Council, killing most of them and nearly destroy the city before Nathan stops him. Charlotte’s power was assisting him, proving she was acting trying to destroy the Spires after they rebuffed her attempt to claim the place of power.

Before Nathan can rest, Falmir’s vast armies cross the Empire’s southern border. Charlotte is moving too swiftly and capitalizing on Nathan’s weaknesses too well, leading him to theorize she is now being controlled by the Messenger Sofia, who originally created the prophet system.

He crushes Falmir’s army at the Torrovium Fields, but is stopped by Bauer. Artemis intervenes and helps Nathan, and he destroys Bauer with explosive devices planted beneath the battlefield. Artemis’s fate is unknown. At the same time, Deverese attempts to kill Charlotte and is understood enraptured by her mental magic, and betrays Trafaumh. Ester escapes with Sunstorm’s help.

Realizing that Falmir is weakened and Charlotte’s status as prophet is weakened, Nathan strikes a deal with his true father, Adam Martel. The Empire will assist Falmirian nobles in overthrowing Charlotte and restoring their kingdom, so long as they stop supporting the war. Adam agrees, and Nathan pushes to Fertheim, Charlotte’s headquarters, where he is stopped by her immense magic.

Nathan doesn’t get the opportunity to assault Charlotte’s palace. He marries Alice and Anna, and Charlotte interrupts the wedding. Seeing Nathan marry other women breaks Charlotte’s will once and for all, allowing Sofia to take control. She tries to convince Nathan to abandon Fyre and join her, but misjudges his character, believing him to be a power and sex-obsessed Bastion like many others. Nathan and Fyre nearly kill her, and Sofia teleports away and starts a slave riot in the Spires.

Believing this to be the final confrontation, Nathan throws everything he has at Sofia. Sofia’s powerful magic, expertise, and immense regeneration nearly overwhelms them, before Fyre cuts her off from the place of power. Nathan and his Messengers then land a series of finishing blows, ending her life for good.

Or so they think. Artemis arrives in the aftermath, revealing that she’d been sent here to sabotage Sofia so she would be tricked into accepting a deal from her former employer, an outer being. Sofia is still alive, thanks to contingencies she established, but is desperate for a method to take control of Nathan’s magic. She becomes a succubus once again, with the hope she can enslave Nathan and claim his power.


CHAPTER 1



Smoke trailed across the sprawling city known as the Aurelian Spires as riots and open battle ripped through it. It grew so dense it blocked out the Gharrick Mountains the city sat beside. The ancient sandstone towers that gave the city its name shimmered with a dying golden glow, returning to nothing more than weathered bricks that stretched to the heavens.

Dark elf soldiers and citizens fought at the bases of the spires themselves, along marble concourses and courtyards, and at the gates that led into the caves beneath the mountains. Ten times their number in human, elf, and beastkin slaves poured out of the rundown buildings, their slave collars disabled by a literal act of a goddess an hour earlier.

Nathan von Straub watched the chaos from the peak of the Jormun Spire, the central spire that ruled the dark elves and the city. Or it had. The only living souls in the tower were him and his allies. Although living might not apply to the person clinging to him at this moment.

“I figured you to spend less time watching, more time doing,” Artemis said, her black cat ears twitching as she stared at him instead of the burning city.

He grunted, magic reinforcing his eyes as he surveyed the city. A voice spoke inside his mind, relaying him info about the Spires and other fortresses across Doumahr that he couldn’t visibly see.

Artemis’s head sank into the crook of his neck and she purred against him. When he continued to ignore her, her eyes narrowed.

He hissed with pain when she bit him. “Were you always this impatient?”

“You’re ignoring me,” she said.

Her tongue lapped at the blood seeping out from the teeth marks she’d made in his neck. The wound should heal almost immediately. For that matter, she shouldn’t have been able to make it at all. Nathan’s physical durability was so high he shrugged off magically enchanted crossbow bolts these days.

But Artemis was an undead Messenger built to slay a goddess. She was also the last vestige of the world Nathan had failed and fled from to save this one. Her true name was Jafeila, and she had been one of his most trusted and powerful Champions in his original world. She’d finally decided to rejoin him, instead of repeatedly trying to kill or kidnap him.

“I’m analyzing the situation,” he said.

“The Spires is on fire and there’s an army of freed slaves burning it to the ground,” Artemis said, voice far too cheery for her words. “Oh, and a Messenger is overwhelming the Champions defending the binding stone as we speak. I’m guessing the one in the valley to the south is also being attacked, but that Messenger is all talk. We beat her.”

The third person present scowled at Artemis. Ciana had held herself back despite her concerns about the Messenger potentially harming Nathan, but the perpetual black glow of her horn suggested she had some less-than-positive thoughts about the situation. Or lewd ones, but the thoughts coming across Nathan’s mental link with the unicorn knight suggested otherwise.

“You say that as if any Messenger Nathan can defeat is weak,” Ciana said.

“No. I’m saying that any Messenger Nathan could defeat before I could use my own head for juggling practice is weak,” Artemis corrected. “I can’t believe they’re still showing up.”

“Messengers are still dangerous to ordinary Bastions. While I can handle them easily, there are few other trigems and nobody else has any experience battling them,” Nathan said.

“Nobody else needs them. Ciana here can probably solo some of the weaker ones.” Artemis reached out a hand to poke Ciana, but it was batted away. “Anyway, you know what’s wrong. Why waste time?”

“Because more than the Spires is burning,” he said. “Within the next few hours, invasions are likely to start in portals across all Doumahr. I need to determine who to send back, and who to commit here to deal with Siv and the Spires.”

Siv was the Messenger invading through the nearby binding stone. Nathan had fought her twice before—once in his original world, and once earlier this year.

Artemis shrugged, either unwilling to share advice or simply uncaring. He couldn’t tell.

While she remained the woman he loved, even the past couple of minutes with her made it clear she’d changed irrevocably. There was a callous disregard for life he’d come to expect from every Messenger.

“You’re right, though. Time spent up here is time wasted.” He turned away from the edge of the tower. “We should rejoin the others and take action.”

The floor he stood on was an eerily empty half-circle of pure ivory, with golden pillars ringing the outer edges to hold up the sandstone above it. Even with the golden glow fading, magic in the stone prevented it from collapsing due to simple physics. The floor was a half-circle because the recent battle against Sofia had destroyed most of the upper levels of the Jormun Spire.

Nathan considered using the staircase down, but a quick check of his mental links confirmed his allies had teleported to the courtyard at the base of the spire. He raised a hand and prepared his own teleportation spell. An eerie black light—not shadow, but light that appeared to drain away all color where it touched—coated his hand.

Artemis bit her lip and took a step back. He paused his spellcasting.

“Artemis?” he asked.

“I might not get the best reception,” she said.

Her tail lashed the ground nervously, and her ears twitched. He could tell she was about to bolt, and he’d lose her again if she did so.

“I don’t care,” he said flatly, and she froze. “Did you come here just to say hi and then leave again? If you’re not going to be around others, then what did you expect?”

She bared her teeth at him and hissed, her tail standing on end. He half-expected her to run off after that.

Instead, she paced. “I expected to shove you in a fancy interdimensional box and fuck like animals. This world is a ruin, Nathan. I wanted to find you, take you, and live happily. The idea that you’d somehow become…” She shook her hands in his general direction. “This! Wasn’t on my mind.”

“But it’s happened. Are you really going to walk away?” he asked.

Her eyes locked onto him with the sort of intensity cats usually reserved for their prey. Maybe he’d been wrong to assume Artemis had given up on kidnapping him.

“I don’t play well with others. You don’t know how many times I’ve killed everyone,” she said quietly.

Ciana stiffened.

“Even you, Ciana. You’re never as bad as… some. Kinda hot how far you go for Nathan, even.” A wicked grin crossed Artemis’s face. “I’ve seen more of our ‘friends’ than you ever can, Nathan. You might fuck them every night⁠—”

“I don’t have that much stamina,” he said drily.

“Okay, every week.” She rolled her eyes. “But I’ve seen sides of them you never will. And coated castles with their insides. I can’t come back from that.”

He met her gaze. Lingering beneath Artemis’s typically manic gaze, and the unending desire she felt for him, was fear.

But he saw no regret.

“They’re different people than those I knew before. Just as the ones you’ve killed are different,” he said. “You said you’ve finished your job. And it’s not like you’ll be the only Messenger who’s tried to kill everyone or succeeded in the past.”

Artemis opened her mouth to argue, then simply pressed a palm against her face. “I still don’t get how you stand that goat who killed everyone. Even if she’s not the one I want to kill, you should have reduced her to a living sex toy or found some magic to make her live every second in excruciating agony.”

“That’s not who I am.”

“I know.” A wan, almost sad, smile from Artemis. “Maybe you need somebody like me to do that for you. But, fine, I’ll try to play nice. If somebody stabs me, I’ll stab them back, though.”

He pulled her into a hug and she tentatively returned it, her muscles tense. Ciana even placed a hand against Artemis, as if trying to reassure her. The undead catgirl shot her a strange look, but Ciana merely smiled.

Nathan finally cast his teleportation spell. The ivory surroundings of the Jormun Spire vanished, replaced by a marble courtyard surrounded by sandstone spires.

Eight companies of his knights guarded the entrances to the courtyard, although a quarter of them had pulled back due to injuries. They wore mixed uniforms of the Royal Knights and Imperial Army, as Nathan drew his elites from both.

A scattering of Champions lay in small groups, although a few stood. Some bore the scars of deep wounds, with bloody uniforms and rents in any armor they wore. Others simply appeared exhausted after the recent battle. Slaying a goddess had pushed them beyond their limits.

Sen worried him the most. She lay on her back, arms crossed over her chest and eyes closed. For a moment, Nathan’s heart stopped. With her red cloak drawn over her body, he’d thought she was dead and the others laid her to rest. Only the presence of the mental link between himself and the sapphire residing within her collarbone kept him from shouting in panic.

Although he kept his emotions off his face, they still roared within his mind long enough for some to notice. Seraph’s and Fyre’s heads snapped over to him from where they’d been talking with Vala.

“Nathan! Get away!” Fyre shouted, her wings flaring around her and beaming with golden light. She drew her scimitar, ready to shoot across the courtyard.

Artemis tensed beside him and her amethysts gleamed.

Only for Ciana to block Fyre’s charge and slam her greatsword into the marble, point-first. Her artificial left arm shined with white light, much like her horn.

“Fyre, stop,” Ciana said, her voice almost like soft thunder.

Fyre stumbled in mid-air, eyes wide. Everyone shot to their feet, including Sen. Uncertain, they held hands over sheathed weapons.

“Artemis is with us,” Ciana said. “She’s free now.”

“I mean, I’m partial to a collar,” Artemis said, but the wariness in her eyes didn’t match the joking tone of her voice.

A pair of buxom succubi hovered in the air above the group, their dresses fluttering in the wind. Both of them stared down Artemis, while the catgirl shot them an annoyed look.

“That’s not going to do anything, you know,” Artemis drawled.

“I can’t get a damn thing off her,” Laura said.

“Neither,” Maura said.

“We don’t stop being Messengers just because we go rogue. You should know that.” Kadria strode toward Artemis, ignoring the way the other Messenger’s tail puffed out farther with each step.

Nathan wondered if he’d need to comb out Artemis’s tail for it to go back to normal with the way she looked. But when Kadria stopped a few feet short and did nothing, Artemis slowly calmed down.

“I take it your ‘job’ is done, then?” Kadria asked.

“Yup.” Artemis nodded. “You and everyone else managed to keep Nathan alive. Guess that’s a step up from the ‘you’ I want to butcher and the piles of corpses I’ve gotten used to hanging around other Nathans.”

If anyone had started relaxing around Artemis, they stopped. The reminder that she actively slaughtered countless other versions of Nathan and his allies threw cold water on the idea Artemis might be safe.

“This is unwise,” Tarako said.

Her nine bronze tails fanned out behind her as her zoisites glowed, prepared to unleash her Nine-Tail Slash. Not that she truly would, given the sheer number of soldiers behind Artemis that would be caught in the crossfire.

“I’ll handle Artemis,” Nathan said. “It’s my fault she’s like this. I’ll take care of her.”

“It’s really not your fault,” Artemis said drily, glaring at Kadria. “And I’m not some drowned kitten to be coddled.”

He winced. “I know, but…”

Admitting aloud that he just wanted her back seemed almost cruel to the Champions who fought for him and loved him with everything they had. As if he was rejecting them for a shade from his past that had forced itself into his life.

His eyes landed on the one person who he feared hurting the most.

Fei. The “younger” version of Artemis—or Jafeila, really. She was what Jafeila had become in this world, when Nathan could care for her, love her, and keep her away from the horrendous tragedies that dogged the Jafeila he’d loved and lost.

A confused frown marred Fei’s face as she stared at Artemis. Following Nathan’s gaze, Artemis looked at Fei, then hissed and looked away.

Second later, Artemis blinked and looked back at Fei. The two alternate versions of the same woman stared at one another.

Neither spoke a word.

Slowly, Fei approached. Short, cautious steps at first, as if she might need to draw her scimitar to block Artemis’s. Then long, confident strides full of her typical grace and casual sensualness. Artemis even scowled at Fei, her eyes flicking to the bountiful curves of her younger self.

Nathan might not live down saying Fei had bigger tits than Artemis. He’d be getting bitten by Artemis for years for that.

Fei stopped directly in front of Artemis. This close together, the similarities and differences between them were immediately apparent to Nathan.

Both wore the black and gold Royal Champion uniforms of the Empire. Fei’s was let out a little more in the chest, and she had a touch more fat around her hips, thighs, and arms. Nathan would call her curvier. Her hair was lustrous, long, and in excellent care despite the recent battle. Which made sense, given they’d just come from a wedding.

Artemis looked older, and not just because she was. Her green eyes held a weariness and an edge of something Nathan could only describe as darkness against Fei’s bubbly innocence. She even had a quarter-inch on her younger self. And where Fei had curves, she had lean muscle. A life of constant battle and labor meant Artemis’s build reflected Sunstorm’s more so than Fei’s, save for the massive tits.

Fei held up a hand, as if hesitantly reaching out for Artemis.

Finally realizing what was going on, Nathan said, “Wait, don’t touch⁠—”

Artemis grasped Fei’s hand with her own, and the two catgirls laced their fingers together while staring into each other’s eyes.

They stood there, unmoving save for their breathing and blinking. No sweat poured off them. They didn’t fall into seizures or grasp their heads in a sudden outburst of horrific pain as Nathan and Fei had experienced when interacting with their alternate selves previously.

“How? What?” he asked, confused.

Even when Oliver, his alternate self in this world, had changed enough to no longer cause pain on sight, Nathan had still suffered a brief bout of pain when he’d struck the other man.

To make matters more confusing, their gems flickered with strange colors. Fei had three sapphires in her collarbone, and Artemis three amethysts. Even as a Messenger, Artemis still used her old Champion abilities, presumably powered by her contract with her former employer.

Nathan idly wondered who would power them now. Would it be like the Twins and Kadria where they drew strength from the binding stones through him?

But the immediate issue was that Fei’s and Artemis’s gems were changing colors. Both women had sapphires and amethysts at the same time, and they changed every second.

“This would be a nice time to say something so I don’t think that you’re merging,” Kadria said.

“We’re not merging,” Artemis said. “I already got the last of Fei’s memories when we fought at Tervuis’s Ford.”

“And I’ve gotten… enough of yours from eating Sofia’s magic.” Fei shot Nathan an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, Nathan. I was doing it on purpose. Each time, I felt like I could understand more about her. That maybe I could help you get her back. Because I know⁠—”

Artemis let go of Fei’s hand and instead pulled her cheeks. The younger catgirl squawked and tried to push the Messenger away, but was powerless against the far stronger woman.

“This is what makes you so annoying. You knew Nathan wanted me, even though he already had you, and you weren’t trying to murder me and hide the body?” Artemis clicked her tongue as she let go of Fei. “This is why I couldn’t kill you and replace you. I don’t think I was ever this innocent.”

“You had to be.” Fei pouted.

“Don’t use logic on me.”

“I didn’t know Fei could even use logic,” Sen joked.

Both catgirls glared at Sen, and she winced.

“Okay, gonna take a while to get used to that,” Sen mumbled while scratching the back of her neck.

Nathan still remained confused. “I don’t get it.”

“It’s something we can worry about later,” Laura said. “Especially as the kitty is already linked to you.”

“Yeah. I finally felt it when they did the light show with the gems,” Maura said. “Not that it was a big deal. With Sofia gone, we have all the time in the world to deal with the binding stone Artemis claimed. Just need to deal with the invasions and⁠—”

A link? Nathan checked and felt a mental tether connecting him to Artemis. One he hadn’t formed.

Only it felt nothing like any tether he’d ever created. Almost like a shadow of a tether hovering alongside Fei’s. He’d need to investigate that later. Especially as he did need to worry about Artemis’s power source.

“Sofia’s not gone,” Nathan said.

Silence. Artemis backed away from Fei and drummed her fingers against her thigh in boredom, while staring up at the mountains. Her eyes locked onto the cliffside exit from the nearby portal.

“Run that by me again?” Maura asked.

“I felt her die, Nathan,” Fyre said. “The Spires are mine. When Sofia died, the belief in Omria coalesced into me.”

He frowned and looked at Artemis.

“Uh, I don’t know the details. But she’s definitely alive.” Artemis raised her hands. “That big armored guy went to say hi to her wherever she resurrected herself.”

“Resurrect? That’s…” Kadria’s face paled. “No. No, no, no!” Her hands shot to her horns, which darkened. “I was played the entire time? Did Atlas feed everything I researched about the goddess and the places of power back to that monster, and just throw me to the wolves?”

The Twins lowered to the ground, their expressions grim.

“Uh, kinda want to kick her while she’s down, but it’s getting pathetic at this point,” Laura said.

“Yeah. Especially as I have no clue what’s going on.” Maura scratched her head.

Artemis opened her mouth to answer, but Nathan poked her with mental magic to keep her silent. Her face turned bright red in response, cat ears and tail flattening.

“Don’t do that,” she whined, looking at him while pressing her fingertips together. “Do you have any idea how massive your mental presence is? I’m not used to it.”

He stared at her. For once, she didn’t seem to be joking.

Apparently something about his mental magic got her hot and bothered. He made a note of it.

“We can worry about the reason Sofia is back later. For now, it’s more about handling the immediate aftermath of this battle,” Nathan said.

“Like I said earlier, that’s easy,” Artemis said.

“No, it’s not,” Seraph interrupted. “Fei knows that. I would have thought you would have as well.”

Fei puffed her chest out, while Artemis rolled her eyes.

“I’m not sure if you know me—” Seraph began to say.

“I do,” Artemis said. “Not well, but I’ve bumped into you enough to know that you’re basically Narime without the ego and a fetish for being fucked under and on top of desks.”

Seraph blinked. Then she blinked again. “I don’t think that’s a fetish. It’s more just where I happen to be when Nathan visits me.”

“Well, try to fuck him in different places.”

Realizing she’d been drawn into Artemis’s rhythm, Seraph shook her head. “Then you know I handle military affairs. Fyre’s already mentioned that the fallout from the battle is much worse than feared. The entire continent is at risk. Within hours, there may be breaches across all of Doumahr. Those hours are all the time we have to regroup, plan, and distribute ourselves across countless binding stones.”

“The Spires are burning,” Astra said, her expression hard.

“We’re not abandoning the city,” Nathan said, heading off any arguments. “But Seraph is right. Not everyone needs to be here. Last time we lost days quelling the riots because we lacked the ability to handle them and Messengers were a massive threat. It’s different now. Fyre?”

The prophet looked at him, but appeared distracted.

“Can you try to rein in the slaves?” he asked.

She bit her lip. “I can try, but…” Fyre looked at Astra, who looked away. “This is the dark elves reaping what they sowed. I can’t magic away their fury, even if I promise to take them away. How many of them view this city as their own?”

Damn. He’d worried that might be the case. Sofia had whipped the slaves into too much of a frenzy to easily stop.

Which left him with two options, both horrible.

Looking at the Twins, he finally forced himself to choose the lesser evil they’d offered last year to solve a different problem.

“Maura, Laura, help Fyre calm the slaves down and keep the dark elves from slaughtering them in retaliation,” he said.

“Uh, you mean by…?” Maura twirled a finger around the side of her head.

“Yes. But without completely warping their minds. I don’t want a slave army, I just want an end to the riots that doesn’t end in a massacre. If I have to come back and teleport half a city away later, I’ll do it, but this will have to do for now.”

The Twins nodded.

Everyone else held their tongue about his decision. Astra likely had the worst opinion of his decision, but the alternative was the outright slaughter of half the city’s population. Nathan doubted she wanted him to ask her to justify why the dark elves should live and the slaves should die.

“What about Siv?” Vala asked. “She’s invading right now.”

Artemis snorted. “You just killed a goddess, even if she came back. Hardly a worry.”

Narime and Seraph shot Artemis concerned glances.

“I actually agree,” Nathan said. “We held back against Siv last time out of concern that defeating her with the help of the Twins might destroy relations with Trafaumh. There’s no reason to hold back this time. I’ll take Artemis, Ciana, and Kadria. Everyone else will head back to Straub through Reine’s portal and either rest up, heal, or begin planning where to go next.”

When Astra opened her mouth to argue, he headed her off.

“The binding stone in Forselle Valley is in danger, too, Astra,” he said. “If you want to help your people, go defeat the Messenger there. But I imagine Dmitri might need your presence to help with the Champions near the Houkeem Desert. I’ll need to find the dark elf Bastions, but it’s possible one or even both have fallen.”

Astra closed her eyes. Seconds passed.

“I understand,” she said.

With the hardest decisions made and no fights breaking out, Nathan asked Reine to create a portal back to Straub, where she was hiding out after the wedding had been interrupted.

He remained in the courtyard, watching as his knights began to retreat to the portal and pull out. Fyre and the Twins fluttered away, flying toward the battles howling from elsewhere in the city. Without Sofia, waves of summoned knights no longer threatened the Spires and the Falmirian soldiers were almost all dead. The slaves would slowly but surely fall to dark elf soldiers, but as they did, they’d burn the city to the ground.

The ground rumbled and Nathan knew that the battle between the slaves and soldiers might not matter for very long. An ear-splitting boom rocked the city, sending ripples through the air.

Flames gushed out from the side of the Gharrick Mountains, high above the city sprawl. Nathan knew that a huge cavern separated the cliffside platform and the portal entrance. There could only be one cause for the explosion.

Siv had breached the Spires’ portal. Nathan was too late to help the dark elves stop the Messenger invasion, and he instead needed to plug the impending swarm of demons that would pour out from the mountainside.


CHAPTER 2



“Seraph, change of plans. I need you and Narime to contain the hordes of lesser demons Siv will send out through the breach.” Nathan looked at Narime, whose figure-hugging blue robe was coated with blood around her chest. “Narime, I know you’re tired from your wound earlier⁠—”

“I’m healed now, Nathan,” Narime interrupted, her seven silver tails fanning out defensively. “An entire city is at risk, along with everyone in it. Seraph and I work well together, especially with our trigem abilities. We’ll handle the breach. Vala, Fei, and Gareth can work with Reine on plans. You deal with Siv.”

“Glad to be included,” Gareth joked.

He shaded his eyes as he stared up at the raging inferno bursting out of the mountain. The sun hovered just above the mountains, beginning its gradual descent toward the western horizon and out of sight.

“You know Falmir better than most. Adam and Alice will need the help. It’s not like there’ll be many Champions and Bastions who can defend the kingdom,” Nathan said.

A grimace rose to Gareth’s face. “Right. This stretches that far. But if Sofia’s alive…”

Nathan shook his head. Gareth raised an eyebrow, no doubt wondering why Nathan suspected Falmir was suddenly in danger when it had been spared serious invasions previously.

But enough time had been wasted issuing orders.

Narime’s tails shimmered with a teleportation spell, and she and Seraph vanished. Knights continued trooping through the portal while shooting worried glances at the growing inferno. In their minds, they should be heading toward the breach, not away from it.

Nathan raised a hand and it once again turned black with spatial magic. Artemis slipped next to him, taking the opportunity to squeeze his ass. Although she frowned, Ciana showed no response.

The courtyard vanished, only to be replaced by pure white, with flashes of yellow and red. Ciana screamed. Nathan couldn’t see her, but felt the raw panic washing over the mental link.

A sea of fire assaulted them, crashing over their bodies. Even standing only feet apart, he couldn’t see any of the others he’d teleported with him. He suppressed his concern, however.

After all, he barely felt more than the harsh heat from placing his hand too close to a roaring fire. Enough that he felt pain, but far too little to seriously harm him.

The flames vanished after a few seconds, returning Nathan’s vision. A glittering silver barrier stretched in front of him, blocking off the mountainside. Ciana gasped as she held her greatsword aloft while conjuring the barrier.

He’d teleported them to the stone platform on the cliffside, which connected to the main cavern. Going directly inside was too risky, as he had no clue what might have happened to the underground cavern when Siv breached. Not to mention the thousands of demons pouring out of it.

Artemis and Kadria stood beside him. Kadria was cloaked in a misty shadow, indicating she’d used succubus spatial magic to protect herself. Artemis…

Artemis was stark naked. She raised an eyebrow at Nathan as her uniform re-knitted itself from thin air. It remained the black and gold Royal Champion uniform from earlier.

“Your regeneration magic regrows your clothing,” he said, dumbfounded. “And you can even pick your clothes.”

“It’s not regeneration,” Kadria said. “Her body is reverting to an earlier state. It’s why she’s nearly impossible to kill, even for… the goddess.”

“Sofia,” Ciana corrected and earned herself a glare for her effort.

“I thought Sofia was a master of spatial magic.” Nathan frowned. “And I keep being told space and time are the same thing.”

“She is,” Kadria said.

“Guess she’s not much of one. Every time she carves me up, it has less effect than the fox’s fancy slash.” Artemis smirked as she shook some ash from her hair and made a face.

The succubus rolled her eyes. “Space and time are intrinsically connected, but you’ll notice there’s a difference between teleporting across space and teleporting through time. The partner is a master of spatial magic when it comes to meddling with time, while my former employer handles the physical element—or even the multiverse element.”

“Astra,” Nathan said, suddenly connecting the dots. “Sofia couldn’t hurt her.”

“Exactly. Her body is frozen in time, preventing anything from changing it. This rambunctious kitty”—Artemis made a throat-slitting motion at Kadria in response to her nickname—“snaps back to some earlier state. I’m assuming she can adjust it, given she changed her clothing.”

Artemis nodded. “I’ve got really limited control. New hairstyles, new clothing, makeup—simple stuff. But I can’t age, add muscle mass, or any major physical change at all, really.”

A wicked grin crossed her face and she ran her long, painted fingernails along Nathan’s chest. She leaned in and nibbled on his earlobe.

“Good thing you already reshaped me to be your perfect fit, huh, Nathan?” she purred into his ear.

A shudder ran down his spine and he felt his crotch react to her words. It was too easy to imagine her riding him. Especially now he didn’t need to worry about her abducting him.

Then his eyes met Kadria’s, and the ear-to-ear grin on the succubus ruined the moment. He groaned and ran a hand down his face.

“What’s that reaction for?” Artemis growled as she pulled away.

She looked at Kadria and narrowed her eyes. Glancing between Nathan and Kadria, she knew they were in on something and she wasn’t. Ciana giggled.

“What the hell are you laughing about?” Artemis whirled on Ciana, who turned away.

Nathan knew his first night with Artemis would be… interesting. Being turned into a Messenger had ensured her body hadn’t changed since the night they’d lost everyone else, but his time in this world had definitely changed his.

“The flames are dying down,” he said, changing the subject. “I guess Siv doesn’t need the distraction anymore.”

As the inferno vanished, a void appeared in its place along the mountainside. The sun cast its rays overhead but they came from the other side of the mountains, failing to penetrate the tunnel leading into the cavern. Siv’s fire spell had just vaporized any lighting system established inside.

A white square glittered in Nathan’s hand for a split second. Wisps of light soared from his hand and bobbed into the tunnel and invisible threads of magic allowed him to control them.

“Can’t you see in the dark?” Artemis asked him.

“With magic, yes, but Ciana can’t.” He ruffled his bodyguard’s hair and she leaned into his touch.

Artemis’s tail swished as she watched his hand. But before he could do the same thing to her, Kadria interrupted.

“Do we need to go over who and what Siv is? I don’t know how familiar you are with our former colleagues. You partner Messengers didn’t fraternize with us much,” Kadria said.

With a click of her tongue, Artemis strode toward the tunnel. “I know her. In some worlds, she’s part of your little gang. Not willingly. Nathan’s usually in his… Uh, what’s the word you’d weirdos use? His side phase?”

“My what?” Nathan asked, utterly confused.

“Edgy phase,” Kadria said flatly.

“Yeah, that.” Artemis paused at the entrance and leaned inside. “Things can change a lot pretty easily. If stuff starts going wrong, Nathan starts pulling out all the stops and taking drastic steps. But then everyone gets suspicious and it spirals. Or those Twins get into his ear somehow and he becomes…” She looked back at Nathan and made a face. “Well, more like young Nathan.”

“You mean I think with my dick a lot,” he said.

Ciana giggled, then froze when she realized what that meant. Her face paled.

“Realized what happens when this Nathan thinks with his dick? Yeah, I didn’t feel too bad about killing those Nathans. Finally, sometimes you just go paranoid. I think you lose somebody and go way overboard.”

Nathan listened in silence. The idea that he might become such a fundamentally different person bothered him in a way he couldn’t put his finger on.

Then again, wasn’t he a fundamentally different person from the man he’d been before Kadria destroyed his life in his old world? Why did Artemis think he was “her Nathan” compared to all the thousands of Nathans she’d found and discarded?

The questions piled up, one after another. Nathan could question Artemis for hours.

But duty beckoned. The void contained a threat that might destroy the Spires. Explosions roared beneath them as Narime and Seraph began battling the first demons escaping the breach. As powerful as they were, Siv’s horde was endless. And every minute she controlled the breach was one she could use to summon smaller portals along the leylines, spawning demons all over the Forselle Valley.

He stepped up to Artemis, who raised an eyebrow at him.

“What? Annoyed to know you can fall just as far as me?” she asked, the tone in her voice unreadable. Frustrated? Taunting?

“Focused,” he said. “You know who Siv is. Kadria’s question was extra pointless, given what Siv did in our world.”

Artemis’s face blanked. Kadria had the good grace to turn red.

“Yeah. Was hoping you’d let that slide,” Artemis said, voice barely audible.

Nathan moved into the tunnel. The stonework had been charred black and begun to meld with the mortar from the raw heat. Small stalactites of stone formed from hardened stone that had begun to melt from the ceiling.

The walk was short, relatively speaking. At the other end stood a cavern large enough to hold a small army.

Last time Nathan was here, the cavern was obviously man-made. Or faerie-made, really. A stone foundation had covered everything as if it had been an underground fortress, because it truly had been. Vast mechanisms had been hidden away, along with barracks, cafeterias, and everything necessary to supply the army that defended the portal beyond a grand gate.

Nothing man-made remained. A crater stood in place of the cavern, stretching well into the tunnel they’d come through and forcing them to make a steep drop to continue. Other dark tunnels stood in the walls, as well as rooms blown open in the chaos of the breach.

The portal now stood in midair, unblinking like a fracture in Doumahr itself. A black and white tear a hundred-feet-tall that thrummed with power. Nathan felt the raw power within it call to him.

Not the call of the void, but some other power. One every sense in his body told him to stay clear of.

“I can look at them now,” Ciana gasped.

Kadria shot her a strange look.

While Nathan hid his panic. “I’d prefer to go back to the migraines. The portals are an extension of your boss, right?”

“Old boss,” Kadria corrected. “But yes. Why are you… You’re pale. What are you sensing?”

“I think he wants me to go into the portal. That tells me not to,” Nathan said.

Artemis’s eyes turned into slits. “Yeah. I’d say not to do what the spooky bastards want you to. But if you can’t go into portals…”

A problem he’d worry about another day. But had he truly become so powerful that he’d attracted the attention of the outer beings directly?

Kadria kicked him in the shin. “This is why I told you it was stupid to draw on the space between worlds. There’s always something on the other side, and you never know who’s watching.”

“Well, maybe you and the Twins can update whatever theories you have on your boss’s interest in me,” he said. “But somebody is waiting for us.”

A bestial humanoid that resembled paintings of mythical dragons leaned on a gargantuan blade in the center of the crater. She was easily seven feet tall, with a pair of glowing foot-long horns—one red, one ice-blue. Scales covered her skin, save her face, and she wore a black uniform with shimmering magic on the metal parts.

Siv.

Her burning eyes locked onto them, but she did little more than watch. And wait.

“Nice of her to let us chat,” Artemis said. “At least she knows it would be pointless to attack.”

Siv’s eyes narrowed, suggesting she could hear them.

Nathan jumped down, and the others followed. Despite Artemis’s words, he kept his magic ready.

Siv’s true power was her ability to cast immensely powerful spells at the drop of a hat. She claimed to have invented the inferno tornado and while her spells paled in comparison to the grand spells used by the spirits and mages together at the Triumph at the Torrovium Fields, but they matched or exceeded the seventh rank spells used by the Lodge against Castle Aleich.

And Siv could cast them over and over again, without pause. Nathan was tough, but even he couldn’t shrug off a seventh-rank spell to the face.

“I’d say it’s been a while, but I’ve seen you more often than I care to admit,” Siv said, still leaning on her sword. “And it’s only been, what, six months for you? New record for me to come back to the same world. Let alone same cycle. Can’t say I expected this group, though. Are you treating us like collectibles now?”

Her eyes latched onto Artemis, who twirled her scimitar.

“Oh, remember me now? You always played dumb when we met,” Artemis said.

“We’ve never talked. We avoid each other in the bar,” Siv said. “It’s weird for one of the partner’s toys to show up at all, so only the Twins wasted time on you. Well, them and Atlas, but he hardly counts.”

Kadria stiffened at Atlas’s name. Siv ignored her.

“Really? You’re going to play dumb about all the times I’ve murdered you,” Artemis spat. Her amethysts flashed.

Nathan placed an arm on her shoulder and Artemis bared her teeth at him.

“Ah.” Siv’s expression darkened. “So, I’m guessing there are worlds where Nathan gives in and claims me by force. You’re new, so you probably don’t know, but if we go rogue⁠—”

A strangled scream escaped Artemis and she carved a chasm in the ground to the side in a fit of rage. “For fuck’s sake, does everyone I want to brutally murder forget who I am? Is this the part where you say you don’t remember burning down my village, killing everyone I loved, destroying my homeland, and fucking my life up forever?”

“Oh, no. I definitely remember that part,” Siv drawled. She pointed a scaly finger at Nathan. “He killed me for it. Hard to forget. Nobody’s ever beaten me twice, although both times he’s had help. One of the partner’s failed schemes cursed me the first time, and the Twins stopped me the last time. This time…” A deep fire burned in Siv’s eyes.

Lust, almost. But not one for sex. One for raw, unyielding violence.

Battle-lust.

Artemis grinned. “Well, I’m happy to be the third reason Nathan beats you. Cut your arms off in a second, let the Twins or Fyre seal your magic, and then he can use you as⁠—”

“Artemis, shut up,” Nathan said.

She spun and glared at him. “You know what she did!”

“I do.”

“Then—”

“I don’t think anyone here has any room to throw stones,” Siv said. “Except the unicorn, I suppose. Does she have an opinion?”

Ciana blinked. She’d been hovering by Nathan’s side, ready to conjure a barrier at a moment’s notice. Her horn shifted between light and dark at Siv’s words.

After Nathan gave Ciana a nod, the unicorn knight bit her lip.

“I trust Nathan. That’s all that matters,” Ciana said. “Whatever he chooses to do is fine with me.”

“Even if it involves deep heresy?” Siv grinned toothily, and the expression nearly split her face in half. “Good Bastions aren’t supposed to have anything to do with Messengers. We corrupt them.”

“A good Bastion is one that defends Doumahr. And what does heresy mean in a doctrine created by a goddess that was once a Messenger herself? One who is our enemy and who brought you here?”

“Urgh. I’m not one for big philosophical arguments. They drive me nuts, and I get the feeling you’ll run rings around me.” Siv made a face. “I assume Sofia’s still alive, then.”

“We killed her. She came back.”

Siv straightened. Her expression turned to stone and Nathan saw her mind churn behind those burning eyes.

“… so that’s why I’m back here so soon. Hell, I bet that’s why our orders have been so weird,” Siv said. “Things are going to hell. But that means you need every ace in the hole you can get your hands on, doesn’t it?”

The draconic Messenger drew her sword and it crackled with flames. Nathan tensed, expecting a spell.

Nothing roared toward him. Artemis reared up, ready to charge at Siv any second.

“Well?” Siv asked.

Kadria stared at Nathan. She knew something or expected something of him.

A faint memory clicked in his mind.

“You mentioned a prize last time,” he said. “Do I get to pick?”

“I’m not that stupid. Honestly, I just wanted a good fight. I’ve seen a lot of you since then. Other versions of our fight. Other fights, from when I don’t battle you at the canyon.” Siv’s face transformed into a wicked grin and raw pleasure warped her expression. “You stand out. Almost unique. A warrior, unlike so many others.”

“I’m a Bastion.”

“Yes. And I want a warrior. You had the power to beat me at any time. Call on the Twins and they’d carve me apart. Risk the villages to defeat me, and guarantee victory. Let Kadria use her power more readily. Stay back and let your Champions sacrifice themselves to stop me. I only beat you when I pulled you into that duel atop the summoned pillar—and you were one of the few to beat me there and survive.”

Nathan recalled how close he had come to death. Barely teleporting away. A mental blast that had slowed her only an instant before she’d killed him. Fyre had saved him at the last moment. Any slight change would have spelled doom for him.

“Being a Messenger bores me. It’s just a job, even if it has its perks. You’ve been the most excitement I’ve felt in millennia,” Siv said. “The prize I had in mind was to enjoy that excitement. Now…” She twirled the sword. “Well, you need help. I can tell there’ll be more excitement to come. If it means going rogue, I’ll deal with it.”

“Oh, fuck off. Nathan, you’re not recruiting her. She…” Artemis made a face when Kadria grinned at her. “Fuck you, goat.”

“You’ll get bored fighting for me,” Nathan said.

“I know. At that point, just kill me,” Siv said. “I’m used to it. But being able to do something fun of my own free will for the first time in… I don’t even know how long. It’s new. That’s why I became this.” She ran a hand down her body. “I wanted to escape a life of drudgery. Packing boxes, delivering food, taking calls—lots of shit work to barely make rent and live a life that barely mattered. Now? I still do nothing but work and drink.”

“You could stay here,” Kadria said.

Siv shook her head. “And do what? I know what I want, Kadria. To fight. Nathan knows what he wants. Don’t you?”

“I do.” He nodded. “You said it last time. To fight, win, and build a place to be happy. It’s up to you whether you want to stick around for the last part, but I’ll take you for the first two.”

“Great.” Siv’s sword lit up with flames. “But I still want that last match. And no help this time. I want to fight you as a warrior, not a Bastion. I saw a glimpse of what you might be, and now you feel more like something I’d feel while waiting for a new job. So?”

“Nathan, you can’t—” Ciana interrupted, her eyes overflowing with worry as she pulled at his sleeve.

He shrugged her off and stepped forward. His sword slid free of its scabbard.

Before any of the others could interrupt, he cast a spatial barrier around them. Artemis growled and slammed her sword into it. A scar ran across the barrier. If she tried enough, she’d probably break through it.

Nathan would need to win before that happened.

“Well, let’s see how long this lasts,” Siv said.

Her red horn surged with a pillar of fire and she swung her sword at him, sending an inferno of flames at him, far hotter and focused than the one he’d shrugged off outside.


CHAPTER 3



Aroaring inferno crashed into Nathan, surging with white-hot flames that scorched the ground as they passed over it. It washed over his position and streamed across the cavern. When it struck the far wall, the fire blast exploded into searing embers that rained down from the sky.

Nathan appeared on the opposite side of Siv, roughly the same distance away. Charred ruins lay where he had stood. There wouldn’t be anything left if he’d remained there. He grimaced as he felt Artemis’s raw power hammering against his barrier.

His power was far greater than it had ever been, thanks to drawing on this “void.” But it still didn’t give him the strength to take on somebody like Artemis in a one-on-one. If Artemis had some sort of counter to spatial magic she’d have already broken through.

Curious that she was apparently used to hunt prophets. But Nathan supposed her near-immortality sufficed, and Fei had been able to break through Sofia’s golden barriers with ease using Artemis’s power.

Siv whirled, her other horn crusting over with chunks of ice inches thick. A whirlwind of ice formed around her.

Nathan’s hand glowed with black light and he cut off the incoming blizzard with another spatial barrier. It stood as a wall of distorted air between himself and Siv. Ice and snow slammed into it and simply teleported out another part of the barrier.

Snorting, Siv hefted her sword over her shoulder. “Seems you’ve learned a few tricks since we last fought. That barrier’s a lot more complicated than the usual ones I’d see.”

“Spatial magic is about controlling and distorting space,” Nathan said. “A spatial barrier that simply acts as a wall isn’t all that efficient.”

Siv glanced over at Artemis, who was hissing at the spatial bubble that surrounded her and the others. The catgirl’s bushy black tail had puffed up along its whole length.

“Sometimes it’s the only option,” Nathan admitted.

“Heh. Yeah, fancy tricks don’t mean shit sometimes.” Siv’s sword came down.

He felt the magic gathering around her, too fast for him to do anything about. Hell, could the Twins even stop her? Nathan had ignored the ascended magic school that focused on manipulating magic itself, but imagined it would be pretty useful to stop or slow down a sorceress as powerful as Siv.

A thought occurred to him. Not one he could use, but something he kept in the back of his mind.

Instead, he focused on his own offensive spell. His sword turned black. Siv’s eyes widened at the speed he cast his spatial slash.

The ground rumbled, and a half-dozen rock spires burst from the ground to act as walls. Each stood a good dozen-feet tall and easily as wide, formed from a mixture of the natural stone of the mountain and the molten slag Siv had covered the cavern with.

Nathan’s sword cut through the air across them, even as he scowled.

A thin line appeared in the rock walls. The makeshift barriers began to slide apart with groans that echoed off the cavern walls, and deafening booms as the stone shattered into tiny pieces without Siv’s sustaining magic.

Siv herself bent over, blood pouring from a single long laceration carved across her torso and upper arms. Despite the red gushing out over her uniform, the wound didn’t look deep. Sure, life-threatening for an ordinary human or at least bad enough to permanently scar and put them out of action.

But Siv was a demonic Messenger. More than that, she didn’t die this easily. At least, not at her full strength.

“Not using your regeneration ability?” Nathan asked. His sword began to glow again.

“Ha. Didn’t you know that you need to kill somebody to make them use up a life?” Siv grinned.

He froze mid-movement at the sight of her smile. It stretched across her face, full of excitement and a deep bloodlust that Nathan hadn’t seen on anyone sane. Or at least, not anyone sane he cared to have anything to do with.

Seeing that grin made him question his actions. What the hell was he doing? Why did he want somebody like this monster on his side?

He’d seen the ruins she’d left behind in the Empire and helped thousands of refugees fleeing lost homes while mourning their families. Half of his closest Champions lost something to her. Ciana her mentor and friends. Fei her village, first Bastion, and innocence. Sen had been turned into a weapon who relied on Ifrit for almost everything. They’d all lost their home.

His expression hardened. Siv’s grin turned into a smirk, but her eyes narrowed.

“I know that look. It’s more like you. Determined, zealous, and utterly convinced I’m a monster,” Siv said, her voice cold.

“You are a monster,” he said.

“Because of my appearance? Or are you judging me in the same way you have the two women keen to tear me apart?” She waved a hand at the spatial bubble keeping Artemis and Kadria out of the battle.

Kadria raised an eyebrow, while Artemis growled.

“I’d do a lot worse than tear you apart,” Artemis snapped.

Nathan grimaced. Siv’s words cut deep.

He’d looked past the atrocities other Messengers committed. Kadria had killed everyone he loved.

If he had the time, he’d spend some time considering how he was able to most past the problem and embrace women he should detest. Artemis might be Jafeila, but she had changed utterly in her time as a Messenger.

“Well, at least you’re capable of introspection. But like I said, I’m a simple gal,” Siv said. “I’m here to fight, and doing so with you and maybe under you promises the best fighting.”

“Did you enjoy it?” he asked.

“Fighting you? Depends on the fight.”

He almost asked her to elaborate, then shook his head. “Not that. Destroying the Empire. Slaughtering millions. Burning down villages full of children and memories as you despoiled a nation and doomed a world. Cut down heroes fighting valiantly to protect the only world they’d ever known.”

Siv’s expression turned almost bored. Exasperated might be the better word, he supposed. “Are you asking rhetorically or seriously?”

“… Rhetorically? What?”

“A lot of Bastions do the whole ‘How could you do this, you monster?’ speech before they flip out and I incinerate them from the inside-out. Sofia actually used to keep count, because it entertained her, but it was pointless as the whole infinite multiverse thing makes that impossible.”

He nodded. “I imagine it’s pointless to count something that technically happened an infinite number of times by definition.”

“Yup.” She frowned. “I’m guessing you’re asking seriously. Which is… Huh.” She scratched one horn, and embers drifted off it. “Once, maybe. Not the Empire, though. It’s way too recent for me to have ever cared. I’m not like the Twins and Beatrice, who see all the nobles here as an extension of the wealthy assholes from our original world.”

“But you did enjoy it… once.”

“I was one of the first sent to deal with Sofia,” Siv said. “You know the whole story by now, right? She went rogue, came here when it was ten times larger, and changed the way magic works. Made herself a ‘goddess.’ Boss cut her off, but wanted her expunged. When it turned out she’d infected this entire archetype and couldn’t be permanently destroyed, he erased every instance of the Messenger Sofia from existence across the multiverse.”

“Meaning Sofia, the goddess, is all that’s left as evidence of his failure,” Nathan said. “Why would he want her back?”

Siv blinked. “He doesn’t. Well, except maybe as an undying toy, but I don’t think the boss even has a sex drive. I think he’s just mad that somebody escaped him. But this isn’t what you’re asking.”

It wasn’t, but it interested him anyway. It captured part of the story Sofia herself wasn’t entirely aware of.

“I became a Messenger because working shit jobs to barely make rent is the most unfulfilling existence ever. It was never about revenge.” Siv hung her arms over her sword as she leaned it against her shoulders. “But when all you’ve ever done is pick up the scraps your masters leave at their feet, it’s easy to relish in being truly powerful for once. I get why the Twins went for one final ‘fuck everything’ tour before leaving. Kind of wish I’d done it, just to get shit out of my system.”

“Didn’t work for them,” Kadria drawled.

“Nah, they’re way better than Beatrice.” Siv waved a hand at the other Messenger. “So, yeah, I enjoyed crushing my enemies, seeing them driven before me, and to hear the lamentations of their women.”

Nathan blinked. “What?”

“It’s a quote,” Artemis and Kadria said together.

Then they looked at each other.

“I’ve been around you idiots long enough to know when you’re making some stupid reference to your old world. After the billionth time, it gets old to go ‘what?’ whenever you say some absolute nonsense that has no real relevance to the conversation. Like, holy shit, I don’t bring up weird beastkin customs in random conversation, right?” Artemis scoffed. “You get so high and mighty toward us, but your social skills are nonexistent.”

Kadria’s face turned red for some reason as she struggled for words.

Siv shrugged. “I don’t bother with social skills. But it is fun to see a Bastion or Champion stop dead when you say something they just don’t understand. One of the few things I still enjoy.”

Nathan frowned, trying to make sense of the woman before him.

She’d basically ended his old world. Kurai fell thanks to her. In his mind, Siv had always been the great destroyer.

Now, she stood as a Messenger he planned to defeat by himself, while far greater threats lurked beyond.

“This is why you want to join me. Because you’ve lost your drive for… destruction?” he asked.

“Nothing so grand. I’m bored. You need allies.” Siv lowered her sword, sensing the fight returning to his body. “It’s a match made in hell. No sentimental attachments. Plus, I get to see Sofia finally fall. Maybe I won’t remember after the boss erases me for going rogue, but that doesn’t matter to the ‘me’ that exists right now. That’s it. Getting second thoughts about the deal?”

He had. But she was right.

Nathan needed allies above all else. All of Doumahr stood to be laid to waste by Sofia and the outer beings. Getting Siv to help meant he had the equivalent of multiple new trigems at a time when he was running frighteningly low on new sources of them.

Siv rolled her shoulders. “That’s a better face. Less of the ‘begone evil’ and more of the confident victor who picked this fight to begin with. Now⁠—”

Once again, she hurled an inferno at him. Except flames also rumbled elsewhere in the cavern.

Lost in his questions, he’d failed to notice her setting traps. Siv knew the fight would continue no matter what, even if he’d let Artemis free, and planned ahead. Teleporting away wasn’t an option.

He almost said “no fair,” but that would be childish. This was a battle. One to prove his power to Siv and claim her as a warrior. Fairness didn’t apply.

His mind focused on a spatial barrier, but this one would be different. He’d used it recently, copying a foe who had troubled him greatly.

Nathan’s hand shimmered with the strange black light of his spatial magic and a distorted bubble surrounded him. But unlike the one around Artemis, this one worked differently.

The flames crashed into the barrier. They appeared on the other side. Nathan saw nothing except white-hot flames and death around him, as the stone blackened and pieces of slag turned molten again. A rivulet of molten steel ran into the bubble. It reappeared on the far side of the barrier.

Nathan felt the immense drain of the barrier on his body, but pushed through. Ciana cried out, as if aware of how hard he was pushing himself. Or maybe she worried he’d been overcome.

The flames subsided and he remained within the bubble, unharmed. Impervious, even.

Siv raised an eyebrow. “Neat trick. Seen it a few times before, though. I’m no stranger to spatial magic, you know.”

“I gathered. But I understand why this one gave Fyre difficulty,” Nathan said. “It’s basically a pocket dimension maintained by constantly teleporting away everything that might intrude on it.”

“I don’t care for the mechanics behind the magic, just how it works in reality,” Siv drawled. “Like I said, I know this. Killed my fair share of people who used it.”

That thought from earlier reared itself in Nathan’s mind and internal alarm bells rang out.

Before he could act, Siv’s magic pulsed through the ground.

Then a hole hundreds of square feet wide appeared beneath Nathan, easily thirty feet deep. She’d obliterated the earth itself.

Gravity made itself known and he began to fall. A strangled yell rose in his throat as he tried to focus on his magic. Spatial magic might not help, but he could use wind magic to⁠—

His eyes locked onto the distorted air above him, which was entirely stationary even as he began to fall.

Shit.

A cloud of rock, dust, dirt, and who knew what else began appearing at the top of the barrier. Nathan stared up at it in shock even as he fell. The cloud grew in size with each passing instant. When he looked down to see the bubble’s bottom beneath himself, he understood why.

Siv had destroyed the ground outside the bubble, but couldn’t reach into it. His spatial magic stopped her.

But gravity remained in play. The remaining rock he’d stood upon had fallen, hit the bottom of the bubble, and been teleported to the top. Except it broke apart in the process, creating a fine mist of rock and dirt.

Nathan struck the bubble and his surroundings blurred. Red and black dust filled his vision. Before he could stop himself, he automatically breathed in. He choked on rock. It filled his nostrils and he snorted violently, unable to focus.

Yet he kept falling.

Panic filled his mind. For the first time mid-battle, he found himself almost at a loss. He couldn’t gather the physical or magical focus to cast another spell. Sure, he’d gotten a lot better at spatial magic, but it still took leagues more concentration than flailing about in a mad panic.

Decades of training slammed into his mind, dating back to when Veronica had taught him how to handle runaway magic and misfires.

“When a fire breaks out in a skillet, we smother it,” Veronica said in his mind, from a lesson he’d received when he was only nine and struggling with his newfound magical talent. “The same logic applies to magic. When something goes wrong, the first action is always to smother the spell. You can deal with the aftermath or consequences later, but you’ll be dead if you don’t stop the spell first.”

Nathan hadn’t misfired a spell since his first real battles apprenticing as a Bastion, back as a teenager. But the logic never wavered. The root cause of his problem was his own spell. He needed to smother it.

He reached out and unsummoned the spatial bubble. The cloud dissipated as it crashed to the ground along with him. Groaning, Nathan rolled over and hacked out the last mouthful of dirt from his lungs.

More magic covered his hand, ready to teleport him across the cavern. But no torrent of elemental magic washed over him.

He leaped out of the hole Siv had carved for him to find her chuckling at him.

“Well, you’re smarter than half the foxes that choked to death in their own barrier,” she said.

That thought from earlier…

“You have counters to the foxes, don’t you?” he asked.

“Counters?” She shook her head. “The magic and power of Messengers changes too slowly to adapt to anything. I spent an eternity developing my magic before I came here, so it’s only changed a little. Can’t teach an old dog a new trick. But an old dog can use old tricks to outsmart little shits convinced they’re top shit.”

Nathan grimaced. He’d definitely let his recent growth in power get to his head.

Accepting this contest of power had been the beginning of it. Every fight until now had allowed him to selectively use his spatial magic when it mattered most. In a real fight like his Champions dealt with, he needed to react quickly.

Hell, Siv was giving him huge breaks between attacks. She might have killed him if she used one of her best spells right then.

No, would have killed him. Even Fyre had needed to rely on her impressive regeneration magic after a direct strike from Siv.

“But, yeah, I had to work around the foxes,” Siv continued. “Sofia refined their natural talents to be the most annoying shits ever. Magical disruption meant spellcasting needed to be fast. And their spatial magic makes them nearly impervious to anything that can’t penetrate it. ‘Cept they got overconfident. Those fancy tanzanites of theirs specialize in spatial magic, so they focused on defensive magic. Thought they were gods.”

“Tanzanite? I thought they were zoisites?” Nathan asked.

“They’re the same thing,” Kadria said.

“No, tanzanite is a variety of zoisite. Chemically, what the fox’s have isn’t even tanzanite,” Siv said, suddenly very serious. “It’s just close enough. They called it something else, but I don’t remember. Figures it wouldn’t be called tanzanite, given that’s named after a country from our world.”

Nathan didn’t try parsing her words, but realized Siv knew her stuff when it came to rocks and gems. She did specialize in magic related to the natural elements.

“Anyway, once Messengers started countering the defensive magic of foxes, it was all downhill from there.” Siv smirked. “You’re working with the old fox, right? Heavy drinker, nine tails, huge inferiority complex?”

“Not sure I’d describe Tarako that way,” he said cautiously.

Tarako certainly thought far less of herself than others did, even if she did sometimes act like a brat. Her true thoughts about her power were closer to survivor’s guilt.

“That’s her.” Siv clicked her fingers. “Anyway, she was considered a weak Champion because she’s too offensively minded. Except she’s the last one alive because it turns out the best way to win a fight is to leave your enemy in pieces before they can do anything. She’s half the reason Messengers are so durable now, especially the dominions. Old fox kept turning up and carving everyone apart.”

Well, that explained why Tarako’s Nine-Tail Slash lacked the impact it had in the stories. After millennia of getting beaten up by the bratty fox, the outer beings worked around her.

Nathan brushed himself off while he mulled over Siv’s words.

The meaning behind her actions was obvious. She wasn’t fighting to win. This wasn’t some great battle-to-the-death where he needed to prove he had the biggest magic dick around and was capable of flattening her with his.

Because, despite all the power he’d gained recently, he lacked experience. More than that, he focused too much on a few spells. Spatial slashes, teleportation, and barriers had become his bread-and-butter.

Sure, mono-focusing might be effective, but not even Sofia had relied entirely on spatial magic despite her mastery of it. The Twins used both mental and spatial magic. Thanatos had forged a variety of techniques into his equipment. And Kadria still had some mental magic up her sleeve, plus her life magic made her terrifyingly fast and strong.

“I feel like you’ve already picked a side here,” Nathan said.

A wan smile crossed Siv’s face as she shrugged. “Like I said, I don’t get beaten by the same person more than once. Twice… Well, I knew you were special. And you are. But my worry is that somebody will snap you up before I get a chance to see your true power. Maura and Laura might love worshipping giant cocks, but my interests are more about worshipping giant swords.”

Kadria cackled and Siv grimaced.

“That didn’t come out right.” Siv ran a hand down her face.

“I get it,” Nathan said. “And thanks. I think I know how to end this.”

Siv blinked. Then that rictus grin filled with bloodlust returned. Both of her horns flared with magic as fire and ice curled around one another. The ground cracked as it began to shatter from the extreme heat and cold being applied at the same time.

“Don’t keep a girl waiting,” she growled.

Unfortunately, he would have to for a few moments. In a real battle, she’d blow him away while he reached for his spell.

Of course, in a real battle, he’d have Ciana or somebody else to help him. Despite Siv’s taunting earlier, Nathan was a Bastion. He fought alongside others. This battle might not be a mistake, but it had reminded him not to become so arrogant and think of himself as a god.

He reached for the void, but he wanted a different power this time. Not spatial magic.

Somehow, thinking about a different type of magic drew him “elsewhere” in the endless void he felt when he reached beyond Doumahr’s magical plane. It was difficult to describe.

Did a featureless void even have a sense of location? What differentiated one part of it from another?

Yet the magic he drew on felt different. More refined, and full of whimsy. Even as Nathan held the magic, it felt as if it might leap from his body at any moment, simply because it wanted to.

This felt like the essence of wind magic. Flighty, whimsical, unbound. Holding onto it, Nathan found himself torn.

He’d always considered himself to have a strong affinity to wind magic. That and water magic had always been his go to elements until he switched to using spatial magic more often.

Was he still the same person who had first focused on wind magic all those decades ago? A young boy chafing at the restrictions and expectations his ancient noble family imposed on his.

He took a deep breath then looked over to see Artemis and Ciana staring at him.

Then again, maybe he still needed that whimsy in his life. Things were boring if he let his more rational side run everything all the time.

The magic coursed through his body for a moment, causing his veins to flare with green light. Gasps burst free from the onlookers, except Siv, who narrowed her eyes. She remained stationary. Magic whirled around her, as dense as what Nathan summoned.

Focusing the ascended wind magic—or whatever this power was—Nathan covered his sword and entire right arm with a green light so dense he worried he’d transformed them into magic. Arcs of light whirled off his sword like errant wind currents.

His mind struggling with containing the wind magic, he did something foolish.

He cast a teleportation spell using his other hand as a focus. Siv barely caught the flash of black light and her body tensed.

Nathan blinked in front of her, directly inside the whirlwind of ice and fire she had summoned. Siv bared her teeth at him. Lava congealed at his feet, only a foot away from her. The geyser would vaporize him if he let it. Walls of ice sprung up beside him. Ciana’s diamond flared with light as his body shrugged off the extreme weather.

Ignoring them, he instead slammed his sword into Siv’s body. Power rushed through his veins as his muscles bulged. Her armor yielded to his blade as he thrust it through her heart in a single impact.

She grinned. “Nice start.”

“You should congratulate me on the finish,” he said.

His wind spell flared. Pain assaulted Nathan’s body as his right arm nearly tore itself free from his body. He rocketed a hundred feet along the ground of cavern with his sword buried inside Siv, shattering the ice wall behind her and beyond the lava geyser that vaporized the air where he’d once stood.

Blood exploded from every orifice in Siv’s body. Her eyes, nails, mouth, ears—if it contained a protrusion into her skin, it bled. She gurgled something amid the fountain of blood pouring out of her.

Then lava poured from her wounds in place of blood. It rapidly hardened, forming a solid shell of rock around Siv’s body.

Except Nathan’s sword was firmly inside her and the shell. And his wind spell continued to exude raw power.

When the shell shattered, Siv looked good as new. Unharmed, save for the sword in her chest.

Before she could say a word, Nathan unleashed another pulse. They shot across the cavern floor again. His bones shook from the backlash of the spell. Siv’s body exploded from the inside again as his wind spell obliterated her internal organs and muscles.

Once again, she regenerated.

His spell remain intact, sword still in her chest. The magic thrummed, sending eddies of air and dust whirling around them.

Siv raised a palm. “Wait.”

He paused, but looking down at Siv, he nearly used his spell anyway.

For just a moment, he remembered the monster he’d fought twice before. Who had destroyed so much and killed so many.

But he stayed his hand.

“That’s a good face,” she said, looking up at him. “But if you kill me now, you won’t get that prize. I doubt I’ll get sent back and this version of me will be destroyed given what I’ve offered to do.”

“So you can only do this twice?” he asked.

“Maybe.”

He nearly cast the spell to test her resurrection ability.

“But I’ll take my loss fair and square this time,” Siv said, her eyes boring into his. “I’ve never been defeated by a solo Bastion before, and now you’ve done it twice. With this strength… Well, I can guess why my boss is so interested in this new cycle you’re creating. No wonder Atlas is sneaking around.”

He ignored the comment about Atlas. Nathan had only one thing in mind.

“You said you’ll fight for me,” he said.

“And I will. You need Sofia gone, right? And there are a ton of Messengers about to ruin all your plans.” She smiled, and it actually reached her eyes. “It’ll be a battle unlike anything else I’ve fought in… too long. Something new.”

“I can’t trust you.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. All bosses need to work out how to handle their employees.”

“Most employees can’t destroy cities and end a world overnight,” he said.

She grimaced and looked down. His sword remained planted in her chest.

Realizing this, he pulled it out. Blood dripped out, but she cauterized the wound with magic.

“It’ll heal given an hour or so,” she said. “I don’t have active regeneration magic, but anything that doesn’t kill me is gone within a day at most. Assuming you give me that long.”

“I do. But you won’t like how I plan to do it,” he said.

He placed a hand against the side of her head. Surprisingly, Siv didn’t lean away or flinch.

The draconic Messenger stared up at him, resigned. “I saw this coming. There’s too much at risk. Do what you need to do.”

His fingers pressed against her temple while stray embers burned out against his jacket’s sleeve.

Seconds passed. He did nothing.

“Do you promise to serve me to defeat my enemies until things are genuinely peaceful?” he asked.

“Not planning to keep me forever, huh? That was the deal,” she said.

He nodded.

Then he unleashed his mental magic on Siv’s mind to bind her to him, just like he controlled the Twins.


CHAPTER 4



“Is that it?” Siv asked, staring up at Nathan with an expression accusing him of utter idiocy.

Nathan pulled his hand away from the Messenger’s head. His mental magic receded from her mind, but the mental tether he’d forged between their minds remained. It was far stronger than the ones he’d previously forged with the Twins a year ago.

“This is the same magic I bound Maura and Laura with,” he said. “It ensures I can stop you at any time, including severing your connection to my binding stones or erasing you entirely. Given my vastly greater mental magic and your… lack of it, even if you claim a binding stone yourself, I can still eliminate you.”

A far cry from the risks he’d taken with the Twins at first. Back then, they could have flown the coop at any moment and plunged Doumahr into peril. He’d watched them like a hawk.

With Siv, any fires she started would be short-lived.

“I could burn down an entire city before you stopped me,” Siv said.

She rose to her feet, towering over Nathan. Even with the wound in her chest and tears in her armored uniform, she cut an imposing figure with her burning eyes and twin horns. Her sword lay on the ground beside her.

“And what would that accomplish?” he asked. “I got a glimpse of your thoughts and emotions when I dug into your mind. Not much, but enough.”

Siv stiffened at his words, but said nothing.

“I don’t trust you. Trust needs to be earned,” he continued. “But I get the feeling you’re not trying to trick me so you can wreak havoc, even if you’re uninterested in genuinely helping me.”

“Well, at least you know where I stand.” Siv rolled her shoulders and let out a snort, which sent hot air washing over Nathan’s face. “I’m here for battle, and the chance to fight Sofia and other Messengers in a way I haven’t in far too long. As a favor for not mindfucking me, I’ll let you know with words when I get bored and want to fuck off.”

Nathan opened his mouth to reply, only for pain to lance through his mind. His head twitched.

Before he could look at the source of his pain, Artemis burst through the spatial barrier she’d finally penetrated. Her body blurred across the cavern. Kadria held up a hand, darkness gathering around it in preparation to teleport the berserker kitty if Nathan didn’t do so first.

Siv barely turned her head to look at Artemis. The two Messengers stood only a few feet apart. Artemis’s scimitar vibrated with a mixture of fury and energy, and her green eyes narrowed to slits.

“I should carve you apart, like I have so many times before,” Artemis said.

“What’s stopping you?” Siv asked.

“It’ll make Nathan mad.”

“Is that all you are? A pet?”

“I’m a Champion. His Champion,” Artemis said. Her ears twitched and she glanced at him while biting her lip. “And don’t give me that bullshit about how I’m a Messenger. I know what I am.”

“Nah. We are what we are. I sure as shit don’t belong here, but maybe you do.” Siv shrugged and looked back at Nathan. “So? Going to deal with all my runaway demons? Or do you usually drink a few beers to celebrate a victory first.”

Nathan looked up at the black and white scar in the world, which continued to pour magic into Doumahr. That eerie invitation that called for him to step into it remained.

More than that, he sensed the same void through that portal that he accessed with his new magic. Kadria had warned him that the void was the same place that the outer beings dwelled, and the portals were extensions of the outer beings. He’d drawn their attention.

“I’ll need to get Fyre to close the portal,” he said. “I don’t want to claim the binding stone. The dark elves will need it when…”

He frowned. If Siv had taken the binding stone, that meant either a dark elf Bastion had died or at least lost his source of power.

Which meant half of the dark elf Champions on Doumahr had lost their power. He could only imagine the turmoil. The defense of the Houkeem Desert relied on dark elves, not to mention tensions had risen lately thanks to the recent attack by a rogue Arcadian Champion.

He ran a hand down his face. “One thing at a time. Fyre can deal with the portal and place a seal on the binding stone. Then we’ll meet up with everyone and calm down the riots. By then, we’ll have an update on the broader situation. The dark elves will need to take over from there.”

After sending Fyre a message to join him once she could, Nathan contacted Reine for an update.

As he should have expected, little had changed. Reaching and defeating Siv had taken maybe thirty minutes, most of which had been spent traveling through a tunnel.

I am working with Harrum and several officers to get in contact with as many binding stone fortresses as possible, Reine explained over the mental link. We are attempting to assess which are showing signs of an imminent invasion.

Harrum’s detection devices are useful at measuring demonic energy, but Messengers often hide themselves when they invade, Nathan warned. I’m also pretty sure the prophet energy can only trigger Messenger invasions, not ordinary demonic ones.

So far, that had been the case. The regular invasions had been side-effects of cascades caused when Bastions shut portals in the faces of Messengers.

A long pause resulted, during which Artemis glared at Siv and was soundly ignored.

“Holding a mental conference?” Kadria asked him.

He nodded. “We’re trying to determine which fortresses are in danger. I’m not sure it’s possible. Even in my old world, the technology for detecting invasions was easily fooled by Messengers.”

“Maybe. But you’ve worked closely with the mages here to specifically detect Messengers. They even guessed Koji was invading the Spires without a direct measurement.”

“You’re right.” He inclined his head. “But there are more binding stones threatened by Messengers than ever before. If they all invade at once, I can’t possibly stop them.”

Siv glanced over.

“They won’t invade at the same time,” Kadria said.

“Confident,” Siv said. “But yeah, they won’t.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. Both were veterans at destroying worlds and entire cycles, so he waited to hear an explanation.

“I’m guessing Sofia threw some huge tantrum, which is why you’re worried,” Siv continued. “She’s done that before. Thing is, it only takes a few Messengers roaming freely to counterbalance her nonsense. Atlas is running around, and even if we’re rogue, we count as assets.”

“We do?” Kadria and Artemis asked together.

“How do you not know that?” Ciana asked Kadria.

The succubus scowled and hunched her shoulders. “I don’t know literally everything. Atlas likely learned more about rogue Messengers and the balancing mechanic in alternate worlds, given Nathan is actively turning Messengers rogue with active prophets.”

“Yeah, it’s new,” Siv said. She pointed at Artemis. “You don’t count, by the way. Atlas is pretty confident there can only be one active partner Messenger at once. Now you’re rogue… Well, I’d avoid making any bets on whether you still count toward the limit.”

“Back to the invasions, thanks,” Nathan said.

But he did file away the knowledge that another partner Messenger might be on the way. If Sofia had made a deal with her old boss, that meant an assassin might be heading Fyre’s way.

Would he be facing a warped version of Astra? Or would the partner draw from an entirely different era or part of the multiverse?

Kadria cleared her throat, as if annoyed Siv was doing the explaining. “How much stronger than a trigem Champion would you say a Messenger is?”

“Several times stronger,” Nathan said instantly. “At least, ordinarily.”

Determining the relative power of Champions and Messengers was foolhardy, especially these days. Increasingly, battles weren’t determined by whether somebody’s ability could cleave apart a mountain but whether it was a good match for their opponent. Tarako’s Nine-Tail Slash and Astra’s immortality overpowered almost all of Nathan’s Champions, but they were known quantities and therefore Messengers actively worked around them.

Not to mention that Messengers grew in power immensely outside of a portal. Thanatos had been strong enough Nathan had barely defeated him in his old world with the power of two other Bastions and nearly ten trigems, but had crushed him in this world when he breached with no losses.

Meanwhile, the elites came close to taking out Nathan and his Champions multiple times.

Kadria appeared to understand as she nodded with a knowing look. “A lot of a battle is about having the right magic, but power plays a role. You can easily win an arm wrestle by being twice as strong as your opponent. The same applies in battle. The goddess…” She bit her lip. “Sofia was an order of magnitude stronger than us. But that means if a dozen Messengers breach at once, the balance of power is restored.”

“So if more breach, it’s unbalanced again,” Ciana finished. “Right?”

“Exactly.”

Nathan frowned. “Is it really that simple? The sheer amount of power washing over Doumahr…”

“Previous battles between the prophets were enough to let through an elite Messenger. This is big enough to let through more, but you’re understating just how powerful we are. The real problem is once cascades start happening,” Kadria said.

That he could imagine. Several cascades at once would plunge Doumahr into terror, especially with so many nobles and rulers in the middle of the Empire. Leaderless, how would everyone react when the wireless was knocked out and nobody could easily take command?

Nathan knew he had to ensure many of Doumahr’s leaders returned to their posts once he returned to the wedding venue at Straub.

Golden light flashed and Fyre appeared above them. She barely spared Siv a glance before approaching the portal.

The portal flickered, then vanished within seconds. Nathan couldn’t see the binding stone, but knew it was buried farther within the mountain. Siv hadn’t dug it up when she breached.

Finished, Fyre flew over to them. She landed in front of Nathan with an expectant look, her horse ears flicking up and down.

“Good girl,” he said with a flat tone, patting her head.

“You could be more enthusiastic,” Fyre whined. “I have other things I’d enjoy doing than preventing the dark elves from reaping what they’ve sown.”

Ciana poked the other Champion, causing Fyre to jump away while fluttering her wings.

Nathan ignored the comment. “How are things out there?”

“Still terrible,” Fyre said. “The city is too big to easily calm things down, even with the Twins’ help. The dark elves are panicking thanks to the breach and a lot of Champions losing their abilities. Nobody’s in command, as some of the upper crust of the Spires were killed during the invasion or riots and the dark elves seem incapable of accepting temporary leadership.” She ran a hand down her face.

“Do they accept your leadership?” Nathan asked.

“Yes. Sort of. I don’t know how much of an effect the Twins have. Maybe the Champions would obey me, but most of those deployed here are in a blind panic as their Bastion is dead and…” Fyre’s expression darkened. “Nurevia once told me that she disliked the Spires because she was feared for being a Champion rather than respected. I didn’t quite understand that until I saw the way the Champions were treated now they’ve lost power.”

He knew all too well how that went, given some of that had overflowed even in the dying days of the Spires in his old world. “Nurevia’s behavior under Tharban wasn’t that much of an outlier for her people. They were molded by the violence inflicted upon them by the faeries. Have you and the Twins stopped the worst of it?”

Fyre blinked, as if surprised by how unfazed he was. “I made a speech about how Omria would punish those who sullied those who had borne my power, and then Maura… Um, she blew up the crotches of some men I was going to execute.”

Siv barked with laughter. “Sounds about right.”

Nathan wasn’t going to argue with results. Especially given what had likely happened or had been interrupted. “We’ll need to focus on the Spires for at least a little longer then, at least until the worst is over. I’ll check with Reine to make sure no more invasions have been reported.”

While he checked in with Reine, Fyre finally looked Siv up and down. To no comment.

Siv raised an eyebrow. “Do I meet your exacting standards, Your Holiness?”

“Are you planning to be Nathan’s willing cocksleeve?” Fyre said acidly.

“No.” Siv’s voice could have frozen the sun, and her ice horn frosted over.

“Then you’ll at least destroy his enemies?”

“That’s the idea, yeah.”

“Then that’s all that matters. Make a wrong step and I’ll do more than kill you.” Fyre’s red eyes filled with deep hatred. “I’m used to dealing with people I detest and who have done horrible things. The only difference between you and the nobles I have to play nice with is that I don’t have to pretend I don’t want to do horrible things to you.”

“You know, I had you pinned as useless based on past encounters,” Siv said. “Screechy, overzealous, reliant on this naïve idiot’s schemes.” The draconic Messenger waved at Kadria. “But you at least know what you want.”

“I can’t imagine you like her,” Kadria said.

Scoffing, Siv waved a hand. “Hell no. This horse slut is everything I never want to be. Two-faced as hell, overly idealistic, and way too obsessed with a guy. But I can respect the fact she’s trying to do something other than become a rich asshole and roll around in money. Always hated the morons who thought the world was unfair purely because they weren’t the guy stepping on everyone.”

Nathan finished talking with Reine over the mental link, but had been paying attention. “There are two types of people in the world. Those who see injustice and correct it, because they know it’s wrong. And those who see injustice and think that means they should do it as well, because if somebody is going to benefit then it should be them.”

Ciana shot him a frown while her horn turned black.

“That’s dark for you,” Kadria said.

“Wanting to save Doumahr might make me idealistic but I’m not an idiot. I would argue the reason few people with real power are trying to improve things is because they tend to be removed by those willing to do evil for selfish reasons.” He sighed. “It’s why Baudelaire was so effective. She wanted to do good, and was willing to do horrible things to accomplish it.”

“So there’s a third person,” Siv said with a smirk. “The person who sees injustice, but knows they can’t correct it without first slaughtering everyone who enables it.”

“Now that’s dark,” he said. “But yes. Baudelaire argued she cleansed the Inquisition of those she felt corrupt. We removed her in turn. I’m making my own difficult decisions and questionable moves in order to protect Doumahr. But I’d hope to stop short of outright slaughter.”

“Personally, I think a lot of political institutions would be improved through mass murder.”

Nathan stared at Siv.

Wasn’t this the Messenger who talked about wanting a good fight?

Kadria sighed. “She gets like this sometimes.”

With the breach dealt with, Nathan had to focus on the Spires.

First, he teleported everyone to meet up with Narime and Seraph. Neither appeared roughed up from their battle with the demons that had poured out from the breach. Ruins and destruction stretched out for hundreds of feet from the gates at the base of the mountains. Nathan worried about the inside, but wasn’t sure if the fortress led underground.

“We didn’t have the time to press inward,” Seraph explained. “Too many demons rushed out by the time we got here. Does she know more?”

Seraph’s eyes bore into Siv.

“The binding stone fortress doesn’t connect directly to the Spires’ underground network,” Siv said. “It’s an old faerie fortress and they didn’t want the slaves getting uppity after all.”

“That makes sense,” Nathan said. “But the dark elves could have tunneled into it. If the demons are dealt with, then we’ll focus on calming the Spires.”

Nearly an hour passed as they spread out across the city. Fyre and the Twins proved the most effective at calming crowds. Nathan could use his voice to stop a crowd, but was loathe to use it.

Oddly, he found he needed to actively use mental magic. At some point he had stopped accidentally giving out commands using mental magic.

“Honestly, it’s a loss,” Maura said as they reconvened. “It was super hot to find ourselves under your command.”

“It made sex annoying,” he said. “Especially with how the two of you act sometimes. I don’t want to be handing out commands in the bedroom.”

“I do,” the Twins said together.

He rolled his eyes.

The pair had eyed Siv upon spotting her, but chose to say nothing. Presumably some bridges had been burned during the last encounter.

Trying to turn Siv into a mindbroken sex doll wasn’t the sort of thing that could be shrugged off, Nathan imagined.

The worst of the riots had been dealt with and he’d managed to find at least a marshal with active Champion gems to take command, so Nathan felt confident he could leave.

Only for Reine to shout over the mental link in blind panic. There’s a breach just across the border in Arcadia! Demons of all types are streaming out of it in all directions, and there’s nobody in place to stop them. I don’t think Arcadia was expecting an invasion at all.

Nathan broke out in a fit of cursing, and his Champions knew something was wrong.

Where’s the Messenger going? he asked.

Who knew how much time he had to find and stop the Messenger before this situation got out of hand? If he was dealing with a succubus or some sort of teleporting enemy, it might already be too late.

It had been under three hours since Sofia started accessing the place of power here. This was incredibly fast, but Arcadia was close. Were other portals currently being invaded? But Reine had told him no other portals reported attacks.

I don’t know, Reine said. I can’t find the Messenger at all. Maybe they’re hiding themselves. Or they’ve already teleported away. Their demons are strange too. Flying ones and ones in armor far stronger than the heavies I’ve seen before.

Nathan froze.

Flying demons? He’d only seen those once before.

“A dominion,” he breathed aloud.

The other Messengers looked at him.

“A breach,” Kadria said. “From a dominion? That’s one of the worst results.” Her eyes narrowed. “Unless…”

“This fast? The bitch cheated.” Maura scoffed. “I bet she breached by shrinking the portal world. And it killed her.”

“Yeah, they always do that,” Laura said.

Right. Dominions could transform the portal world itself during an invasion, effectively guaranteeing a breach unless a Bastion could defeat her in the little time allowed.

“Wait, it kills them?” Nathan asked.

“Dominions are a mirror of succubi,” Kadria explained. “We’re independent actors for our former employer, which is why we can turn whole armies and have powerful combat capabilities. Dominions are an extension of his powers, however. They summon his demons, can control his portals, and their combat abilities are limited. So when they overdraw on his power, it destroys them because Messengers can’t handle it.”

“Much like it should destroy you,” Laura added. “So don’t go too crazy with this new power of yours and try to pump it into us like your seed or anything.”

Nathan tuned them out now he had a theory.

Keep checking for a Messenger. But where are the demons heading? he asked Reine.

I… Don’t know. They’re rampaging across the border, she answered.

If Nathan recalled the location of Arcadia’s closest binding stone, it was on a river just over the border.

An uncontrolled breach would quickly cut off travel to Elysia through the Spires, which was a common route. The alternate route was through Tartus, past Kravum Rock, and took far longer.

He’d worry about the implications later.

“Fyre, I need you to seal that breach,” he ordered the prophet.

“Shouldn’t you claim the binding stone? It’s close and—” she tried to protest.

“Arcadia would explode in fury if I stole a binding stone, and there’s a diplomatic delegation that reached out to me during the wedding,” he said. “No. Close the breach. We’ll have to let the faeries deal with the demons in their territory. Anything that spills into our land will be our responsibility.”

Narime and Seraph looked at each other, then Nathan.

“I’ll save you the effort of asking,” Seraph said. “If this is a dominion, then we’ve already battled their minions in the past. We know we can crush them and we can cover a lot of ground together with Narime’s teleportation.”

“Astra might need your assistance as well,” he said. “If the valley’s binding stone is in danger, she’ll be there. But I’ll be in touch.”

They hugged him from the side and he gave both of them a kiss.

Narime’s tails shimmered with magic and they vanished.

Which meant it was finally time for Nathan to return to Straub.

His eyes lingered on Artemis, who hovered in the corner with Ciana next to her, as if keeping the Messenger from running away.

Nathan wasn’t just returning to his interrupted wedding, but to a scene he’d need to explain where he’d gotten a second Fei. And Siv.

Hopefully his reputation survived this slew of invasions, but he’d save Doumahr even if he became a heretic. For now, he cast a teleportation spell.


CHAPTER 5



The grand wedding pavilion now played host to an impromptu war council, with the effective leaders of the human nations of Doumahr gathering around several tables pushed together. The interior tents had been pulled down, while bodyguards and mages patrolled the exterior. Wards and barriers glittered openly alongside Nathan’s subtler protections. Several duogem Champions rested at tables in the corners with bottles of expensive wine.

When Nathan teleported into the clearing beside the pavilion, the mages and Champions nearly unleashed a barrage of magic on him. The Royal Knights barely reacted to his arrival by contrast. The red rays of sunset filtered across the grounds.

A company of knights kept the peace on the grounds, while elegantly appointed nobles trooped out of the grand cathedral the wedding had taken place inside. Nathan frowned at the slow procession out of the building.

After so many hours away, he’d expected more to have left. Then again, most had traveled across the world to be here. They likely saw the danger as something for the soldiers to handle while they could continue to network.

“Ciana, can you find out—” he began to say.

His attempt to give orders was interrupted by a pair of officers darting up. They saw Artemis and beelined toward her.

“Captain Fei, you’re back from town already? Her Majesty needs your advice about mobilization in Falmir,” one of the officers said, her wolf ears twitching as she spoke.

Artemis stared at the wolfgirl knight in shock. Her cat ears and black tail stood on end as if she was about to bolt, and Nathan swore her amethysts glowed with power.

He ran a hand down his face. “You’re the one who wore a Royal Champion’s uniform.”

She growled at him, face reddening. “Everyone does. Don’t pin this on me.”

“Um…” The wolfgirl looked between Nathan and Artemis in confusion. “Is something wrong? And… why are your sapphires… not blue?”

Ciana giggled, then stepped between the knights and Artemis. “Fei’s probably still in Straub. This is Artemis. It’s… complicated. We’ll speak with Alice now. Um, you’ll need to find a way to tell them apart. Just think of Artemis as Fei’s long-lost sister.”

“Oh.” The wolfgirl’s tail froze, then swished exactly once. “How are we going to feed two of them?”

Artemis’s jaw dropped.

The other officer, a horsegirl, mumbled, “I thought her tits looked smaller.”

Nathan grabbed Artemis’s arm. He definitely saw her gems light up this time.

Before the officers trooped away, Nathan called them back. They bounced up to him, tails flicking behind them excitedly as they looked up at him with wide eyes.

“Yes, Lord Nathan?” they asked together.

When had others started calling him lord like Kara? Then again, they weren’t calling him “my lord” at least.

“Do you know how many of the nobles are returning home?” he asked.

“Uh, I think most are waiting out the current crisis. Her Majesty spoke with some of them, but I know she wants the opportunity to speak with many if time permits,” the horsegirl officer said.

Damn. He should have expected as much. Alice had even said she worried about how much time would be wasted if everyone fled.

Should he contradict her and try to chase more nobles home to defend their territory?

For now, he needed a better assessment of the situation.

“Thank you,” he told the officers. “Back to your duties.”

A dark elf stopped Nathan as he led his group onto the pavilion. She wore hot pants and a vest, and little else. A pair of repeater crossbows hung from her hips along with more daggers than anyone could possibly need.

“Seems like I missed some fun,” Nurevia said. “Astra already came back and rushed off to Krepost Forselle. Everyone else is absolutely exhausted but still worried the end of the world is nigh. Figured that meant bodyguard duty remained top priority.”

“You were right.” Nathan leaned in and gave her a kiss, and she squeezed his ass in return. “Nothing’s happened?”

“No attacks. The worst was that the old emperor showed his age and struggled a bit getting out of the cathedral.” Nurevia rubbed the back of her neck. “He looks like a stiff wind would blow him away yet came all the way out here, when he barely leaves his bedroom anymore. All the stress got to him.”

Nathan closed his eyes. This had been something he and Alice had worried about.

“Is Gorthal still alive?” he asked.

“He was when the knights helped Lena carry him into a carriage.”

That didn’t bode well. Nathan glanced at Maura, who scowled.

But before he could say anything, Nurevia raised her hands. “Uh, one of the mystic fox healers we kept in reserve went along. I heard they teleported him back to Aleich.”

“Then we’ll check on him later.” Nathan sighed. “Given how bad things are, bodyguard duty might be off the table. We’ll be stretched too thin to leave a trigem like you hanging back, even to protect Alice.”

“That bad?”

“Yes. There are already breaches. There’ll be more.”

Nurevia’s eyes fluttered closed. If there had been breaches, she knew exactly where they were and why Astra had ran off.

Nathan brushed past her and approached the war table.

The assembled leaders gathered around it. While they primarily represented the human nations, a trio of dark elves stood there as well, led by Dmitri, Nathan’s ally on the Council of Aurelia.

Others present included Nathan’s wife and the Empress, Alice, as well as all three archdukes and archduchesses, Anna, Otto, and Milgar. Anna was Nathan’s other wife. He’d gotten married to both women today, before Sofia interrupted the tail end of the wedding.

Trafaumh was represented by a masked inquisitor that Nathan suspected was the same one who attended a meeting with the Bishop Errante months ago, as well as Marquise de Rosewald. Nathan’s spymaster and Champion, Reine, acted as Grand Inquisitor and led the meeting using her ability to monitor all of Doumahr with her scrying.

And, for once, Falmir joined them. Adam Martel and his own spymaster and Champion, Veronica, stood among the group. Adam’s expression was grim and distracted. Gareth might count as a representative of Falmir, although the way he leaned on his staff suggested he wasn’t pay too much attention given his sheer exhaustion. Blood covered his Imperial Bastion uniform.

Tarako was the only other one of Nathan’s Champions present. Her nine tails made her difficult to miss as she hovered by Alice’s side. She hadn’t summoned any sake, suggesting she took the situation seriously. Her expression darkened at the sight of Siv, but she did little more than bite her lip.

“Nathan, you’re back,” Alice said, smiling at him. She still wore her wedding dress from earlier today. “I see you already found Fei and…” She abruptly trailed off as her eyes wandered past him.

Nathan already knew who was behind him before he turned.

Fei trooped up, sweat pouring down her face. She’d clearly sprinted here from Straub using her enhancement. No sign of any other Champions. Nathan assumed they were already spreading out across his binding stones to check for invasions.

The assembled nobles froze at the sight of “two” Feis, and the nearby Champions reached for weapons and spells as if anticipating a fight. When Nathan did little more than rub his nose, confusion reigned.

“I take it you’re aware you have a second Fei,” Anna said drily.

“Hard to miss,” Nathan said.

“Oh.” Alice stared at Artemis, then Fei. “How are we going to feed both of them? Winter’s approaching and I imagine we’ll need to expand the cool room to keep enough meat for two.”

Artemis let out a strangled yell. “Seriously, that’s your reaction? Just how fucking much does she fucking eat that your first thought is that I’m going to eat you out of a goddamn palace? I know I ate a lot, but it sounds like she eats through a farm a month.”

“I mean, you did get kicked out of your village for eating too much,” Maura said.

“Fuck you.”

Fei snickered, earning herself a glare from her alternate self.

Everyone else appeared deeply confused.

“It’s complicated,” Nathan said.

“I gathered,” Alice said.

Adam remained frozen still, his eyes boring into Artemis. Veronica tapped her fingers on her staff, as if expecting to cast a spell at any moment.

Baring her teeth in a vicious smile, Artemis returned the look. “Something wrong, Earl Martel?”

“I was under the impression you were a loyal Champion of Omria,” Adam said. He looked at Nathan. “Seeing her side-by-side with Jafeila”—both Artemis and Fei scowled at Adam for using that name—“makes it clear they’re too similar for this to be a coincidence.”

“Champion of Omria?” Fei repeated, tilting her head.

Artemis giggled. “Charlotte introduced me that way. That divine intervention had procured a trigem for her. Same way she explained away all the Champions she pulled out of a hat for Oliver. Nobody likes to question a goddess.”

Adam’s expression tightened at the mention of his son. His eyes flickered to Nathan.

Even without the question being asked, Nathan sighed. He shook his head.

Veronica closed her eyes, but not before he saw the grief in them.

“He fought for Charlotte until the very end,” Nathan said. “I’ll spare you the details. It’s for the better given the situation.”

“I… understand.” Adam looked away, his stoic visage breaking for a moment as his fists clenched and his jaw jutted out.

For several long moments, Nathan half-expected his old man to have an outburst of some kind. His eyes burned with rage and his fists shook. Adam showed more fury over the news of Oliver’s death than he’d ever shown to Nathan in his old world, even when exiling him.

That fact hurt. Even though Adam knew nothing about their true relationship, Nathan couldn’t get past the fact he was the target of his father’s anger once again for something he had to do. Ironically, it was for the same reason.

Adam’s son had been a headstrong moron convinced he would be a hero fighting for Charlotte. In Nathan’s world, Nathan had been that headstrong moron. This time, Oliver was. Either way, Nathan bore the brunt of Adam’s anger.

Dmitri finally had enough and scoffed. “While I have some sympathy, it’s not as though you’re alone in your strife, Martel. My home is burning. And I still don’t have a full picture of it. Astra told me nothing before she ran off, but her fear told me enough. I know a Bastion is dead, because one of my escorts lost her gem abilities. And now you have two more Messengers, Nathan. Unless the catgirl who looks identical to your Champion is something else?”

“I mean, I could be a long-lost sister,” Artemis teased.

“It’s complicated,” Nathan said.

“We’re past that point,” Rosewald said. “Reine’s told us very little, and you’ve rushed us to battle Charlotte. Now apparently the entire world is in danger. What the hell is going on? How can the prophets be endangering Doumahr so much? This sure as hell isn’t in the legends. Let alone Messengers picking sides or being tamed.”

Well, shit. The time to lay his cards out had finally come.

Nathan held a hand up before anybody else said a word. All eyes fell on him.

He stepped up to the table and cleared his throat.

“This has been a battle over Omria’s power,” he said. No sign of Sofia trying to strangle him.

In fact, Fyre’s mental presence washed over him the moment he said the name. Surprise filled her mental link, as if she hadn’t expected that.

Had she become the dominant goddess and truly claimed Omria’s name by taking the majority of the places of power?

He continued speaking, “Omria’s power is spread across places of power dating back to her past appearances, but also people’s belief in her. There’s usually only one prophet. But there’s always somebody backing that prophet to take back the power. This time, two prophets used the system. I believe Fyre is the natural prophet for… reasons I feel are best not explained.”

That was a lie, as Fyre was actually manipulated to become the prophet by Kadria. But Sofia had admitted that Fyre should have become the actual prophet and Kadria had actually slipped in where Sofia should have taken control.

“Really?” Dmitri asked. “And Charlotte’s the bad one? Also for reasons you won’t explain?”

“No. I can’t explain Fyre without causing a general crisis of faith.” Sure, Nathan was lying, but even Sofia had admitted Fyre was the true pick. And admitting prophets were chosen based on their ability to upend civilization would ruin everything. “I mean that. I can also say this is the last prophet. Ever.”

Eyes widened. Even Adam’s.

“You can’t know that,” the inquisitor said. “Our writings suggest⁠—”

“Your writings?” Adam boomed. “You knew about this?”

The inquisitor hunched their shoulders, realizing they’d made a crucial mistake. The other rulers whirled on them, only for Reine to raise her hands.

“The Inquisition has known about the prophet system for centuries,” Reine said. “They worked with Omria to develop it. The experimentation on the divine eyes was part of their attempt to create false prophets. I was their best attempt at one.”

“Baudelaire,” Milgar growled.

“Her damnable experiments,” Adam said. He ran a hand down his face. “But then…” He looked at Reine, then Nathan. His eyes narrowed. “If the Inquisition knew all along, why the farce with Charlotte and Fyre? Surely the choice would have been obvious. If Fyre was the real prophet, then the church would have picked her.”

“That’s not how it works.” The inquisitor shuffled nervously. Their mask hid their expression, but Nathan knew the inquisitor regretted intervening here.

“The power is real, whoever claims it. Charlotte was being supported by a Messenger named Sofia—a succubus,” Nathan said. “That’s why she was acting erratically recently. Given all sides are involved with Messengers, there’s no easy way to determine who is legitimate.”

“That’s certainly the case.” Otto stared at the assembled succubi, and the Twins posed behind Nathan. “How can a succubus possibly taint Omria’s power?”

“Because it’s ultimately just magic,” Kadria said. Nathan shot her a sharp look, but let her continue. “Powerful magic, but still magic. The Inquisition knows this. It’s why they were able to create the divine eyes and tap into the goddess’s power. Relics do the same thing. Most relics have been man made by the Inquisition since the secession. If humans can use the power, why are you convinced a Messenger can’t?”

The looks the rulers sent each other were grim. Many already knew about the issues with relics, as while they still used them, they’d been limiting the usage of relics since information about their blasphemous production method had been disseminated following Baudelaire’s death.

“Let’s say we believe this,” Rosewald said. “Why are we always in danger because the prophets are battling?”

“Because the power of Omria is directly in opposition to the beings who create the Messengers,” Nathan said. “That’s why Messenger invasions stopped when she ascended. And that’s why they resumed when the prophets returned. To be clear, we’re still in danger without her. Omria’s power is omnipresent, but focused. But the more active she is, the more power the demons can use. The fight with Sofia was the greatest battle in…” He frowned, uncertain of how to word it.

“Ever,” Tarako said drily. “Not even the prophets of the elves, dragons, or foxes ever used so much power at once. Sofia went mad.”

“The prophets of who?” Dmitri asked, eyes popping from his skull.

“Faeries weren’t the First Peoples, despite their arrogance,” Tarako said. “And Doumahr isn’t the entire world. It’s more accurate to say this continent is all that’s left of a world that demons have consumed, much like they consumed Kurai twenty years ago. You’ve heard the stories the elves speak of, even if you dismiss them. And, believe it or not, your people likely had a prophet of your own long ago, far before even my memories.”

“Yeah, they did,” Siv said.

Even Tarako looked at Siv in disbelief. She’d done her best to ignore the draconic Messenger, but this appeared to be too much.

“Nathan, why is this monster here?” Tarako snarled. “First, the succubus who killed Mirie, now the one who destroyed Kurai?”

“You know the answer to that,” Nathan said.

“Wait, Kurai?” Alice asked. “This is the same Messenger who breached at Prophet’s Hope?”

“And got my ass handed to me within an hour,” Siv said.

Dmitri narrowed his eyes at Siv. “You breached at the Spires. And lost, I assume.”

“Barely did anything.”

“Except kill a Bastion. My friend.”

Siv laughed. “Really? Don’t bullshit me. You dark elf politicians barely got along with the Bastions. Maybe back in the day when you overthrew the faeries. But today? Pull the other one, it’s got bells on.”

Dmitri glared at her. Then he looked at Nathan. “You have a thing for horned women who speak their mind.”

“She’s a weapon we need to deal with the impending invasions,” Nathan said.

“Look, the ancient history is interesting…” Rosewald bit her lip and paused. “More than interesting. I have a friend who would scream my head off for saying this, but what the hell happened in the Spires? And what are we doing now?”

“We fought and defeated Sofia, who had taken control of Charlotte,” Nathan said. “I… don’t know if Charlotte will be back.” He looked at Adam. “We need to assume Falmir is either leaderless or Charlotte will actively destabilize it.”

“You just told me we’re under the control of a Messenger. Given I’ve learned she’s actively worked with multiple Messengers—and not tamed ones—it’s easy to believe.” Adam’s stoicism had returned as he looked at the assembled succubi. “Pike? What’s your take on this?”

“Uh, Charlotte’s been batshit the entire time I dealt with her,” Gareth said with a wan smile. “But, yeah, she got worse. And the woman that summoned a fucking relic from stone after rebuilding the fucking Spires and teleported it into my chest? That wasn’t Charlotte, even if she had the same rack.”

“I was asking about the Messengers.”

“Oh. Nathan’s are tame as hell. The one I dealt with in Soreaux was openly sabotaging Falmir, and I still don’t know if she was working with the suited elite that nearly killed everyone and corrupted Dominic. Beatrice had to have known he was fucking with soldier’s minds.” Gareth’s expression turned thunderous.

“Oh, yeah. She definitely knew,” Laura said. “Bauer’s strong as hell with mental magic but as subtle as a fucking trebuchet. Given how many elite Messengers have been slinking around Doumahr for months, I bet she helped them lie low.”

“Wait, there are more?”

“The one that caused the Mortiswatch cascade likely never left,” Nathan said. “Atlas.”

In truth, Nathan realized it was foolish to assume Atlas had ever left just because he appeared to unsummon himself. His specialty was subterfuge, after all.

“Wait, I thought the cause of that was the weird Messenger you killed at Mortiswatch?” Gareth asked.

“Nah. He was a distraction,” Maura said. “The actual cause was basically the Messenger version of you. All about subterfuge and way more interested in reading books and shit than actually doing his job.”

“Thanks.”

Veronica looked back and forth between the Twins and Gareth while tapping her chin. “I think I understand why you say they’re tame. But I also get the feeling there’s way more to Messengers than we’ve ever been told. There’s a whole network of you, isn’t there?”

“A system, really,” Nathan said. “I’ve been slowly learning it. Unfortunately, the entire system is about to crash down on us. Because the true aftermath of the battle with Sofia is that every portal in Doumahr with a Messenger knocking on it can be invaded.”

He looked at Reine, whose gaze had fallen vacant during the discussion. She ignored him.

After he tapped on her shoulder, she looked at him. Her golden eyes glowed.

“The situation is evolving very slowly,” Reine said. “Slower than expected.”

“This isn’t a normal cascade,” Nathan said. “Messengers can control when they do invade. Although I had expected them to attack as a group. Siv, do you know if there were any plans?”

“No. The dominions might be up to something, but they never talk with the rest of us. They’re like a cult. I wasn’t given any specific orders,” Siv said.

The succubi frowned at her.

“Strange,” Kadria said. “Falmir’s been on the verge of mass invasion for months.”

“I’m not in Falmir. The only two portals I have under my control were in the Spires and another near the Houkeem Desert,” Siv said.

“The same Messenger can control multiple portals?” Otto asked.

“Yes,” Tarako said. “It can make it frustrating to predict or prepare for them.”

“And what exactly is a dominion?” Adam asked.

“Messengers that resemble angels, but act as demon summoners,” Nathan said. “They’re extremely difficult to kill, have demons far more powerful than anything ordinarily used, use powerful bombardment magic, and can breach even well-defended fortresses at the cost of sacrificing themselves. One already breached in Arcadia using that method.”

“Sacrifice…” Veronica frowned. “Wait, you mean they cause their demons to breach but they die?”

“Exactly. We estimate half the portals under threat are dominions.”

“They’re a brute force method of destroying a civilization,” Kadria said. “Powerful Bastions and Champions can deal with them and crush their demons, but a failing nation can’t. I’m not sure why they’d be used now.”

“I’m glad we have the confidence of a Messenger,” Adam said drily. “Because I’d say Falmir is deeply underprepared for multiple invasions. What exactly are we doing to protect everyone?”

“Once Grand Imperial Sorcerer Harrum and our other Champions are able to confirm the status of more portals and binding stones, we can deploy to those in danger of invasion,” Reine said. “At present, besides Arcadia and the two binding stones in the Spires, there are no reported invasions.”

“Based on your advanced technology,” Veronica said. “Falmir doesn’t have that.”

Adam nodded. “I’ve been monitoring my portals closely since they edged close to invasion late last year. As you said, they’ve been on the brink of attack ever since. It’s why I limited the number of Champions I deployed to Trafaumh. And with only two trigems in Falmir⁠—”

“Two?” Otto asked. “I thought you were reduced to one.”

“Oh, were we?” Adam’s mustache shifted as he tried to hide a smile.

“I’m guessing the new one is a ruby trigem with powers suitable to defeating invasions,” Nathan said flatly.

Adam stared at him in shock, while Veronica’s eyes turned to slits.

“You always know way too damn much,” she grumbled.

“We’re still in immense danger. And if Charlotte’s either dead or a traitor, I think our plans need to be accelerated,” Adam said. “Maxwell needs to be placed on the throne now. That will trigger a civil war, especially as nobody else can breach Fertheim’s barriers save you, Nathan.”

“It’s worse than that,” Nathan said. “Stopping invasions and civil war is one thing. But breaches are inevitable and that means Messengers will start using their typical tactics.”

“Elaborate.”

“The gateway network is fully active, save for on the borders. Why do we deactivate it on borders?” Nathan asked.

Adam’s lips thinned. “Messengers can use it as well. But in a cascade⁠—”

“What if a Messenger breaches before a cascade? That’s their strategy. They breach, beeline toward a fortress with a gateway, and then teleport deep inside a nation. Then they trigger a cascade in one of the portals they seized, cutting off communications and gateways where they breached. By the time everyone descends on the breach, they’re wreaking havoc elsewhere, and might even be using more gateways.”

The tactic might be less effective thanks to Reine’s eyes, her new duogem ability, and Nathan’s teleportation spells. But the damage couldn’t be underestimated. Thanatos had tore apart Trafaumh practically overnight in his old world.

“If we shut down the gateway network now it will trigger widespread panic,” Alice said. “I can ask the Lodge to give the order, but I want you to be absolutely certain.”

Nathan bit his lip and looked at Reine.

She stared into space.

Footsteps clacked on the floorboards behind them.

“Sorry I’m late,” Harrum said behind them. He adjusted his sorcerer robes and half-moon glasses as he stumbled up to the table. “I was using the wireless inside the cathedral to communication with the others. I can confirm there are imminent invasions underway.”

“Where?” Nathan asked.

“How many?” Fei asked.

“How bad?” Artemis added.

Harrum stared at the twin catgirls, before removing his glasses and cleaning them with his robe. “Oh. They actually are two.”

“It’s—” Nathan tried to say.

“Complicated,” Alice and Anna said together, before giggling.

He frowned.

Harrum shrugged. “I don’t know how bad it is. My readings aren’t that good.”

“Really?” Artemis looked at Nathan.

“The focus has been on detecting Messengers,” he said.

“Hmm. So there is a way to detect the relative strength of an invasion?” Harrum asked.

The man didn’t miss a beat. How much did he suspect?

“Something like that. Keep going,” Nathan said.

“Northern Trafaumh, northern Amica, and a couple of fortresses in Falmir we’ve set up detection devices in are showing invasions,” Harrum said. “The Houkeem Desert also shows activity, but this is in non-Messenger portals so I suspect it’s due to regular invasions.”

Nathan checked his internal map.

Each of the locations were on borders. But the Falmirian portals might just be because they were the only fortresses Nathan had in Falmir.

The other two were near the Far Reaches and Arcadia.

“No others?” Nathan asked.

“No. And because it’s only Messengers, I suspect the real risk is from cascades.” Harrum pointed at the map laid out on the table before them, which was made of cloth and very crude compared to what was typically used. “Tortoffen, Krepost Forselle, Medstejn Castle, and maybe Castle Forselburg have large enough portals that a cascade from those could cover half a country. In fact, I doubt we want cascades at all given the sheer number of invasions taking place.”

“If we’re dealing with as many as a dozen Messenger invasions at once, no,” Tarako said. “Fifty more demonic invasions would turn a huge stretch of Doumahr into a wasteland.”

Nathan recalled the earlier conversation before Harrum arrived. “If the invasions are limited, can we disable to gateways in those areas? If a breach takes place, it might be easier to contain than a cascade if the Messenger can’t easily escape.”

“You’d rather a breach than a cascade?” Milgar asked.

“Given the size of the recent cascades in Trafaumh, I can understand why,” Adam said. “Kurai didn’t fall to the breach alone. It was the cascade that ripped across the entire country. Trafaumh would have fallen if the Inquisition weren’t prepared for such a thing. Damn Baudelaire’s paranoia, but it worked. Falmir…” His face paled. “It’s possible more portals in Falmir are in danger.”

“Yes,” Harrum said. “It’s safe to assume Falmir is in greatest risk. And yes, Nathan, we can disable to gateways. I’ve been speaking with the Omrian Lodge about such a contingency. Most of the gateways in northern Trafaumh are under their direct control, so it should be easy enough, and Bastion Jacques is easy to work with.”

Nathan looked at Alice.

She sighed. “Do it, Harrum. But only in those areas under threat. Earl Martel, can Falmir shut down its gateways?”

Adam looked at Veronica, who shook her head.

“Even if we had the support of the Lodge in Fertheim, we couldn’t do it,” she said. “The gateways are all distributed across the various cities and towns under control of various nobles. Any breach will spell doom. And a cascade might be more devastating. Lord Nathan⁠—”

“Just call me Nathan,” Nathan said, a touch more brusquely than usual.

He hated hearing Veronica try to appeal to him so vainly.

She winced and ran a finger along her witch’s hat.

Adam took over. “To be blunt, Falmir doesn’t have the ability to defend herself. I could speak some bullshit about how it’s the Empire’s fault for destroying our army, but that’s nonsense given we started the war. All I can say is that if you want to avoid demons tearing apart the entire country, Falmir needs your help. And I specifically mean yours. I’m doubtful any other Bastion can be trusted. The rumors about you mean nobody will question you if you turn up to fight demons.”

“Selflessly saving Trafaumh builds rep,” Gareth said with a grin.

Adam’s mustache shifted but he said nothing.

“What about the Spires?” Dmitri asked.

“It’s safe enough. The riots have been quelled, the breach dealt with, and Astra is protecting your other binding stone,” Nathan said. “Fyre and two of my Champions are protecting the border. But you need to return to restore order. Half the leaders of the remaining spires are dead, and the Jormun Spire is a ruin.”

“I’ll need to arrange defenses for the Houkeem Desert as well,” Anna said. “I can’t do it immediately, but I’ll try to get your Champions back to the Spires.”

“It’s not how I wanted to end our cooperation, but it’s necessary,” Dmitri said. “I’ll need assistance returning. But we’ll speak once this crisis is over. Thank you. All of you.”

The dark elf bowed, causing his two companions to become flustered. He didn’t leave, as Reine needed to help him return to the Spires with her portals.

Which left Nathan’s answer to Adam’s plea. The old man’s eyes remained fixed on Nathan.

“I’ll need to split up my Champions to defend the other portals, but I’ll go to Falmir myself,” Nathan said. “I won’t let any nation fall to demons.”

For the first time since coming to this world, Nathan would defend his homeland from demons.


CHAPTER 6



The meeting turned into a logistics session, as several rulers argued over how best to allocate Champions and soldiers to both the portals under threat and those that might be. Dmitri stood aside, his fingers drumming against his side as he worried about his home’s safety.

Nathan gave the dark elf a nod, then gestured toward the exit from the pavilion. As Dmitri exited, Nathan followed with a mental nudge to Reine. The others noted their exit, but let it be.

Before Nathan even ordered as much, Reine summoned a man-sized portal outside the pavilion. The other side was visible and depicted the smoking aftermath of the battle of the Spires. Dmitri stared through it, transfixed.

“I’ll provide you with some additional guards,” Nathan said. “But the situation should be under control for the near future.”

Ciana reacted to Nathan’s words by darting off and chasing down some of the Royal Knights.

“I won’t ask how you’re so certain of that.” Dmitri’s voice was almost hollow. “But I’ll take what help I can get. We’ve never had any in the past. Humility… is new for us. It will be difficult to accept, and many will be unwilling to accept it.” He ran a hand down his face and his rings and bangles tinkled against his piercings. “Assuming this threat is over soon… I’d greatly appreciate it if you visited in person. You might be the only person who can keep a lid on things.”

Nathan could do little more than nod.

He’d made himself far too instrumental during the aftermath of Arcadia’s attack to back down now. The Spires—arguably the entire dark elf race—stood at a crossroads. And Nathan doubted anyone knew what lay down any of the paths they might take.

What he did know was that there were bound to be plenty of Tharbans, Baudelaires, and Torneus’s laying in wait. This was their chance to shape their people’s future. With so much at stake, Nathan wouldn’t risk losing everything because he was too busy for politics.

“Stay safe, Dmitri,” Nathan said. “I’d say the goddess watches over you, but…”

Dmitri smiled wryly. “Well, she literally does in a way. I always preferred Fyre over the spoiled princess, and knowing that this was a literal choice between you and a succubus only cements my thinking. The theology can wait.”

By now, Ciana had returned with a duogem and a couple dozen knights. Nathan sent them with Dmitri back to the Spires.

In any other situation, he’d send more, but he already had three trigems and Fyre in pitched battle near the Spires. Sparing more for guard duty would stretch him when he needed every trigem elsewhere.

The portal flickered out of existence and Reine let out a deep sigh. More knights and a few foxes began trooping up the stairs from Straub. Vala accompanied them.

The sight of one of his trigems making the trip from Straub to the wedding site on foot brought a frown to Nathan’s face.

“Reine, do you need to rest?” he asked.

Her wolf ears and tail shot up, and she raised her hands in protest.

Only for Vala to interrupt and clap a hand on the wolfgirl’s shoulder. “If I could have forced her into bed, I would have. But Sen’s the only one too tired to actually do anything with how fucked everything is.”

“Sen?” Nathan asked. “I’m still not up to speed on where everyone is.”

“We split up to check on the biggest and oldest portals,” Vala said. “As well as to start issuing orders to knights to start decamping. Given it’s approaching nightfall, it’ll be rough but every company we get to a major fortress is another we can deploy.”

“And Sen?”

“Whatever she did with Ifrit to go beast mode, it took everything out of her. She kept up appearances, but basically collapsed when we got back. Shoved her in the mansion.” Vala pointed at the nearby mansion, which was no longer surrounded by Sofia’s golden barrier. “The rest of us should start returning soon. A bunch of foxes are relaying us from Straub to here, but they can’t get too close thanks to your wards.”

Nathan grimaced. He hadn’t accounted for how his own wards might inconvenience those loyal to him. Tarako and the Messengers could get through them thanks to their personal connection, but ordinary foxes weren’t in the loop.

He quickly relayed what Harrum had told him about the areas in danger. Fei had remained behind to help Alice with logistics and formations, and Artemis sure as hell couldn’t help there.

Vala scratched her head. “That’s a stretch of portals as large as what we defended during the first Trafaumh cascade.”

“And they’re all Messenger invasions, until somebody triggers a cascade,” Nathan said.

“Great. So, what the hell do we do?”

“We split up. All of you are experienced and can take Champions and elite knights with you, to say nothing of the Messengers we have. Even if Reine’s tired, her portals can still relay you between binding stones.”

He led Vala back to the strategy meeting, which was bogged down by an argument over whether to redirect soldiers from the center of the Empire to Amica’s borders or Trafaumh’s. Fei’s cat tail wilted as she listened to the nobles bicker, their voices raising with each word.

Her eyes lit up when Nathan returned. He raised a hand and the current speaker—Otto—shut up.

“You can return to arguing later, but I need to start allocating my Champions now,” Nathan said.

“I take it you won’t be listening to our suggestions,” Rosewald said drily.

“I could humor you, but we’re well past that point.” He jabbed a thumb at the Messengers behind him. “Half of our ability to defend ourselves against this many Messengers is tied up in the ones under my command. Even if I don’t know who we’ll be battling, I know the dangers best.”

“You don’t need to prove yourself,” Milgar grunted. “We can work with your deployments as we make our own, and I assume your officers will adjust as well.”

Nathan nodded. “The locations feel deliberate, which makes me think our enemy is up to something. We’re being cut off from Arcadia, for one. And Falmir is the weakest nation now.”

Adam winced, but said nothing.

“What about Tortoffen? I can’t make sense of why we’d face Messenger invasions in the far north instead of Soreaux or at least the west,” Rosewald said.

“I don’t either, but have two theories,” Nathan said. “The first is simple: we have a lot of Champions in Western Trafaumh due to the war and Soreaux is heavily defended thanks to me. It’s unlikely serious damage could be done to Trafaumh so soon after the last cascades.”

Soreaux was also Kadria’s portal, but nobody needed to know that. The damage that could be wrought was extremely limited without access to the largest portal in the region.

“And the second?”

“The Far Reaches have always been a mystery, and they also contain relics and ruins from the faeries and older civilizations Omria commanded. It’s possible we’re being cut off from them.”

“We’ve dug through many ruins,” Harrum protested. “And found little of interest. Everything we’ve found pales in magical significance to sites like the Imperial Palace and the Spires.”

“Harrum, do any of the Lodges know anything about Fertheim’s royal palace and its background?” Nathan asked.

A puzzled look overcame the sorcerer. Then comprehension dawned, followed by frustration. “We missed something.”

“It’s a faerie facility of some sort,” Tarako said. “I don’t know much about it.”

“Even I don’t know much,” Kadria admitted. “It’s a place of power linked to the prophets, but I never found the time to deeply investigate it. But it’s important, because the goddess intentionally created it.”

“So the Far Reaches—” Harrum began to say.

“This is lovely, but the specifics aren’t as important as the general idea,” Adam interrupted.

“Gotta agree with the earl here,” Gareth said. “The invasions are targeted. Sure. I assume that influences your strategy, Nathan?”

“Yes,” Nathan said. “Because if there’s a specific target, they have a specific objective. The Far Reaches are less important, because they’re unoccupied. We just have to defend. Falmir is vital, but no more so than defending any country—we’re just shoring up your defenses.”

Adam frowned, but inclined his head in agreement. Perhaps the idea that the Empire wasn’t saving his country but “supporting” them met his approval.

“You’re focused on Amica,” Milgar said.

“No, I’m worried about Arcadia.” Nathan crossed his arms. “It’s a powder keg, and it’s the focus. The entire invasion path cuts us off. The first breach hit Arcadia. Sofia has her tendrils in the faeries. I could go on, but the situation is grim. Plus, the defenses along the Houkeem Desert are weakened. We have to hold the line and shut down any breaches instantly, or else we might lose a nation by accident.”

He turned and raised an eyebrow at his gathered Messengers.

To his surprise, all of them except Artemis nodded.

“Yeah, that’s about what we’d do,” Maura said. “Arcadia’s always a weak link. It’ll topple like dominos given the chance.”

“A single cascade will ripple through the nation and tear it to pieces. There’s no Inquisition to crack down on rioters,” Kadria said. “In an information vacuum, everyone will assume the worse and respond with violence. Civil war will break out overnight. Demonic invasions will ensue.”

And everything will have been for naught. Nathan almost wanted to charge into Arcadia himself, but had too many fish to fry to worry about the faeries.

The best he could do is put out the fires along the border and pray Arcadia wasn’t burning down. If Reine told him otherwise, he’d have to step in personally. To hell with diplomatic niceties.

“That’s the reasoning behind my planning,” he said. “I’m sending all my Messengers along the Amican border with Arcadia. And⁠—”

“Not me,” Artemis said, puffing out her chest.

For some reason, Fei puffed out hers as well. Nathan suspected a few people made the mental comparison.

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Nathan decided against fighting Artemis over this. “All my Messengers except Artemis. All of you except Siv can move swiftly, and Siv can put down any breaches. You’ll work with Fyre and the Champions already there. Sunstorm, Fei, and Nurevia, you’ll work with Tarako to hold Tortoffen and northern Trafaumh.”

“With me?” Tarako asked, her head and tails tilting to the side.

“You’re the one who can teleport.”

Her mouth made an “O” shape and she nodded with the tips of her tails.

“The rest of my trigems—and Artemis—will come with me. Although that’s just Ciana and Vala,” he said. “Gareth, I assume you’re defending Falmir?”

“I’m half-dead, but it is my home,” Gareth said. “I’ll check on my binding stones, then head north if they’re fine.”

“And you? Where will you start?” Adam asked, shoulders tense.

“In the east. Several binding stones under my control are already under threat,” Nathan said. “You’ll need to hold the fort elsewhere. Once I have more Champions and knights in place, I’ll teleport over to help, but I won’t sacrifice my own soldiers and Champions for others.”

That left the assembled rulers with plenty of soldiers and Champions to play with as Nathan left. They had most of the Empire’s military left to deploy. Reine would remain behind, although Nathan made it clear he wanted everyone to move to the palace soon.

Now that Messengers actually were invading, the palace’s defenses were of vital importance.

Adam followed Nathan and his retinue out of the wedding pavilion. Gareth kept his distance, pretending he was still needed at the strategy meeting.

“I’m not going to pretend to know why you’re so willing to defend Falmir given the danger posed elsewhere,” Adam said. “I just hope you’re not stretching yourself too thin. Or delving too deep in… forbidden knowledge.”

“You can just call it heresy,” Nathan said flatly.

“I feel the word has lost all meaning at this point.” Adam rubbed his bearded chin. “Wars are waged with ancient magicks thought lost to myth and demonic Messengers pick sides, after centuries of the knowledge of their existence being suppressed. The choice between heresy and oblivion isn’t much choice at all. And, if I think about it, I wonder if our ancestors made a similar choice millennia ago when the supposed goddess first approached us when we lived in caves.”

Nathan narrowed his eyes. “That’s quite a change of heart given how you acted upon learning how Charlotte was using her magic with…” He couldn’t finish the sentence knowing how Oliver’s life had ended.

Adam shot him a sharp look, then shook his head. “The difference is in intention. Everyone would like to fob off difficult decisions, but sometimes they have to be made. I’d rather they be made by someone willing to risk their very soul to defend my home than a spoiled brat willing to risk somebody else’s soul.”

Well, at least Nathan was under no illusion as to how Adam saw him.

With the number of Messengers actively working under Nathan, most people likely saw Nathan as something other than a Bastion by now. Fyre’s influence could only help him so much.

Actions spoke louder than words. More than that, success granted Nathan leeway. He’d won more than one war by now and saved a couple of nations.

“Reine will organize teleportation in a moment, Adam,” Nathan said. “Let her know where you need to go. I recommend working closely with Millie and her Bastion, as I don’t think many of your portals are threatened by Messengers.”

“I have one, but it’s on the outer edge of my territory,” Adam grunted.

“We grabbed it recently,” Veronica said. “Part of the preparation for Maxwell’s ascension to the throne.”

Which meant it had belonged to a Bastion loyal to Charlotte.

Curious that Charlotte’s Bastions appeared to be targeted by Messengers. Most of the binding stones Nathan had seized were in danger. Had this been some sort of booby trap?

“Stay safe,” Nathan said. “A cascade or a breach will be incredibly dangerous, and I’m expecting both. We’ll likely lose contact except through our agents. Reine can notify me almost instantly about a breach, but you need to ensure you have access to relay paper.”

“It can go out during a cascade,” Adam said. “We learned that during Trafaumh’s.”

“I doubt any of these will be that bad.” Nathan looked at Artemis, who grinned.

“Yeah, nobody invading holds a candle to me,” Artemis said.

Veronica and Adam stared at the Messenger, who winked.

“Uh…” Veronica shot Nathan a quizzical look.

“Yes, she was the cause of the first Trafaumh cascade, and no, I’m not explaining right now,” Nathan said. “But relay paper should work unless you’re sitting directly on top of the cascade.”

He hoped. It hadn’t been that popular in his old world.

“If I lose contact with you, I’ll find you,” Nathan added.

“Hopefully it won’t be necessary. We’ll speak once this is over and the worst we need to worry about are some nobles too hung up on a spoiled princess,” Adam said.

Nathan flicked an order to Reine, and the wolfgirl excused herself from the meeting to troop over to the group. As she spoke to Adam, Nathan prepared his teleportation spell.

Fei waved to him, while Kadria and the Twins stepped away.

“Don’t get yourself killed,” Maura said, her horns darkening. “You’re hot shit now, but who knows what’s about to go down.”

“I’ll be fine. Take care of the other Messengers,” Nathan said. “And Siv?”

“I’ll be good,” Siv drawled.

“I was going to say ‘prove me right,’ actually,” he said.

She blinked, then smirked. “Well, I’ll do that, too. I might not be an elite, but I can crush a bunch of ordinary Messengers. And dominions don’t expect to fight somebody like me.”

Nathan looked at Kadria, who stared back.

“What, no words of comfort?” he asked.

“You don’t need them. Nothing short of an elite can touch you,” she said. “And there’s no way Shiva will show herself this soon. She’ll soak up too much of… Sofia’s tantrum.” She still struggled to say Sofia’s name, but was improving. “But I want to see what the hell is beneath Fertheim’s palace once this is done. Don’t leave me in the cold when you crack it open.”

“I’ll probably need you to get in there,” he admitted.

She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Sure.”

Fei, Tarako, and Nurevia could head to Tortoffen themselves once Sunstorm returned. And Nathan hadn’t seen Kara since returning. His doggirl lieutenant was likely organizing as many of his soldiers as she could.

And while Kara was a trigem, Nathan relied on her as a general more than a fighter. Once Alice and the others returned to the palace, Kara could take over defense or head to a fortress in danger using her own judgment. He trusted her.

“Let’s go,” he told Ciana, Artemis, and Vala.

His fist turned black and the world warped.

They appeared inside the keep of Castle Karlam. It was terribly familiar, as Nathan had rebuilt the fortress to match the one from his old world that he’d constructed many years ago.

Knights streamed back and forth through the atrium, carrying supplies and weapons into the gate into the portal. Several jumped when Nathan appeared. One pointed her weapon at him. Then she took in their uniforms and Nathan’s appearance, saluted, and resumed her duties.

A monogem Champion rushed over within seconds of Nathan’s arrival.

“Lord Nathan! We only just heard you might be heading to our front,” the Champion said, puffing after sprinting here. “Captain Fei… just told us…” She stared at Artemis. “I was just speaking with you over the wireless, I swear.”

“I’m not Fei,” Artemis said flatly.

“But…”

“It’s complicated,” Ciana said, before Nathan could. “How are the defenses?”

The monogem blinked, then saluted again as she refocused. “Uh, as strong as they can be. We’ve been keeping everything fully stocked for a Messenger invasion. The problem is manpower. Only two companies of Imperial Knights are here, and they’re fairly green—fresh units recruited over the past few months. Most of them have only just left the Enclave. Lots of veterans otherwise, but they’re ordinary soldiers.”

“We’re pulling as many knights and Champions back from the front lines and fortresses not under invasion as we can, but it will take time,” Nathan said. “Especially as there are more in danger than just here.”

“I’ve heard. Is this…” The monogem bit her lip and her eyes became watery. “I’d only been enhanced when the Trafaumh cascades hit and never saw action there. Is this like that, my lord?”

Just how bad were the stories about the Trafaumh cascades, Nathan wondered. He had thousands of elites and dozens of Champions who had battled night and day, then weeks afterward against the demons and Messengers who threatened the Empire and Trafaumh. But in their wake were many times their number who only saw the aftermath and the fact one of the greatest nations on Doumahr was nearly wiped off the map.

“It might be,” Nathan said. “We’re going to stop it from getting as bad as it did in Trafaumh. That’s why I need your help. Get everyone ready for an imminent invasion. I need to talk with Ciana, Vala, and Artemis.”

The monogem Champion nodded several times, then stepped away mouthing “Artemis.”

Nathan looked at Artemis.

“I’m glad you’re not trying to get me to pretend to be Fei,” Artemis grumbled.

“It might make things easier for what I want you to do,” he said. “There are several more binding stones in danger from Messengers, and at least one from a dominion. I want you to head over and deal with the closest dominion to the south.”

She glared at him. “I just found you⁠—”

“We can fuck later, Artemis. But that won’t happen if Doumahr is burning down.”

“Fuck you.” Artemis poked him in the chest. “I want a private team of chefs, half a day of tail grooming, ear scritches, and lots of cuddles. And nobody else in bed with us.”

Ciana broke down into giggles, and Artemis scowled at her. Even Vala grinned.

“What?” Artemis thundered.

“Some big bad Messenger you are,” Vala said.

“Deal,” Nathan said. “Now go. Once you deal with the dominion, head to another active portal.”

Artemis grabbed his head and mashed her lips against his. Her tail wrapped around his leg. Then she pulled back, decided better, and kissed him again.

“You better hold up your end of the deal,” she grumbled. “I’ve waited this long and you’re still making me wait.”

“You should be a master of delayed gratification,” he said.

She swatted his chest, before blurring away.

Nathan sighed once she left. Then he looked at Vala. She froze.

“Um, you’re not sending me away as well?” she asked. “I figured you wanted a trigem per portal and⁠—”

“Vala, your trigem ability relies on other Champions being near you. That would be stupid. Hell, that’s the reason you’re with me. You can’t fight alongside the Messengers, and I sent a bunch of offensively focused Champions north,” he said. “What I need you to do is take command.”

“Uhhhh…”

“Think, Vala. Each front has a Champion that excels in commanding soldiers. Seraph in Amica, Fei up north, and you’re here,” he said. “Things are going to go awry battling Messengers and handling breaches. When walls get blown apart or we teleport into a fight with soldiers everywhere, I need you to take command first while Ciana focuses on defense and I cast spells.”

Vala gulped. “Holy shit. You’re serious.”

“Yes. You’re a trigem Champion now, Vala. That means if I ask you to be a general, I mean it. Other Champions will look to you for support and soldiers will expect you to lead them. You have the experience. It’s time to use it. I trust you.”

After a year of dealing with a Vala who he’d struggled to understand and often doubted herself, the pride that beamed off her made Nathan feel he was looking at a woman he’d lost years ago.

But he wasn’t. This Vala was her own person. Somebody who had gone through an immense struggle to earn her position through her own merits. That was why he trusted her. Not because she looked like a Champion he’d lost.

“Ready?” he asked.

“I wasn’t born ready, but I am now,” Vala said.

Ciana merely nodded, but she nudged her fist against Vala’s arm.

As they approached the gate to the portal world, Nathan reached out and searched for anything amiss.

Unlike the breach that Siv had created, there was no sign of the Messengers’ boss or his power leaking through. And definitely no eerie “come here” signal that made Nathan stop dead in his tracks.

He couldn’t be sure what had been the problem then, but this portal world seemed safe. Perhaps the issue would be with the portal itself. Or maybe Nathan needed to avoid drawing direct attention.

They entered the gate to the portal right as it ripped open. Even with the black and white tear looming ominously over them, Nathan still didn’t feel that terrifying presence.

A feminine cackle ripped across the portal world as the sky turned pitch black and white light shined through cracks in the craggy hellscape that comprised a portal. Twisting tunnels led to a huge, rocky clearing in the distance, above which floated a female figure in a flowing black dress that glittered with red light.

“What a feast I’ve been given,” the woman boomed, her two curly horns shimmering with shadows. “I’ll give all of you a choice: break down in an orgy now and save me the effort; or force me to shatter your minds and fuck like animals anyway.”

A succubus. One Nathan didn’t recognize.

The time had come to test his own mental and spatial magic against a Messenger who excelled in both those spheres of ascended magic.


CHAPTER 7



Laughter echoed off the cliffs of the valleys in the portal. The knights and Champions assigned here rushed to their stations, ignoring the succubus.

The portal world was transformed from the typical shape. A large clearing sat in the distance, in which hundreds of demons began appearing from nowhere. The black and white eyesore that spawned them hovered above the legions, bursting with powerful magic. A succubus hovered in front of it, much like Maura or Laura would.

But where an ordinary portal had a single long valley that led to the exit into reality, this one had three separate paths as well as underground tunnels. The tunnel entrances dotted the valleys and crisscrossed one another. Nathan had already determined that defending the tunnels was impossible.

In fact, the nature of the tunnels made defending the valleys difficult as well. Demons could cross over from one valley to another, and if a wall was breached in another pathway it could threaten the integrity of the defensive line elsewhere.

Nathan had many more options these days, however. When he’d first fought the Twins, he’d worried too much about the possibility of ignoring them before they regrouped. But who said he had to ignore them entirely?

For now, his defensive line was pulled right back to the exit into Doumahr. Two layers of walls stood close together with catapults, ballistae, and an army of summons defending the area. Summoned archers made of wicker clustered atop the battlements, ready to rain arrows on demons. Automated ballista turrets would fill any enemies with bolts. Behind them stood companies of knights, while the ordinary soldiers prepared the siege weapons or what magic they had available.

“No answer?” the succubus boomed, the magic in her voice carrying her voice across the pocket dimension. “Then I shall⁠—”

Nathan raised a hand and an aural ward snapped into existence two hundred feet in front of the farthermost wall. The succubus’s voice vanished.

Although from her posturing, she hadn’t noticed. Some of the knights started guffawing.

Nathan began walking toward the walls. He had plenty of time to get to them before the demons reached their lines.

“Are all Messengers such egotistical maniacs?” Vala asked.

“Seems to come with the territory. Even Siv admitted she let the power get to her head in the past,” Nathan said.

“I mean, you’re the biggest, baddest dude around and you don’t slap your dick on everybody’s face.” Vala frowned as she walked. “Okay, you don’t feel the need to remind everyone that you’re doing so.”

Ciana giggled. “He only does it to people who want to have a dick slapped on their face.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Vala’s face reddened and she scratched her cheek.

They passed through the gate of the first wall while a unit of soldiers saluted. Several towering knight summons, each twice the size of Nathan, watched in silence.

“But, uh, succubus. The Twins talk up how dangerous they can be, but in battle they’ve always been a bit of a wet noodle. I know Sen and Choe talk up their first fight, but this should be pretty easy, right?” Vala asked.

“I don’t know,” Nathan admitted. “I’ve never seriously tested my mental or spatial magic against the Twins or Kadria. I’m not sure Sofia counts, either. And the Twins weren’t at full strength when we first fought them. Most of the reason they’ve been less useful for us is because lots of Messengers have counters to spatial magic.”

As Nathan had been learning, the raw power of spatial magic meant somebody either had a counter or they died. The same applied to mental magic.

Somebody could cast a barrier to stop a fireball. But barriers did little to stop an enemy from teleporting behind you and separating your head from your shoulders at a conceptual level. Or from digging into your mind and turning you into their slave.

“Bauer was a nasty reminder that I can’t protect everyone,” he said, expression hardening. “I’ll reinforce my wards on both of you, so if things get bad, we’ll need to rush through the demons and go straight for the succubus.”

“Got it,” Vala said.

Ciana merely nodded.

They ascended the outer wall and joined the duogem Champion in charge of the fortress’s defense. The monogem from earlier was leading a detachment of knights below.

“Lord Nathan!” the duogem saluted. “Champion Lizbeth reporting. Do you need an update?” Her wolf tail whirled against the ground nervously despite the unmoving fist clenched against her golden breastplate.

Nathan recognized Lizbeth as one of the first Champions he’d created using mental magic, after he’d discovered he could skip a lot of the academy training and preparation. She’d initially been assigned to defend one of Maylis’s old binding stones, but as an experienced duogem, she’d joined him on the front lines of the war and now defended Castle Karlam.

“You know what you’re doing. I trust you,” he said. “At ease.”

She lowered her fist and her tail wagged wildly. A few nearby knights shot her jealous looks. At least one was an enhanced Champion that hadn’t gotten a gem yet and was effectively apprenticing to Lizbeth.

“Vala, work with Lizbeth to maintain the defenses,” Nathan said, patting Vala on the shoulder. “I’ll be focused on the Messenger unless I need your help.”

“Got it.” Vala stepped forward and led Lizbeth away from Nathan.

The wolfgirl shot Nathan a look over her shoulder, clearly hoping he’d change his mind and personally order her around. But he ignored her and focused on the succubus still giving a soliloquy.

“Vala is right,” Ciana said. “Messenger portals where we can see the portal are often home to most egotistical Messengers.”

He shot her a sidelong look. “Really?”

“Yes. The Twins and Beatrice hid their portals. Kadria and Thanatos didn’t. The dominions don’t. I suspect we’d find that Bauer keeps his hidden, however he invades.”

A frown crossed Nathan’s face. “What about Artemis?”

Silence.

“Ciana?”

“I think she’s just aggressive,” Ciana said, her horn turning black.

“Uh huh. Maybe your theory has more to do with how the Messenger approaches their invasion. Kadria and Thanatos have no subtlety, as they believe in their overwhelming strength. The Twins and Beatrice like trickery and mental magic, and Bauer is the same when he wasn’t trying to make some stupid point.”

Which was Bauer’s true weakness. If he didn’t feel some absurd need to try to convince Nathan to give up on his beliefs, Bauer could have accomplished far more.

“So, this succubus has no subtlety?” Ciana tilted her head.

Nathan pointed at the demonic hordes trooping through the three valleys. “The composition she’s using suggests it. Lots of heavies, and we can even see the manticores moving with them. No shamans. Numbers are relatively small, too. I don’t know what she plans to send through the tunnels, though.”

Demons could be broken down into multiple categories, which had loose definitions.

Ordinary lesser demons were still dangerous to soldiers, but easily taken out in droves by Champions or magically equipped knights. Only in immense numbers like what Siv used were they truly a threat.

Heavies matched their name. Big, ugly demons in heavy armor with huge weapons. They hit hard, but were still lesser demons. Mostly they acted as a reason to use mages and knights for defense, because they were effectively immune to mundane weaponry.

Manticores comprised the only greater demons in this Messenger’s army. Typically, each Messenger used one or two types of greater demon. Manticores were a mobile siege weapon, effective at destroying walls and barriers so that demons could crash through them.

The combination of heavies and manticores was one Nathan had fought numerous times before. Heavies could shrug off the massed fire of summons, even if they were ballistae, and were resistant even to siege weaponry. The manticores would tear apart the barriers on the walls. Then the heavies could scale the walls and slaughter the defenders.

Nathan suspected the succubus would use her mental magic to deal with any Champions. Because even a single amethyst monogem could stop such a simple tactic by just cutting down the heavies or rushing down the manticores. Long-ranged Champions would blast the manticores apart, and diamond Champions might be able to summon their own barriers.

Which was why Messengers were always a threat. Before they breached, the weaker Messengers were maybe as strong as a trigem or two. But even if the Messenger held back, they could still intervene to ensure a demonic invasion that would otherwise be easily crushed would breach.

Then, once free, the Messenger became a threat that required the full force of multiple Bastions and several trigems to put down. At least, that had been the case in Nathan’s old world.

He was betting the odds greatly favored him now.

Minutes passed. The demons marched through the valleys uncontested. Nathan used his control over the binding stones to monitor the tunnels. Although it used up considerable magical energy to manipulate the portal world, the terrain here was still his to control.

Hundreds of heavies were moving through the tunnels. The closest tunnel entrances still fell outside of the outer wall, but were close enough that hundreds of heavies bursting up from them could threaten the defenders at the right time.

Nathan winced as a feeling of dread washed over him. Magic flooded the entire world and the monochrome colors of the world inverted, causing the sky to turn white and the ground to turn black. The succubus froze in mid-air, then turned back to the portal.

Something brushed against Nathan’s mental wards. No, not something.

Somethings. Like tendrils he only knew existed because they’d bumped into his wards, and vanished as quickly as they’d made themselves known. Months ago, he doubted his mental magic would be strong enough to even detect them.

Their nature reminded him of Kadria’s invisible mental magic tethers she’d used to bind herself to him and Fyre. Because while Kadria lacked the ability to control others, she was still a succubus and knew her shit. Nathan had taken a long time to be able to readily detect Kadria’s mental magic.

The similarity made it clear who was behind this attempted intrusion. His fear was confirmed when he looked at the towering rift in reality and felt more tendrils grip onto his wards.

For just an instant, the portal wasn’t a tear in reality, but a gaping hole that led into the void.

Nathan tore his eyes away, and the tendrils vanished. He checked on the mental tethers to his Champions and found nothing amiss.

Hell, he couldn’t find any sign that his mental wards had been struck. Fyre hadn’t even reacted.

Worry filtered across Ciana’s mental link and she looked up at him.

“Don’t worry,” he said, brushing her hair with one hand.

Drawing on the binding stones or the void in here was dangerous, Nathan realized.

On the other hand, how could he fight a Messenger without doing so?

The succubus in the distance turned back. He felt her eyes lock onto him.

This time, the presence that brushed against his mental wards was in no way subtle. At least, not by the standards he was used to. It was like an inexperienced woman trying to tackle him and force her tongue down his throat, but all she did was smash into his arm while he was walking. He only noticed her because of how on-guard he was after the earlier attack.

Fury rose to the succubus’s face.

Shadows cloaked her arms. Her mouth opened wide, but no sound reached them.

Nathan held a hand up to his ear.

Ciana blinked. “Oh. She’s finally noticed you.”

“Yup.” He lowered his hand. “She’ll push her demons forward now.”

Almost as soon as he spoke, the demons shuddered. Thousands of red-skinned beasts froze, then began charging forward with earth-shaking thumps and soundless roars that couldn’t breach the aural barrier.

More poured into the tunnels, filling them beyond capacity. Nathan swore he could see them in the darkened exits.

The succubus teleported forward. One moment, she hovered so far away she was only visible thanks to Nathan’s enhanced vision. Then she hovered only a few hundred feet away.

She possessed the same bronzed skin as the Twins and Kadria. Her flowing black dress barely covered her breasts, leaving the edges of her areolas peeking out. And when she snapped her hips from side to side in mid-air, the movement of the dress made it clear she wore nothing underneath.

Even so, the aural barrier remained strong. The succubus bared her teeth at Nathan.

Her arm snapped through the air. Shadow shimmered along it and vanished.

A wall of distorted air appeared in front of the outer wall, absorbing the spatial spell slung at it by the succubus. But the aural ward shattered. Another golden barrier appeared behind the spatial barrier, as either the defenders or a contingency spell activated it.

“I gave you your chance and you spurned it,” the succubus screamed. “I know who you are, Nathan von Straub. Those other failed succubi will know who their real queen is when I reduce you to my pet. Because I am Phaedra, the true succubus queen!”

Ciana tilted her head. “I thought Maura said she and Laura had the best mental magic.”

“I don’t think succubi have queens, so I wouldn’t pay attention,” Nathan said. “And I think you were right about the egotism.”

Because if Phaedra thought she held a candle to Kadria, she had another thing coming.

When Kadria had hit Nathan with mental magic all those years ago, it had struck with the force of a mental lightning bolt. Even before she breached. Her power was great enough to threaten the Twins and he still copied her technique when fighting Siv, Artemis, and others.

By contrast, this baby succubus could barely conjure a mental spark.

“Lay waste to them!” Phaedra bellowed.

Several manticores bounded through the mass of demons, crushing dozens and sending more flying with their bulky mass. Each was fifteen feet tall and three or four times as along, with an arched scorpion tail and rows of bestial fangs that could chew through enchanted stone.

Nathan didn’t even have to raise a hand or issue an order before every siege weapon, battlemage, and summon unleashed hell on the manticores. Burning boulders, gleaming ballista bolts, and hundreds of steel arrows slammed into the beasts.

Lizbeth even joined in with her monogem amethyst ability. She held her longsword in the air and it shimmered with a whirlpool of air, right before she sent it crashing down into a manticore and dozens of heavies that exploded in a cloud of gore.

Which, admittedly, was significantly more powerful than Nathan thought a monogem amethyst’s ability typically got. Her duogem ability was similar to Nurevia’s and pumped her sword full of magic, ensuring every blow she landed struck with explosive force. Combined with her speed enhancement, she was a true speedy bruiser with a glass jaw—Lizbeth hit like a catapult, but had nothing to keep her in the fight if she took a blow.

On the other hand, being able to mince a manticore or two from the safety of a wall without even trying was pretty useful. Nathan heard Vala’s low whistle of approval.

But even after every manticore went down, Phaedra cackled in triumph.

“The first rule of battling a Messenger is to never waste your best attacks in the first sortie,” Phaedra said.

Best attacks? What battle had Phaedra been watching? The most powerful ability on show had been a monogem. Nathan sighed.

But her hands shimmered with spatial magic and a half-dozen more manticores appeared.

Their tails glowed with black quills, each overflowing magic. Before anyone could react, they unleashed their volley. A hundred or more quills burst against the golden barrier. The spatial barrier did nothing to stop the quills, as it was only intended to block spatial spells.

Upon impact, black light ate away a hole in the barrier around the quills. Each manticore had carved open a hole dozens of feet wide—far less than usual, but Nathan had strengthened the barriers he used in his defenses.

The quills regrew, and the manticores prepared to launch another volley. Even as arrows and more magic rained down on the manticores, the heavies began charging forward. Battle appeared inevitable. The demons in the tunnels prepared to burst forward.

Within seconds, an army of monsters would be assailing the walls, stopped only by a few Champions and companies of greenhorn knights. It would be brutal.

But Nathan hadn’t ceded the tunnels and valleys without good reason.

Glancing over, he saw that both Champions were busy preparing for the attack and had likely forgotten about the tunnels. Lizbeth’s sword struck down another manticore and more demons.

Which meant Nathan needed to act directly.

He reached out with his magic for the summons buried inside the tunnels. Hundreds of them buried. They existed for one reason: to activate the traps set in the walls and die in the process. Nathan had used the same trap against Artemis to great effectiveness.

With a thought, he triggered every single summon in the tunnels at once. Expensive, sure, but he couldn’t risk losing here.

All sound vanished, erased by a deafening thwoom and a rumbling that set into Nathan’s very bones. The craggy cliffs along the valleys shook as plumes of dirt, rock, and gore burst hundreds of feet into the sky along the entire length of the three valleys. Explosions ripped through the plumes, incinerating every demon standing atop them. White-hot flames blocked out Phaedra as she covered her body in shadow while screaming in fear.

The traps were explosives laid inside the tunnels, much like he’d used against Bauer, but far weaker. Because the tunnels crossed the entire battlefield, blasting them apart collapsed almost everything. The surviving demons found themselves falling into caved in tunnels or caught in landslides as dirt poured down on them. Rocks tumbled down from the cliffs.

White light shined up from some sections where the explosives had dug all the way to the “bottom” of the portal world. Anything that touched the light vanished, although it would fill itself back in soon enough.

Phaedra hovered in midair, still panicking as her army lay below her in ruins. More began to reappear en masse in the clearing.

Were her forces endless? Nathan had wiped out a horde of heavies large enough for almost any other Messenger he’d fought.

He recalled the tendrils from earlier.

No, things were different. This wasn’t a regular invasion. This was a battle for everything.

“We’re going,” Nathan ordered Ciana, while reaching out for Vala over the mental link.

He leaped over the wall and landed on solid ground. Ciana followed, and he saw Vala make the jump as well.

Lizbeth stared down at him from the battlements, clearly uncertain if she should join him. He waved her back up.

Months ago, he might have brought her with him. But after losing duogems like her at the Torrovium Fields, he refused to needlessly risk his Champions when he could easily end the battle himself. Lizbeth deserved better, even if she would happily die for him.

Nathan strode toward Phaedra while she hovered above them.

They nearly reached her before she noticed them. She flew above them, staring at the ruins of her army in disbelief. Her chest heaved in panic and only her spatial barrier had prevented Nathan from simply cutting her apart.

Although he could have tried anyway. What he wanted was to take advantage of her ego. If she was anything like he expected, there was no way she would ignore the opportunity to take him on directly.

And, exactly as expected, once she locked eyes with him, her arrogance returned. She smirked at him and snapped her hips to one side, sending her dress fluttering and revealing her bare crotch.

If the Twins were here, he suspected they’d want him to add the succubus to his collection. Or, more cynically, a collection of fucktoys. He’d spent enough time around the succubi to know what they wanted of him. Half their interest in his Champions was watching him fuck them using spatial magic to spy on him at night.

“Oh? Given up already?” Phaedra lowered herself so she hovered only a dozen feet above them. “Or do you think you can tame me like the others? No matter, human. I’ll make this quick. And teach you a lesson at the same time.” She raised one hand.

Nathan felt the succubus gathering mental magic at the same time Vala shot forward. Her amethysts gleamed as she drew on all of her power, attempting to land a killing blow. Ciana raised her greatsword and her alexandrite glowed in an attempt to block any spatial attacks.

With a mocking grin, Phaedra snapped her fingers. “Hold him down and fuck him. I want to see his powerlessness in his eyes.”

Mental magic “crashed” into both Champions.

Vala’s battleaxe actually crashed into Phaedra an instant later, her power unchecked by the order she’d received. The axe slowed as it struck the shadowy barrier around Phaedra, and the succubus screamed. She blinked backward.

Her right arm fell to the ground. Phaedra clawed at the bleeding stump. “I… I order you to obey me! Hold him down, puppet!”

Vala hefted her axe over one shoulder and pretended to clean her ear with her spare hand. “I’m sorry, I don’t take orders from corpses. I mean, fuck, I don’t take orders from the living succubi that Nathan rails constantly. So why would I give a shit about your screeching?”

Phaedra’s eyes nearly popped from her skull.

This time, she gritted her teeth and shot into the air, attempting to get away from Vala. Her remaining arm turned pitch black with the darkness of her spatial magic.

“I’ll just carve you apart like the bitch you are, then,” she snarled.

Vala’s amethyst shined and she blurred backward, bouncing behind Ciana and Nathan.

The spatial slash split apart the earth around them, tearing apart a chasm wide enough to send half of Phaedra’s surviving army tumbling into with blood-curdling screams. Not that it mattered given most had been buried alive.

Nathan’s fist held his eerie blackness, but he hadn’t needed to use it. Ciana had cast her regular silver barrier at the last moment, and it still stood strong.

For all of Phaedra’s gloating, she failed to breach even Ciana’s basic barrier.

“I… I’m the succubus queen,” Phaedra mumbled.

Then, as if all else had failed her, she once again blasted Nathan with mental magic.

If the first attempt had been a failed attempt to even reach him with a kiss, this one at least involved pressing her lips against his face. Except he wasn’t some innocent child who stammered and blushed because a woman kissed him.

Her mental attack bounced off his wards. It barely compared to the mental magic Maura had used when first training him. Hell, they’d hit him with stronger stuff for fun. And Phaedra’s attack had nothing on Maura’s desperate assault when he’d first claimed the Twins.

Had Nathan outclassed regular succubi that long ago? He truly had underestimated the Twins. No wonder Siv had reacted the way she did when he used mental magic on her in their fight at the Pearlescent Canyon.

“No,” Phaedra breathed out, eyes wide. “You’re… you’re just some Bastion. An uppity human that those dumb sluts fell for because you have a big dick or something stupid.”

Anger filled Nathan’s mind. Phaedra talked a lot of shit about the Twins and Kadria for a succubus barely capable of mounting a proper invasion.

He summoned his own mental magic, but without drawing on the void or even his binding stones.

Then he found the succubus’s presence, following her attack back to the source. The defenses felt nasty. Powerful, but likely because of her nature as a succubus. Maura had said succubi had a lot of in-built protections against other mental magic.

Well, he figured to test that.

His mental magic struck Phaedra like a lightning bolt. Raw, unyielding power slammed into her mind. Her outer mental wards shattered.

Screeching, she collapsed to the ground. Her dress dissipated, as it had been formed from spatial magic, leaving her buck naked on the ground. She heaved with deep, panicked breaths.

Fear filled her eyes as she pulled herself to her feet. Or tried, as she lost her strength on her first two attempts.

Ciana and Vala stood there, uncertain as to what to do when their enemy collapsed from no visible cause.

“You… What are you…?” Phaedra gasped out. “I’ve only felt this power when I… When I…” Her eyes widened into saucers and she stared at Nathan as if he were some sort of god. “Oh. That’s why they joined you. You’re… just like him…”

She began to hyperventilate. Nathan took a step forward and a scream escaped Phaedra.

Shadows covered her body and she tried to fly into the air, but her magic failed her.

“Save me!” she screamed, clawing at the air in the direction of the portal.

Fear struck Nathan as he felt Phaedra’s raw magic pouring off her toward the portal. He’d felt something like this before, back when he first fought Thanatos in this world. Maura had interrupted him, but the portal had reacted to his attempt.

Ciana bared her teeth as she felt his fear. Her diamonds glowed as she shot forward. Vala followed.

A greatsword and an axe carved apart Phaedra an instant later. The succubus’s corpse collapsed to the ground.

Howls ripped through the air as the second army of demons that had been summoned was erased from existence, and the portal blinked out of existence. The usual hazy red visage of the sky returned.

Phaedra’s head rolled to the side, fear fixed on its face as her empty eyes stared at Nathan. He looked away.

Siv had said something similar about him, but filled with less fear. What was he becoming that reminded the Messengers of something else that they knew? Why did some of them react so differently? Siv with battle-lust and Phaedra with fear?

Cheers and roars of approval rose from the walls, as a Messenger invasion was defeated in record time by defenders who had likely never seen one before or even fought alongside Nathan against such an enemy.

He looked at Ciana and Vala. “One down, who knows how many left. We need to keep moving.”


CHAPTER 8



Teleportation enabled Nathan to eliminate two more Messengers endangering his binding stones in south-eastern Falmir. The sheer number of binding stones he’d seized while marching toward Fertheim complicated his defensive efforts immensely. Almost every one was being attacked by a Messenger, and half were dominions.

Every minute he spent battling one was time for another to breach, or at least lay waste to the soldiers and Champions he left to defend the portals. While he’d been able to dispatch the second Messenger effortlessly, arriving right as she invaded, the third had been a closer call than he liked.

A dominion had attacked and already pushed back his defensive line to their last resort. As much shit as Nathan gave Deverese, the fact he’d been able to hold off a dominion as long as he could was impressive. Arguably a result of the immense skill and resilience of the Inquisitorial Corps, but still impressive. With just two Champions and a few companies of knights, Nathan’s own defenders fought well but were on the verge of collapse when he arrived.

The sheer weight of demons a dominion summoned easily overwhelmed ordinary defensive measures. One-off traps like the explosives in the tunnels failed in the face of endless summoning of heavy demons at an unyielding pace. The bombardment the dominion unleashed only worsened matters. She could blast apart barriers and wound Champions and mages from afar, while they desperately fought a fighting retreat.

No wonder the dominions acted as “cleaners” of worlds. Nothing short of powerful trigems or a capable Bastion could hope to stop one. And even then, a dominion could assassinate a Bastion and take out all the Champions at once.

Nathan vaguely wondered why the dominion battling Deverese hadn’t assassinated him. Then again, she had tried when Nathan arrived, and it had appeared that Ysabelle and Ester were defending him.

In this case, Nathan crashed into the portal and carved apart the dominion with his new ascended wind magic. He’d learned a lot in his last battle with one.

What he feared was how dangerous a dominion might be once she breached. Their summoning ability could manifest the worst breach he’d ever witnessed.

Unfortunately, even with the dominion dead, Nathan had little time to rest. He retreated outside of the portal and began to communicate with Reine.

Vala and Ciana took a breather. While healers and knights attended to the dead and wounded, the surviving Champions gathered outside to discuss what was happening. A monogem darted off and returned with a handful of canteens.

Nathan recognized more than a few veterans here. This deep in Falmir’s territory, many of the knights and Champions were elites. Several companies of Fei’s knights had already returned to fortresses and begun defending them, including here. Not everyone had been assigned to the wedding ceremony.

Reine, how’s Artemis doing? he asked his spymaster over the mental link.

She has eliminated three Messengers and is on her way to Falmir’s remaining territory, Reine said. I do not believe any more of your binding stones are in danger here.

He resisted the urge to whistle. Artemis had taken care of as many Messengers as he had, but by herself and without teleportation.

Her performance stood as a stark reminder of how powerful the elite Messengers were. No wonder Artemis had been able to show up whenever she wanted to. She could race across Doumahr with only her legs.

And Falmir? he asked.

There have been no breaches. Gareth dealt with a single invasion in his binding stones, and used the portal to teleport to central Falmir.

Now that was impressive. Nathan still didn’t know how to effectively handle the backlash of closing a portal when creating a gateway, as it relied on a school of ascended magic he had never learned. But Gareth had stopped two invasions at once by closing his own portal and another while crossing the Soaring Peaks.

Even so, “no breaches” didn’t mean Falmir was out of the woods. Unlike the border regions, all of Falmir was in danger.

Which meant Nathan’s earlier theory had been correct. For whatever reason, the Messengers had been held back for the express purpose of wiping out Falmir in one massive attack.

Had their boss been waiting to get his hands on Sofia all along, and held onto this tactic for just such an occasion?

A single cascade or major breach might be enough to topple the nation. But even if it was stopped, the casualties combined with the aftermath of the war and impending civil war would set Falmir back even further than the Empire or Trafaumh.

After all, the Empire had limited the impact of the Mortiswatch breach and avoided the civil war becoming open-ended slaughter. Falmir had already lost most of its best Champions and its army. And the Inquisition had been so over-prepared for an invasion that its weakened state still left it with an impressive amount of resources.

Tortoffen is currently under siege by a powerful Messenger, but the Inquisition sent enough reinforcements that Fei and the others have focused on other portals first, Reine continued. A breach did occur in a small binding stone by the coast, at a fortress too small to have many defenders. We didn’t realize it was under attack until too late.

We haven’t had the time to set up the monitoring devices in every portal, Nathan said. We were bound to miss at least one Messenger.

Tarako and Fei are currently holding off the breach after the Messenger was dispatched with the Nine-Tail Slash. Once available, Fyre will close it.

Which meant Fyre had something else to concern her. What’s happened in Arcadia? he asked.

A small cascade occurred south of Elysia, stretching as far south as Kravum Rock. Vera and the other local Bastions are uncertain, but believe it might reach as far north as Elysia, Reine explained.

Nathan frowned and dove into his own binding stones.

Unfortunately, the closest ones he held to the cascade were in Tartus and Castle Forselburg. Since he had invaded the Federation years ago, multiple inert binding stones had been activated between the two binding stones, but they had gone to new Bastions under Anna’s banner.

So he couldn’t feel the cascade at all. It truly was a small one.

There’s no reliable way to know how far north it’s stretched, Nathan said. Not without using the wireless or scrying to look for signs of a cascade.

I am… unfamiliar with faerie and elven technologies, Reine admitted. Elysia appears unaffected by the typical signs of a cascade, but this may be because they do not use technology that can be interfered with by one.

The mechanisms in Soreaux’s old citadel and the Spires still functioned during cascades, Nathan said. It’s highly likely more magical races don’t use leylines and ambient magic.

The reliance on the leylines was what made cascades so dangerous, as they flooded the leylines with demonic energy. Gateways failed for the same reason, as their teleportation method rode the now-unstable leylines.

I assume Seraph is already on top of the invasions? Nathan asked.

No response for a few seconds. When Reine spoke, her tone was tinged with embarrassment, suggesting she’d nodded in real life even though he couldn’t see her.

Yes. Maura and Laura are handling the breach and have already dealt with the Messenger responsible, Reine said, before pausing again. Or are dealing with. She is still alive. I have been reminded that the Twins can be very cruel when you’re not paying attention. It looks… painful.

This was one of the few times he’d let the twin succubi run off by themselves, and arguably the first time they had a chance to act like Messengers toward a foe Nathan didn’t particularly care about.

Maura might love him, and he’d grown to care about her, but he held no illusions about their warped natures. They kept themselves in check around him. Their desires for him to do horrible things to others weren’t jokes.

So long as they keep their cruelty to demons and fellow Messengers, it’s not our problem, Nathan said. What about the east?

Kadria and Siv have it under control. The worst appears to have been in Arcadia itself. A breach near the mountains has kept Fyre and Siv occupied, while Kadria crossed the border to assist an elven Bastion at Filankale. The elven military in the region should have the breach handled soon.

Filankale… It took Nathan a few moments to realize that was the Arcadian mountain fort just over the border past Medstejn.

The faeries who had come to the wedding were led by a man named Novai who claimed to control that area. Presumably, that elven Bastion worked with Novai.

The fact Novai had an elf under him at all made Nathan trust the faerie more. He wondered if Kadria had intervened to protect the fort because she knew about Novai. Or, possibly, if she knew it was held by faeries who might assist him.

If there are no breaches in Falmir, I’ll begin moving to Fertheim itself. The portals beneath Fertheim and outside the city in Elheim are the oldest in Falmir, Nathan said.

Then I’ll—Reine’s voice abruptly vanished.

Panic struck Nathan, and he checked on Reine’s gems.

No change. She hadn’t drawn on the power and appeared healthy. He also couldn’t sense anything amiss in her mind. The same went for Kara and the other Champions in the palace.

So she hadn’t been attacked.

Vala looked over from the gathering of Champions, but Ciana broke from the group first.

“Are we moving out?” Ciana asked.

Her question shattered the light atmosphere among the bantering Champions. They trooped over to Nathan, and they saluted. Except Vala, who scratched her cheek.

“We’ll go with you, Nathan,” one of the duogems said, her wolf’s tail lashing the ground as if daring him to disagree. She’d helped Narime with Castle Forselburg until recently. “If you’re going to be fighting all night against demons and their generals, we’re with you. As we’ve always been.”

The nearby knights overheard, their beast ears pricking up. Salutes echoed throughout the hall as many dropped what they were doing to show their support. Over a hundred exhausted and wounded soldiers stared at Nathan with fists clasped against their breastplates. Hundreds more would join in if they were nearby.

“Is it a breach?” Vala asked.

“Maybe. I don’t know,” Nathan said. “Reine panicked over something, which is rarely a good sign. So, yes, get ready. Start assembling everyone who is still able to fight. I’ll brief you once I know what we’re dealing with.”

“Yes, sir!” the duogem from earlier barked, before turning away and shouting orders at the other knights.

The other Champions joined her, and the officers beneath them followed suit. Soon, knights rushed through the fort to gather their comrades.

Reine’s voice returned over the mental link and Nathan raised a hand to let Ciana and Vala know.

There’s a breach near Fertheim, Reine said, sounding higher strung than normal. A dominion. I don’t know when she breached. I… think I missed it due to the wards around Fertheim, as it’s harder to scry there.

How bad? Nathan asked.

Demons have overrun the fortress city of Elheim and their numbers are growing rapidly. Multiple Bastions are responding, including defenders from Fertheim. I don’t see the Bastion or Champions from Fertheim, however. Demons are racing to Fertheim and the barriers are down.

I wouldn’t call Elheim a city, Nathan said, his mind racing. I’ll head there. If Sofia has lowered the barriers, this feels planned.

Or at least like a breach Sofia wanted to take advantage of. If Fertheim fell to demons, Falmir would fall to chaos.

He lowered his hand and looked at Vala and Ciana. “We’re heading to Elheim. A dominion has breached and is trying to destroy Fertheim. I’m not sure if the Bastion there is still alive, as he defends both portals.”

“Bastion Carver, right?” Vala’s voice was steady but her clenched fists belied her true feelings. “He commanded Trinity.”

“Yes. Without his trigem I’m guessing he couldn’t hold back a dominion.”

An unfortunate consequence of the Torrovium Fields.

“Elheim?” Ciana asked. “Isn’t that a fortress outside of Fertheim? Why not invade Fertheim itself?”

“Elheim has an older portal. It’s like Mortiswatch and was a border fort during the beastkin crusades. Fertheim wasn’t established until much later,” Nathan said. “It’s possible Sofia prevented any Messengers from claiming Fertheim.”

A new Messenger hadn’t taken over from Beatrice in Aleich, after all. Perhaps the active presence of a prophet scared away Messengers.

“We’ll need to gather every knight we can, as well as Artemis and Gareth,” Nathan said. “I’ll have Reine teleport Gareth in, but the knights will be our responsibility.”

“We only have a few companies here.” Vala blinked. “Wait, you’re going to get them yourself, aren’t you?”

He nodded. “It’ll be exhausting to teleport so many soldiers repeatedly, but I’m going to need thousands of knights if we want a chance to stop a demonic horde. Gareth and I are the only ones with anti-army magic.”

“Oh. Shit.” Vala looked at Ciana’s gems. “We’re more about one-one-one fights. Maybe you should go get Fei or⁠—”

“It’ll be fine. There are breaches on every front.”

Nearby knights stopped dead upon hearing him, their ears and tails shooting bolt upright. Several stared in horror at him.

Ciana waved them on. Her horn darkened despite her calm expression.

“Is this it?” she asked, meeting Nathan’s eyes.

He ruffled her hair and tickled one of her horse ears, which flapped up and down in response. “It’s not. Everything’s under control. We just need to do our bit, and we’re going to. Gather the knights outside. I’ll teleport everyone here and get Artemis.”

His first stops were the binding stones he’d just defended. While the knights there weren’t veterans, they were fresh. Nathan had crushed the Messengers without much of a fight.

His knights had already gathered in the halls or just inside the portal, as if waiting to be called to battle. Hundreds of pairs of ears shot upward when he arrived, and barely a few minutes passed at both fortresses before he teleported away with his soldiers.

Next, he gathered the knights at the binding stones Artemis had visited while Reine located any large groups of marching elites. The process was similar here. Nathan found the main difference to be the reaction, as his Champions hadn’t seen him.

No sign of Artemis, however. If she was on her way to Fertheim, she might beat him there.

Once he’d gathered a few thousand knights, Nathan checked with Reine.

Where’s Artemis? he asked.

Resting. Reine’s voice appeared hesitant. I am unsure if you should visit her.

Nathan’s brow furrowed. Something was wrong.

Leaving Jafeila alone had rarely been the right choice. She brooded and lashed out later when he eventually went to her. The same applied to Fei when she threw a tantrum.

He reached out for Artemis over the mental link with her, only to struggle to do anything with it.

The tether existed in the same form as earlier. Like a ghostly twin of the tether he possessed with Fei, and it connected to the undead Messenger’s mind.

Yet any attempt to do anything with the tether failed. As if it wasn’t real. Panic filled Nathan.

He knew where Artemis was thanks to the tether, however. One quick teleportation spell later and he found himself in a forest.

Artemis faced away from him, leaning against a tree while taking deep breaths. Her bushy tail had puffed out and was covered in blood. The same went for her uniform, but he knew it wasn’t her blood. When she regenerated, her blood vanished, so she rarely looked worse for wear.

Nathan didn’t even get the chance to say a word before the catgirl whirled on him, scimitar gleaming as her amethysts shined like suns.

The power of the void flooded his body as he reached for a spatial barrier.

But Artemis stopped dead a good foot away from him, and her sword thumped against the dirt. She took a step back and placed a hand against her face. Her face paled.

“Nathan, I… I didn’t mean…” She grimaced. “You can trust me. I’m not going to harm you.”

“It’s fine,” he said, unable to deny the fact he’d nearly cast a barrier to protect himself. “I’ll try not to surprise you in the future.”

“I like surprises…” Artemis mumbled. She rubbed her arms. “This is just so… I’m used to killing everyone I meet. If I’m out here, in Doumahr, it means I’m in danger. You, or Fyre, or Sofia, or the fox—or anyone at all—might teleport in and attack me, or I’ll be able to end a world early. I can regenerate, but I don’t exactly like being stabbed.”

Well, that confirmed Artemis felt pain when she got hurt. Nathan couldn’t imagine being in her position given how gruesomely she’d been butchered in some of their battles.

“Is it just that?” Nathan asked. He took a step forward and reached for her arm.

She let him touch her and stroke her arm. Her ears flattened and she nestled against him.

They stood in silence for a good minute. Nathan didn’t want to rush her, even if Falmir was in danger.

“This is the future that was stolen from me, wasn’t it?” she mumbled into his neck. “When Siv invaded and the Empire fell. All those subordinates that see me and have nothing but respect in their eyes. Hundreds of knights in Imperial uniforms, just like my old comrades, except they’re elites and look at me like a hero. Not like some tamed war dog they put up with because of the demons.”

“Deverese never treated you like that,” Nathan said.

At least, the Deverese he’d known in his world hadn’t,

“No, but so many others thought about beastkin Champions like me that way. Or that anyone from the Empire was worthless.” Artemis tried to smile, but her lower face merely contorted. “All these beastkin knights here… Even after I tell them I’m not Fei, they still trust me because I’m ‘your trigem’ or whatever nonsense. Some of the knights even recognized me from when I invaded.”

Shit. Nathan hadn’t counted on that.

Artemis laughed at his expression and flicked his nose. “They just said something about you taming yet another Messenger. I guess they’ve gotten used to all the succubi.”

“Maybe.” He ran a hand through Artemis’s hair and she purred. “This isn’t the future you lost, Artemis. This is the future you still have, because you’re with me now. And you’re going to help me defend it. Aren’t you?”

She gulped. Her hands wandered lower on his body, before she stopped herself. “I always forget how you make me feel when you say stuff like that. That dumb idealism you had when you were an idiot and we first met annoyed me, but now… You can actually live up to it. It’s hot.”

“Thanks,” he drawled. “So?”

“Obviously.” She took a step back. “I killed the other Messengers. So what’s wrong?”

“Two things. One, a dominion breached near Fertheim,” he said, causing her entire body to stiffen. “Two, I need to create a proper mental link with you.”

A hiss escaped her as she crouched down, tail kicking up dust. “You don’t trust me? After all this?”

He stared at her in shock. Slowly, Artemis calmed herself down. Confusion filled her eyes, likely matching his own.

“Not like with Siv and the succubi?” Artemis asked. She scratched her head. “I don’t get it. Why do we need a mental link?”

“Because if I don’t have some sort of magical tether with you to provide magic, you could die at any moment. Messengers can’t exist without a binding stone. The others use mine through the links. I thought you had one but it’s…” He tried not to laugh. “Complicated.”

She clicked her tongue. “Can you not treat me like the succusluts?”

“This will be more like what I do with regular Champions.”

“Wow. You use mental magic on your Champions. What?” She tilted her head.

Once again, Nathan stared at Fei in confusion. “I thought you knew. The magic used to connect Bastions and Champions is mental magic. Even if I’m not powering your gems now, it’s the same thing.”

Her face reddened. “I… totally knew that.”

Artemis danced in place as he held her and attempted to form the mental link. Her tail curled around one of his legs and her long nails pattered against his side. She flicked her ears up and down seemingly at random while her eyes darted around the forest searching for some distraction.

“You don’t need to be so nervous,” he said.

“I never really liked it when you topped up my gems,” she muttered. “It was easy to ignore the feeling from other Bastions, but with you…” Her tail tightened around his leg. “This is even more intimate. I can feel you poking around up there thanks to what I am.”

“It should feel less intimate,” he said.

“Maybe to the oblivious idiots you use for Champions, but I can feel your mental magic. You’re…” She gulped. “Well, you’re huge. Mentally speaking.”

“Mentally, huh?”

A lewd grin crossed her face and she patted his cheek. “You’re just the right size for me down there.”

About that…

He ignored her flirting and focused on trying to forge the mental link, because despite her feelings it proved harder than he expected. Given the ghost link had appeared of its own accord, he’d tried to follow it.

But Artemis wasn’t a Champion anymore. Her mind was sealed by power he scarcely understood. Whatever she thought she was feeling was just Nathan prodding her defenses.

Powerful ascended magic wrapped itself around her mind, but not mental magic. At least, not anything Nathan would describe as mental magic. It reminded him somewhat of spatial magic, but wasn’t like that either.

Undoubtably the defenses were the work of the partner. Outer beings possessed ascended magic their Messengers lacked.

In this case, Nathan needed a way past that didn’t involve trying to smash down the doors. All he’d done in the past was hit Artemis as hard as he could with mental magic and it had worked, somehow.

The barriers felt impenetrable. Literally so. As if the partner had woven a protection spell whose entire purpose was to never be breached. Nathan had, so it didn’t work, but that didn’t help if he didn’t know how he got through.

Nathan tried something else. “Can you try to relax yourself and open your mind to me? Like you were trained to in the academy?”

Artemis shot him an odd look. “You just said you weren’t using that method.”

“Humor me.”

She did. Her posture relaxed and she gazed into the distance, staring at nothing in particular. Soft breaths left her partially open mouth. Her ears twitched.

Nathan felt no change in her mind. Annoyed, he poked it.

Her mind rippled, and he felt her defenses relax. A sigh escaped Artemis.

It was as if she was inviting him in. And she’d talked up her awareness of her own mental state a few seconds ago.

Once in, he could barely sense a thing. Her mind appeared to be empty. Emotion buzzed around him, and he quickly determined which one it was.

Caution.

Artemis fundamentally distrusted him. Or, perhaps, she distrusted everyone. She’d let him in her mind, which was a big step.

He repaid that trust by finding her mental core as swiftly as possible. Her gems still orbited it, much as they had when she was a Champion.

Only difference was that the gems no longer resembled anything Nathan would think of as the mental imprint of a Champion gemstone. Rather, when he poked them, they reminded him of binding stones. No tethers were attached to them, meaning the partner wasn’t powering Artemis.

Which explained why partner Messengers were at full strength before breaching. They didn’t rely on an outer being.

Somehow, Artemis generated her own power. And if the resemblance to binding stones matched Nathan’s knowledge of the ones here…

She was drawing on the power of the void, just like him. Or perhaps all Messengers were. The “void” might just be the source of all magic, given Doumahr itself relied on the binding stones to provide magic from it. Life itself was dependent on a reality that defied explanation and logic, inside which nigh-omnipotent multiverse-consuming entities dwelled.

Messengers were merely people who had been modified to naturally use that power. Nathan might find something similar if he poked around more Messengers. Perhaps the racial abilities of the succubi, like how they could see emotions, were tied into it. Using the void directly to power spells was the strange and dangerous part, it seemed.

“Nathan?” Artemis asked.

“It’s fine. Just got distracted,” he said.

Unlike when he usually gemmed a Champion, Artemis remained fully aware. So did Nathan, as he wanted to avoid being attacked like with Lily.

He formed a link with Artemis and pulled out. Once he confirmed she didn’t sever the link by accident when her mental defenses closed, he focused entirely on reality.

“Ready to see the others?” he asked, rubbing the back of Artemis’s hand.

She scowled, before biting her lip. Her head nuzzled against his shoulder.

When she didn’t answer, he waited while checking with Reine about the breach. Despite the danger, the demons moved slowly enough he could spare the time.

“It’s annoying,” Artemis said. “I don’t want you to think I’m weak. Because I’m not. I’m stronger than you, and I absolutely know it. But… I want you to coddle me. To hold me and tell me everything will be alright.”

“I don’t think I ever did that in the past,” he said.

She smiled at him and stroked his cheek. “You didn’t. And if you did I would have hit you for it. But maybe I needed it more than I was willing to admit. Things weren’t alright back then. But I want them to be right now.” Then she bounced back and shook her entire body, fluffing out her long hair and tail. “Alright, enough sappy crap. I already got given shit by Vala earlier. I’m fine. Let’s go massacre some demons and carve apart a Messenger.”


CHAPTER 9



The grassy fields outside Fertheim billowed in the wind and red leaves covered the highways leading into Falmir’s capital, signaling the arrival of fall. Fertheim was technically a coastal city, even if its coast ran along the closed Lake Unitas. The sun had well and truly set by now and only the light of a full moon and the stars lit the field.

For security reasons, the monarchy had kept the lands around the city free from all farms and villages. Or perhaps just for aesthetics. The city had been the site of a major siege during the secession, back when the walls actually surrounded the entire city. Now, a sprawl ran far beyond the walls and the highways had been moved or subsumed by the outer reaches of Fertheim.

Nathan’s immediate problem with the sprawl was that it made the city indefensible. Even without a cascade, Fertheim’s defensive shield only extended to the old city wall that barely covered a quarter of the land the metropolis covered. And it hadn’t even been activated. Somebody presumably needed to get inside the palace and turn it on once they realized the Bastion responsible was dead.

Only a few miles away from Fertheim stood the cause of Nathan’s arrival: Elheim. A towering fortress that stood atop a small mountain constructed by Omria during the crusades. The walls stretched along the edges of the cliffs, making the fortress appear like a single, gigantic building of stone that had been raised from the ground by the goddess herself. Ordinarily, it loomed over passersby and acted as a reminder of Falmir’s military might and history.

Except now the only thing looming over the region was the rippling breach of a demonic portal. The keep atop Elheim had been vaporized and replaced with one of the largest portals Nathan had seen. It had to be two or three hundred feet tall, and stood as a black-and-white gouge in reality.

Above it hovered a black orb that Nathan nearly missed against the night sky. It was roughly three times the size of a person. The dominion was inside, and that black orb acted as her defenses against magical attacks.

Ciana followed his gaze and her eyes shined in the night. “Is that the dominion? It looks like the same inky bubble we’ve seen before, but… bigger.”

“It’s way bigger,” Nathan said.

“Huh? Where?” Vala squinted at the portal, but her human eyes couldn’t make out the dominion. “I can see the demonic horde burning the oldest, greatest fortress in Falmir and spilling out over its walls, but no flying angel bitch.”

Several nearby knights shot Vala dark looks. Nathan had found Vala’s knight-killers and brought them along, so they were more willing to give the trigem Champion shit over her behavior.

“We need to assume the dominion is significantly more powerful outside of the portal,” Nathan said. “Even so…”

He was troubled by how massive the increase in her bubble appeared to be. Even reaching out with his magic, he could feel the spatial magic in it, effectively severing reality around it in the same way Varrus’s Champion had in the Spires.

He’d been confident that his greater strength would prevail against a dominion. The Twins had even talked down about the power of dominions compared to succubi.

On the other hand, he wondered if dominions had elites just like succubi did. And if an elite dominion was going to strike anywhere, it would be now. Especially as she came from a portal Nathan hadn’t controlled.

He regretted leaving the binding stones near Fertheim alone. Seizing them would have created immense political issues once Maxwell took the throne, but Nathan had left a huge hole in his defenses as a result.

At least Falmir marched to defend their capital. Soldiers streamed out of the city behind him and were already on the highways around him. Banners flew in the distance, on the other side of Elheim. Another Bastion had likely begun moving to Fertheim once news of invasions arrived and was in place to intercept the dominion. Nathan had no clue who.

Peasants and wagons streamed along the highways and roads nearby. They threw fearful looks at the thousands of Imperial knights that had appeared out of nowhere in the field, but the burning fortress forced them to continue fleeing to Fertheim.

Even if there weren’t many villages or towns immediately outside the capital, there were countless around Elheim. To say nothing of all the people in the fortress itself. Tens of thousands of people were fleeing in the middle of the night. If the breach worsened, that number would increase tenfold. And if Fertheim fell, a million or more might be homeless.

Or dead.

Nathan hadn’t let a city fall since coming to this world. He sure as hell wouldn’t let the first one be the capital of his homeland.

“Form ranks,” he yelled out. “We’ll either meet the demons here or march on Elheim to kill the Messenger.” He looked at Artemis, who had remained silent since arriving. “Not going to rush off and try to cut up the dominion?”

“She’s an annoying type,” Artemis said, staring up at the black orb. “Never seen one with a bubble this big. Usually when they attack me or get in my way they’re barely worth the time to cut to pieces. This one feels different.” She gave him a sidelong look. “Also, I can’t fly.”

“You have a duogem ability that lets you cut people apart from a distance and that’s your excuse?”

Her ears twitched. “Maybe. Also, they regenerate. If I’m carving one apart it needs to be up close and personal.”

That much was true. Dominions could survive anything short of being almost completely blown apart. Only Artemis herself had more powerful regenerative abilities, and perhaps the prophets, given Sofia had survived literal death.

As the knights assembled, Nathan did little more than watch smoke and embers float from Elheim. He’d once dreamed of being posted there. Like Fertheim, it was one of the binding stones associated with trigems and Bastions associated with the royal family. Nathan’s current position gave him command of similar binding stones in the Empire.

Now it burned. Thousands of demons flung themselves from the walls, landing in trees and fields below. Their sturdiness ensured they survived and a horde began stumbling toward Fertheim and Nathan’s knights. First thousands, then easily ten thousand.

Soon, the knights were outnumbered by a demonic army ten times their number. Nathan held position.

More and more demons continued to pour out of Elheim even as the city was consumed by an inferno. Almost all were lesser demons. He’d seen few signs of the superheavy demons utilized by previous dominions.

Noise from his left flank alerted Nathan, and he reached for his magic. Shouts of anger rose from his knights. Vala rushed over with her trigem ability.

A few squads of guards in Falmirian uniforms stood on a nearby highway wielding crossbows and spears. They’d likely accompanied villagers fleeing their homes.

One pointed a crossbow at a knight some fifty feet away. Nathan’s knights had shifted and raised shields, unsure if they should respond to the aggression. While he couldn’t tell for sure, the guard’s crossbow appeared empty. He’d likely already fired.

“What the fuck are you doing, you goddess-damned idiot?” Vala shouted, her north Falmirian accent thicker than usual and impossible to miss. “Hell itself is coming out of Elheim and you’re pointing your crossbow at us. Do we look like demons? Save your ammo for the big red beasts, unless you want to die.”

The crossbowman stared at Vala in shock. Whether it was because she was a Falmirian in an Imperial uniform, the fact she was a trigem, or her words, it didn’t matter. Another guard clapped the crossbowman on the shoulder and yanked him back. The others joined in and pulled him back. A few raised their hands in an attempt to disarm the situation and words were said that Nathan couldn’t hear.

When the knights turned away, Nathan took the situation as handled.

At least, he would have had spells not then struck his rear line.

Turning, he cursed as the soldiers and battlemages pouring out of Fertheim’s gates began forming ranks behind him. Magical bolts and other weak spells slammed into his knights. Ineffectually, thanks to the powerful enchantments in their armor. But if they kept up their bombardment they’d start causing casualties.

The guards wavered, but their officer waved them away. Screams ripped through the air from the villagers as they began fleeing the unexpected conflict between the Empire and Falmir. Nathan saw many of them scanning the air for something.

Fyre, he suspected. Or maybe Charlotte.

They wanted to see Omria teleport in with her glowing golden wings and deliver them from this nightmare. Unfortunately, all they had for now was Nathan and the endless foibles of humanity. Dumb, fucking humanity.

Ciana’s horn darkened as she caught onto his fury. He waved her off.

Reine noticed as well. The situation is worsening rapidly. Fyre is heading to northern Trafaumh now, but I can send her to Falmir instead.

I don’t want to risk more breaches or cascades than necessary, Nathan replied. The sooner Trafaumh’s breach is closed, the sooner Fei and Tarako can help Bastion Jacques defend Tortoffen. Fyre can come here once she’s done.

But he sure as hell wanted Fyre to move fast. No matter how much some of his allies talked up the way people looked at him as a prophet or savior, nothing beat the visceral image of Fyre or Sofia using their power. The glowing golden wings above a battlefield and immense power that could vaporize whole armies if they cared to.

Fyre held the countenance of a goddess, and people looked to her for hope. Nobody reacted to Nathan’s arrival by swarming him with idols and babies to be blessed.

“Vala, take your knight-killers and deal with the Falmirians behind us,” Nathan ordered when Vala returned. “Either convince them to stand down with your overflowing charisma, or cut them down until they get the point. I don’t have time to fight on two fronts against soldiers too stupid to realize their true enemy when a Messenger has breached.”

“By overflowing charisma, you mean my axe, right?” Vala hefted her weapon of choice over her shoulder.

“No, captain, he means shake your hips at them,” one of Vala’s subordinates said. “Of course he means threaten them, you dolt.”

Vala scowled at the knight-killer, before ordering her company to move to the rear. The other knights shifted to make room in their ranks.

Most of the soldiers close to Nathan began moving backward, only to be replaced by other knights in lighter armor. He left Vala to her devices.

A golden glow began to appear over Elheim. He frowned, faintly recognizing it.

Then a solid beam of light descended from the sky, as if the heavens had struck the center of the burning fortress with their divine might. Dying roars erupted from the demons as Reine used her duogem ability to vaporize many of them. The blast had eclipsed the black orb entirely.

But the dominion remained unharmed inside her bubble. Reine lacked the power to breach it.

Don’t do that again, he told Reine.

I can’t just watch, she said.

You aren’t. All of Doumahr’s defenses relies on your organization, portals, and scrying. As powerful as your new ability is, it will exhaust you.

She remained silent. He could imagine the pout on her face.

Looking around, he saw convoys of villagers freeze and stare up in disbelief where Reine had attacked. Many pointed. Fertheim’s “defenders” had stopped launching magical attacks.

But thank you, he added. It helped.

Pride beamed over the mental link with Reine, and he let his spymaster bask in her accomplishment. So long as she didn’t repeat it.

He still needed a proper plan to deal with the dominion. Crushing her armies would suffice for now, at least until Fyre arrived.

If he wasted magic on her bubble, it might do little more than exhaust him. He’d hoped Artemis would deal with the other Messenger while he defended Fertheim. If she wasn’t confident in attacking, there was no chance Nathan could take her.

So defense would remain the plan for now.

The black orb shimmered with white light and Nathan felt magic pierce reality. Large balls of flesh grew from nothing in the air around the dominion, until they were far too large for comfort. Then they burst, revealing their contents.

“More demons,” Lizbeth shouted.

Her point was understated in this case. Hundreds of bat-like flying demons appeared in the air around the dominion. Just like the last time he saw them, they comprised the more powerful versions of lesser demons: heavies and shamans. Demon shamans were magic-wielding demons, if only weak magic.

The use of flying demons confirmed the dominion’s true target was Fertheim.

Nathan scowled. “I wish I had a company of battlemages. Or even the Royal Knights. We’ll need to rely on magical bolts. Ready weapons!”

The biggest difference between the Imperial knights trained under Fei and the Royal Knights in the palace was the level of magical ability. Royal Knights were trained spellblades with some level of magical ability, while the Imperial knights relied more on their armor and physical ability. Moving from one to the other required a knight to prove they possessed the necessary magical talent.

Which meant most of the knights here couldn’t cast spells to shoot the demons out of the sky, and instead had to rely on enchantments in their weapons that shot magical bolts. Demon heavies and shamans would shrug off such weak magic.

A pair of green squares shimmered along Nathan’s sword as thousands of energy bolts lit up the sky. A fusillade of fire cascaded up at the horde of flying demons. But only a fraction of them fell. The rest soared overhead, ignoring the furious shouts of the soldiers.

Nathan’s spell blew apart a hundred demons at once. He prepared another. Even with his rapid spellcasting, he might only take out half of the demons. And he saw more being summoned by the dominion in the distance.

Light shimmered along the towers in Fertheim. He barely caught it, but didn’t comprehend what it might mean as he focused on the flying demons.

Ciana dashed away, her monogem flaring with light as she borrowed his speed. She held her greatsword in the air and summoned a barrier.

The wall of silver light covered the knights. But it didn’t rise far enough to trouble the flying demons. Nathan cursed. A good effort.

Only for him to realize the real reason she’d cast it.

One of Fertheim’s mage towers lit up with green light as a great ritual spell blasted from it. The wind increased in intensity a hundredfold, sending the leaves on the roads swirling upward as if caught in a small tornado. Tails and ears flapped wildly and knights screamed in panic.

But the spell wasn’t aimed at them.

A vortex of wind blasted through the air above them, cutting through the demons. It sent all but a handful hurtling along, their wings and bony limbs separating from their bodies in a shower of gore as the impact of the gusts blew the demons apart.

Nathan watched as more mage towers lit up. The same tower prepared another wind spell. A fifth or sixth rank spell at most, even if it was powered by a large number of mages. Two other towers attempted to cast rituals.

The lights on one flickered out, and he felt the rush of magic backfire through the leylines. Cracks appeared along the sides of the tower. It remained standing, however.

Only for the other tower to launch an inferno at it, coating the length of the building in flames for a good hundred feet or more. Fire gushed off it and lit up homes beneath it.

Even so, the tower still stood. Its stone glowed red-hot.

“Uh, what the hell?” Artemis asked.

“I’m assuming the mages disagree about helping us.” Nathan grimaced. “Which worries me. A demonic invasion should bring together everyone, especially if it’s on your doorstep. What the hell has Sofia been up to that they might still try to fight us first?”

“Being a petty bitch, I imagine.”

Ciana dashed back and looked at Nathan. “Should I continue defending the rear? It looks like Vala won’t need to fight the soldiers, as they’re panicking after all the magic and demons above them. But those spells…”

“I don’t know…” He bit his lip.

He checked with Reine. Can you scry inside the towers?

No. The wards are still interfering with my scrying. I’m sorry, she said.

“We’ll have to hope for the best,” Nathan said. “I can’t deploy you at the rear the entire battle. If things look bad, I’ll take out the mage towers myself.”

He was confident he could eliminate the towers with his spatial magic. Teleporting over and toppling them with spatial slashes would be easy.

The casualties would be immense. But the alternative of losing all his knights to insane mages was worse.

Magic continued to turn the night sky into an impromptu fireworks show as support spells tore through the air from Fertheim. Horde after horde of flying demons fell, no matter their size. The dominion summoned armies as large as Nathan might face at once in a portal, only for the mage towers to blast them apart instantly.

All the while, the towers continued to battle it out in Fertheim. Lightning bolts and boulders flew between them, while barriers sprung up to defend themselves. Only the wind tower remained resilient in its support and defenses.

“They used Garuda against us at the Torrovium Fields,” Nathan said. “Even if Fyre destroyed their greatest tower, I’m guessing many of their sorcerers specialize in wind magic.”

“Shouldn’t you know this?” Vala asked.

“I’m not an actual sorcerer,” he admitted. “Unlike Gareth, I’m largely self-taught. Nobles often get a strong formal foundation from a sorcerer in the house or a Champion—Veronica in my case—but I never apprenticed as a sorcerer. So I don’t know much about the politics or positions within the mage towers. Only the Bastions.”

“Well, at least we have that in common.” She smirked at him.

“I’d say you have more in common, but you’re so different from the muscle-brained idiot I knew that it’s strange to call you Vala,” Artemis said.

Vala stared at Artemis.

“What?”

“Nothing.” Vala shook her head. “Uh, more demons, I think?”

“Worse,” Nathan growled. “You might be about to test out how strong your duogem ability really is.”

More balls of flesh congealed outside Elheim. This time, they appeared only slightly above the horde charging toward them, and in larger quantities. Nathan could guess what this meant even before the demons inside them were summoned.

Fifty-foot-tall monstrosities appeared from the dominion’s summoning magic, each with blue skin and covered in thick steel armor. A single black horn stuck out from their foreheads and claws protruded where they should have hands.

Behemoths. Arguably the most dangerous greater demons. Definitely the most devastating, especially in large numbers. Which the dominion had provided.

“I’ll handle the right flank,” Artemis said.

She blurred away without another word. Nathan trusted her to handle literally half the behemoths on the right, and focused on the rest.

Nathan opened his mouth to issue an order, then closed it.

Ordinarily, he’d need his Champions to help him. But a lot had changed since the last time he’d fought behemoths in the open like this.

Because he knew they were weak against spatial magic. Nathan had spatial magic in spades.

His sword shimmered with the black light of his ascended magic.

“Uh, what happened to using my duogem ability?” Vala asked.

“It’s my backup plan,” he said. “Prepare to use it, or else to fight the horde that’s only minutes away.”

He focused on his spatial slash. When he typically used it, it cut a thin line that might fell a single behemoth. Or he could carve apart a whole section of the world.

What he needed was a much wider slash, capable of covering thousands of feet. The magical draw would be immense, but Nathan had the power to back it up. He reached for the void.

Something red flashed on the bubble. A strange emblem. He vaguely recognized seeing it on the clothing of the first dominion he’d fought.

Ignoring it, he continued casting his spatial slash.

Magic ran through his veins as his entire arm turned solid black. His body shook and he felt the drain of the sheer amount of magic he’d used tonight wear on him.

He unleashed the slash with a swing of his sword. Gaping cuts burst apart the armor of five behemoths as his spatial slash carved each of them in two. Roars escaped them, as the monsters struggled to understand what had happened. Their upper halves slid free and crashed onto the lesser demons below them. Hundreds of demons died, crushed beneath the bulk of dying behemoths.

Nathan gasped for air. The spell had pushed him more than he’d expected.

He’d cast spatial magic spells he felt were as strong or stronger.

But he had also been using his spatial magic to a degree he’d never dreamed of today. Teleporting thousands of soldiers around and flinging spatial slashes far more powerful than anything he’d been capable of until he fought Varrus. Not to mention the power he’d used when battling Sofia when he thought Fei had died.

The drain reminded him of when he’d topped up Seraph’s binding stone. Recovery would take time. Not as long as it used to, but still days or perhaps a week or two.

Nathan tried not to laugh at that fact. A huge battle like this would mean taking months to recover as a Bastion. Now being a little weaker for a few days troubled him.

“I’m not doing that again,” he said.

Ciana pressed a hand against his side. “Good.” Her horn shined white. “We can fight more of the behemoths if any more appear. Or if Artemis needs help.”

Artemis did not, in fact, need help.

The undead Messenger flew through the mass of lesser demons as if they weren’t there. Because by the time she reached them, they weren’t. Her amethysts would glow, she swung her scimitar, and every demon between her and the behemoth exploded. Then she’d fling herself into the air and land on the behemoth.

Roaring, the behemoth swung at her. Too slowly, given her speed and the bulk of the beasts. All three of Artemis’s amethysts glowed and she plunged her sword into the behemoth’s chest.

The armor burst into shards, followed by the insides of the demon gushing out. As the behemoth died, Artemis leaped to the next. The process repeated. Each behemoth fell in the time several of Nathan’s trigems would need to take them out, just with Artemis’s own power.

Fei or Tarako might be able to achieve the same thing, he thought. But Fei could only match Artemis in specific circumstances if the enemy was close enough for her fire to consume the foe.

The orb flashed again. That strange emblem had vanished, leaving Nathan confused about it.

This time, no balls of flesh appeared. Instead, Nathan felt a familiar feeling he’d never associated with Messengers.

The sensation of a Bastion bending reality itself. The dominion possessed the same reality-bending powers as Nathan and other Bastions, leaving him to battle a Messenger in a domain he’d never done so before.


CHAPTER 10



“What the hell is happening to Elheim?” Vala asked, staring in horror at the bubbling walls and cliffs of the burning fortress before them.

The dominion’s reality bending power reached deep into the fortress, twisting its foundation much like a Bastion would when constructing a fortress. Nathan felt her magic creep through the ground as she pumped more raw energy into Elheim than the binding stone likely held at once.

He kept a watchful eye on how close her magic got, however. His own well of power remained ready to slap her down if the dominion tried to turn the ground into lava or turn the battlefield into a weapon.

“That’s what Bastions do,” Ciana said. She stared at Elheim in growing horror. “When the Twins said dominions could shape reality, I thought that was only in portals.”

“Evidently not. I’m guessing there’s a reason they’re called dominions,” Nathan said.

Artemis blurred back toward them, absolutely coated in blood. Grimacing, Nathan cleaned her off with magic, and she shook herself like a dog.

“If you can clean the wolf-kitty up, can’t you stop the dominion?” Vala asked. “Like you do when fighting other Bastions?”

“She’s miles away, Vala. And given the speed with which she’s reconstructing Elheim’s outer wall into… something, she’s better than almost any Bastion I’ve fought,” he said. “I’d lose any struggle, but she can’t do anything to us. Not unless we get closer.”

“The winged bitches are worse than you,” Artemis said. “By the time we got to the Reaches’ Guard you could reconstruct entire fortresses in hours.”

And the dominion was reconstructing one side of Elheim’s outer wall in minutes.

The purpose of her reality bending became clear as over a dozen spires spiraled upward from the wall, jutting upward from black stone spikes. Each spire held an almost obscene width, far greater than anything humans would build. Smaller towers shot upward in front of Elheim, each with empty holders for an orb or other object.

Gargantuan siege weapons constructed themselves from thin air atop the spires. Trebuchets the size of keeps were accompanied by gargantuan repeater ballistae with bolts the width of a man. Demons spewed forth from the dominions power to man the devices in the hundreds, or possibly thousands.

“We’re miles away,” Ciana said. “Why is she building siege weapons?”

Yet the dominion wasn’t finished. The orb abruptly burst, revealing the tiny figure within it. A smaller bubble of magic protected her within the larger orb, but this one was translucent.

Much like the previous dominion’s Nathan had fought, this one wore a lascivious uniform that struggled to contain her nether regions. The colors were different, however. Other dominions mixed white and black with gold, and a touch of silver.

This dominion wore only white, gold—and blue. The last color stirred worry in Nathan’s mind, but he suppressed it. Her uniform otherwise matched. A vest two sizes too small that strained against the Messenger’s breasts, matching white velvet shirt and ruffled skirt that barely covered anything. And, thanks to his enhanced vision, he confirmed her panties were as visible as ever.

His Messengers told him that their old employer had no sex drive, but somebody definitely had impure thoughts when creating this uniform.

The same red emblem as before glowed on the left breast of her vest. It didn’t disappear, however. Nathan forced himself to stop looking at it, as the sight of it made him uneasy.

The dominion had shattered her orb for a reason, however. Solid black orbs appeared in the holders of the smaller towers she’d summoned, while more of her inky magic spread across the siege weapons. Each of her spells converged into an object. Ammunition, to be precise.

A hundred or more “relics,” if the twisted creations of the dominion could be considered such. Just as Sofia had summoned magical weapons filled with her power when they fought her, so did the dominions. Except this one was using them to supply her siege weapons.

“Ciana, prepare a barrier. I’ll try to take out the towers from here,” Nathan said. “Artemis⁠—”

“We’ve got company,” Artemis interrupted, pointing her scimitar to their right flank. “More Falmirians. And the ones marching from the west are getting closer, but don’t seem to be stopping.”

Ciana stepped forward and held her greatsword aloft, ready to summon a barrier as needed. The demons approached, but were less of a worry than the dominion’s magic at this point.

Meanwhile, Nathan responded to Artemis. The Falmirian force that had been approaching from the other side of Elheim had gotten closer, as she said.

And a gaping portal brought a new and unknown army onto the field. Armored soldiers and battlemages streamed through it, all wearing Falmirian uniforms. Their insignias were a mishmash of nobles, and included a few Nathan didn’t recognize. Likely new nobles appointed by Charlotte after her purge of the republicans.

What he did recognize was the black and gold uniform of an Imperial Royal Bastion and his Champions.

Gareth led the new force, accompanied by Beth and Erica. A familiar trigem catgirl hefted a worn greatsword over one shoulder as she darted forward, only to stop abruptly and look back with flattened ears. A Bastion—presumably hers—waved her back to them.

No sign of Adam. Nathan wasn’t surprised given the danger as well as the impending civil war.

His father had a tendency to avoid truly dangerous situations unless he had no choice. Even when Nathan had assaulted him at Tervuis’s Ford, Adam had been rushing to fortify the position in the hopes that a night attack wouldn’t come. The man was a cockroach.

Nathan chose not to judge Adam too harshly this time. Somebody needed to ensure Prince Maxwell took the throne and Falmir ended the war once this invasion was over, and Adam wasn’t the most useful Bastion against a breach.

“False alarm,” Artemis muttered as she spotted Gareth. Her muscles tensed and she prepared to charge off, only to remember Nathan was here. “Want me to deal with the big catapults?”

“Not if I can first.” Nathan held his blade to the side and began channeling spatial magic into it. “Deal with any behemoths and help the knights. The demons are nearly on us. Vala, you have command!”

“Gotcha,” Vala said, then raised her voice. “Hold position! Nobody moves an inch in front of Ciana unless they want to get crushed against her barrier from the outside by fifty million demons.”

Thousands of knights rattled as one as they retook their formation. A wall of enchanted halberds protruded from the front line, while those behind drew swords and axes. Weapons hummed with magic. Not a single jibe shot back at Vala, even if she’d asked for one due to her terrible counting skills.

“If you think this is fifty million, you really need to learn your math,” Artemis said.

Okay, somebody had a go at Vala. She gave Artemis a sidelong look, before refocusing on the incoming horde.

“I’m looking forward to see how good you are at measurement after this,” Vala replied.

Ciana’s eyes bulged and giggles escaped her, although she tried to stop them. None of the knights understood, even if they weren’t focusing.

Nathan sighed. His Champions were hopeless.

His sword was pitch black with spatial magic, but the spell was far weaker than the one he’d used against the behemoths. Pushing himself so hard so soon would spell disaster.

But he was confident he could still land a spatial slash at this distance. What he needed to do was not slash everything in between.

Splitting apart miles of air was difficult, due to the sheer amount of space he needed to cut. But if he conjured the spatial slash closer to the wall, he’d reduce the magic needed. The spell felt less like a spatial slash and more like he was performing very precise spatial surgery on Doumahr.

If only he could be like Tarako and just carve apart armies from miles away.

His focus was as strong as it ever would be and the power ready. Nathan’s sword moved, cutting through the air in front of him.

Every orb in the smaller towers lit up at once. The darkness inside them shimmered and projected walls of distorted air in front of the orbs.

He felt the spatial barriers interfering with his more complicated slash, as they blocked him from conjuring magic too close to the wall. Frustrated, he pumped more magic into his spell and did the next best thing.

Half of the barrier towers collapsed as his spatial slash blasted apart their foundations. Nathan cursed.

“Too few,” he muttered.

Even as he summoned another spell, the dominion was already reforming the towers and summoning more barrier relics.

At this distance, he simply couldn’t destroy the orbs at once. The dominions excelled at blocking spatial magic. He was using a hammer to break down a solid steel door built to be hammer-proof, when he needed to chisel through the door.

“Now?” Artemis asked, her tail slapping against his legs.

Before he could answer, the siege weapons fired. Roars of fury deafened him as thousands of demons broke out into a blind charge a couple hundred feet ahead, barreling directly toward them. A tornado of wind formed in the midst of the horde, tearing apart hundreds and sending far more hurtling across the fields and roads.

Crossbows and arrows rained down on the demons from the Falmirian soldiers and guards positioned to the sides. Far too few to make a difference. More demons broke off from the main horde to threaten them, and the rain died off almost as fast.

“Volley!” Vala snapped.

Every halberd in the Imperial formation lit up at once, before loosing a magical bolt into the demons. The bolts blew holes through demons the size of Nathan’s head, toppling hundreds. Even the heavies crashed to their feet, as their armor failed to protect them from magic at such close range.

But a few hundred dead demons meant little against such a massive horde.

Worse, the eerie black boulders from the distant trebuchets hurtled toward them. Smaller objects rippled through the air, barely visible to an ordinary observer.

“Ciana,” Vala said.

A silver barrier snapped up in front of the knights. Moments later, the first of the relic ballista bolts burst upon it.

Ciana jolted, as if surprised by the raw force of the blow. The entire barrier rippled. Nathan checked on her diamonds, and actively topped them up. This didn’t compare to the raw fury of one of Siv’s spells, but with more bolts incoming, Ciana needed all the help she could get.

Dozens more bolts slammed into the barrier. Sweat ran down Ciana’s face. The demons reached them, and the raw weight of a thousand monsters rained down on her through the magical shield.

The trebuchet boulders flew ever higher. Too high to be aimed at them. Nathan cursed as he realized the true target.

Fertheim.

“Raise your barrier, Ciana,” he snapped. “I’ll block the relics. Deal with the horde. Artemis⁠—”

“Behemoths, then siege weapons,” Artemis said before he could even speak.

When Ciana’s barrier vanished, the catgirl blurred through it. A ball of demons burst into gore as Artemis charged through them, shredding them with her gem abilities without slowing.

“Charge,” Vala ordered.

Her amethyst flared to life as she shot forward and blew through the closest pack of demons. Ciana followed, and so did three thousand knights, all roaring with fury and imminent triumph.

Nathan’s fist shimmered with darkness as he summoned a spatial barrier above the fray to block the ballista bolts. They continued to futilely slam into his spell, but he turned his attention elsewhere.

His knights tore apart the demons two or three at a time, just as they’d been trained and equipped too. Even the green soldiers would be veterans after today. The blooded knights from past invasions and breaches would keep most of them alive, he hoped, especially with Ciana’s help.

Behemoths began to form in the distance, but Artemis said she’d take care of them.

The true problem remained the boulders flying overhead, propelled by magic and likely far more dangerous than mere boulders.

A bolt of lightning from the mage towers blew one apart, followed by a wind blade that split another open. But the halves continued to fly forward.

Nothing short of complete destruction would work. Nathan suspected that was a counter to spatial magic as well, as simply cutting the boulders in half wouldn’t stop them.

He still had to try something. Charging a fifth rank wind spell in seconds, Nathan summoned a vortex of wind beneath as many of the boulders as he could. Three were yanked out of the air and sent crashing to the ground, but two only fell out of their intended arc. Peasants and soldiers fled the impacts as plumes of dirt exploded from the impact. If there was any other magic contained within the boulders, it didn’t activate upon falling short.

Several more magically empowered rocks flew onward, directly for Fertheim’s inner city. The two Nathan had knocked off course crashed through homes and buildings in the outer sprawl.

A thin red beam shot out from Gareth’s reinforcements, along with a series of fourth rank spells from his battlemages. The beam penetrated deep inside a boulder and caused it to glow before bursting into pieces.

Even so, three of the projectiles reached the city. Shortly before impact, their blackened shells shined bright white and they split apart into dozens of smaller rocks, all moving at the same speed. Two of the cluster boulders transformed the base of the wind mage tower into a glittering display as they attempted to breach the barrier. Another took out half the docks on the far edge of the city.

Given the palace’s proximity to the docks, Nathan suspected it had been the real target. The demons either missed or a spell knocked the boulder off course.

As he surveyed the damage, the trebuchets atop the castle prepared to fire again.

Ciana and the other knights whirled through the demons, churning through hundreds in a scene of pure carnage. The knights occasionally broke formation to cut down small groups of demons, but the officers or Vala pulled them back in to prevent any demons from slipping inside their lines. With such a huge gap in numbers, the demons could rapidly encircle or split the knights if they found a gap.

For the first time almost since losing her arm, Ciana left Nathan’s side. She blinked across the battlefield from demon to demon, one of her diamonds burning with power. Every time she slew a group of demons, she used her relic greatsword to teleport to the next group and fell it.

Even if Ciana lacked any large-scale abilities to fell demons, her physical abilities made her unstoppable while fighting them and the greatsword let her put forward a mighty effort.

But the trebuchets needed to be stopped. Nathan teleported over to Gareth.

“Holy fucking shit,” Millie spat when he appeared next to them, distracted by the massive battle she clearly wanted to be part of. “How the fuck⁠—”

Nathan ignored her, even as she waved her greatsword around dangerously. “Gareth, get Millie and Erica into the melee. I don’t have any anti-army Bastions, so I need support on the ground. The dominion’s horde is effectively endless.”

“And me?” Gareth asked.

“Help me with them.” Nathan pointed at the new set of boulders being flung from the trebuchets.

“Was already working on it.” Gareth looked at the other Bastion. “I’ll leave the army to you. Try to avoid a pitched battle with a demonic horde fifty times our number. The Imperial Knights are literally the best soldiers on Doumahr, and we’re all fucking exhausted.”

“Don’t need to tell me twice,” the other Bastion said. “His Grace mentioned how few of them it took to capture Tervuis’s Ford, and I’ve read the reports.”

If the Bastion was referring to Adam as “His Grace” then he was definitely subordinate to him. Nathan took that as a good sign.

“I can fight? Thanks!” Millie shot Nathan and the other Bastions a thumbs up before tearing off toward the growing battle in the distance.

Her Bastion held his hand out, then ran a hand down his face. As a fellow Bastion in charge of an overactive catgirl—two, now—Nathan felt a deep sympathy for the man.

While the soldiers assembled around them, Gareth narrowed his eyes at the boulders.

“I saw them earlier. They’re propelled by magic, sure, but they seem to move like ordinary rocks with a huge amount of momentum,” Gareth said. “No normal trebuchet or spell can fling a boulder of that size over several miles.”

“I know how arcs work, Gareth. To go further, the rocks need to go faster. Gravity is a constant,” Nathan said. “Now help me stop the fucking things.”

The boulders soared through the air, and the mage towers once again only managed to shoot down a couple. More flying demons appeared alongside the behemoths—although Artemis didn’t let the towering blue giants live more than a few seconds.

“And get your mages to help with the flying demons,” he said.

Gareth looked at Beth, who grunted and rushed off to find the other Bastion.

Meanwhile, a fifth rank spell frame shimmered around his staff as he raised it toward the obsidian projectiles, which had begun to lower as they reached the outer sprawl of Fertheim. Their targets were likely mage towers and other important structures inside the city proper.

Clicking his tongue, Gareth looked over his shoulder at Nathan. “You might want to prepare something big to blow them up in the air. There are way too many soldiers and peasants down here for it to be safe to keep bringing down the big rocks, and our winged friend might start using that splitting spell early once she wises up.”

“Fixed position or what?” Nathan asked, assuming Gareth had something in mind if he was asking him to cast a spell.

“Fixed.”

A huge wind spell wasn’t the answer for once, and Nathan didn’t typically act as artillery with his spells. Most of his best spells that would affect a specific area were intended to take out an army on the ground. Or, if they would work, wouldn’t destroy a dozen boulders.

Nathan had another affinity, fortunately. He needed to tap into it like he had his wind magic.

Once more, he reached for a special place in the void. But this time, he wanted water magic. Specifically, the ice sub-domain of water magic.

The void felt different again. Every time Nathan tapped into it for a different type of ascended magic, he gained a better understanding.

Calling it a void was a mistake, even if he struggled to describe it any other way. It was a place, even if it didn’t exist physically. When Nathan wanted specific types of magic, he reached out to a different part of the void.

Did that mean the outer beings “owned” sections of the void? Was there an outer being in charge of this part? He had no clue.

What he did know was that drawing on “pure” ascended magic like this caused a rush of emotions when he did so. Using wind magic had brought a sense of whimsy and freedom, much like he’d embraced when he was younger.

The water magic stilled his mind, washing away many of his surface emotions. Even with a decade and a half of experience in battle and great control over his mental state, he’d never experienced a state of calm like this. One that enabled him to focus purely on his goals.

For a moment, even the battle itself faded away in his mind’s eye. Defeating the dominion and suppressing the invasions was a stepping stone, after all. He needed to bring peace to Falmir and end this insane war. Artemis needed care, and while Tarako put up a brave front, her façade had been crumbling and he knew something was deeply awry inside the ancient fox. And, if he truly cared, he could do something to help Kadria get past Sofia.

A much darker, colder emotion settled in his mind. One that told him that there were easy solutions to so many of these problems. He’d been ignoring it.

Merely take the power he had available and actually use it. Claim the many nations as his own, stop wasting time dealing with political nonsense that got in the way, and if somebody refused to know their place like Kadria, remind them of it.

Curiously, while his mind told him that the best way to put Kadria in her place was to use her like the sex toy she sometimes lusted to be, he felt no desire or pleasure at all over the idea. Nothing at all.

Gasping, Nathan pulled back from the raw emotions rushing through him from the magic. Gareth stood beside him, his spell nearly ready.

A thin layer of ice ran along Nathan’s arm and sword, with a translucent aura of blue light that echoed through his bones with each pulse.

“You alright?” Beth asked. She’d returned and looked at Nathan oddly, while Gareth had been too focused on his spell to notice.

“Good enough,” Nathan said, his breath visible as he spoke. “Gareth?”

“In a second…” The older Bastion bit his lip. “Now!”

His staff lit up with his spell just as the boulders soared over the outer edges of Fertheim. The golden light surged from Gareth, but dissipated almost immediately.

Its effect remained, however. Every boulder stopped dead in mid-air above the city. The air around them appeared distorted, as if wind currents were moving in opposite directions.

Something in Nathan intrinsically understood the spatial magic Gareth had cast. Although it felt different to the sort of spatial magic Nathan might use. Closer to something a mystic fox would cast.

“You stopped momentum around the boulders,” Nathan said.

“More or less. It’s not as fancy as teleporting them away, but it’s more precise than you slapping spatial barriers up across the entirety of Fertheim. It’s a localized version of the force barriers the foxes cast,” Gareth said.

The difficulty of casting a huge spatial barrier to stop the boulders was precisely the reason Nathan hadn’t done it. Not to mention the height issue.

With the boulders stuck in the air, it was Nathan’s turn. He raised his sword. The ice spell formed in his mind.

A surge of pure ice burst from the tip of his sword, forming an ever-growing pillar of ice that shot toward the boulders. As it closed on the target, the pillar split apart into as many smaller pieces as there were boulders.

Each small ice spike struck a separate boulder. The rocks froze instantly. Magic pulsed through the length of the pillar, reaching from Nathan’s body to each and every boulder.

With a thought, Nathan shattered them. The many shards of ice melted before they even struck the ground.

Gareth let out a breath, then turned back to the trebuchets. His battlemages sent fusillades of magic overhead, blasting the flying demons out of the air. Crossbow and archer fire joined in as the Falmirian units on the flanks redeployed from earlier.

Little had changed in the center.

“I’d say we need to deal with the siege weapons, but I think you beat me to it,” Gareth said. “It’s hard to tell with nothing more than the burning fortress to light up the towers, but something is carving them apart.”

Both men watched as the silhouettes of the dominion’s towers collapsed one after the other, taking the demons and trebuchets with them. New demons stopped spawning as the dominion attempted to rebuild her towers.

A futile effort now that Artemis was up close and personal. Even with the dominion’s incredible talent at shaping reality, Artemis could bring down a tower in seconds.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but that’s not a woman I’d want in bed,” Gareth said emotionlessly. “She swings her sword and takes out an entire keep. What happens if she loses control when she’s on top of you? She wouldn’t just break your pelvis. She’d obliterate the bed, the floor, and probably the foundation.”

“Thanks for the image, Gareth,” Nathan said, voice just as hollow. “I’ll take the risk.”

Maybe having sex with Artemis would be risky, but refusing her would be a literal death sentence.

Plus, Nathan didn’t mind the danger it brought. Fei sometimes used her strength enhancement in bed, although it helped that Nathan was actually stronger than her. Artemis on the other hand…

Well, he didn’t plan to arm wrestle her anytime soon.

The inky bubble popped again, but this time the dominion summoned an armory of relic weapons in the air beside her. The angelic Messenger glared down at Artemis, who stood atop the walls.

No matter how enhanced Nathan’s hearing was, he couldn’t listen to an argument two miles away.

Reine filled him in. Artemis is being very crude, and the dominion is calling her a traitor. Something about how her mission isn’t finished.

Panic coursed through Nathan. But Artemis⁠—

She is absolutely certain her “job” is complete. Her response mostly involves threatening to shove her sword up the dominion’s nether regions.

Nathan stared at the two Messengers in the distance. The relics rained down on Artemis, who darted away.

Even this close to the dominion, she still chose not to engage in a fight.

“We need to focus on handling the dominion,” Nathan said. “They’re basically immune to spatial magic. Only the natural elements work against them, and it needs to be powerful. They regenerate anything short of complete destruction.”

“Yeah, I know. Fought one. I think there’s another trying to breach that Adam and several Bastions are trying to contain.” Gareth grimaced. “Neither held a candle to this fucking monster, but they’re awful. A ridiculous amount of demons, plus they bombard us from afar. The fact we need to take the fight to them makes it hard to repel them.”

“Repelling isn’t an option here,” Nathan said. “I’m worried the sheer volume of demons being summoned will overwhelm us. I don’t have the forces in place, and even that extra regiment coming from the west won’t help much.”

“The west?” Gareth frowned at the other Falmirian army approaching them. “I’m no expert on breaches, but why the hell aren’t the demons going elsewhere? They’re so laser focused on Fertheim that a whole army just marched past Elheim.”

“It’s not normal, no. I suspect the dominion is trying to destroy Fertheim above anything else.”

Gareth continued to stare at the approaching regiment while the battle raged. The unit marched past the battle, making a beeline for Fertheim. Nathan’s attention returned to the dominion.

Because the black orb had begun to hover toward the city at an alarmingly fast rate. For the first time, a dominion was bringing the fight to him.

He nearly got his hopes up. Then trumpets blew in the distance, accompanied by muted shouting.

A barrage of spells battered the flank of Nathan’s knights. Companies of Falmirian soldiers charged forward with a trio of Champions leading them, moving from the left flank they’d approached from.

The “reinforcing” army from Falmir were attacking Nathan’s soldiers rather than the demons.


CHAPTER 11



Nathan couldn’t believe his eyes. Even with Fertheim on the brink of destruction by demons, at least one Bastion believed the war with the Empire more important than defending Doumahr. The traitorous Falmirian army had even moved into a better position to flank the Imperial Army so they wouldn’t have to fight the demons.

“Well, that’s suicidal,” Gareth said. His staff glowed with a supercharged fourth rank flame spell. “Guess the civil war is starting early. Those are definitely loyalists given where they came from.”

“All of them are loyalists, but they’re the first to be crazy enough to attack us with a demonic invasion underway,” Nathan growled. “Everyone else backed down.”

While Gareth launched fire spells across the battlefield, Nathan teleported back to his army. The barrage of spells had taken down a small number of his knights, but thrown the entire left flank into disarray.

“Knight-killers to the left flank! Everyone else pull back and form ranks,” Vala shouted above the chaos.

Several officers joined Vala in her futile effort to pull the army into a formation that could fight the demons and still defend the left flank from an impending charge by another army. Even with the gap between ordinary soldiers and the knights, the resulting chaos would cost far too many lives.

Especially as the knights were buried in a brutal melee. The superheavies had slunk into the fight at some point, and hundreds of towering brutes with enchanted armor and weapons dueled the knights at an almost equal level of power. Only the vastly greater skill of the beastkin soldiers kept them alive, but casualties began to mount up. Nathan saw bodies being dragged back by comrades. Many lay where they fell or tried to retreat by themselves once wounded.

He needed to handle Falmir himself.

“Vala, deal with the demons,” he shouted. “I’ll deal with the traitors.”

Calling those loyal to Charlotte “traitors” wasn’t accurate, but calling any soldier who chose to fight other beastkin or humans over demons was. Fury ran through Nathan’s body as he strode toward the Falmirians.

As he did so, the dominion’s orb popped. She’d flown close enough to be visible to everyone battling below her, and her wings stretched out within her protective bubble.

“Warriors of Omria, the time has come to cleanse this world of the unworthy filth that pollute it! Join the vanguard of your goddess and help me grant deliverance in Her name,” the dominion said, her haughty voice echoing across the fields with the help of magic.

What madness was this Messenger spouting? She’d even invoked Omria’s name! Something Kadria and the others were utterly unwilling to do.

Nathan’s knights barely reacted to the dominion’s message, as most continued fighting for their lives. Those who weren’t in pitched battle looked around in confusion.

After a quick check, he confirmed no mental magic had been used on his knights. They just didn’t understand what the dominion was saying.

Whereas the traitorous Falmirians reacted to the absurd statements with raucous approval. Their roars rang out as they continued charging Nathan.

A fact that didn’t surprise him when he saw the reason the dominion had popped her orb. Every time she did so, it was to summon her dark relics. First to fuel the siege weapons, then to attack Artemis.

Now dozens of relic weapons lay in the hands of the traitors charging him and his knights, all of them overflowing the tainted energies of a Messenger.

“Nathan, what’s going on?” Erica asked as she blinked next to him. “Even in a war, this is insanity. Do you want me to take out the Bastion and see if we can talk them down?”

He frowned, even as spatial magic filled his sword. Erica was right.

“Defenders of Falmir, stand down!” he boomed, his voice laced with mental magic. “The Empire stands with you in the defense of Fertheim.”

Not a single soldier slowed during their charge. By now, his knights realized something was awry. Many had abandoned the earlier order to continue fighting as normal and began pulling back to reform ranks, giving up ground to the demons.

Vala remained with the knights, while Ciana rushed over to Nathan’s side. A whirlpool of blood churned through the demons, and he expected to see Artemis.

A different black-haired catgirl burst free of the melee. Millie spun to a stop, her body vibrating with all the momentum she’d stolen from the demons. Her trigem ability allowed her to absorb physical force and become faster and stronger, and only the superheavies carried magical weapons, so she was nearly invulnerable and growing stronger by the second.

“Stand down,” Millie bellowed. “By the order of Prince Maxwell, the war with the Empire is over. There’s an army of demons to fight, you fucking idiots!”

“Traitor,” one of the charging Champions shouted in return. “The goddess has shown us the light, and her messenger will lead us to it.”

Messenger?

Nathan looked up at the dominion, and saw an expression so smug he reflexively wanted to punch it.

Dominions couldn’t use mental magic, however. Somebody else had caused this, and blocked his own mental influence.

He reached out with mental magic and found the root cause.

Sofia. He recognized the feel of her magic as it ran through the minds of an entire army, turning them into zealots. Had she been doing this to everyone, much like she had to Oliver? But when had she found the time? Nathan had thought her mental magic was greatly weakened.

It didn’t matter. With a single swing, he’d end this. He couldn’t afford to let an enemy army attack his in the flank at the moment, especially as the dominion would take too long to defeat, even if she was so close.

Spatial magic pumped through his arm and into his sword. He raised it.

Only for the world to almost turn to day, as golden light lit up the night like a beacon.

“Who dares speak my name in vain?” Fyre boomed, her voice so loud and powerful Nathan felt it in his bones. “There is only one messenger of Omria, and he stands in the defense of Doumahr beneath my very wings. Repent for your unfaithfulness, or be judged as heathens.”

For the first time since revealing their true colors, the traitorous Falmirians paused. Their charge stumbled as every single one of them came to a dead stop to gaze up at the awe-inspiring sight of Fyre at her most powerful.

The horse beastkin hovered above Nathan in the same golden robe she’d worn to the wedding, but with the edges of the black armor of her Champion’s uniform sticking out beneath it. Her wings stretched out across half the battlefield like a golden aura proffering protection to those beneath her. A scimitar shined like a shard pulled from the sun itself in one hand.

Somehow, Fyre looked more beautiful and imposing than ever. Nathan gulped at the sight of her. He’d long since lost his belief in Omria, given everything he knew, but Fyre stirred something within him now.

Only a couple of years ago, Fyre could have appeared like this and asked anything of him. Taken his very soul and never had to compete with any of the other women he claimed.

In this moment, Nathan knew in his soul that Fyre truly was Omria. As much as anyone could be. She’d become the goddess he’d spent most of his life believing in and that the myths and history spoke of as humanity’s savior and leader.

Using his brain, he recognized the mental magic pouring off her. It was crude, but significantly better than what Fyre had used in the past. More than anything else, it was tremendously powerful.

Where Nathan had failed to overcome Sofia’s influence, Fyre’s words cut through.

“Pretender!” The dominion shouted, pointing at Fyre. “You shall not sully Omria’s⁠—”

Fyre’s eyes glowed bright gold and Nathan felt her power almost double in intensity. That feeling of awe and might from earlier only grew.

A solid pillar of golden light erased the dominion, bubble and all. Nathan first thought Reine had intervened, but her gems hadn’t activated.

The light vanished, revealing the dominion to be intact. Her inky bubble had shrunk to barely the size of her body and she’d been crushed against a crater burned into the ground. Hundreds of demons had been obliterated by Fyre at once.

Fyre smirked at Nathan and spoke to him over their mental link. If Reine can do it, I can, too.

At least he’d confirmed Fyre remained herself, despite her appearance and fancy words.

The dominion pulled herself to her feet. Nathan knew now was the time to strike and teleported Erica and Ciana into the crater. He heard Millie’s squawks of surprise in the distance.

“Victory or defeat here is meaningless,” the dominion said upon spotting them. The emblem on her chest burned bright red, searing Nathan’s eyes. “My master has reclaimed his toy and marked this world for cleansing. All that matters is whether my sisters and I deliver him your head before his toy.”

“If you’re the best the dominions have to offer, then I think my head will be staying attached,” Nathan drawled.

He raised his sword, ready to hit the dominion with his spatial slash. It might not work as well as another spell, but he had it ready.

The dominion barked with laughter and pointed her hands at him. Every finger glowed with a miniature sun.

His eyes widened. The power of the spell was incomprehensibly higher than what previous dominions had used. Easily on par with something Siv might fling at him.

Ciana shot forward and her alexandrite glowed. One set of magical suns blinked across the crater, only to freeze in her spatial barrier.

Clicking her tongue, the dominion held her other hand up. These suns shot upward, before turning and coming back down faster than Nathan could summon a barrier.

Only for them to stop dead above him. Erica held a hand above him, all three of her moonstones glowing. Sweat poured down her face.

“Holy shit,” she breathed. “I can only imagine the insane shit you’d have given me if I’d been your Champion. My gems won’t last more than a few seconds.”

Nodding, Nathan teleported all three of them away. As they reappeared on the other side of the crater, the suns finished their paths. Each burst against the rock and blazed holes hundreds of feet into the ground before running out of magic. If any had struck him, they’d have blown holes the size of his fist through him and any armor he wore.

The dominion whirled, more magic appearing in her hands.

Only for her hands to fall to her feet. Artemis rolled in front of her, then spun. Her amethysts blazed as she tore through the dominion with repeated blows. Blood flew everywhere as Artemis created her own Nine-Tail Slash with sheer speed, strength, and ferocity.

Black bands became visible around the dominion’s body parts, and Artemis shredded them with each swing. The ink bubble had long since vanished.

It wasn’t enough. Screaming with a face that had been carved into several pieces, the dominion’s flesh began to re-knit itself with tendrils of blood and flesh, even as Artemis kept cutting.

“Artemis, get back,” Nathan said.

Artemis shot back to his side instantly. The dominion howled with anger and magic pooled in her damaged limbs.

Nathan’s arm came down, and his spatial slash landed with it.

His spell consumed the dominion, her magic, and her screams, along with a sizeable chunk of the earth around her. Nothing was left.

He lowered his sword. Reaching out with mental magic, he failed to find the mental presence of the dominion anywhere.

“She’s dead,” he said.

“And the portal’s still active,” Erica said. “It’s exactly as bad as the reports suggested. Shit.”

“This is the easy part.” Artemis stood and looked at Nathan expectantly. After a second he understood and cleansed her of blood. “You’ve got a prophet and Bastion right here, and the angel bitch can’t summon more demons.”

“But the breach will run wild.” Nathan looked up at the black and white tear in the world. “We’ll need to cut off any new demons before they run amok, as well as destroy those already here.”

Which meant dealing with the battle still raging around them. Fyre could handle the breached portal, but the aftermath would take all night. It wouldn’t be until tomorrow that he had a chance to follow up with Adam and Maxwell about Falmir’s throne.

But Fertheim was safe. As was the rest of Doumahr, given the breaches and invasions appeared to be handled.

There was just one thing…

“I wish I knew what that red emblem on the dominion’s uniform meant,” he said. “Did it hurt any of you to look at?”

“Emblem? What emblem?” Erica asked, and Ciana tilted her head in confusion.

Artemis stared at him. When he looked back, she simply frowned. “Guess she really was an elite. Atlas told me that only the most powerful dominions receive direct support from their boss. Pretty stupid idea for a dominion that strong to taunt Fyre directly, though.”

Direct support?

A chill ran down Nathan’s spine. The sensations he received from the emblem made sense now, as well as its ephemeral nature both times he’d seen it.

It was the emblem of the outer being who created most of the Messengers: Kadria’s old boss. If he was actively supporting Messengers, it meant he’d taken a personal interest.

The dominions words echoed in his mind.

This wasn’t just a war for Doumahr. The outer being wanted Nathan dead.


CHAPTER 12



Dawn broke, and with it the worst of the breach had been contained. Packs of demons still encroached on central Falmir. The many armies present to defend Fertheim were poorly situated to stop all the roving bands of demons that broke free of Elheim’s walls, especially as Nathan had exhausted himself.

After the warning his body had sent him during his earlier spatial slash, Nathan was unwilling to risk himself by teleporting entire armies around Elheim. Breaches came with casualties, and he submitted himself to reality.

He was no god, and didn’t want to be one.

With the first rays of the sun cresting the horizon and glittering off Lake Unitas, Nathan called his forces to a halt. He’d split his knights into multiple divisions. Despite their casualties, they greatly outclassed anything Falmir could field to defend themselves.

They were outside a ruined village to the south-east of Fertheim, chasing down what demons they could. He’d moved in this direction to lessen conflicts with Falmirian nobles who still controlled the lands to the west and north-west of Fertheim.

“I think we can push farther,” Vala said. Bags formed under her eyes from marching and fighting all day and night.

“This isn’t about resting. We’re pulling out,” he said. “Clean-up will fall to the garrisons and other knights deployed here.”

Vala gritted her teeth. Then she swept her gaze across the knights around her who had come to an abrupt halt at Nathan’s command.

Hundreds of the best warriors on Doumahr, and they practically collapsed to the ground given the chance. Yes, they could keep marching. Almost all of them were beastkin and had inhuman endurance and strength. Their training and experience ensured they had the capability to keep going with minimal or no sleep in the worst scenarios, much like this one.

That didn’t mean they didn’t feel exhaustion.

“Got it,” Vala mumbled.

“It’s not just exhaustion,” Nathan said. “The breach is mostly dealt with. Pushing ourselves beyond our limits to mop up stray demons is wasteful. If a Messenger invades, or war breaks out with Arcadia, we need to be ready. This is a form of delegation, Vala. Seraph and the others had to learn it as they gained more command, and I guarantee they’ve already pulled out.”

In fact, he knew all his Champions bar those with him had pulled back to Aleich already. Reine had informed him over the course of the night as each breach and set of invasions was crushed.

Seraph and Narime had been the last to pull back, and only after the Twins literally put them to sleep around 4AM. The cascades from southern Arcadia had caused dozens of lesser invasions across Amica, even if no more Messengers invaded.

After the initial onslaught, not a single new Messenger appeared, even if a cascade reached a fortress with one. Kadria’s theory that her boss couldn’t attack with every Messenger appeared to be true. Nathan suspected Fyre’s immense power last night had been due to the outer beings overplaying their hand and making her stronger than ever.

Of his inner circle, the only subordinates still fighting were the Messengers. The Twins kept north-western Amica under control, and had even paid a short visit to the Spires with Kadria’s help. Astra had returned to her homeland for the time being to support her people. Kadria monitored south-eastern Arcadia and the border with Amica, where a breach had threatened a friendly faction within Arcadia.

Reine had moved Siv to the Far Reaches above Tortoffen. Apparently demons had roved north, and while none of the Messengers understood why, there was likely a reason to do so. Small tribes of wild beastkin did live up there, although they controlled no binding stones.

Only Falmir had nobody else to support it. The breach had been the worst it felt. But Nathan knew they stood in the eye of the storm.

Fyre’s appearance and the breach had united factions of nobles that would be at each other’s throats within days. Prince Maxwell would claim the throne with Adam Martel’s support, and a brutal civil war would result.

“Your face tells me we’re leaving for another reason,” Ciana said. She leaned on her greatsword while Vala dashed around and barked orders.

“We don’t want to be in Falmir when Maxwell claims the throne,” Nathan said. “Let alone near Fertheim. Nothing will stop rumors that we assassinated Charlotte⁠—”

“Didn’t we?” Ciana broke out in giggles. “Sunstorm brought her head back to Straub, even if she didn’t get the chance to stow it.”

Nathan grimaced. “I’ll cross that bridge when it comes. But if we’re anywhere near Fertheim when Maxwell announces his claim, he’ll be accused of being our puppet. Some will believe that no matter what, but the fewer that do, the less bloodshed there’ll be.”

“Does Falmir really want to throw itself into another useless war?”

“It’s tradition. The nobles feud over territory and titles constantly. In the eyes of many of them, this is a chance to gain more land and potentially a grander title. It’s part of why Adam wants a council, to remove the ability of any one king to hand out titles on a whim and reward coups, civil wars, and power grabs.”

“I thought he wanted a council because he hates being ruled by a king?” Ciana tilted her head.

“That, too,” he said.

She smirked.

Vala returned and gave a lazy salute. “Our unit’s ready to pull out when you’re ready. Giving the order to the others won’t be easy, though. But I guess you can handle that part.”

“I gave Lizbeth and the other Champions orders to return to the nearest fortress at dawn,” he said. “And we’re not quite pulling out.”

“You just said⁠—”

“I know what I said. Unfortunately, I have one final place to visit in Falmir before we can leave today.”

Once his troops gathered, Nathan cast what he hoped to be his final large-scale teleport for at least a few days. Reine would be taking them back from their next destination.

They appeared on the stone causeway that ran alongside Fertheim’s royal palace. The moat that bordered the palace shined in the early morning sun, along with the barrier dome protecting it from intruders.

The knights tensed upon seeing where they were, but between the early hour and ongoing disaster, no enemies greeted them. Most of the royal guard had been killed when Sofia attacked the Spires, and what few remained either sheltered inside the palace or had rushed out to defend the city.

Given the faerie origins of the royal palace, it scarcely resembled the buildings around it. Falmir favored stout, stocky buildings. If they were large, they tended to be simplistic at the fundamental level and dressed up with a façade that gave them the appearance of something grander. Most of the oldest and largest buildings in Fertheim were little more than big blocks of stone and wood that were given a makeover every few centuries.

But while the royal palace was no match for Aleich’s Imperial Palace, it still outclassed anything else in Fertheim. Marble domes dotted the three main wings of the building, and each wing stretched out in a flowing, curved shape from the center that had become Falmir’s national emblem.

Ironically, that shape was probably some old faerie sigil.

“Somebody finally remembered how to activate the barrier,” Nathan said, staring up at the barrier dome. “After the danger has long passed.”

“Is that why we didn’t teleport inside?” Vala asked.

“No. That was because Gareth told me the entire palace had been remodeled. If I don’t know the layout of the interior, I can’t accurately teleport. We’ll need to enter on foot.”

“Through the barrier?”

He looked at her, and she had the grace to blush.

Of all the obstacles Nathan had faced recently, this barrier barely counted as one, except by the dictionary definition.

Raising his sword, he prepared a spatial slash to cut through it. A weak one. His sword still turned that eerie black despite the relative lack of power placed within it.

A golden lance penetrated the barrier first, shattering it into pieces as the spear of light blasted a crater in the stone courtyard that led up to the main entrance. As the barrier crumbled, Fyre descended from the air above them.

“You didn’t invite me,” she said, pouting at Nathan.

“Reine did,” he said. “There’s no battle to be fought here, given Sofia appears to be long gone. She’d have shown herself otherwise. We’re just here to claim the place of power if we can and see if there’re any clues as to how she survived. I’ve invited others to help us with that. We should wait for them.”

“Can’t they join us inside?”

“No. If the wards of the palace can interfere with Reine’s scrying, they can stop teleportation as well.”

“Oh. So that’s the real reason you didn’t teleport in,” Vala said.

He shot her another look, but she grinned this time.

A few minutes passed in silence. Fyre drifted to the ground and furled up her wings, but quickly grew bored.

“You’re not interested in some sort of debrief?” she asked.

“I’ll get a full one later,” he grunted. “After a nap.”

She winced. “Right. Um…” She looked around, still full of energy. “Where’s the murder kitty?”

“I asked her to help with the breach, but when I mentioned the palace she lost interest.” He waved at the building in front of them. “Said she’d take a nap then join me in Aleich. Given how far she’s pushed herself in one evening, I let her be.”

“Pushed herself?” Fyre’s red eyes flared with light. “Everyone else fought all night after battling Sofia. Alice and Anna didn’t even get to finish their wedding. That dumb cat showed up after we fought Sofia and⁠—”

Nathan cut Fyre off with a glare. “I don’t expect everyone to immediately forgive Artemis and care for her unconditionally, but there should be at least a little respect. When I say she’s pushed herself to fight alongside us, I mean it. You didn’t see her.”

Ciana bit her lip and looked up at him. “She nearly ran off again, didn’t she?”

Damn. He’d forgotten that Ciana had seen Artemis nearly get cold feet atop the Jormun Spire.

Shaking his head, he placed a hand on Ciana’s head. “Not quite. But I understand why she nearly ran off now.”

Fyre glowered at him. “Why?”

“Why what?” he asked.

“Why do you forgive her so easily?” She thrust her arms down like a petulant child and her voice matched one. “Because I worked with Kadria, you took ages to truly trust me. To love me as more than a mere tool. Artemis didn’t side with an ally of yours without telling you the whole plan. She betrayed you and slaughtered thousands of alternative worlds, and even tried to murder us. Ciana is missing an arm thanks to her!”

Fyre’s fury shot off her in golden sparks and her wings unfurled once again.

And Nathan couldn’t entirely blame her. She was right.

“It’s not fair, I know,” he said solemnly. “But the world isn’t fair. She’s Jafeila, come back to me once again. The same Jafeila I thought lost to me forever, even if she’s being tortured and warped by her traumas as a Messenger. Fei is her own person, as I’ve told her a thousand times, and can’t be replaced. But I won’t throw away a chance to get back somebody I love.”

Fyre’s body shook, even as her eyes softened.

“I’d do it for you,” Nathan said.

A hiccup escaped Fyre and she crashed into him, nearly crushing him in a hug. “You said it. You truly said it!”

He rubbed his hands along her back, careful to avoid the wings wrapping around him and the horse tail flailing wildly. Fyre rubbed her face against his neck. Her horns grated against his jaw and he twisted his head out of the way.

Ciana smiled up at him and pinched his side.

When he looked at her, she mouthed, “She needs this.”

He couldn’t deny that. After rushing to forgive Artemis for her actions, he had to acknowledge how cruel he’d been to Fyre. She’d done so much for him, including changing herself and stopping short of the terrifying crusade she originally wanted to conduct against humanity on behalf of the beastkin.

Yes, he’d changed Fyre in the process. But Fyre had stuck with him despite knowing how little he truly thought of her. He’d been cruel to her. Showing her love was the least he could do.

“Am I interrupting something?” Tarako asked as she teleported next to them. Her tails lowered and she tilted her head to one side. “Or have I arrived after you already claimed the palace?”

Fyre leaned her head back but didn’t let go of Nathan. “We’re having a moment.”

“I noticed.”

“Everyone noticed. You’d have to be blind to miss you rubbing yourself against him,” Kadria said after arriving.

“Good.” One of Fyre’s hands ran lower on his body as she grinned at the Messenger. “If I could have gotten away with it, I’d have sucked his cock to seal the wedding yesterday. I’m more than happy for everyone to see me rubbing myself all over Nathan.”

The reminder that the wedding had been yesterday brought a grimace to Nathan’s face. He ran a hand down his features.

“I’ll need to see how Alice and Anna are doing,” he groaned. “This has been a nightmare all around. Let’s get this over with. The barrier is down.”

The group crossed the moat unimpeded, leaving behind a company of knights to act as guards. Nobody came out to greet or stop them. The gates to the outer hall and throne room stood closed, without the typical honor guard.

Once on the grounds themselves, Nathan felt the subtle power echoing within it. It was different to the Imperial Palace, and didn’t appear to come from the binding stone elsewhere in the city.

“Am I the only one who can feel that?” he asked, stopping just inside the empty hall that led to the throne room.

Naturally, his Champions had nothing to add. Kadria frowned.

Fyre raised an eyebrow. “I’ve always felt the places of power calling to me, including much subtler signals that don’t match what Kadria taught me about. But you’ve never brought them up before.”

“Is that what this is…?” he mumbled.

Raw magic permeated the stonework, as if Nathan was walking atop a leyline he could reach down and touch with his bare hands.

He even tried to. All he felt was cold stone.

“Binding stones don’t leave traces like this behind,” he said. “Why would a palace constructed by Omria feel so… different?”

“Shouldn’t you feel this way about the Imperial Palace?” Tarako asked.

“I’ve gotten used to it. Especially as I’ve stuffed it full of wards. I’m not sure if my senses grew stronger, or if something has changed recently, but I can feel Sofia’s magic laced throughout the palace.”

Fyre stiffened. “You mean Omria’s magic.”

He gave her a sidelong look. “No. Sofia’s. Even if you’re claiming the name and everything that comes with it, this feels different.”

Silence followed.

Only for Tarako to shake her head. “You’re sensing something different then. I won’t claim to be an expert at discerning magical signatures as it’s hardly my field of expertise, but all foxes have strong magical senses. When Sofia and Fyre use the power of the goddess, they’re practically identical. That’s exactly why Fyre can ‘steal’ the old cow’s…” She blinked. “Oh, wait, we can say her name again.”

“Yes,” Kadria said. “I still think it’s a bad habit.”

“It is,” Nathan admitted. “The dominion evidently didn’t know Fyre had the upper hand over Sofia and invoked Omria’s name.”

Fyre puffed out her chest, but her eyes burned. “That bitch spoke as if Sofia was the true goddess. I’ve never felt such power burn in my veins like when the dominion mentioned Omria’s name. I heard her mention it all the way over in Trafaumh, and…” Her face reddened. “Um, I might have created a new sea, by the way.”

“You what?”

“The power surged through me while I was swinging my sword and I cleaved open a chasm all the way to the coast.” She pressed her fingertips together. “I luckily missed the binding stone.”

When Kadria had said that speaking the name of powerful beings was dangerous, he hadn’t truly understood until recently.

He’d spoken Omria’s name in Sofia’s presence and nearly been overwhelmed by a mental attack. Now, Fyre tore apart tens of miles of terrain in a single swing.

“Go on,” he said, feeling weak.

“Um, I knew instantly where the dominion was. Every nerve in my body burned with the desire to destroy her. So I teleported over and… Well, you know the rest.” She shrugged with a smile.

He did. So, Fyre hadn’t been as strong as she was because too many Messengers had appeared at once, but because a dominion had provoked her power.

An odd oversight.

Kadria met his gaze.

“I see you’re thinking what I am,” she said. “No dominion—as arrogant and bitchy as they are—would speak the goddess’s name in vain. It’s a death sentence. They’re keyed in directly to my former employer.”

“I noticed. Artemis said they can even draw on his power if they have a red emblem.” He pointed at the left side of his chest.

“Indeed. Because the purpose of dominions is to clean up dead-end worlds and branches of the multiverse, there is typically less risk of using his power at its utmost.” Her expression darkened. “Hence why I don’t understand why he’s deploying the dominions so readily. They’re powerful, but come with immense drawbacks.”

Nathan nodded. “If she’d continued to hang back and bombard us, the battle would have continued for much longer. I didn’t have the right forces in play, even with Artemis’s help.”

For whatever reason, the dominion had thrown the battle. That much was clear.

He scratched his head. “I don’t understand. She sounded sincere when she said she wanted to kill me and deliver my head to your boss. Said that Sofia was also after it.”

Kadria’s eyes nearly popped out of her skull. “She said what? Why the hell didn’t you mention that sooner?”

Oh. He’d figured that was self-evident.

After explaining the entire incident with the dominion to Kadria and the others so they had every detail, he leaned against a wall of the hall. The black and white marble columns and walls no longer held the appeal they had years ago.

Kadria paced. Tarako watched her, amusement clear on her face.

“It does my heart good to see you so confused, given your arrogant personage,” Tarako said.

“Shut up,” Kadria snapped. “Now I don’t know what the hell is going on. Even more so than before. Sofia being snapped up is one thing, but if he’s seriously trying to kill you…”

“He wants Nathan dead?” Fyre finished with a smirk.

“Thank you, Captain Obvious.” The succubus rolled her eyes. “It’s a possible explanation why the dominion threw away a potential victory in Fertheim to chase Nathan. Artemis once said that the goal of the outer beings might be more than just consuming this world. They might have Sofia back, but what if their next goal is Nathan?”

“Destroying Doumahr is the same as killing me,” he said.

Everyone looked at him as if he was stupid. After a moment, he rubbed the back of his head.

“Oh, right. I guess I’ve already survived the destruction of one world,” he said. “So you think I’m a higher priority than whatever the dominion wanted in Fertheim?”

“She said as much, didn’t she? That she wanted to take your head before Sofia. My old employer had no way to know where you’d go, so the dominion took her shot at you,” Kadria explained.

Two possible explanations, both viable.

Except only one had a motive. Nathan had no clue why the dominion would intentionally sabotage herself and whatever they wanted to achieve in Fertheim.

Tarako let out a cough. “I had a point before all this. Anyway, Fyre is Omria.” She waited, but Fyre merely shrugged. “That’s kind of the point of the whole prophet business and how you managed to steal away the power from Sofia. So if you’re sensing something different, it means she didn’t use Omria’s power to make it.”

Nathan stared at the stones beneath him.

The power dwelled within it, so close he wanted to tear apart the palace block by block in search of it.

“Fyre, while you claim the place of power, let’s see what we can find inside the palace,” he said. “But we need to be fast.”

They combed through the palace. The knights spread out with Vala and Ciana leading them, while Fyre stood in the throne room.

It had once been a rather ordinary chamber, probably because it hadn’t been constructed as a throne room. Sofia had converted it to appear like a classic Amican theater, which itself was inspired by ancient Arcadia. A semi-circle of benches rose in steps around the throne at the base. Few luxurious comportments were provided to attendees, given the benches even lacked cushions.

Fyre’s first act had been to shatter the glass throne. When Nathan glared at her, she replaced it with an ordinary stone one.

“I can be a little petty, can’t I?” Fyre said.

He let her be while fanning out across the palace himself. His spatial magic let him check for hidden passages and chambers.

The many wards and protections inlaid into the stonework made his work difficult, however. Sofia expected intruders with great talent in spatial magic and penetrating her wards proved difficult. An hour passed with little progress.

Her magic continued to emanate from beneath him.

“Why not just dig beneath us?” Vala suggested.

“It might be trapped,” Kadria said. “The palace is filled with traps and escape routes. I’m unfamiliar with it, as it’s almost never the site of important battles. The binding stones are elsewhere, Falmir often falls last and is left to a cleanup crew, and the palace can sometimes be destroyed by civil war before a Messenger or invasion gets close.”

“She is hiding something,” Tarako added, her tails fanning out with glittering golden spell frames as she continuously scanned the area. “I’d venture a guess that it’s not hidden, as much as physically disconnected from the palace proper. She’s a master of spatial magic, no? So getting in and out likely requires teleportation. And precise stuff, too. A mistake will kill you.”

“Either by appearing in solid rock or being vaporized by an active defense,” Kadria said. “I hate to say this, but the Twins might be able to find it.”

Nathan stared at her. She shrugged.

“You can sense it through your magical senses. Those idiots excel at magical manipulation, and are better than Sofia in that domain.” Kadria crossed her arms when he continued staring at her. “Look, they might still fuck up, but there’s something here and I want to find it.”

He was running out of time, so he pinged the Twins. Not that they could easily get here.

Kadria ended up ferrying them here. Once the succubi stopped their inevitable slap fight, Nathan explained the situation.

Both buxom succubi put their heads together. Literally, as they bent to their sides and rubbed the tops of their heads against one another.

“Can you try sending an imprint of the magic over the mental link?” Maura asked. “This place is an absolute mess of magic. I suspect you can pick out Sofia’s weirdness because of your throbbing dick of godhood you’re growing, but all I’m getting is endless interference from five thousand wards.”

Laura nodded. “Even if we’re better than Sofia at this shit, she was still probably a goddess when she built her hidey-hole.”

With some guidance from the Twins, he sent over his impression of Sofia’s magical signature to them.

They chewed on their lips for a few minutes while staring into the distance. Neither said anything. Nathan guessed they were speaking using mental magic.

“Give us half an hour,” Laura said. “I think I can come up with something to isolate the magic, and Maura can probably locate it. But if this doesn’t work, we’ll probably need literal weeks.”

“Weeks?” he asked, incredulous. “You talked about cracking the wireless’ encryption almost effortlessly.”

“Yeah, but the first time we worked out how to do that took ages. We’re trying to use an old technique to locate a magical needle in a haystack, so to speak. But creating something new will take time.”

“I didn’t even know you could create new spells,” Kadria drawled.

Laura smirked. “I can do a lot more than just crib shit off a tired old succubus. That’s why we’re the queen bitches around here.”

Before they could descend into another slap fight, Nathan dragged Kadria off.

A half hour passed. People began to notice the Imperial soldiers around the palace. Nathan knew he’d spent too much time here, but wanted to find the secret. There’d be political hell to pay later.

Fortunately, the Twins succeeded.

They led him far below, to the underground bathhouse restricted to the royal family. Cascading bathtubs lined a chamber some three stories tall, each filled with a different mixture of heated water and minerals.

Upon entering, the Twins waved a hand.

“The hidden chamber is somewhere beyond here,” Maura said. “I think⁠—”

“Just send him the damn location over the mental link,” Kadria growled.

The impression of a location appeared in Nathan’s mind over the link he possessed with the Twins. Not exactly what he preferred when it came to teleportation.

Frowning, he stroked his chin. “I don’t like blind teleportation. Even with some guidance. If it’s nearby…”

He drew his sword. Everyone cleared out of his way.

With a swing, he erased the bathtubs and wall from existence. Water gushed in from pipes that had been cut open. Tarako’s tails wiggled as she cast several spells to freeze them solid.

Focusing, Nathan followed the water. It didn’t lead anywhere important so he disregarded it.

The magic emanated from in front of him, but the sensation was indistinct.

“Ciana, create a barrier behind me,” he said, walking forward.

He reached out with his reality bending powers to reform the palace, but faced powerful opposition from the magic ingrained in the building. As if a rival Bastion opposed him. His sword would have to do.

So he carved out more space. After a few slices, the wards broke down.

Something dwelled in front of him. The opposition he’d felt earlier weakened, so he poured his power into the ground and walls. A tunnel formed in front of them and the bathhouse transformed into a long pathway.

At the end stood a single stone door. An octagram was inscribed upon it. It resembled a spell frame, but Nathan had never seen spell frames actually carved into objects in such a way. Runes and enchantments didn’t work like that.

More wards and protections were layered on the wall around the door.

They approached the door. Fyre tried it first. The octagram lit up with golden light and slid upward with a fwoosh.

“Guess her magic isn’t that different from mine after all,” she muttered.

Nathan was too focused on what lay beyond to pay attention.

An endless pool stretched beneath the royal palace, extending so far that Nathan’s enhanced sight couldn’t see where it ended. It went on for miles and miles, so far it had its own horizon.

Only a small marble entryway lined the edge of the pool. Nathan stepped up to it and looked down. Darkness blocked his vision.

“It’s the void,” he said. “This place is connected beyond Doumahr. Whatever Sofia built here, it goes beyond this world alone. Maybe every world.”


CHAPTER 13



“Idon’t think I should go near that pool,” Fyre said, standing stock-still by the door.

Every muscle in her body tensed, and Nathan was reminded of how much time each of his Champions spent fighting and training. Fyre’s lean muscle shined in the dim lighting of the underground chamber. The tension she put her body under made it clear she could snap bones without the aid of her prophet powers.

“It’s just a gigantic sea of life magic,” Kadria said. “What sort of life magic I don’t know, but it’s not dangerous.” She peered over the edge, just like Nathan, and frowned.

“No.” Fyre shook her head wildly. “Every fiber of my being says that if I touch that water, I’ll die. Omria’s… Not her voice, but her essence tells me to stay away. Whatever magic is in the water, it’s related to… me.” Her voice dropped to barely above a whisper.

“You mean to prophets,” Nathan said, narrowing his eyes. “This facility is too old to be a recent construction, and the magic in it too vast to have been cast by Sofia without attracting the attention of Messengers. Neither of you have reached your full potential.”

“Until now.” Fyre bit her lip. “Nathan… Ever since we defeated Sofia in the Spires—a little bit after, actually—I’ve been stronger. More complete. Omria’s power flows through me like it never has before. That’s why I could react to her name like I did.”

He stared at her. Then glanced at Kadria, who grimaced.

“She’s taken Sofia’s place as the true goddess,” Kadria surmised. “I can’t imagine any other reason she’d respond like this. Even if Sofia came back—in this very room, I’m guessing—it might have been enough.”

“There’s a lot to unpack there,” Nathan said.

Tarako hummed, her tails fanning out. She bent over and dipped a finger into the pool before anyone could stop her.

Nothing happened.

“As I said before, I won’t pretend to be an expert in the many schools of ascended magic,” Tarako said, her blue eyes staring into the unreflecting void of the pool. “There is soul magic at work here, however. Fyre didn’t feel like the new goddess when she killed Sofia, but some time afterward. A change occurred. Possibly here. Possibly somewhere else.”

“I mean, duh.” Laura leaned against the wall beside the door, and Marau mimicked her posture on the other side. “If Sofia went back to our sugar daddy, she can’t be the goddess. The powers don’t mix. Like, this can’t be the first time the big bad boss has convinced her to change sides. Something made this time different.”

This time, Tarako dipped the tips of her tails into the pool. The darkness of the water seemed to swirl around the whites of her bronze tails.

Nathan watched as the tips of her tails turned black. He gasped and reached for Tarako, only for her to begin giggling at his reaction.

“It is fine.” She waved him off while pulling her tails out of the water. The tail tips remained dyed black. “I’m trying to investigate the magic.”

“The ‘soul magic.’” Kadria scoffed. “Souls are a domain of ascended magic, but not one we can play with.”

Nathan’s eyes narrowed. “So there are areas of ascended magic beyond what Messengers can use?”

“Ascended magic isn’t like the natural elements. You know that life relies on magic, don’t you? Well, ascended magic comprises everything that makes up existence. If it exists, it has a domain of ascended magic. You discovered that earlier with your wind magic. More ephemeral concepts can also be controlled, and the harder it is for an ordinary being to handle, the more it becomes the domain of outer beings or other fantastical entities.”

“Like us.” Tarako’s tails danced.

Kadria scowled at the fox, but remained silent.

“Go on,” Nathan urged Tarako.

“Like I said, I’m not an expert. But foxes are naturally sensitive to spirits and souls,” she said. “There’s something within everyone that makes them tick, much like their magic signature. And this…” Tarako ran a finger along one tail and a golden spell frame flickered around it. “It reminds me of Mirie. And of Charlotte, and all the other prophets before Fyre.”

“Sofia, in other words.”

“Indeed. I think whatever magic lingers in the pool, it’s connected to Sofia’s essence—her soul. Not the goddess. Although perhaps the two were so intertwined once that it’s dangerous for Fyre to interact with the water.”

Fyre continued to stare at the unending pool with an unblinking gaze.

“That’s a lot of words to confirm my suspicion that Sofia resurrected herself here,” Kadria said.

“It’s the connection that matters,” Tarako said.

“Uh, hate to interrupt, but if Nathan says this goes to the void, that means it’s a connection beyond this world.” Maura waved her hands for effect. “And I have a bigger question: when Sofia dies, how does this place know to bring her back? The places of power are intrinsically linked to the goddess, but there has to be a link between this big ol’ pool of water and the bitch herself. One I bet we can use.”

The disinterest Kadria and Tarako showed at first transformed into keen interest. Laura’s eyes widened and she feigned fainting.

“Oh, fuck off, Sis. I’m not stupid,” Maura said.

“Could have fooled me,” Kadria said.

“Enough.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Can you trace the connection? This feels like your expertise.”

The Twins looked at each other.

“You know how we told you some things take weeks?” Laura said. “Well, this is that. We can trace a cocksleeve using a magical link, yeah, but we need to unravel this place’s magic and find any potential connection to Sofia first. And given none of us know jack and shit about the spells here, including the goat and hag, that’s a lot of time spent analyzing. We’ll be buried down here conducting rituals.”

“I can help,” Tarako said.

“Good, because I was going to suggest I needed either you or the goat, and I think we’re less likely to ask Nathan to literally fuck you into oblivion during this.”

Tarako blinked. “Less likely? What happens if I ask him first?”

“To fuck yourself into being a brainless cocksleeve?” Laura cackled. “I mean, I bet he’d happily do it right now.”

“You know what I…” The fox sighed and gave up. “This will be a long few weeks.”

“Better you than me. This isn’t my expertise, anyway. It took me centuries to unravel the prophet system, although I was doing that with piecemeal notes and only the false prophets as working models,” Kadria said. “I’ll gladly leave these two in cages down here.”

“We’ll bring food down every so often,” Vala said, finally finding an opportunity to say something in the conversation. These topics flew over the heads of his ordinary Champions.

“Oh, don’t worry. A daily visit from Nathan will keep us going.” Maura ran a hand along Nathan’s arm.

Spending more time down here would be counterproductive. The problem Nathan faced was more fundamental.

Coming back here. Every minute he spent here was burning political capital and worsening the impending civil war. Nathan wanted to limit his involvement with Falmir’s internal politics, but he needed to investigate this chamber.

“Vala, head up and gather up the knights outside. I’ll teleport everyone away shortly,” he said.

“And us?” Maura asked.

He watched as Vala trooped out. Once she was clear, he closed the tunnel behind her. Stonework reformed as he reproduced the terrain as near as he could to its original appearance. He had to teleport back into the bathhouse to rebuild the baths, and some probably didn’t match the original layout. But with Tarako’s help he reconnected each pipe to a bath and called it a day.

Once back inside the hidden chamber, he began casting wards on the walls. Kadria and the Twins joined him.

“Ours are weaker than yours, but you’re in a rush,” Laura said. “You should come back and make sure to fix up the wards later.”

He grunted. After a minute, he said, “I’m going to try to bind a mental gateway here, even without a binding stone. Anything else might be vulnerable to intrusion if Sofia returns.”

“The binding stones just connect your mind to Doumahr directly,” Kadria said. “They’re a shortcut. There’s nothing stopping you from creating mental gateways anywhere. We can enter ours from anywhere with enough training, although it requires a specific set of skills.”

Her smirk directed at the Twins told him that those skills involved spatial magic. They ignored her.

Nathan raised an eyebrow. “Why not use it for teleportation, then?”

“Because you can’t create new gateways from inside your mind. The connection to Doumahr has to be forged from this side. Hopping into a pocket dimension is my backup plan to survive anything too dangerous to ward against. Like a binding stone exploding in my face.” Kadria gave him an upturned look.

“I always wondered when you’d reveal that mystery to me. That it might be some powerful form of spatial magic that could survive a magic-eating explosion large enough to erase all life for miles and miles,” he said. “Can anything realistically survive such a thing?”

“No Messenger can. Binding stones are conduits for magic from beyond Doumahr—the void you’re talking about. Blowing one up creates an explosion of concentrated magic so great I doubt even the goddess could block it.”

“And Messengers and demons never stop coming,” Tarako said despondently. “The method is pointless. Victory over our foes must be absolute. Much as yours have been, Nathan. It’s beyond me that we’ve quelled multiple incursions of such magnitude.”

“We’re beyond the point where ordinary assaults by the outer beings are effective,” Kadria said. “But this isn’t the end. Simply throwing Messengers at Sofia never worked, and my former employer will realize the same about Nathan. He’ll adjust his tactics. Perhaps he already has.”

Sofia was missing and supposedly on the opposing side and hunting for him. Nathan knew the outer beings wanted him dead before they wrote off this world.

Or, he realized, this archetype.

Because if a new cycle occurred when Sofia reemerged as a new prophet, wouldn’t an entirely new prophet backed by Nathan be a different archetype? If so, he understood why the outer beings wanted him gone.

He’d potentially pinned himself at the core of a new set of worlds. Killing him destroyed the archetype before it became a problem.

Keeping that revelation in his back pocket, Nathan created the mental gateway. A dark blue door encrusted in runes appeared next to the existing one. It possessed no visible method to open it.

With a touch, it slid open. A white void lingered beyond it.

Before he could go through it, Ciana stepped through. He blinked.

A few seconds later, she returned. Fei accompanied her.

Ears twitching, the catgirl looked around with wide eyes. “Wow. What’s this place?”

“Somewhere you don’t need to be.” Nathan pushed Fei back by the face and she squawked, pawing at his arm. “Alright, we’ve sealed the chamber off. Everyone can head back to the palace this way. I’ll take the knights back.”

“Holy shit, you mean we can rest?” Maura asked. Then she frowned. “Wait, no, I have some shit to deal with back in Amica.”

“If it’s not important—” he tried to say.

Both Maura and Laura held their palms up to him as they strode through the gateway. They were followed by Kadria and Tarako, who looked like they had no intentions of doing any more work today.

He didn’t blame them. If he hadn’t ran out on his new wives yesterday, he’d teleport into his bedroom and collapse for the next several hours.

Only Ciana remained. Smiling at her, he squeezed her shoulder. “Let’s head back.”

After fetching the knights and ignoring the gathering crowd outside the palace, Nathan found himself on the grounds of the Imperial Palace in Aleich. Specifically, they appeared in the training yard by the rear, close to the gardens.

Armored patrols of other knights spotted them and rushed over. Even after spotting Nathan, they still interrogated him to be sure.

Which was good. Even with Beatrice dead, the possibility of a succubus infiltrating the palace was far too high. One might use an illusion to pretend to be him and teleport soldiers out here, where the wards were weakest.

The knights looked around in a mixture of confusion and interest. They weren’t assigned to the palace and many had never been here in their lives.

“Everyone, you’ll barrack here for at least the night,” he told the soldiers. “Deployments will be like shifting sand for the near future. Most of you will return to your original fortresses, but if you’re needed elsewhere, Vala or another Champion might call on you. Until then, settle in, get some rest, and enjoy a well-deserved break.”

“There’s plenty of food and liquor here,” Vala added.

He glared down at her, while laughter broke out among the soldiers.

A few Royal Knights had wandered over, so Vala worked with them to organize the existing knights.

But Ciana bit her lip. Nathan nearly missed her concern.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“This is only part of the unit we brought with us to Fertheim,” she said.

He frowned. The meaning was hard to miss. “The rest are returning⁠—”

“It feels a little wrong to reward only some of those who fought with us at Fertheim, even if this was unintentional,” Ciana said. “I guess that applies to everyone who fought.”

It did. Nathan understood the concern, however.

He called the seniormost officer of the Royal Knights over. Only a lieutenant, but most of the higher ranked officers were likely with Kara or out fighting. After confirming that the barracks was empty enough to accommodate a couple thousand more soldiers, Nathan nearly teleported away.

Then he remembered his promise to himself.

“Ciana, when we find Reine, you can work with her to bring the other knights here,” he told her.

Ciana nodded.

Understood, Reine said in his ear, proving she was eavesdropping. I lost track of you in the royal palace, so it’s good to see you again. We’re in the war room.

Once the knights were whisked away to the barracks, Nathan entered the rear of the palace with Vala and Ciana. Guards remained at the entrances despite the reduced garrison.

Deep within the bowels of the Imperial Palace lay the war room, a gargantuan hall filled with devices, tables, and resting space for a small army of advisers. Royal Knights saluted as he entered.

Within it he found Kara, whose dog ears flapped upon seeing him. Two amethysts and a diamond glittered in her collarbone, but they hadn’t seen recent use.

Few others occupied the room. Alice and Anna sat on a plush sofa with large mugs of coffee in front of them. Servants lingered nearby, ready to serve more coffee at a moment’s notice and whisk away empty cups.

Reine was the only other person present. She stood over a glowing table, which displayed a map of Doumahr and hundreds of transparent images. The current status of the continent and the ongoing invasions hovered in front of their eyes.

The relative lack of red boded well, and Nathan guessed it was the reason nobody was here.

Well, that and the fact it was eight in the morning after a hellish night. Alice and Anna appeared to be half-asleep despite the coffee.

Servants swept up to Nathan with coffees, and he and Ciana took them. Vala refused, and instead grabbed some water.

Caffeine in hand, Ciana trooped over to Reine to fulfill her earlier order. Nathan faced his tired wives.

“You’re finally back,” Alice said. “How’s Falmir? Information is the worst from there, despite Reine’s scrying.”

“The breach will keep their armies occupied for a few days, and luckily hit Charlotte’s loyalists worst,” Nathan said. “I’ve pulled everyone back in anticipation of the civil war. It’s not our place to intervene.”

He sat down on the sofa between the two women. Both curled up against him, resting their heads on his shoulders.

“I’ve spoken with Prince Maxwell,” Alice said. “He won’t say it, but I think he’s considering asking us to step in.”

“He’d lose all authority and respect if we did,” Nathan said.

“Will he have it anyway?” Vala asked. “No offense, Nathan, but Adam Martel is basically using him as a puppet king because he can’t get rid of the monarchy.”

“And if Maxwell wants to maintain the monarchy, any moves he makes that undermine his authority only hand more power to Adam.” Nathan sipped his coffee and tried not to make a face. It was so strong and bitter he wondered if the servants had brewed it to keep elephants awake. “The monarchy isn’t dead yet.”

“The problem is that Maxwell has no allies,” Alice said. “The closest allies to the crown were swept up in Charlotte’s… madness.” She sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “And while the republicans are weak, most of the nobles supporting Adam are doing so because they want an end to the current disaster they’ve been led to or because they expect to gain a lot.”

“They’re Adam’s allies, not Maxwell’s,” Anna added. “I think the soon-to-be king is wondering if his future comes down to choosing between two perils. Adam Martel, who wants to end the monarchy outright. Or the Empire, who is the only reason Maxwell has a chance to seize the throne and has already allowed Amica to retain much of their status when we annexed them.”

Nathan’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t seriously think Falmir could ever re-enter the Empire, do you?”

“Officially, in our lifetime?” Alice burst into laughter. “Absolutely not. But I want you to sleep on the fact that everything achieved in Falmir has been because you’ve chosen not to crush them. Most of the nobles realize that. Maxwell’s position might be weakened as an absolute sovereign if he works with us, but if he maintains an independent kingdom with a powerful alliance with the Empire—one that happens to favor nobles that support us, rather than the republicans…” She trailed off with a devious smile.

Once again, Nathan was reminded that while he could handle politics, his wives lived and breathed it.

He’d spent the previous day in pitched battle, rushing across the world to battle demons and Messengers. And while he knew Alice and Anna had been helping to move soldiers around and work with other leaders, they’d somehow found the time to come up with an alternative plan to handle Falmir

“I’ll sleep on it,” he said.

“That’s all I ask. I know Adam is your father, but—” Alice said.

Nathan shook his head. “I agree with Adam more than I ever did, but I never appreciated his republican sentiments. It’s one thing to oppose having a theocratic dictator that wants to brutally murder all his political opponents and send the country into a state of turmoil. But the more I deal with the Diet, the less convinced I become that it’s some panacea to the ills of monarchy.”

“And yet it’s what everyone wants to move to,” Anna said. “Rosewald brought up that she wants to talk to you about empowering Trafaumh’s parliament of nobles. I imagine it was on your list of meetings over the next week.”

Alice grimaced and slumped along the sofa. “I have no clue what we’re going to do about that. The worst of the disaster has been handled and all the nobles are still in Straub or Aleich. News will barely be breaking over the wireless given the speed of the invasions and the location.”

“Everyone will hear about the Spires,” Nathan said.

“True.” She pursed her lips. “We can’t palm everyone off, though. Even if you’ll be busy⁠—”

He lifted one of her hands and kissed it. Alice stared at him.

“We just got married, Alice. I know you’re worried about the politics, but tell your staff and advisers to fob off the nobles while we rest,” he said.

“Um, I haven’t finished reporting about the rest of Doumahr.” Her cheeks reddened.

“I know what everyone’s up to. There are still some invasions in north-western Amica and the aftermath of the cascade will linger for a day or two,” he said. “But everything else? It’s handled. Others can take care of it. That’s why they’re all resting.”

“Rest would be nice,” Anna said. “Let’s use Alice’s bedroom.”

Alice shot Anna an aggrieved look.

“I didn’t say we’d fuck. But if we’re sleeping, I want the biggest bed around.” Anna grinned.

“You’re incorrigible. Especially now.” Alice poked Anna in the cheek.

Laying in a big bed with his wives turned out to be the best thing Nathan had done in a week. Or maybe it only felt that way because of how utterly tired he was. He barely managed to stay awake long enough for both of them to cuddle up to him and whisper sweet nothings in his ear. The warmth of their bodies bled into his as he drifted off to sleep.

Hours later, the smell of food awakened him. That lovely warmth had left him.

Alice and Anna sat in the lounge area of Alice’s suite, eating a small lunch of grilled fish and a chicken soup of some kind. Ciana joined them.

“Nobody ever wakes me,” he said while rolling his shoulders.

“You needed the sleep,” Alice said. “We got some naps overnight. Reine mentioned you stayed up the entire time. Honestly, I think you should sleep more.”

That sounded like a good idea. He stole a quick meal, kissed his wives and Ciana goodbye, then retreated into his bedroom using the door in Alice’s room.

Idly, he wondered if he’d need to give Anna her own room that was also attached to his. He could manage it, despite the fact it would require bending space.

The lights were off and the curtains drawn. A rarity, as he or others trooped through his bedroom so frequently.

He collapsed rather than fell asleep. The moment his head hit the pillow, all thoughts left him.

A soft sensation awoke him next time. It brushed against him, then left. Then returned.

Somebody mumbled something nearby. Then they spoke again, but in a more threatening tone. Every instinct in Nathan’s body warned him to wake up.

His eyes shot open. Artemis straddled him, still in her uniform. Her tail swished back and forth over his lower body and sometimes brushed against his legs. A pair of green eyes stared into his.

“Hi,” Nathan said.

“Hi,” Artemis purred. “I think you owe me something.”


CHAPTER 14



“Holy fuck. Right there. Yes, go even deeper, Nathan,” Artemis moaned. “I’ve missed your tail combing so much.”

Nathan and Artemis sat on his bed while the catgirl purred in response to every movement he made with his comb and brush through her long, bushy tail. The lights remained off and although Nathan could enhance his vision to work in the darkness, he worked mostly by feel.

Whatever differences Artemis and Fei possessed elsewhere in their body, their tails felt identical. Same length, same fluffy black fur that puffed out at any opportunity, and same sensitivity to touch.

Well, his touch. Beastkin soldiers trained themselves to ignore the sensations their tails produced unless they welcomed them, in order to prevent an assailant using their tail against them. Fei might melt when Nathan ran his fingers through her bushy appendage, but all another man would get would be a black eye.

Or, realistically, a hole in the head given Fei could probably punch most people’s heads off.

Artemis was no different. She’d even taken nearly ten minutes to calm down, during which she’d grown increasingly irritable.

Until Nathan reminded her of how often this happened when they were in the field.

“Every single time you sought me out for a tail brushing on a mission, it took ten to fifteen minutes to get you in the mood,” he said. “It’s hard to drop your guard.”

“I mean, maybe,” Artemis mumbled. “I still got lots of tail brushing.”

“Yeah, and I also fucked you a lot more. Sometimes we could squeeze in a quickie in the time it’d take your tail to get warmed up.”

Artemis shot him an amused look over her shoulder, only for her expression to melt as he scratched behind one ear. The tip of her tail turned into a blur of motion while her ears flattened. “Fuuuck. If I wasn’t trying to be a good girl, I’d push you down right now.” After a few seconds, she cleared her throat. “I don’t remember too many short sessions. I do remember a lot of ‘it’ll be five minutes, promise’ before we went on for like an hour.”

“Sometimes more,” he mumbled.

The grin on Artemis’s face was triumphant. He ruined it by running the comb from tip to base, eliciting a groan that would have him raring to go if he wasn’t used to these theatrics.

An hour passed in the darkness of his bedroom. He changed brushes twice, switching up the thickness and texture of the bristles. Artemis might be immortal, but her tail was full of knots and tangles. When Nathan described hers and Fei’s tails as bushy, he meant it in a general sense, but Artemis’s tail genuinely was a bush.

His kitty had taken terrible care of herself while working as a Messenger.

She squirmed in front of him, particularly as the initial sensations passed and she acclimatized to his touch. A pleasant scent drifted past his nostrils as Artemis relaxed.

Finally, it came time to use a finishing brush to bring out the fluffiness of her tail. The effect wouldn’t last long, but the look was something he always admired for the few minutes it lasted before Fei banged her tail around enough to ruin it.

Artemis blinked at the extremely fine long-toothed brush. “That’s new.”

“I only discovered it after coming here,” he explained, then ran it through part of her tail to demonstrate the effect.

Artemis gasped. Her tail swished through the air, before sticking upright so she could get a close look at the section he’d brushed. Green eyes glimmered with light as she focused in the darkness.

“The Empire has a number of tail and hair care shops devoted to beastkin, which never existed in Falmir,” Nathan said. “Trafaumh probably had some for nobles with… particular tastes, but I never looked. So I’ve discovered a few new things.”

Like horn polish. Although Ciana refused to let him use it on her unicorn horn, as it was aimed at ordinary beastkin with horns. Even Fyre’s teasing failed to get the unicorn knight to budge.

“Do those new things have anything to do with all the tail plugs in one of the dressers?” Artemis asked with a raised eyebrow.

Silence.

He coughed. “That’s more Sen’s thing.”

“Uh huh. And you’re absolutely not the one enjoying the tails in the butts of all your girls, right?”

“Next question.”

She poked him. “Do you give Fei two tails?”

“I said next question.” He frowned. “If you have her memories, shouldn’t you know?”

“Nathan, I got a strong impression of her life and love for you, not a second-by-second reliving of her every experience.” Artemis rolled her eyes. “So, no, I don’t know how often you stick your dick up my dumber self’s ass.”

“I don’t think you should call Fei dumb.”

“I was pretty stupid at her age. So I can call myself dumb. Fuck, she had the perfect opportunity to keep me away from you, and here I am stealing you away with my perfect tail.” Artemis’s tail swayed in front of his eyes, as if trying to hypnotize him. “Sounds dumb to me.”

“And what are you for not killing her?” he asked.

Artemis’s eyes closed and she turned away. Her tail leaned against his chest.

While she quietened down, he began to finish the brushing session. Soft murmurs of pleasure escaped her.

She looked around while thinking, her eyes taking in the room. “You really came far in the Empire compared to Falmir, huh? That was something I always found… hard to adjust to when dealing with other Nathans.”

“Changing the topic?” he asked, amused.

Her eyes flattened. “Let me talk.”

He shrugged. “I think I deluded myself about what I had in Falmir. Part of it was that I was young and naïve. Falmir was home, sure, but I didn’t know better. When I achieved something great, the king could throw me scraps and I’d accept it. Especially as I’d ran away from my father’s noble ambitions.”

“Do you really think your only future was leaving Falmir?” Artemis wouldn’t look at him.

“Hardly. I came here because…” He frowned. “Truthfully, I didn’t plan to stay in the Empire. I figured I could stop the Federation from destroying the Empire, become a capable Bastion, and use my position and power to do something about Falmir’s republican movement. Honestly, the plan was incredibly short-sighted. And not just because I didn’t understand the full scope of my enemies and the underlying issues on Doumahr.”

“What would you have done in Falmir? If you had restarted as Nathan Martel?”

Ironically, this was a question he’d spent oddly little time thinking about.

Nathan had reconsidered so many choices in his life. Yet fleeing his noble home and Adam had never been one.

Not until he’d witnessed that vision of how his life separated from Oliver’s. To think so many aspects of his life depended on that moment.

“It’s hard to say,” he admitted. “Staying under Adam’s thumb would be dumb. Even as a Bastion, I couldn’t truly trust him. Not even now. He’s not a monster like Baudelaire, but his aims aren’t so different. What separates him is that Baudelaire did everything to defend Doumahr, whereas Adam only cares about Falmir. At the same time, the king would turn on me just as quickly. I was only a convenient pawn.”

“I realize it’s a pointless question now, but do you think there’s ever a chance to change something from the inside?” Artemis’s ears flicked downward.

“A chance? Sure. But…” He sighed and pulled Artemis into his arms. She hissed at him. “The problem is that there’s rarely a reward for not being awful. Not just as a Bastion, but Champions and nobles alike. If doing things the ‘right’ way puts you at a disadvantage, then the nation was probably doomed.”

Artemis bit back a laugh. “I said you were being dark about your comment after claiming Siv, but this is even worse. Because that would make almost every nation on Doumahr an impending ruin.”

“They are,” he said. “Isn’t that why this is the first new cycle to succeed?”

Not a word from Artemis.

“If a nation wants to defeat demons, it needs to encourage powerful Bastions. That’s why the academy exists here,” he continued. “But it became a nepotistic wreck, and when Gorthal tried to save it, the archdukes effectively destroyed it by refusing to take Bastions and Champions from it. The only reason I have a strong supply of Champions is because I developed mental magic to remove the need for the years of training the academy provided. Without it, my loss would be set in stone before I even arrived.”

“We were talking about Falmir…” Artemis mumbled.

“And you’re asking about the Empire, because I guess you want to know if you could have saved the Empire if it had somehow not been completely carved up by Trafaumh and Falmir after Siv’s invasion,” he said. “But fine, let’s talk about Falmir.”

Her ears pricked up.

“Falmir’s military strength obscured how much of an economic wreck it is,” he said. “I’d bet it’s the real reason the archdukes were willing to sell out the Empire. Because the economic power of the Empire’s heartland would allow the archdukes to effectively take over Falmir. A nation with a bunch of petty despots making up laws—many of them to punish a noble they didn’t like—does immense damage to internal trade. The earls are massively wealthy not just because of all the land they have, but because they control trade laws of other nobles beneath them.”

“Um…” Artemis’s ears flattened again. “I don’t follow.”

Nathan sighed. “Look, it’s the same problem as with incompetent Bastions. A merchant, tradesperson, or business owner who follows the laws is effectively crippled by Falmir’s nonsense. There’s an entire shadow sector backed by certain nobles that favors specific merchants, creating immense profits but harming the country. This is what happens when you give a handful of people unfettered power. They enrich themselves. And people will do anything to get into these circles, because it guarantees wealth. Much of the profit then props up the military, but also fueled the republican movement.”

Falmir was, in short, an absolute wreck of a nation.

“I don’t think that’s something that can be solved as a simple Bastion,” Artemis mumbled.

Nathan ran his fingers through her hair and pulled her backward along the bed. They leaned against the rear cushions.

“It’s not,” he said. “Fundamental problems like this are the work of literal decades. Torneus once pointed out that the Empire’s civil war was sparked forty years ago, when Gorthal ended beastkin slavery. That’s how long the archdukes and their allies actively sabotaged their own country while beating their chests about nationalist pride. Undoing the damage will take nearly as long, and people look for quick fixes. If we didn’t have Fyre…”

Honestly, he’d be screwed.

As a prophet, Fyre acted as a beacon of hope for people who had given up and wanted something to blame for all their ills. Many things were wrong in Doumahr. Nations had gone backward in many ways as corruption and mismanagement rotted the base of the institutions that ran the greatest countries.

Rosewald had despaired about the course of Trafaumh and how many of her supposed allies abandoned her cause for a worse one, simply because they desired any opportunity at all to make a difference. Everyone wanted an easy fix when nothing seemed to change.

Nathan had been the same as a young idiot. He’d convinced himself that fighting and crushing demons would somehow make a difference, and grown increasingly disillusioned when it didn’t. Where would he have ended up if Kadria never intervened?

Hell, if he’d ended up in this world without Kadria or Fyre, how would he have resolved the problems he faced?

Perhaps the Twins would have gotten their dark lord after all.

Fingers stroked his face and Artemis pressed her lips against his jaw. “That look of cold thoughtfulness is one you only started wearing in your final days in the Reaches’ Guard. Can’t say I’m a fan.” Her green eyes flicked to the side. “Most of the time I saw it, another Nathan wore it. Usually one of the… weaker ones.”

“Weaker as in morally,” he said. His words were a statement, not a question.

She nodded and her fingers danced along his jaw. “There’s a paradox in you. I love you and trust you because you have the strength and will to do horrible… No, downright awful things for what you believe in. But you’re my Nathan precisely because I know you’ll only give in and do them when you absolutely need to. Atlas once told me of something similar from his world.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. A story from the most mysterious of the Messengers interested him. “Go on.”

“There was a nation called Rome with the power to grant an individual complete power of the country, kind of like the Grand Inquisitor of Trafaumh. The dictator would step in, resolve a crisis, then step down. The idea was to cut through political drama like in the Diet.”

“I’ll admit, that sounds useful,” Nathan said. He frowned. “Until the dictator abuses his power and brutally murders everyone he dislikes. There’s a reason the word ‘dictator’ is used negatively.”

“He had some commentary on that.” Artemis’s lips quirked upward as she pulled back. “Namely that the power to appoint a dictator was utter insanity and ultimately destroyed the nation. The nobles of the era apparently made up a story about a fictional hero who was a ‘good’ dictator who gave up his power early. In truth, the power was always abused. Two of the worst abuses occurred in the final decades. One involved a dictator who murdered all his political enemies and changed the laws to strip power from them to preserve the wealth of the nobility. Decades later, those political enemies rose again and used similar methods in revenge.”

“You reap what you sow.”

Hearing the story solidified Nathan’s resolve about his behavior in the Empire, however. He’d refused to step over specific lines when it came to manipulating and controlling the Diet, because it violated the entire point of having a Diet and would undermine everything the Empire stood for.

Artemis laughed at his answer. “That story is part of why Atlas was convinced my quest to find you was impossible. I was looking for the mythical dictator who had been granted the limitless powers of a dictator, but wouldn’t abuse it. If you ever use the powers, you immediately become unsuitable for them. Hence the paradox.”

“Making the powers effectively pointless.” He poked Artemis’s nose. “Yes, I can see why a Messenger would think I wouldn’t exist. Doumahr is in too much danger.”

“Yet here you are.” Artemis rubbed her head against his neck. Her ears flicked against the underside of his chin. “Earlier, you asked me what I was for leaving Fei alive. The answer is just as stupid and naïve. I spent all this time searching for you, naively hoping an impossible version of Nathan existed. A myth that was strong enough to defend Doumahr from the outer beings while remaining the same man I fell in love with.”

He ran a hand along her tail and it wrapped around his wrist. “Then why deviate to the Empire?”

She bopped him on the nose. “It wasn’t really about the Empire. You just convinced yourself of that. I just wanted to see why you gave up on Falmir, to understand more about you. After all, I gave up on my home when it fell to ruins. We’re alike now.” A lopsided smile graced her face.

He traced her lips with a finger and she bit him.

Wrapping his arms around her, Nathan pulled Artemis against the back of the bed. She cuddled up against him and relaxed. Her tail brushed along his legs while she nestled against his chest and neck.

Minutes passed. His hands rubbed in circles along her back.

“I expected to be interrupted by now,” Artemis said. “Ciana saw me enter.”

That meant Ciana was guarding the front entrance to his room, as he doubted Artemis entered through Alice’s bedroom.

“She understands,” Nathan said.

“Does she? I have the least against Ciana of everyone but…” Artemis frowned. “Okay, maybe not the least, but definitely very little. She still wants you and I’m dangerous. I chopped off her arm.”

“As I’ve been reminded.”

Artemis winced. Even if she hadn’t heard Fyre’s rant, she now knew somebody else had brought up that fact.

“I want you,” Artemis whispered. “I just don’t know how to handle everyone else. The other Messengers—how do they deal with this?”

“Honestly? By being submissive,” Nathan said.

Artemis clicked her tongue. “Really? The Twins I can get, as they’re just walking sacks of tits and ass. But the bitch? What will you do when she gets pissy about one of your Champions and hurts them?”

Cold fury washed over Nathan’s body and he looked up at the ceiling.

A soft chuckle left Artemis. “Ah. I guess I got my answer.”

He gripped her tighter. “I love you, Artemis. And want to trust you. Even if this is hard for you⁠—”

“It is, but I get it.” She sighed and slid free of his grip, only to straddle him. Her green eyes glimmered in the darkness as she stared down at him. “Effort isn’t what matters. If hard work mattered in life, every peasant would be a noble and the nobles would be plowing the fields while starving to death. I’ve always hated when somebody says ‘I work hard’ as if that means shit and wasn’t an excuse for their failings or whatever shady shit they’re doing. No, results are what matter. I finally found you, even if it was supposedly impossible. I won’t fuck it up.”

He reached up and tapped her nose. “Now who’s being grim?”

She giggled and closed her lips over his finger. Her tongue ran a ring around its tip. “Guess you’re rubbing off on me. And now…”

Her hands drifted lower on his shirt.

Only for a soft knock on the door to interrupt them. Except it came from Alice’s bedroom.

He groaned, expecting a call for something important. Before he said anything, the door opened and Fei wandered in. She was dressed for sleep, wearing a slim black nightgown that barely covered her plump, muscled thighs.

Rubbing her eyes sleepily, Fei drifted over to his bed. Her tail tickled the ground while her ears lay flat against her head.

“Nathan,” she mumbled, clearly half asleep.

She collapsed on his bed and rolled across it. When she bumped against Artemis’s leg rather than Nathan’s, Fei stopped and looked up.

Two pairs of green eyes met.

A squawk erupted from Fei.

“You’re not Nathan,” Fei said, pointing a finger at Artemis.

“I’m here, Fei,” Nathan said, raising his hands in the darkness of the room.

Fei sat up and looked between him and Artemis. Her head tilted to one side.

“Um, I think I interrupted something but you’re both dressed,” Fei said.

Then her eyes spotted the abandoned tail brushing set. Fei’s ears and tail shot into the air. She gasped.

“That’s my tail brushing set!” She hissed at Artemis. “You need to get your own.”

Artemis tilted her head in the opposite direction to Fei. “We’re the same person. We can share.”

“No, we can’t. Your tail is old and raggedy. Mine is⁠—”

Artemis didn’t give Fei a chance to brag about her tail, and instead reached out and pushed the younger catgirl to the bed.

“Old?” Artemis growled.

“Yes, old. You’re like a thousand years old,” Fei said. A wicked grin crossed her face. “Too old to keep up with Nathan anymore.”

A fierce competitiveness lit up the eyes of both kitties, and they turned to look at Nathan at the same time.

“Um…” He raised an eyebrow. “I had planned to give Artemis some alone time…”

“I don’t need it,” Artemis growled as she straddled Nathan again. “I’ll show this young, dumb version of me the real way to handle you.”

Fei’s face lit up with mischief. “Oh, will you? I’m looking forward to your face when you get to handle the real Nathan.”

Oh. Oh, no.

He’d underestimated Fei. She’d planned this all along. Had she been waiting to enter the whole time? How long had she been eavesdropping? For all he knew, she and Reine had been spying on him. It was suspicious that Fei came from Alice’s bedroom, where his mental control room was connected.

Panic flooded his mental link with Reine when he thought that, suggesting she’d picked up on his accusation.

While Nathan put away the tail brushing set, Artemis and Fei hissed and pawed at each other. At first he assumed they were simply being catty. By the time he returned to the bed, ready to break them up and worry about whether Fei was serious about sticking around, he realized they’d been stripping each other down.

Fei and Artemis stood next to each other in the nude, tails lashing against the floor and massive tits pressed against the others’. Artemis bared her teeth, as if she was confident she was holding her own.

And, really, she was. While Nathan could tell the breast size’s of the two girls apart when they stood next to each other or while playing around, when crushed together as bare flesh, all he could think about was how amazing it would feel to have his cock wrapped in them.

Nathan sat on the end of the bed and patted his legs. “Stop fighting and come here, girls.”

Despite shooting him an annoyed look, both fell to their hands and knees and crawled up to him. He opened his knees to invite them in. With his pants still on and closed, they’d need to fight for their prize.

They kneeled before him, gorgeous tits hanging free and lustrous skin shining in the soft light. A sheen illuminated the tops of their legs where they’d gotten excited.

Both girls glared at each other, until Fei smirked.

“Go on.” She held a palm out to Nathan’s crotch. “Show me how to handle Nathan, oh great mistress of cocksucking.”

Artemis bared her teeth. “I’d tell you where to shove it, but it’ll all be going in me, while you just watch and finger yourself. Watch and suffer.”

Fei’s eyes gleamed with dark amusement as Artemis pawed at Nathan’s crotch. The bulge in his pants showed his visible arousal. With two naked beauties fighting over him, he’d be a fool not to be erect.

Artemis undid his pants and ripped his cock out. She grinned, jumping in, mouth-wide, for the fun she remember and had missed out on all this time. Her lips rubbed against his shaft and her tongue tickled his length before she bumped into it, then ran down its side.

She blinked, staring in confusion at his crotch.

Fei stifled her giggles.

“Don’t laugh, it’s been a while,” Artemis mumbled, pulling back with a reddening face. “This is still… mine…”

Artemis leaned back with a hand wrapped around the base of Nathan’s length. His erection towered over her and Fei, nearly casting a shadow over both of them.

The Messenger’s eyes couldn’t leave his cock. She tilted her head to either side, and then tried to measure it using handspans. Her lips tentatively wrapped around his tip, before her expression wavered and she pulled back.

“What the fuck is this?” Artemis wailed. “Why is your cock twice as fucking big as it used to be? It was always big, but this is gigantic.”

Nathan felt his length twitch from the inadvertent compliments. Giggling incessantly, Fei took her rival’s whining as an invitation to take over.

“Wow. So much for showing me how you’d handle Nathan,” Fei said. Her mouth closed over his tip and she took his length down her throat in one go, before sliding back off with a pop. “This is like my breakfast. And dinner. Sometimes even lunch. All of us prefer the bigger Nathan.”

“Bigger Nathan?” Artemis asked, eyes wide.

Slowly, she processed what that meant. Her eyes narrowed.

“Oh, you bastard,” she spat. “You made your dick bigger with magic! That’s… that’s…” She shook. “Make my tits bigger than hers, then!” Her finger jabbed Fei’s marginally larger breasts, causing them to jiggle.

Fei cackled. That was a mistake, as Artemis was raring for a fight.

A hand appeared behind Fei’s head. Fei blinked, but realized she couldn’t move.

“Fine. I’ll show you how it’s done the hard way,” Artemis said. “Ready?”

Despite the harsh grip on the back of her head, Fei nodded eagerly. She was never one to miss a chance to go first.

Artemis pushed Fei forward until her lips wrapped around Nathan’s tip. Then his cock vanished down Fei’s throat, and she gurgled. Artemis patted the back of Fei’s head while holding the younger catgirl against his crotch.

“There you go, lesson one. Always go fast and deep,” Artemis said. “He loves that.”

He did. Fei’s throat wrapped around his length, constricting against it and forcing a groan from him. She green eyes curved in response.

“Lesson two,” Artemis said. “Go fast.”

She ripped Fei’s head back, then slammed it back. Over and over again. The younger girl’s head practically blurred with the intensity of the facefuck, as Artemis forced her along Nathan’s cock as though her throat was a toy.

He could little more than lean back and groan, while spittle flew from Fei’s mouth and froth bubbles down his length and balls. Fei’s tits flailed around as her body shifted with her head, but Artemis refused to slow down. She knew Nathan better than anyone.

“Lesson three,” Artemis said. “Swallow.”

Artemis’s eyes met his and she grinned. Her hands cupped his balls, and they pulsed in her palms.

She leaned in and whispered to Fei, “Here it comes. Don’t spill it.”

Fei’s face was slammed against Nathan’s crotch, and Artemis vibrated the other woman’s head against his base. His climax roared from his cock, bulging Fei’s throat as his seed surged down it into her stomach in thick loads. After several seconds, Artemis ran Fei back and forth along his cock, then pressed her against his again. He unleashed a second, smaller jet of cum, painting her mouth and throat white.

Artemis peeled the younger catgirl off Nathan, and cum bubbled in her mouth. Leaning over, Artemis lapped up droplets from her lips.

Fei sat there, lost in a mixture of ecstasy and exhaustion. Artemis gave her a soft swat on her tits.

“Good girl,” Artemis said. “You did a great job… for a newbie.”

“Uuuhhh…” Fei gurgled.

Nathan couldn’t leave things at that, though. He stood up. Artemis blinked up at him.

“You’re being naughty, Artemis,” he said. “And you know what naughty girls get?”

A grin ripped across her face. “Extra hard fuckings?”

He threw Artemis on the bed, then Fei afterward. A single blowjob wasn’t enough to tire Fei out, and she crept on top of Artemis, despite the latter’s whining.

The two catgirls pawed at each other, but Nathan had them where he wanted them. Two glistening pussies shined only inches away from one another. Their thick thighs rubbed against the other’s, and they pressed their tits together.

Both paused when he kneeled behind them and rubbed his cock head along their slits.

“Two little kitties, both waiting to get their cream,” he said.

Fei and Artemis bit their lips, staring at him. Hunger filled their eyes.

“Maybe I should punish Artemis,” he said.

He leaned forward and pressed his cock against Fei’s pussy, spreading her outer lips. She gasped. Her pussy juices gushed over him, dribbling onto Artemis’s body.

“Yes, I want the kittens,” Fei moaned.

But he pulled away and rubbed his length along their slits again. The girls whined and squirmed, as if trying to push their pussies onto his cock. Their tails wrapped around his legs, trying to hold him in place.

“Stop teasing,” Fei whined.

“Pick me and fuck me,” Artemis said.

“No, he should fuck me. You can’t handle the real Nathan.”

“The real Nathan is⁠—”

Before Artemis could finish her sentence, Nathan pressed his cock against her pussy and plunged inside her. A moan echoed off the walls, and liquid poured all over his cock and balls.

“F-fuck, you’re huge,” Artemis gasped out, pulling at the bedsheets as she stared at the ceiling. “You just entered me and I’m being stretched out.”

His hands pressed into her fleshy thighs as he slid farther into her. Artemis’s insides pushed against him with a tightness he hadn’t felt for a while. It was as though he was fucking Fei for the first time.

If she weren’t such an arrogant minx, he’d go slower. But no. He hilted himself in her, listening to her moan and watching her squirm as his cock reshaped her to the new and improved Nathan.

Fei nibbled on Artemis’s ear. “She’s cute, isn’t she?”

“Very,” he said. “You’ll make a face like that soon, too.”

Fei giggled, then cupped a hand under Artemis’s face. The older catgirl looked Nathan in the eye, right as he reared back.

Artemis gulped. “I’m being reshaped.”

He slammed his cock into her again, and she threw her head back with a howl. Her legs wrapped around his back, but she orgasmed so hard that Artemis did little more than twitch and moan as he pounded her. Fei watched with fascination as a woman with the same body as her was reduced to a puddle of ecstasy.

Nathan’s cock pressed against Artemis’s womb one more time, and he filled her with his seed. He made sure to put as much in her as she’d milked from him into Fei. When he pulled out, a rush of white seed poured from her pussy.

Fei dipped her fingers into it, causing Artemis to howl with ecstasy. The younger catgirl held her fingers up, then pushed them into Artemis’s mouth.

“Tasty, right?” Fei asked.

“Mmm,” Artemis moaned. “So thick.”

“If only we could both have kittens.” Fei’s hand rubbed Artemis’s tummy.

Then her eyes lit up and she threw herself over Artemis again. She wiggled her ass expectantly.

Nathan wasn’t going to say no.

“How are we going to split up the time?” he asked, while pressing his cock against Fei’s entrance.

Fei looked down at the once confident Artemis, who lay in a puddle of ecstasy and semen. “Um, maybe three goes for me, then one for her?”

“Okay. SO two more for you, then another for her. After all, you went first.”

Fei broke down in giggles, which he turned into a long, erotic moan.

He planned to make Artemis his tonight, and ensure she’d come back for more. Even if it meant a very long night for him and Fei.


CHAPTER 15
SHIVA



One of the most important portals left on Doumahr lay forgotten in the far north of the Far Reaches, undiscovered by human archaeologists. The bitter cold of the tundra created an almost inhospitable wasteland on the small island. Until a few days ago, the ruins had been covered in millennia of ice and dirt that had accreted over time.

They weren’t ruins anymore, though. Nor were they covered.

A towering multi-layered keep loomed over the island, cresting so high into the sky that it broke the clouds that gave the area a constant dreary atmosphere. Although the high altitude of the island meant the clouds lingered lower than usual. Sea cliffs along the edge ran high enough that the fall to the sea would make drowning a non-concern.

The cliffs and high altitude also made exterior walls useless. Instead, the architecture of the keep was aesthetic. Flying buttresses comprised so much of the buildings foundation that an observer might wonder whether there was any actual structure. Not a single piece of greenery could be found. Glass sculptures produced flowing water with magic that then ran along the external platforms of the keep in intricate patterns.

Nine gargantuan statues ringed the keep. Each took the form of a dragon—a mythical being for most of the races of Doumahr. The statues stood anywhere between one and two hundred feet tall, with a heptagonal spell frame inlaid with platinum around their gold base.

A single woman stood outside the keep, ignoring the bitingly cold wind blowing past her. The ornate robe she wore was hardly enough to keep her warm, especially as it covered far too little and blew up to reveal even more. In fact, to the former residents of Kurai, what she wore would hardly count as a robe, given it barely fell to the tops of her thighs. Thigh-high white stockings pinched her flesh just enough while leaving the perfect gap between her skirt and the stockings.

A pair of white fox ears protruded from her head, while her long black hair blew in the wind. Two mismatched tails wound around each other behind her. One tail was of a fox, and was white with a black tip. The other was slimmer and longer, and clearly from a wolf beastkin, and was pure black.

“Really, summoning here and not even showing up in person,” Shiva muttered as she raked her inch-long nails through her hair. Her golden eyes had slit pupils like a fox as she looked up at the sky. “And this cycle is so fucking boring, too. All the fluffies are fucking gone. Why am I even fucking here?”

She picked at her robe. The design had grown long in the tooth by now.

Sure, she loved her appearance, but the slutty kimono look didn’t work as well as she liked now. It’d been super popular in games and anime when she’d taken the deal and become a Messenger, but maybe she’d be better off switching to a skintight ninja uniform or something.

That’d probably be hot. The Twins always had great fashion advice, even if they were way too into themes. That strange monochrome thing they had going on lately weirded Shiva out.

“I get the feeling you’re thinking about something other than despoiling the world,” a cold voice said from above her, cutting through Shiva’s thoughts.

Shiva looked up to see a succubus she had never seen before. After all, Sofia had “died” before Shiva even became a Messenger. All the fox-wolf Messenger learned of the mythical succubus was second-hand from olds like Kadria, Siv, and Atlas.

And holy shit did Shiva hate talking with those old fucks. Atlas put her to sleep, and all Kadria was good for was decorating Shiva’s claws whenever she got a chance to rip the arrogant bitch to pieces.

Siv… Well, she was good to drink with so long as they didn’t talk about how shit Earth was. The two of them liked murdering things, so that could work.

“I don’t really do despoiling,” Shiva said, inspecting her golden nails. “I’m more of a ‘murder all hopes and dreams then enjoy some debauchery before fucking off’ kinda gal. You Sofia? The dumb bitch who ran off, caused all this shit, and will soon be decorating the boss’s cock for all eternity?”

“Wow. You are green,” Sofia said. “The boss doesn’t have⁠—”

“Holy shit, everyone knows he doesn’t fuck.” Sofia rolled her eyes. “It was a fucking figure of speech. I’ve ripped your head off like a thousand times, bitch. Don’t act like I’m some sorority girl screaming about being the succubus queen while still being a virgin.”

Sofia lowered herself to the ground. She looked like your garden variety succubus. White hair, bronzed skin, four curly black horns, and red and gold eyes gave her away. Impressive rack, though. Olympic level, really. Shiva suspected they were natural, as something about magically altered tits always gave them away.

“I’m not even going to try to get along with you,” Sofia said. “I’ve never understood you. The dragons fell because I never managed to find a true counter to your immense strength. But you rarely bothered to fight the foxes properly, and half the time you’d get distracted. One time you breached and vanished, only for me to uncover you lazing around in a hot spring.”

“It was a nice vacation,” Shiva said.

Honestly, Shiva had spent a lot of time in that cycle in hot springs. Or massage parlors. Or stealing Sofia’s position as prophet.

Cutting a deal with a succubus for their help maintaining illusion magic had been worth it, even if they’d eventually gotten too lazy to maintain it properly. But she’d spent a good couple of decades being pampered by a small city’s worth of foxes.

Life had been great. Unfortunately, she’d only gotten away with it once. The boss had given her a stern talking to and the next time she tried it another Messenger immediately attacked and ruined everything.

“This isn’t a vacation,” Sofia said. “Our employer has made that clear?”

“Uh, I’m pretty sure our entire existence is a vacation.” Shiva stared at Sofia as if she was an idiot. “If I wanted to work I’d have stayed on Earth like some dumb grind-to-five sucker. Imagine getting the offer of a lifetime and then spending all your time working instead of enjoying it or coming up with insane schemes instead of actually doing the shit you wanted to.”

Sofia glared at her, while Shiva smirked.

“This is what I wanted,” Sofia said.

“Crawling back to the big man after an eternity of fucking up?” Shiva asked.

Sofia said nothing.

“Don’t worry. Maybe you’ll learn your lesson and actually take it easy this time. Or maybe you’ll try some new get-rich-quick scheme. What will it involve this time? Oh, instead of creating your own bargain basement variety of Messengers, like with the Bastions, you’ll try to con other Messengers into doing all your work for you.” Shiva’s eyes gleamed. “That was pretty popular with grifters back home. Gonna give me partial credit for this job? Or are you more the celebrity type with their autobiographies written entirely by another person?”

“That’s just a biography,” Sofia said flatly.

“My point exactly.”

Shaking her head, Sofia said, “The job is simple⁠—”

“I know the fucking job. Holy shit, you call me green. We drop in with knowledge of what’s going on and what to do.” Shiva slapped herself in the face. “Boss wants one of us to hurl this Nathan guy into an active portal. You’re supposed to do it, so I guess I’ll negotiate with the big guy for a third tail or something if I beat you to it.”

“I’m in charge and⁠—”

“Oh, shut the fuck up.” Shiva’s eyes flashed as she raised a hand and closed her fingers like a mouth snapping shut.

Sofia’s lips visibly pressed together and blood streamed from the edges of her mouth. Her eyes widened in pain as a muffled scream escaped her. Golden light rippled along her arms.

Shiva blinked as her force spell was shattered, then gasped as a hammer slammed into her mind. Her vision swam.

When she recovered, a hand gripped her throat. Then it didn’t as she automatically ripped it off.

Sofia swore and leaped backward, clutching at her bleeding stump.

“Don’t touch me,” Shiva said, her voice like ice.

As if responding to her tone, the ground beneath her feet turned gray as her magic leeched the life from it.

The two women glared at each other. Golden light covered Sofia’s missing hand and it regenerated.

“Seems you still have your regeneration even as a succubus,” Shiva noted.

“I’m stronger than ever,” Sofia said.

“Uh huh. So why do you need me?”

“Insurance.”

“Great. Then can I be like all insurance companies and choose not to pay out? Because this world is shit.” Shiva sneered. “Everything I’m interested in is gone. At least before you still had Kurai, but it’s gone now.”

“There are still foxes.” Sofia raised an eyebrow. “And what about the beastkin? I have little use for them, so go nuts?”

“Right, ‘still foxes.’ Fuck off.” Shiva scoffed. “I don’t want a bunch of desperate warriors clinging to their values and traditions. And the beastkin? Sure, in a few thousand years when they build a civilization and I can bathe in public bathhouses full of them. But this place is still a fucking slave-owning shithole. Fuck, I can’t even join in on some slave rebellion and massacre people because you’re against the beastkin.”

“I have no idea what you’re on about.”

Shiva ran a hand down her face. “This is why I hate talking with you olds. Koji got it. We’re the bad guys here, so what we can do is limited. I can fuck around while fighting or after we win, but it’s not like I can just change sides. Koji was all about hamming it up and his big monologues, even if it meant he’d go down because he spent all his time talking about his tragic backstory.”

“Amazing. That is literally what happened.” Sofia struggled to keep a straight face.

“Oh, I know. Koji was over the fucking moon. Said he hopes to come back while this Nathan guy is still here and share a beer with him.”

Sofia’s expression attempted to discombobulate as she failed to make sense of Shiva’s words.

“See, you don’t fucking get it. All of this”—Shiva waved at the huge keep around them—“is what we’re here for. Being the fucking villain is part of the escape. Why the hell did you become a Messenger in the first place?”

“Why did you?” Sofia asked, her face reddening. “Because you couldn’t afford rent? That’s it?”

Shiva laughed. “I could say that’s between me and the boss. Honestly, that’s what annoys me the most about coming here. This cycle has so little of what I care about. But, fine. Some holidays are a bit shittier than others. I assume you just want me to go murder this Nathan asshole and call it a day?”

“No. He’ll rip your tails out and wear them as clothing. Assuming you don’t become his latest acquisition,” Sofia said. “This is a team effort, no matter what you accuse me of doing. I have another elite Messenger, plus Atlas, assisting us. You’ll meet them when the time comes. Until then, wait here.”

Narrowing her eyes, Shiva made her thoughts about the plan clear. Her nails ran across her robe.

“I mean it,” Sofia added. She floated a foot into the air. “I’d hoped to keep Nathan in the dark, but he’s found something I wanted to keep hidden. He’ll either find you here or we’ll find him when the time comes to strike.”

With a flash of golden light, the succubus vanished.

After a few minutes, Shiva decided her current “boss” wasn’t returning.

She wandered around the island, before realizing she was alone. The portal remained active, and she could summon demons through it at will. No clue what Bastion controlled it. Probably somebody under Sofia’s control.

The seas raged. Sitting on the edge of a cliff, cross-legged, Shiva stared to the south.

If she knew her geography well enough, Soreaux lay directly where she looked. And farther south was Aleich, where this Nathan person dwelled.

For whatever reason, the boss provided next to no information on him. He was the target, right? So why the hell did she know nothing about him?

Hell, she knew that some of the stuff Koji had told him about the guy had been ripped from her mind. Sure, Shiva knew he apparently had some catgirl Champion who had stolen Koji’s anti-magic flames, but there was at least one Champion she knew Koji had mentioned but whose details were missing. She’d cast spells or something.

Something was up.

This guy wasn’t just some random asshole or a Bastion with a big dick or something. Messengers went rogue all the time for dumb fucking reasons. She liked the Twins, but it wasn’t special for them to get tied up with some guy.

But the big boss wanting somebody nabbed for him? That was the partner’s MO. Maybe the boss was paying his friend back or something. Shiva didn’t know or care.

She did know that Bauer had taken Nathan on and gotten his ass handed to him. And a partner Messenger had gone missing. Plus, Sofia had come crawling back because of how much of a pain in the ass he was.

So Sofia could come up with her stupid plans, but Shiva was an elite Messenger for a reason.

And elite Messengers didn’t sit around like fucking chumps. She’d find out more about this Nathan guy.

And maybe see whether this cycle had anything to hold her interest.


CHAPTER 16



Nathan would like to say the days blurred together following Sofia’s assault on the Spires and the ensuing invasions, but the truth was the opposite. After the first two days spent recovering with his Champions and enjoying his short honeymoon with his wives, Nathan’s schedule filled with meeting after interminable meeting.

The morning after the invasions, panic spread through the assembled nobility staying in and around Straub, as well as those using the gateway to reside in Aleich. Wireless reports of a cascade in Amica, as well as multiple breaches along the border with Arcadia stirred unrest. The fact Falmir’s capital nearly fell to a breach of its own sent most nobles and merchants from the western end of the Empire packing.

More troubling to the nobles was the news that parts of the gateway network had been shut down near the breaches. Harrum had acted exactly as ordered and the Lodges in the Empire and Trafaumh had closed gateways close to breaches.

All of northern Amica was cut off, including Tartus. North-eastern Trafaumh and the western reaches of the Empire were the same, sparking complaints.

After all, the breaches were closed. Shouldn’t the gateways be open already?

“They’ll take days to reactivate,” Harrum said. “It’ll be faster as we weren’t struck by cascades and didn’t shut down the entire network like during the civil war. But anyone who needs to be somewhere in a hurry is better off taking the closest available gateway and traveling by road.”

“I’ll leave the complaints handling to Alice,” Nathan said. “The fact we got hit with four breaches and none of the Messengers caused serious damage is a miracle. Thanatos caused more destruction near Mortiswatch than these breaches combined.”

“I feel you’re understating the impact,” Seraph warned. “Even putting Falmir aside, we’ve effectively been cut off from Arcadia. Our only secure route into their territory is an old dirt road between Medstejn Castle and Filankale in eastern Amica. And that’s only because Kadria intervened directly to protect the elves there.”

“Sofia definitely wanted to cut us off from Arcadia,” he said. “But it’s not a problem we have the resources to deal with right now. We stretched our forces to the absolute limit, and everyone is exhausted. Falmir is about to descend into civil war, there’s still the aftermath of a cascade, and I have to help Alice handle half of Doumahr’s nobility.”

“I’m definitely not your spymaster anymore, but we need eyes and ears on the ground in Arcadia, Nathan.” Seraph crossed her arms. “It’s smart to shore up our position, but we know Sofia was meddling in Arcadia. She’s almost certainly fortifying there now she’s back.”

Nathan took Seraph’s advice and left that mission in Reine’s lap. Although Reine also got dragged into some of his meetings regarding Trafaumh.

As the initial chaos passed and armies of demons failed to materialize across the Empire, the nobles returned to their ordinary selves.

Which was to say, they swarmed Alice and Nathan with requests for meetings, fancy lunches, late dinners, and drinks that ran late enough Nathan got in trouble when he finally returned to his bedroom to whoever intended to share his bed that night. Nobles and merchants had spent large sums of money to attend the wedding, and much of that reason was for access to the halls of power.

Milgar had once said that if the nobles of the Diet let an assassination attempt on the palace grounds stop a vote, the Empire would be failing. Evidently the same thinking extended to an apocalypse and lobbying the newly married Empress and Emperor Consort. What sort of legacy would the nobility leave if they missed this opportunity?

Nathan shouldn’t be such a cynic. Alice appreciated the resilience of the nobility, as the wedding had been extravagant and expensive. The extraordinary display of wealth and power might have pleased many members of the Diet, but she’d been happy with the private ceremony. What she most wanted from the otherwise colossal waste of money was the chance to directly influence so many powerbrokers on Doumahr at once.

As Empress, Alice couldn’t freely travel and speak with nobles as she wished. Anna had run into this problem upon being promoted to duchess. Where she’d once been free to visit towns and lesser nobles directly as a countess, her rapid rise in status limited her actions. Alice was even more limited, and always had been as a princess of both an archduke and emperor.

Those same restrictions began to close around Nathan, slowly but surely. His position as Bastion meant he always retained a significant degree of freedom most nobles lacked.

But he couldn’t easily interact with a lot of nobles now. Not because of made-up rules or potential impropriety, but because of how others would view any interactions Nathan had with a noble.

If he met with a merchant, others would assume something was happening. A visit to a random count might be for political lobbying or to garner military support. Should Nathan speak with a political opponent of Alice’s or Anna’s, the news would write itself: “Emperor Consort Intimidates Diet Member”.

Not that he expected anyone to write such news. The few news sheets distributed on the streets of major cities focused entirely on major events and sensationalist accounts about the war or other topics that might excite the chattering merchant class. With patriotism stronger than ever, criticizing a war hero like Nathan would shutter a newspaper overnight.

The fancier gazettes and periodicals distributed to the nobles, as well as gossip shared over the wireless, differed. Noble-backed merchants built businesses off providing gossip and news to nobles across the Empire, particularly in the months between Diet sessions when many would be hundreds of miles away from the action. Counts paid good money to be up to speed on the latest gossip when they returned to vote.

Naturally, news catering to these nobles was as biased as its audiences. The rapid collapse of the Nationalist faction and rise of the Crusaders made as many fortunes as it destroyed. Nathan’s involvement with Fyre made him a complicated figure to the Crusaders.

Many of the nobles still disliked Alice, even if that dislike had been shunted aside in light of constant warfare and political reality. They begrudgingly accepted her as Empress.

Nathan was a different story. He was a war hero, but also one who had crushed many of the nobles and their allies recently in the civil war. However, he stood as a powerful religious icon due to being backed by Fyre, and many overlooked the rumors he was sleeping with the prophet.

So he had more leeway, but not enough. Making this week extremely important.

Although he questioned the value of some of the meetings. Like this one.

“I don’t think that meeting was worth our time,” Nathan said, as he and Alice walked arm in arm along a palace hallway.

They’d finished a lunch with the Master Carpenters Guild, which was the largest woodworking guild in the Empire. Despite the name, the attendees had all been wealthy merchants. They’d all proudly explained they were masters of the guild, and that management positions within it were held by election.

The fact the merchants owned woodworking businesses employing fellow carpenters that probably had to vote for them went unsaid. Let alone the fact that a bunch of merchants who had stopped being actual carpenters decades ago made for terrible representatives of their trade.

“It was, but it also wasn’t,” Alice said. She gave him a sidelong look. “The pavilion and furniture at the wedding caused a stir, and word has only spread further since. The Master Carpenters Guild represent the largest number of employed woodworkers in the Empire, and are also the wealthiest guild. If we ignore them, they’ll cause problems.”

Nathan noticed Alice’s careful choice of words. “Wait… When you say they represent woodworkers, you mean…”

She smiled. “There are multiple woodworking guilds in the Empire, including the Grand Woodworkers Guild, which predates the secessions and extends into Trafaumh and Falmir. The one we just met with is primarily for carpenters who don’t want to actually be carpenters.”

“And are we meeting those other guilds?”

“Yes. Tomorrow morning.”

“And how should I talk about the Master Carpenters Guild in front of them?”

Alice rolled her eyes. “I don’t know, Nathan. I get the feeling you don’t like them.”

“I mean, they basically wanted us to give them the patents for the ready-to-assemble furniture for free, with no promises they’d actually use it,” Nathan said. “I heard a lot of vague statements of protecting local carpenters. Which sounded a lot like protecting their profits.”

“They’re businessmen, Nathan. They can’t open their mouths without rent-seeking. And for your information, they’re disliked by the more trade-focused guilds. A master craftsman is supposed to take pride in their work, not throw away their tools at the first opportunity and skim a percentage off other carpenters of supposedly equal skill and status.”

That told Nathan everything he needed to know. He made a note to speak honestly tomorrow morning.

Their feet took them to another meeting room, while an escort of Royal Knights and Ciana accompanied them.

A pair of black-clad soldiers with the red tabards of the Inquisition stood guard outside the meeting hall. They saluted upon spotting Nathan.

Technically, they could have been saluting anyone, but he knew they were reacting to him. The Inquisitorial Corps wouldn’t salute a foreign Empress. Nathan, on the other hand, had effectively become the commander-in-chief of the Inquisition and Reine had officially delegated all authority she had over the military to him.

The meeting room consisted of a small but elegant oaken round table, plus matching cabinetry along one side. A small chapel occupied the opposite side, with a statue of Omria built into the marble nave. Nathan had remodeled the statue to resemble Fyre.

Although he hadn’t found the time to change every statue, since confirming that Sofia had been the Omria every statue on Doumahr was modeled on, he’d begun changing her image. Every statue in the palace was of Fyre now, and he’d even changed some paintings so long as they weren’t of historical significance.

When Fyre had found out, she’d tracked him down in the middle of a discussion with Kara, Fei, and the Royal Knight officer cadre about deployments. To say Fyre caused a fuss when she pulled his cock out and started sucking it in front of everyone was an understatement.

Not that his officers seemed to mind, which was a problem of its own. Winter was going to be downright dangerous. He suspected his usual plans to handle beastkin heat might not be enough.

Reine sat at the table with a slice of cake in front of her, while steam drifted from a pot of tea. Rosewald leaned back in another chair, sipping on coffee.

“Marquise de Rosewald, Grand Inquisitor Reine,” Alice greeted, dipping into a short curtsy. “Our apologies for our lateness.”

“I want to say that formalities are pointless at this point, Your Majesty, but I worry I’m overstepping after a single night of sleeplessly defending the world,” Rosewald said.

Alice laughed and waved for a knight to close the doors behind her. Nathan slipped inside with Ciana, while the other knights remained outside.

“You can call me Alice in private, but I think it’s best if we keep up the formalities in public, Mary,” Alice said. “Especially as I know this meeting and its potential outcomes may cause great consternation.”

Nathan wandered over to the cabinets to pour some coffee, only for Ciana to push him aside. Raising his hands to his bodyguard, he took a seat at the table. Reine’s tail wagged happily as she dug into her cake.

Alice leaned against a chair while looking up at Fyre’s statue, her lips pursed. “I know why every statue is of Fyre now, but I’m not sure I’m going to get used to living in a palace full of nude statues of her. Also, I’m certain her tits aren’t that big.”

“I changed her face to match, not the body,” Nathan said, grumpiness leaking into his voice. “I don’t need everyone to know that much about Fyre.”

All the women looked at him, and Rosewald raised an eyebrow.

“I’ve kept my nose out of this, but it’s true that you’re sleeping with the prophet?” Rosewald asked. “Because that’s the tone of a jealous man.”

“Fyre barely keeps it secret,” Nathan said. “So yes.”

“Well, I suppose it’s a good thing I’m not that deeply religious. Fyre’s inspired hope in Trafaumh, but I don’t know how the beastkin would take the news.”

Nathan frowned. He wanted to say they probably wouldn’t care, but he couldn’t know for sure.

The beastkin of Trafaumh and the Empire were different. Assuming an identical reaction was unwise.

“That’s not the point of today’s meeting, however,” Rosewald said. “We need to talk about making actual changes to Trafaumh’s governance and finally ending the state of emergency Baudelaire enacted during the cascades. The role of grand inquisitor has been vital to getting anything done during the rebellion, but Trafaumh is technically united again and it needs to rule itself.”

“Agreed,” Alice said. “I assume you’re talking about more than just rebuilding the Regal Council?”

Rosewald nodded, with a careful glance at Reine, whose golden eyes made it impossible to know what she was looking at. “The Regal Council existed so that the Inquisition could arbitrate disputes between the nobility and clergy. No matter how it’s dressed up, that’s its entire purpose. Whenever the nobles agreed with the priests—a common occurrence given their financial arrangements—the council served no purpose.”

“I thought you wanted a more egalitarian council?” Nathan raised an eyebrow.

“Failing all else, yes. There does need to be an elected body to arbitrate disagreements at the highest levels of power. The idea of allowing random priests or inquisitors to have complete power over major affairs of the state is madness. Imagine if one of the factions of the church gained control of such a body? We’d have a civil war just because of some meddling priests.” Rosewald shook her head. “But the Regal Council needs to be less important. I want to focus on our parliament.”

Nathan wished he could zone out during the coming discussion, but his position required him to pay attention.

Much like the Empire was ruled by the Empress but also had the Diet, Trafaumh was split between the Regal Council and its noble parliament. Several high-ranking nobles represented the nobles to the council, which mediated between the Inquisition and church.

At least, that was the idea. In practice, parliament held little power in Trafaumh.

The Order of Trafaumh was called as such because it was ruled by its church, and those institutions ran the nation. The Order split itself into pieces and had factional disputes, with the Inquisition being the militaristic half that protected the country and rooted out corruption. Nobles ruled alongside the church, and effectively did whatever they wanted in their territory if they had the permission of the church.

“Parliament is little more than a clubhouse,” Rosewald said bitterly. “Acts of parliament aren’t even binding, because half the nation is ecclesiastical land ruled by the church, and anything we do pass can be overruled by the Order. We basically advise each other and come to gentlemen’s agreements. That powerlessness is what created both political movements you saw during the cascades.”

“True.” Nathan nodded. “Would you still call yourself a Populist?”

“I don’t think it matters anymore. The Monarchists were Populists, Nathan. They just revealed their true colors, or decided they cared more about whatever minor issue they had over truly reforming Trafaumh. Their problem wasn’t with being ruled by an unaccountable dictator like the Inquisition, but just that they weren’t at the top of the food chain, so they happily tried to trade the Inquisition for Charlotte. I’m under no illusion that many Populists view you the same way.”

“I don’t intend to be a dictator,” Nathan said.

Rosewald chuckled darkly. “Nobody intends to be anything. I wanted a glorious revolution led by the people to overthrow the Inquisition, and I’ve found myself making shady backdoor deals like the blueblood I am to get anything done. In the end, what matters are results. Baudelaire’s gone and the Inquisition are weakened. If nothing is done now, the status quo will take hold again and in another 30-40 years, a new group of nobles and merchants will pull the same stunt again.”

Ciana slid three cups of coffee along the table, as well as two slices of cake. Nathan crossed his arms when he noticed she had left him out of the cake.

As if reading his mind, Ciana cut off the tip of her cake and held out her fork to him.

Alice giggled at Ciana’s antics, before turning back to Rosewald. “I don’t imagine there’ll be another Charlotte in 30-40 years.”

“And did your grandfather expect a civil war when he ended slavery?” Rosewald asked.

Alice’s face fell, before she smoothed it. Rosewald caught the reaction and her eyes shut, regret covering her expression.

“I’m sorry. That was insensitive. I know he hasn’t passed, but…” Rosewald sighed. “How is Gorthal?”

“Sleeping a lot,” Alice admitted. She reached out under the table and placed a hand on Nathan’s thigh, and he laced his fingers through hers. “He’s been pushing himself to make it to my wedding. The healers are impressed he’s kept going so long and…” Alice said nothing and stared at the wall.

Silence.

Eventually, Nathan chose to break it. “I understand what you mean. But major reforms to Trafaumh’s structure will cause the exact same issues Gorthal ran into. A lot of nobles and priests will be furious if we undercut their power.”

“Half the nobility is dead, and a lot of the priests have found their influence drastically reduced with Fyre’s return.” Rosewald gave him a cutting look. “If you can’t change things, nobody can. Not to mention that the same nobles and priests you’ll upset will never be happy with what they have. The Inquisition kept compromising with them, and they still rebelled. You can’t reason or work with people who will happily betray you. Above anything else, I think I’ve learned that from the disasters that have struck lately.”

Nathan leaned back in his chair while Ciana shoved a forkful of cake in his mouth.

Baudelaire had wondered if she should have changed her decision on slavery when Gorthal ended it. She’d been indecisive about the right decision even at the very end, unlike Gorthal, who remained convinced he had done the right thing, but had failed to crush the traitorous elements that rose up afterward.

If Nathan listened to Rosewald, he had the answer to Baudelaire’s dilemma.

Because one of Baudelaire’s options had been to convince Gorthal not to end beastkin slavery and therefore keep the Nationalists happy.

Except the Nationalists would have just found a different reason to try to overthrow Gorthal, because the beastkin had been an excuse. What they really wanted was power, and nationalism, racism, or whatever cause they adopted were weapons they used.

“I get the feeling you agree with me,” Rosewald said, her gaze assessing.

“I do,” he admitted. “I’m a Bastion. My approach to politics and the world in general is to favor stability, because it keeps things safe. More soldiers, weapons, and Champions to fight the demons. Except, as you say, sometimes favoring stability is the equivalent of papering over a hole in the wall and pretending we fixed it. Doumahr has a lot of holes in its walls, and there are people who have entire noble estates that rely on those holes. But they’re still holes.”

“So?” Alice asked. “I don’t want to be the one to say how Trafaumh should rule itself, but I doubt you want to come up with a mechanism for how parliament might work, Nathan. And I know Reine won’t.”

“Absolutely not,” Reine and Nathan said together.

Alice laughed. “I thought so. If you’ve decided, then I can help Mary with a proposal to go to Reine.”

“Thank you,” Rosewald said, bowing her head. Then she hesitated, biting her lip. “There is one thing. I’m still uncertain where the Inquisition sits in all this. If you asked me six months ago, I’d say to abolish it, but lately…”

“An organization like the Inquisition needs to exist,” Nathan said. “Not for the purpose of hunting out heathens or even as the Order’s military arm, as those can be separated. Or, more accurately, the role you want can be pulled out of the Inquisition. Because you want the Inquisition’s expertise on handling Messengers and magic, particularly with succubi involved.”

“Unfortunately, yes.” Rosewald scratched her head. “Bastion Deverese’s betrayal still echoes throughout Soreaux. I’ve even heard rumors he’s returned to the city⁠—”

“You have?” Reine’s voice raised, and Nathan knew she was scrying Rosewald directly.

For at least an instant, anyway. The spymaster was undoubtably searching Soreaux herself the next second.

“They’re rumors, but there’s definitely a new political faction active in Soreaux. They’re…” Rosewald screwed up her face. “Complicated is the word I’d use. Not in the sense you use, Nathan, when you’re hiding things.”

“Thanks,” he said drily.

“Rather, they’re a fundamentalist faction. They dislike Fyre, because she’s not the ‘real’ prophet, and want to restore Trafaumh to its roots. But they also oppose the Inquisition. It’s a very emotive message.” A wry smile crossed Rosewald’s face. “After all, it has to be. Trafaumh’s roots trace back to the Empire, and they definitely don’t want us to rejoin you.”

Nathan left Alice and Rosewald to deeper discussions on political structures as he left with Reine and Ciana. The rise of a new movement in Trafaumh bothered him, but he should have expected it.

“Look into it,” he told Reine. “But it’s a lower priority than Arcadia.”

“I am delegating much of my spy work, even compared to usual,” Reine said. “My lack of knowledge of Arcadia and the interference in Elysia means I am reliant on Tarkan and his connections. I have many agents who are familiar with Soreaux, however.”

He rubbed behind Reine’s ear and her tail beat wildly, slapping against his legs. When Ciana looked at him, he repeated the gesture with her. She responded stoically, with only her horse ears flapping up and down.

“I’ll be making a trip to Soreaux myself shortly,” he said. “Let me know if I can help.”

Reine’s look suggested she’d do no such thing. However, she tilted her head for another reason.

“I thought you were trying to avoid Soreaux to limit your involvement in its politics,” she said. “What draws you there?”

“Ester,” Nathan said. “I’ll be reactivating her gems temporarily, while she still makes up her mind, but I plan to have a more detailed chat with her later.”

For now, his true concern remained Falmir and its civil war. Time would tell how it resolved, and he couldn’t stand idly by while it took place, even if it meant putting off other concerns to keep an eye on it.


CHAPTER 17



The breach outside Fertheim bought Adam Martel and Prince Maxwell precious little time for their plans. As Nathan had expected, the many nobles of Falmir quickly forgot about the burning symbol of Omria’s power outside Fertheim and began mustering their armies.

He watched from the control room as riders raced through towns and villages, announcing generous stipends for every able-bodied man willing to come out and fight. Banners of various noble houses flew from forts, acting as mustering points. Wagons loaded with uniforms, weapons, and whatever armor could be gathered on short notice piled into these mustering points to be distributed to everyone who turned up.

Falmir had once belonged to the Empire and had a broadly similar structure of nobility, save for a few differences. But being ruled by an absolute monarchy had changed key aspects. One of these was who could raise armies.

In the Empire, the military was primarily the responsibility of the Emperor and the Imperial Army. But counts and above could raise armies, as the purpose of the Imperial Army was to lessen the burden of protecting the Empire from demons and invaders.

Falmir had gone even further, thanks to the chaos of the secession. Nearly every noble had the right to a private military, and in fact could be called upon by the king or liege lord to commit their forces to a conflict or fortress. Complicated rules limited how and when nobles could be called upon to lend their troops, and similar rules also restricted the rights of nobles to levy days of service from the commoners.

That wasn’t even going into the bizarre ability of the monarch to directly call on the peasantry to fight, overruling all other nobles save the earls. Calling Falmir functional was generous, and Nathan probably shouldn’t have been as surprised to find out the royal family was as scheming and treacherous as it was.

All of which was a complicated way to say that Falmir’s civil war was an order of magnitude more chaotic than the Empire’s had been. Or would be, if Adam and Maxwell let it get out of hand.

The Empire’s civil war had been preceded by nearly an entire year of preparation. The archdukes and Nathan all knew what was coming and actively raised armies and gathered supplies, while waiting out the eventual conflict. Adam’s advantage here was the element of surprise.

Charlotte’s reign had been tyrannical and she’d slaughtered most of her political opponents a year ago. Adam remained alive but neutered and Maxwell hadn’t even registered as an enemy. The idea of another attempt to overthrow the monarchy appeared ludicrous to Charlotte’s supporters.

Hence the chaos playing out across Falmir. Adam was prepared and his enemies weren’t.

Maxwell had ridden into Fertheim and seized the royal palace, declared he’d deposed his mad tyrant of a sister, and claimed the throne with Adam and a dozen other nobles at his side. The banners of every earl—including the sole holdout against Adam’s group of conspirators—plus those of the most influential counts allied with Adam flew from the walls of the royal palace and Fertheim’s walls. A small army occupied the inner city, ready to resist a siege.

Most of Charlotte’s allies knew Adam was up to something, but were caught off guard by Maxwell. Their armies lay scattered after losing at the Torrovium Fields. They occupied central Falmir, while Adam and his allies descended largely from the north and west. The southern nobles largely stayed out of it, while those to the south-west initially stayed on the sidelines. Many of the south-western nobles needed to cross territory held by Nathan and had been “advised” to stay out of any conflicts within Falmir.

Now, Charlotte’s loyalists needed to raise as many soldiers as possible, as quickly as possible, to battle an opponent months ahead of them.

This was the true trap for Adam and Maxwell, and one Nathan hoped they’d spotted.

The popular saying was that an army marched on its stomach. In truth, an army marched because somebody paid it to. Falmirian nobles feuded so often that their right to levy their subjects had lost all meaning. If they wanted an army yesterday, they needed to offer enough money to make the commoners come running.

And the nobles didn’t have that much money. Not without the backing of the crown, and especially not after getting stomped by Nathan at the Torrovium Fields. Another major reason the south-western nobles steered clear of the civil war was that they were deeply in debt, as they’d provided many of the soldiers for Charlotte, and came away with nothing.

A desperate noble wouldn’t let a silly thing like not having enough money stop them from waging war, however. They took out loans. Not personally, but against their titles and land.

If the loyalist nobles won, the moneylenders would come knocking and they’d be paid with the gains from holding onto the monarchy and forcing the defeated side to pay their debts. And if they lost? Well, they’d be bankrupt and lose everything. Assuming they survived.

Except by tying the debts to their titles and land, the moneylenders would go after the crown and any nobles who inherited it. Sure, Maxwell could declare the debts invalid, but no king wants their first act to be skimping on debt, even if it was to fund their enemies. There’d be financial repercussions at the worst time.

Some of these loans came from Falmir, but not enough of them. There simply wasn’t enough willing cash to fund the loyalists. No, the money came from the Empire.

Nathan could have had Reine try to stomp on the illicit back channels being used by many nobles to fund the Falmirian nobles, but there’d be consequences, as he’d be shutting down shadow banks that funded far more than this civil war.

Instead, he stepped in himself and provided the funds himself. Alice had looked at him as if he were mad.

“You want us to fund the Falmirian loyalists fighting against Maxwell?” Alice asked him, her voice several octaves higher than usual, as if she were straining not to burst his eardrums. “My idea was to back Maxwell, not his enemies, Nathan!”

“And we still might. Somebody is going to fund the civil war, Alice,” he said. “If we fund it, then it’s our decision when and how to have the money repaid. Or whether we forgive it entirely.”

She pursed her lips. “You want something to hold over Maxwell. But he’ll be furious if he finds out.”

“I’d rather him be angry than bankrupt. The loyalists are taking a poison pill in their desperation to stop Adam and Maxwell. The debt will cripple Falmir either way, with the only difference being who wears it. Adam will likely foist the debts on Maxwell and the crown as a way to sabotage the new king.”

Alice gave him a strange look and fell silent for some time. “Your father knew about this, didn’t he?”

“Of course he did. The strategy is old. The Empire’s used it to destabilize countries in Amica, as they’d lend money to losing nations and then bully the victor. There’s no chance Adam wouldn’t be expecting it to be used.”

“Well, I guess we can explain our involvement away with a reference to history then,” Alice said drily. “Fine. Do it. Just make sure it’s done stealthily.”

Nathan had just the man in mind to handle it: Torneus.

The old man had been keeping to himself lately, kept busy by the influx of work across the Empire and Trafaumh. Nathan caught him late at night in Tartus, where Torneus had returned to. With Anna busy with the wedding, Torneus fulfilled his role as administrator of her archduchy.

Raising a glass of a cloudy spirit, Torneus gestured to a lounge chair in his office. “Take a seat. With all the chaos, I know you’re here for work. There’s no shortage of it. You’d almost forget you just married.”

“My honeymoon apparently involves managing another nation’s civil war,” Nathan said as he slid into a seat.

Torneus rose with a chuckle and poured another glass of ouzo and water, before shifting from behind his desk to the lounges. He dropped the glass in front of Nathan with a clink before reclining in a chair of his own.

“You joke about that, but it wouldn’t be the first nation you’ve meddled in,” the old man said. “Trafaumh’s stabilizing now, and the Empire has largely recovered from last year’s civil war. If it weren’t for the constant threat of demonic invasion, I’d say all is well.”

“That specter won’t be going away anytime soon.” Nathan sipped his drink. The aniseed flavor was always a little odd to him. “I’ll be frank. I need you to help me with a scheme in Falmir.”

“Oh? We’re the ones scheming against Falmir?” Torneus leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. “That’s certainly a change of pace. The details?”

Nathan explained his idea, and Torneus absorbed them in silence.

A minute passed afterward while the old man swirled his drink and stared out the window at the evening lights of the city.

“Not merely a scheme against Falmir, but one that uses a tactic the Empire has used against my homeland before,” Torneus said. “While it wasn’t recent, Tartus was bankrupted long ago by the Empire using this same tactic. We were the greatest of city-states in the region. Various disputes led us to expand. The Empire never invaded Amica with soldiers, but they constantly interfered. When we got too close to your borders, they began funding our enemies with debt. And when we ignored the debts they imposed on us after we won, trade dried up.”

“Tartus wasn’t the only nation in Amica it was done to. I believe Carence to the south also fell on hard times,” Nathan said.

Torneus chuckled. “Indeed. The Empire wanted more trade from Kurai, I believe, and sabotaged Carence’s economy. Some of the foxes were still bitter about it when they came to Amica.”

“Almost as if actions have consequences and meddling with other nations can backfire,” Nathan said.

“A lesson Falmir is learning, except most of the people who have done the meddling are dead or a mad prophet you may or may not have killed.” Torneus raised an eyebrow. “And it’s a lesson I recommend you keep in mind. Because you’re the one doing the meddling. From a much more visible and nobler position, certainly, but whether the Empire is openly taking control of their former territories or not, you have Trafaumh and Falmir in the palm of your hand.”

“Noted.” Nathan inclined his head. “I’d step away if I could, but⁠—”

“There’s the whole mad tyrant prophet and demonic invasion problem, yes. I’m not chastising you. I’m warning you. You’re at the height of your power and influence, as the wedding showed. There has never been an event as monumental in human history, and it wasn’t Alice who gathered everyone.” Torneus fixed Nathan with a stern gaze. “As for funding Falmir, it’s easy enough. Particularly with the von Allesburgs still out of action. They always had the strongest ties to Falmir, so I’ll manipulate their old connections.”

No wonder everyone knew Torneus. The old bastard had his fingers everywhere and appeared to know everything.

Cynically, Nathan wondered if he’d gone back in time a little further and assassinated Torneus, whether he actually could have stopped all the wars. Torneus might have been more enmeshed in everything than he initially suspected.

On the other hand, the boulder had been rolling downhill long before either he or Torneus came onto the scene.

With the financial aspect handled, Nathan allowed the opening stages of the civil war to play out on their own. Loyalists began recruiting en masse, while Adam’s allies closed in.

Contrary to the other conflicts, Champions played a lesser role at first. Bastions and Champions were tools used against demons and external threats, not other nobles. Nobles feuded often enough and while Bastions often owed their loyalties to one earl or another, the crown commanded them in the end.

Initial skirmishes appeared quaint by the standards Nathan was used to. Small armies lining up in fields, waving banners and playing instruments, while the levied armies jeered at each other while awaiting the call to battle. The first nobles to come to blows were former loyalists battling their old comrades. Adam had yet to enter the fray. Casualties remained low.

Adam kept himself busy, however. Mustering stations and supply depots burned down behind enemy lines, and wagons were taken out by small teams or even individual Champions. The moonstones that Falmir was famous for hoarding meant Adam and his allied Bastions had a host of assassins ready to deploy.

Deploying Champions escalated the war overnight. Loyalists flew into a panic and called on their Bastions. The army that had been gathering near Fertheim was reinforced by the Bastions and Champions nearby, while the nobles in the southwest rumbled with discontent.

Apparently, nobody had expected Adam to actually use his Champions so openly to seize power.

The rumors Nathan heard through Reine revealed the reason why.

As both an earl and Bastion, Adam held a natural advantage over most nobles. If he started using his Champions to eliminate his foes, could anybody oppose him? Maxwell might be little more than a puppet.

Ironic that such a staunch opponent of dictators and monarchs was being tarred with the same brush.

Unfortunately, it meant support began to grow and consolidate around the loyalists, right as Adam’s main force arrived a week after the war started. Champions from the south slipped through gateways and joined the loyalists, and Nathan chose not to act on them as replacing half the Bastions in Falmir right now would be nearly impossible.

Fertheim lay under siege—although it was difficult to describe it as such, as the loyalists mostly sat in the fields and attempted to penetrate the palace by glaring at the magical barrier enveloping it. They lacked the forces to penetrate the palace and the will to assault their own capital. Occasional skirmishes broke out when teams of knights or Champions marched in to try to tear down the banners on the inner wall.

Adam intended to change that situation, as he led a combined army of Champions and nobles larger than anything his enemies could muster. His wedge marched unopposed across central Falmir, deposing or recruiting counts, viscounts, and barons. Everyone who sought to battle him gathered at Fertheim.

The result would be a grand melee outside the capital, overseen by the smoking ruin of Elheim, the once glorious fortress erected by Omria millennia ago when she’d first crusaded into Falmir. Very poignant.

And it was then that Maxwell reached out to Nathan directly.

Ciana interrupted his breakfast with Seraph, who he’d spent the night with and was busy organizing their visit to Filankale in the next week or two.

“Nathan, you need to return to your bedroom. There’s…” She frowned. “Well, there’s something I didn’t expect. Somebody needs to talk to you.”

Seraph followed him as he returned to his room, where he found a very specific hand mirror propped up on his desk. A face hovered in it.

“Ciana?” he asked quietly.

“It’s not her. I’ve been checking the mirror occasionally, just in case, but I heard it go off while ironing your shirts,” Ciana answered.

Nathan approached his desk, then relaxed.

Prince Maxwell’s face hovered in the mirror’s surface, uncertainty marring his youthful expression. Nathan didn’t know the prince well. He was in his teens, with curly blonde hair and a face that was only beginning to lose its baby fat. As one would expect from a royal, he was attractive, but Maxwell was in the most awkward phase of his growth.

And, it seemed, the most awkward phase of being a royal: trying to seize actual power.

“Lord Nathan, my thanks for agreeing to speak to me despite the lack of notice and… awkward method of communication.” A thin smile appeared on Maxwell’s face.

“I’m surprised you even found this mirror or knew how it worked,” Nathan said. “I knew Charlotte had it, but that was it.”

“I learned of it during one of my meetings with my…” Maxwell grimaced. “Calling her sister is difficult now. The woman who controlled Falmir this past year has nothing in common with the Charlotte I knew all my life, even if she had a hidden side. But, yes, Charlotte told me about the mirror in passing. While I know you have agents here, so does Martel. Speaking directly with you in any way is difficult.”

“With the civil war on, I’m not sure it’s wise if we should speak directly,” Nathan said cautiously.

“Perhaps. But you’ve done rasher things than intervene in a spat between nobles. I take it your wife spoke to you about my… suggestion? The one I provided after the demonic breach on your wedding night?” Maxwell paused. “My deepest regrets that I couldn’t attend your wedding, and also that it was ruined by demonic intrusion.”

“If the demons respected my wedding date, I’d wonder if something was wrong,” Nathan said, trying to get Maxwell to relax a little.

The young prince wavered in the mirror and his expression lacked the confidence expected of a born-and-bred royal. Especially when talking to somebody like Nathan.

Then again, maybe it was precisely because Maxwell was talking to Nathan that he was acting so stilted. Nathan wasn’t an upper crust noble and had a reputation as a war hero.

“It’s still a tragedy it happened, and—” Maxwell began to say.

“Prince, you can take it easy on trying to be sympathetic and formal,” Nathan interrupted. “I doubt you act like this to Alice.”

Maxwell frowned. “There is a formal rhythm when dealing with Empress Alice. I’m… less than certain of where I sit with you, or your thoughts on much at all. To say your reputation precedes you is like saying I’m aware of Omria’s influence on Doumahr. If we named the new era after you, nobody would bat an eye other than the stuffiest of priests.”

“Let’s not name any eras after me, thanks.”

“That’s the other aspect I struggle with.” Maxwell tugged on his collar. “Bastions claim to fight for the realm, yet not many would hesitate to throw aside their duties if I offered them an earldom. For all of Adam Martel’s words and ideals, he remains a tremendously wealthy and egotistical man who desires to be powerful and—above all else—correct.”

Nathan kept his expression neutral as he abruptly realized he’d underestimated the prince.

Because Maxwell had smoothly launched into an attempt to persuade Nathan to back him over Adam. Had the earlier awkwardness been confected?

“I’ve seen far too many breaches and demonic invasions to rest on my laurels and retire,” Nathan said. “And I’m also tremendously wealthy.”

“And yet, if both you and Martel had a chance to seize the crown without any consequences, I know only one of you would even try.” Maxwell raised an eyebrow. “Martel wouldn’t hesitate to justify becoming a dictator for a day—or a year—if he could reshape Falmir to match his whims. You’ve stopped short of similar measures in the Empire.”

There was no way in hell Maxwell knew of some of the “measures” Nathan had stopped short of, like the Twins’ plan to mind control half the Diet.

Yet it spoke volumes of the level of visible power Nathan held that even a foreign royal knew he could overthrow the Diet without trying.

“The Doumahr I’m protecting isn’t just a place for people to live,” Nathan said. “The freedoms people enjoy, the way they live, and the cultures they embrace make up that world. Things need to change to ensure stability, yes, but safety at the price of destroying everything that makes up the nation and world I love would make it all pointless. That’s why I wouldn’t take the crown, Prince.”

Maxwell stared out from the mirror for several long seconds. Long enough that Nathan worried the connection had dropped.

“I’m still here,” Maxwell said when Nathan checked. “It’s just… Part of me wonders if you’re scared of your own power, Nathan.”

“Really?”

“It’s a position I find myself in, at this very moment. Because asking you what I’m about to goes against everything I’ve been raised to believe in and could easily constitute a betrayal of my nation and family.” Maxwell gave a dark smile. “Like you said, if you protect what you love at the cost of what you loved, was it worth it?”

Nathan sighed. What else could he do?

He’d been here before and refused to take that step. At least while he had the choice available to him.

“I can’t answer that,” Nathan said. “But I’d never make that choice if I thought another option would succeed.”

Maxwell grimaced. “I see. I fear I already know your answer, then.”

“I think you’re confused, Prince. While we’re talking about the same topic, our situations are different. The lines I’m unwilling to cross are different to yours.”

“Then I’ll get to the point.” Maxwell straightened in the mirror and all emotion left his expression. “I want you to rout the loyalist army outside Fertheim with the Imperial Army as a show of support from the Empire.”

Nathan leaned back, careful to keep his expression like stone. Ciana and Seraph exchanged glances.

He caught them and raised a hand. “Is that all, Prince?”

“There’s more,” Maxwell said quickly. “I’d want you and Empress Alice at my coronation, as a show of the ties between the nations. The territory seized by the Empire during your march on Fertheim will be returned to Falmir, but in the hands of a noble with joint loyalties to Falmir and the Empire.”

“That’s literally impossible,” Nathan said. “The Diet and all noble titles in the Empire require fealty to only the Empire. Anything else is treason.”

“But there is an exception. Gareth.”

Nathan’s eyes narrowed.

“I know who and what he is. It was a terribly kept secret in my family.” Maxwell shook his head. “Appointing him as duke would raise too many questions, as the line of succession would be reopened. But if I granted him the rank of earl, what if he remains a Bastion in service to you?”

“You’re voluntarily offering the Empire a double-agent, and an earl and Bastion at that?” Nathan asked.

“I have my reasons.”

Seraph scowled, and Nathan knew he needed to speak with her.

“Give me a minute to discuss this, Prince. Your offer is… To be blunt, mad.” Nathan scratched his head. “Beyond anything I expected.”

“I came prepared.” Maxwell chuckled.

He apparently had, although Nathan wasn’t sure what Maxwell was up to.

Nathan muted the mirror and looked at Seraph.

“This is madness, but he’s definitely scheming,” Seraph said. “Runs in the family.”

“I’ve gathered. You think you know what he’s up to?” Nathan asked.

“He all but admitted it. Gareth’s a bastard child of the royal family. If Maxwell dies or is burdened with any serious accusations that force him to step down, there’s a powerful noble to take his place. An earl with the Empire’s backing, just like Maxwell.” Seraph crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “It lets Maxwell build a support base that would know they have a second option, because they’d always have us.”

“It’s surrendering themselves to being a vassal state.”

“You’re being emotional.” Seraph looked down at him and he winced. “There’s nothing stopping you from stepping back and letting Adam and his republicans take over. That’s the benefit of being the powerbroker in Falmir. Because once this civil war is over, your leverage will be limited to economic means, and Adam is⁠—”

“A wealthy asshole with an ego the size of his earldom. I know.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “He’ll be pissed if I do this.”

“He’s almost certainly been manipulating you from the start, once he realized you were amenable to overthrowing Charlotte. Any noble should know their opponent can turn the tables on them at a moment’s notice.” Seraph laughed. “He should be proud of you, if he knew who you really were.”

Nathan ruminated on the decision a little longer.

Ultimately, he couldn’t make it himself for two reasons. Alice ruled the Empire and knew politics better than him, even if he handled the military. And Gareth might run away screaming at the idea.

The last one was the most likely problem.

Turning back to Maxwell, who shifted awkwardly in the mirror’s frame, Nathan unmuted the mirror.

“The deal is agreeable, but only on principle,” Nathan said, and watched Maxwell’s face fall over the course of the sentence. “I need to speak with Alice about it, and Gareth is the only option for your plan for the earldom. Do you have a backup?”

“You wouldn’t happen to have any Falmirians of a noble background I could promote to an earldom without causing much trouble?” Maxwell asked with a strained laugh. “Don’t answer that. I’d be terrified if you did. We’d need to discuss alternatives, as I know negotiating the territory will be difficult.”

It would be, even if Gareth was going to rule it. Nathan would leave that part to Alice.

Unsurprisingly, Gareth wanted nothing to do with the deal.

“Not just no, fuck no,” Gareth said, when Nathan found him later that day in his atelier testing ascended magic spells.

“I expected this answer,” Nathan said.

“I’m surprised you even asked.”

“Really? It’s a good deal. An earldom and you still have the freedom to do whatever you want here.”

Gareth raised an eyebrow and finally stopped blasting concentrated beams of light at the scorched wall. “Maybe. But I don’t like being used as a political pawn.”

“I don’t think Maxwell intended it that way.”

“Oh, he absolutely did. He’s still a member of the royal family and it runs in the blood.” Gareth paused. “Okay, maybe it’s not the blood. Martel’s the same way and he’s your old man. The deal Maxwell is offering is basically the same Martel wanted. Martel wanted a puppet, and said the same thing. ‘I can do whatever I want.’ And Maxwell wants me to help shield him while he tries to become a real king, before Martel pushes him off the tallest tower of the palace.”

Nathan imagined Adam Martel shoving Maxwell off a tower and tried not to laugh. “I don’t think Adam would be that crude.”

“He would if he could get away with it.”

True.

Even with Gareth out of the deal, Alice negotiated the terms with Maxwell using the mirror. The plan was to surrender economic control of the contested territory back to Falmir, but the Empire would retain control of the binding stones and therefore have an immense military presence only a stone’s throw away from Fertheim.

A devilish deal, as it technically meant the Empire had given back the land and had no influence over Falmir. Yet several companies of elite Imperial knights and few duogem Champions a day’s march from Fertheim and central Falmir—as well as controlling the trade corridor along eastern Falmir—wouldn’t go unnoticed.

The Empire would hold immense sway over Falmirian politics for the near future. Nathan’s status as Fyre’s chosen Bastion meant the commoners wouldn’t even bat an eye at what was happening. He’d have her make some appearances in the future.

Hell, he had her lead the army that chased away the loyalists from Fertheim. By the time Adam arrived, it was to be greeted by Maxwell and Fyre together.

If only Nathan had been there in person to watch his old man do his best not to implode on the spot.

Unfortunately, Nathan didn’t have time to enjoy his father’s consternation.

He’d allowed Ester time to herself recently, but she wanted to meet with him to discuss her future. He owed her as much, and the time for a proper visit to Soreaux had come.


CHAPTER 18



The meeting with Ester took place in Soreaux, but not inside the citadel. Nathan still wished to avoid being ambushed by a small army of nobles and priests keen to gain his approval for whatever scheme they had.

He found himself strolling along the riverbanks of Soreaux with several of his Champions in tow. After recent events, they could enjoy the bout of relaxation.

Not that they couldn’t come here of their own volition. Nathan controlled Soreaux’s binding stone, so visiting Soreaux was an easy trip for any of his Champions. More than a few of them slipped through the mental gateways on breaks to enjoy the food or coffee here.

The hungry eyes of the many street vendors proved that fact. Imperial uniforms on the streets would have been cause for alarm six months ago, but merely acted as a signal to merchants and vendors that the wearers were cashed up.

Probably because the only Imperial soldiers regularly visiting Soreaux belonged to Nathan and had no shortage of funds. Imperial Champions and soldiers were paid well by default, but as a Royal Bastion, he set a standard by being that little bit more generous. Plus, there were additional allowances for various things, campaigning bonuses from the myriad of conflicts he dragged many of his soldiers to, and danger pay from defending portals and being in the thick of battle.

As dangerous as the Triumph of the Torrovium Fields had been for the soldiers, it had also been dangerous for the treasuries of everyone involved. The Nationalists paid their soldiers with fervor and zealotry, but the nobles used hard cash. Looting bonuses typically covered some of the danger pay soldiers expected, but they hardly applied in a defense battle.

The crown had been on the hook for most of the costs, as was to be expected. If the nobles had to pay taxes to the Emperor, they expected to be protected or at least receive some of that money back during war. Most of Nathan’s knights received a king’s ransom in danger pay.

Life as a soldier was short, dangerous, and brutal. Money motivated them to enlist and fight, particularly with so many other careers that could pay reliably and not have you be sucked up into a tornado summoned by an ancient wind spirit. Even when a soldier didn’t die in a battle, crippling injuries were common. Some wouldn’t be able to earn a decent wage ever again. The payment from a single campaign could be enough to match a lifetime of plowing fields to compensate for that risk.

And for Nathan, who kept entire armies of elite knights in his back pocket, his almost astronomical bill for his soldiers ensured he had a loyal army who never wanted for anything. He trusted them with his life and they believed in him in turn.

He also liked having soldiers who couldn’t be easily bribed or who knew they would retire with the wealth of lesser merchants and nobles. History spoke of generals in the beastkin crusades who garnered the loyalty of their soldiers by promising every soldier a farmstead, back in the days of serfdom, when farmland was a noble right, rather than a citizen’s right. Civil wars had broken out so those generals could fulfill those promises.

Nathan couldn’t offer farmland to his soldiers. But he could give them enough money they could buy their own farms, or return to the Enclave and pay to have it transformed into something magnificent.

All of which was to say that his soldiers had no shortage of funds, and Soreaux’s merchants knew it. As Fei, Ciana, Sunstorm, Sen, and Vala trooped along with Nathan, hawkers and touts mobbed them with free samples of their food, drink, and fineries.

Fei ate and drank everything shoved in her face, while Ciana kept wiping down the catgirl’s mouth with a handkerchief. The others picked and chose what they wanted. Sunstorm focused on the alcohol, while Sen hunted through bauble vendors. Vala struggled with all the attention, and stayed close to Nathan.

As much as the salespeople crowded the Champions, they never got close to Nathan. They’d often come up with a big smile, only for their eyes to register he was wearing a Bastion uniform with golden trim. Something between fear and awe would ripple across their faces, they’d bow, and make their escape.

Rarely, one might offer something, but almost as a gift or tribute instead of as a sample. He’d already refused entire bottles of expensive wine, spirits, and an entire wheel of cheese the size of a wagon wheel.

“You’re still famous, I see,” Artemis said.

She’d wrapped herself around one of his arms and refused to leave his side. Her ears twitched madly, swiveling at every sound and movement close by, while her eyes darted around the street. Nathan occasionally gave her a good scratch behind the ears when he felt he could get away with it. Mostly when Fei wasn’t looking.

The younger catgirl caught him petting Artemis once, and he’d been stuck petting both of them in the middle of the street for five solid minutes. A crowd built up to watch the show.

“There’s only one Royal Bastion. I literally led Fyre’s royal army through these streets and took control of the Inquisition,” Nathan said as they walked.

“I know. It’s more that this is a familiar sight. You and Deverese could never go anywhere in public without causing a stir,” Artemis said. She watched as Fei and Ciana ordered crepes and licked her lips.

Get Artemis one, Nathan asked Ciana.

The unicorn knight’s horn shimmered but she showed no other acknowledgement. He knew she’d get an extra crepe, though. Hopefully Fei didn’t order too many from the stand.

“The stir we caused was different,” Nathan said. “I’m getting more reverence here. Back then, the only thing that stopped people from throwing eggs at me was fear. Either of my trigems or the wrath of the Inquisition.”

Vala had been craning her neck to watch a street performer by the river’s edge, only to shoot him a look of surprise. “Lots to pull apart there. Deverese was famous in your old world? And everyone hated you?”

“Deverese helped me take down Siv after she destroyed Aleich,” Nathan explained. “After the defense of the Gharrick Mountains, when Jafeila joined him, he was Trafaumh’s most powerful Bastion.”

Artemis chewed on the inside of her cheek at the use of her actual name. She said nothing, however.

“Uh… Even more questions.” Vala shook her head. “So, why’d everyone hate you?”

“Because when the sky is falling, people need to blame somebody. The world is a complicated place, but most people’s lives are difficult enough already. I was a failed hero and villain back then for the same reason I’m being mythologized here.” His eyes stared up at the citadel, which had once been reduced to a ruined crater when Thanatos breached.

“Is this the whole ‘it’s easier to unite people with negativity than positivity thing’ I’ve heard Gareth talk about?” Vala asked.

Nathan chuckled. “He told you about that?”

“Yeah. Back when I first got to know him and found Charlotte… off-putting.” She rubbed her arm. “It kind of feels true, but then I see everyone around you and I want to believe otherwise.”

“I was bitter and cynical enough to buy into the same idea, but I don’t think it’s like that.” Nathan pointed at Fei. “Rather, people are simple. Kind of like Fei at her worst.”

“Wow,” Artemis drawled. “Should I feel offended?”

“You’re not eating a sandwich oozing with melted cheese, while holding a sausage on a stick in the other and waiting for crepes. So it’s up to you.” He turned back to Vala. “Negativity is easier because it’s simpler, especially when times are hard. Focus people on simple villains. Demons, another country, beastkin, Bastions who didn’t ‘fight hard enough.’ Fixing the root cause is difficult, and often involves major changes. People just want their lives to be exactly the same, except better.”

“Oh. So they want magic.” Vala frowned. “Like, literal fucking magic. I worked and fought to get somewhere and become a Champion, because things kind of sucked out in the countryside. But, yeah, I can imagine the old farts back home. In a tight year, they had no shortage of excuses. I remember one old bastard’s farm failed completely in a bad year, and said beastkin had poisoned his crops. While working in the tavern, heard his neighbors laughing about how the idiot hadn’t been rotating his crops and he’d gotten what he deserved.”

The furious expression on Vala’s face suggested the story didn’t end there. Mostly because Nathan knew it.

Because the farmer didn’t learn his lesson the normal way. The local lord still expected to receive his share of crops from the land that produced no crops that year, and took extra from the neighboring farms.

Furious, the other farmers burned down the idiot farmer’s home and beat him black and blue. He vanished, crystallizing the rumors of beastkin sabotage. Faced with no other option, even with an abundance of evidence otherwise, the lord executed some random beastkin slaves and split the land among the remaining farmers until a new family could take it over.

In a way, the story encapsulated the collapse of Doumahr in Nathan’s old world. Nations failed to tend to themselves and collapsed, while blaming everything except the actual cause—which leaders like Baudelaire and Torneus knew of. Each time, everyone else paid the collective price to protect the world. The nations even fell out with each other, with Falmir betraying the Federation, and Trafaumh and Falmir going to war repeatedly.

Eventually, the price became too much and everything collapsed.

“Even after all this, you still worry Doumahr’s going to fall apart overnight,” Artemis said. She ran her fingers along his jaw and tugged his head to face hers. “I’ve destroyed a thousand worlds, and you’re somehow as broken as me after seeing a single one get shattered.”

“I don’t think I’m that bad,” Nathan said. “And I bet you were as bad as me if you became a Messenger.”

“Maybe. Walking through the devastated hellscape after that succuslut…” Artemis trailed off and sighed. “I don’t think there’s much to gain from reliving the past. My portal world was built around it, because I hated myself for becoming a Messenger and wanted to torture myself every time I invaded a world. To remind myself of everyone I had betrayed by becoming this monster. You shouldn’t look up at the citadel and see the city you failed to save, Nathan. You should look at these bustling streets, full of happy citizens, and realize you’ve saved it this time.”

He let her redirect his gaze down the street.

Not to Fei or any of his other Champions, but to a different group of beastkin.

A half-dozen horned beastkin in the black uniforms of Trafaumh’s military were giggling and buying baguette sandwiches from a vendor. They snuck glances at Nathan, and one reddened when they saw him looking back, covering her face.

Just a few months ago, that sight would be impossible. Literally.

Trafaumh, much like Falmir and every human nation beside the Empire, forbade beastkin from military service besides being a Champion. Serving Omria was an exception for many reasons, and the simplest was that good Champions were rare enough that a few beastkin could be accepted.

But slaves weren’t allowed to fight. The Federation had planned to break that fundamental rule of warfare when the Empire invaded, only for Nathan to sabotage their plan by being so popular with beastkin that they abandoned it.

Lots of reasons were given for the prohibition. Some might claim moral reasons, including how the rule dated back to serfdom, where serfs also couldn’t serve in the military. Only free men and women could be called up to fight, because it was a right and privilege for a citizen to defend the homeland.

In truth, the Federation’s failed plan revealed the true reason. Slaves couldn’t be trusted as soldiers.

Nobles paid soldiers well to entice them to risk their lives on the battlefield, because they might go out and fight, only to lose a limb and be unable to tend to a farm. What could a slave gain? Nothing. They were a slave. At best, they’d suffer no major injuries.

At worst, they’d lose a limb or suffer a disfiguring injury and their owner would dispose of them.

Slave companies and regiments lacked any reason to defend a country. Even if they were offered freedom, they’d return to a country that might slap them in chains and a collar at a moment’s notice. Faced with a demonic onslaught that promised almost certain death, the slaves might even be bitter enough to let the demons through on purpose. The resulting breach would be devastating.

Being spared from military service had been one of the few graces granted beastkin populations across most of Doumahr. Ironically, the progressive end of slavery in the Empire bulked out its military and powered its war machine as it began antagonizing its neighbors. The beastkin quarters in Aleich were full of people who had fought in the wars against Trafaumh and used the money to live there and start businesses.

Now, Trafaumh needed soldiers just as much as the Empire had. Nathan’s scheme with Torneus to buy up slaves and force the merchants to end slavery voluntarily might not even be necessary. The Inquisition went around and bought up slaves, offered them fixed two-year contracts as soldiers with good pay—Nathan and Reine had mandated good conditions—and beastkin soldiers flooded the Inquisition’s armies.

Naturally, not all slaves had vanished overnight. But the sharp decline in their numbers and the rising price of slaves meant many merchants found it favorable to hire regular employees, including beastkin who had escaped slavery somehow or moved north from the Empire.

Money motivated merchants to do many things, including end slavery. Even if they whined incessantly about their labor costs.

“I do appreciate what I’ve protected,” Nathan said, returning to the conversation. “But I’m all too aware of how easily it can be lost.”

“Then focus on protecting it, not on traumatizing yourself with a past that no longer matters.” Artemis poked him in the side. “Especially as there’s somebody here who wants bold, brave Nathan, not sappy, grave Nathan.”

Ester strode along the riverbank in her Champion’s uniform, ignoring the hawkers calling out to her. She caught Nathan’s eye and waved.

After darting over to him, Ester blinked at Artemis. Then she looked over at Fei, who had finally received the three crepes she ordered, while Ciana collected hers and Artemis’s.

“Um, did you recruit Fei’s sister?” Ester asked.

“It’s—” Nathan began to say.

“Complicated,” Ciana finished for him as she approached. “Hi, Ester. Did you want a crepe? Fei has three, so she can spare one?”

“Mwah!” Fei protested with a mouth full of sugary goodness, and Ester smiled at her.

“It’s fine. I don’t have a big sweet tooth,” Ester said.

Nathan gestured to one of the riverside restaurants. “Let’s grab a seat and chat. We’ll let the others wander, and I can treat you to lunch.”

It would also be easier to set up an anti-eavesdropping ward around a table and chairs. Particularly if they got a corner table. If Ester’s conversation went where he expected it, Nathan planned to explain as much as reasonable.

Keeping people in the dark was pointless at this point. A lot of his Champions knew outside of his inner circle by now. Even some of the knights and officers did, although they kept quiet about it. Nathan used his magic and discussed matters too regularly with the Messengers to keep such a massive secret anymore.

A waiter rushed out to greet Nathan before he even got close, and ushered them to a table. Vala bowed out from the meal, while Ciana chose to join them. As Nathan had hoped, they were led to a corner table away from other customers. Water arrived almost instantly along with a complimentary bottle of wine—cheap stuff, but still free.

With a few gestures, Nathan places wards around the table to muffle their conversation and prevent magical eavesdropping. Ester pulled at her pigtails while sipping her water. Artemis didn’t hesitate to guzzle the wine.

“What?” she asked when Ciana looked at her. “Even the cheap stuff in Trafaumh is great. There’s a reason half the wine in the palace cellar is from up here.”

“It’s just funny, because Fei doesn’t drink much wine,” Ciana said.

Artemis screwed up her nose. “Her loss.”

“Is it because you went to Trafaumh so soon, while Fei’s remained down south? Beer is popular in the Empire, even among the nobility. There’s a lot of interest in the lagers now they can brew them again.”

“Urgh, lagers.” Artemis stuck her tongue out in disgust. “I once missed them, because they were brewed so little after the Empire fell.”

“Really?” Ciana’s horse ears shot up, amusing Nathan.

“Lagers require cooling during the brewing process, and doing that in summer costs a lot and chews up time sorcerers could spend elsewhere,” Nathan explained. “With war worsening, the Lodges needed to spend all their time researching and developing tools to defend us. Nobody wanted brewers wasting the time of mages in warmer months, so lager brewing was heavily restricted.”

“That’s horrible.”

“And then I became a Messenger and half the fucking beers they served at the weird interdimensional bar they have are lagers. All of which taste fucking identical, but you can’t say that because everyone insists whatever they drink is magical.” Artemis shook her head. “They’re kind of better than the ones here, but they’re also shittier.”

Nathan nodded. “I think I know what you mean.”

He’d enjoyed the beers the Twins gave him at first, but they quickly grew stale to his taste buds.

“Anyway, I never get sick of good wine. And I know Ester drinks it.” Artemis looked at the other Champion.

Ester blinked, then tilted her head. “You do? How? I don’t even know your name.”

“Uh…” Artemis blinked back at Ester. “Nathan?”

“Give me time.” He glared at the overly energetic catgirl. “We’ll order some food, then we can chat. Sound good, Ester?”

Ester smiled at him. The waiter returned soon enough and took their order, before leaving them to their own devices.

With a hefty meal on the way—mostly for Artemis, who still ate a lot, even if she was no Fei—they settled in for a long talk.

“How are things, Ester?” he asked. “We didn’t get to talk properly at the wedding and I’ve been busy even after reactivating your gems.”

Regret filled Ester’s face and she looked out across the river. “I’ve enjoyed being a Champion again, even if it’s so different. But convincing myself to talk with you again has been… hard for me. For lots of reasons. Even more so after Charlotte interrupted and you rushed off to battle her at the wedding, and then stop the invasions she caused. Choe found me and…” Her face paled and she looked at Artemis. “Oh, can I use Sunstorm’s real name around her?”

Artemis snorted. “Trust me, I’ve known her real name for a long time.”

“It’s fine,” Nathan said.

“Okay… Um, Choe asked if I wanted to talk to you about helping with the invasions in Trafaumh but I didn’t want to waste your time.” Ester bit her lip. “Maybe I could help, but you had so much to handle. And then later when we met, you were still busy and…”

“Getting your help would never have been a waste of time,” Nathan said gently. “No matter what Deverese may have told you.”

“He never said that.” Ester’s voice was soft. “But I look back at those final weeks. Those final months, even. Everything went so wrong. My role was to protect him, and I failed utterly.”

“Charlotte—”

“No, not Charlotte.” She shook her head. “Before that. My diamonds protected Deverese physically, but he wasn’t hurt physically. His wound was in his heart. I don’t know what he expected once he was appointed to Baudelaire’s side, but he became angrier and more furious when he couldn’t achieve it. Every encounter with you drove him further away from the Bastion I’d fought for in the war against the Empire. The Deverese I first met never would have thrown away everything the way he did in western Trafaumh.”

“Maybe not.” Nathan leaned back in his chair and sighed. “But people change. Or fail to change, even. The cascades should have taught Deverese the true cost of battling the demons and the reason the Inquisition acted the way it did, even if I detest much of Baudelaire’s actions. If he didn’t learn from that, nothing would have changed him.”

“I know.” Ester bit her lip. “I’ve spoken with Captain Arnaud… Um, he’s⁠—”

“Part of the Inquisitorial Corps. I know of him,” Nathan said.

To be specific, Nathan knew the man. Or had.

Arnaud was a damn fine officer, and had been Deverese’s second-in-command right up until the very end. Ester had worked closely with Arnaud to handle logistics and command responsibilities, but even Narime had admitted she learned a thing or two from Arnaud from her brief time in Trafaumh.

If there was one thing Nathan was grimly satisfied about, it was that Arnaud hadn’t been brought low by Deverese’s betrayal. Nathan had personally approached him afterward and made it clear Deverese’s actions wouldn’t reflect on his troops. The fact such an old soul continued to defend Trafaumh when he could easily retire to a hefty sum of wealth spoke of his loyalty—or possibly his indoctrination as a member of the Inquisitorial Corps.

Ester blushed. “Oh, right. Arnaud mentioned you approached him. Um, I spoke with Arnaud to get some advice. He was blunter than I’ve ever known him. Told me that Deverese had been walking a martyr’s path since he had to be bailed out by you at Fort Arrinsy.”

“If Arnaud’s saying it, I’d believe it. What else did he say?” Nathan asked.

“That I should… follow my heart.” Ester looked into her glass of water with pink cheeks. “I didn’t expect that from him. Figured a grizzled soldier like him only saw the war.”

Nathan scratched his cheek and looked away. He couldn’t miss Ester’s obvious crush.

Ciana giggled. “It’s the opposite, I imagine. A soldier who has spent so much time around Champions and Bastions would be an expert on recognizing their behaviors, right? The more senior Royal Knights are pretty confident they can guess whenever Nathan takes somebody new. They all knew when he finally started sleeping with Vala.”

“Oi,” Nathan muttered.

“Vala?” Ester’s eyes widened. “Wait, um, are you all?” Ester pointed at Ciana, then Nathan, before looking out at the others on the street. Her eyes were as wide as the plates the waiter was carrying out to their table.

Once the waiter left, Ester stared at Nathan in a mixture of amazement and embarrassment.

“He’s fucking basically everyone, yeah,” Artemis said. “At least, all the Champions close to him. Like the trigems. You should count the ones he’s not dicking, rather than the ones he is.”

Ester’s mouth opened and closed like a fish, while her face imitated the tomato on her plate. “Wow. I kind of figured Lizbeth was exaggerating with her stories about the palace,” she mumbled.

Nathan busied himself with his food. He’d gotten a big pot of beef bourguignon, and the tender chunks of beef fell apart at a glance, while the rich, meaty steam tickled his nostrils. The side of mashed potatoes appeared to contain as much butter as potato, and had been sprinkled with some herbs to finish it.

Ciana had gone with a much simpler dish of Trafaumh’s signature onion soup, which was as thick and oniony as one might expect. A grilled fish-of-the-day special with a green sauce of some sort took up most of Ester’s plate, and contrasted nicely with the tomato confit on the side.

And, of course, Artemis went nuts. She had a steak dish, cooked rare, but also a whole tarte flambee covered in cheese, bacon, and onions. A hefty slice of quiche topped out her meal.

Not that her appetite came close to Fei’s. This would barely be an appetizer for the ravenous catgirl, whereas Artemis would be happy.

“You really don’t need that private team of chefs, you know,” Nathan said, while stealing a slice of her tarte. “Fei eats like ten courses of this for each meal.”

“Yeah, but I deserve a private team of chefs.” Artemis leaned back before darting forward and closing her teeth around the slice Nathan had stolen.

The tarte flambee resembled the pizza dish that was popular in Arcadia, except that it was rectangular, lacked a tomato base, and the base was paper thin and crusty. It was a specialty of the border region between Trafaumh and the Empire where Rosewald ruled, but was popular enough to be served often enough in Soreaux.

Ester cleared her throat, signaling she wanted to continue the earlier discussion. “Um, I haven’t brought up what I wanted to talk about, but, um, I wouldn’t have to…”

“I already guessed you wanted to talk about becoming my Champion permanently and, no, you don’t have to have sex with me if you don’t want to,” Nathan said, being careful to add those last few words.

Finding time for Ester would be difficult, and he didn’t know when or if she’d find the courage after losing Deverese, but he’d cross that bridge when it came.

She smiled, but it was fragile. “I assumed you knew. And, yes, that’s what I’m interested in. The past few weeks have been amazing, if a little weird. Except… I’m still not sure I’m ready to serve you directly, like Choe does. You have so many portals, including the one here. And I know Trafaumh needs me. Maybe the Empire and the rest of Doumahr does as well, but this is my home. What I want, more than anything else, is to protect those important to me. I think that includes you, and I want you to be my Bastion more than anything, but I’ve realized after losing Deverese… that Trafaumh really is more important than any Bastion can be.”

Artemis scowled at Ester, but Nathan poked her in the side before ignoring the catgirl.

“It’s important to know who and what you’re fighting for,” Nathan said. “I don’t ask for absolute loyalty from my Champions, so long as they’re willing to do the right thing. And that includes defending Trafaumh and your people. I’m happy to reactivate your gems and assign you to Soreaux, if that’s what you’re after, Ester.”

Ester’s smile bloomed into a full one. “Oh, thank you. I genuinely thought making that condition might be too much. I kind of figured this was a trial run before you’d expect me to join you properly. Choe said it would be fine, but it feels so strange making a demand of you given everything. You control Messengers, are Fyre’s trusted Bastion, and are… married to the Empress.” The smile turned bitter, and Nathan confirmed why Ester hadn’t talked with him for very long at the wedding. “Um, if you find the time, I’d love to⁠—”

Reine’s voice interrupted him as it echoed in his mind. Nathan, several of my agents have engaged with unknown agents in Soreaux. Something is blocking my scrying, but I believe they’ve sustained casualties.

Blocking your scrying? Nathan shot to his feet.

I’ll send you the location. A mental image of the building and rough location in Soreaux entered Nathan’s mind.

“What’s wrong?” Ester asked, eyes wide.

Ciana and Artemis shot to their feet, but not before Artemis wolfed down her food in seconds. She even stole a few forkfuls of Nathan’s half-eaten beef stew.

“Sofia… Sorry, Charlotte’s agents are up to something in Soreaux. And she’s actively supporting them,” Nathan said.

Because only Sofia’s magic could block Reine’s scrying. Even if she wasn’t here, a powerful agent of hers was.

Especially if Sofia planned to destabilize Trafaumh again, much like she had the Spires.


CHAPTER 19



“Wait!” Ester called out as Nathan and the others prepared to leave. “I… I…”

Ciana looked at Nathan, then rushed over to the waiter to settle the bill. Confused, the waiter did little more than accept the coins being thrust in his hand, which more than covered the meal and provided a hefty gratuity.

Nathan didn’t need to hear Ester stammer any further. “I’ve already reactivated your gems, but if you want to join us, you can. I just need to do one more thing.”

Her expression became confident. “Anything. You’re my Bastion.”

“Hold still then.” He brushed his fingers against her two diamonds.

Mental magic sparked in his mind and he connected to those gems. His tethers to them made it easy to reconnect.

When he’d reactivated them, he’d been uncertain whether Ester would want to remain his Champion. So the tethers from Deverese to Ester remained, although they had their own powerful mental wards along them. Sofia’s magic crackled when Nathan tested his own magic against Deverese’s tethers.

A shame. With matters worsening, he’d seriously considered simplifying matters by blasting Deverese with mental magic. Perhaps he should have tried it when he first helped Ester, but it hadn’t been a high priority for him.

Maybe he’d held an inkling of hope for Deverese. But the man had been missing for months now, doing who knows what for Sofia.

With a surge of magic, Nathan severed the tethers between Deverese and Ester. Sofia’s magic flared along them, but no booby traps snapped at Nathan or Ester. Nathan had been prepared to protect Ester’s mind, just in case.

Now he’d removed Deverese from the equation, Nathan had truly claimed Ester as his own Champion. The process took no more than ten to twenty seconds.

When he returned to reality, Ester stared at him. her cheeks flushed.

“That was fast,” she mumbled. “Kind of figured you’d take longer. It felt a little weird, too.”

“Oh, don’t worry, he can go all night if you want him to,” Artemis said.

Ester’s face blew up.

“Don’t tease her,” Ciana said when she returned. “Do you know where we need to go?”

Nathan nodded. “Sunstorm’s noticed we’re acting oddly. We’ll gather the rest on the way.”

The location turned out to be a small church on the north side of the city, deep in a merchant quarter that serviced travelers and companies based in the north. The great bay between Trafaumh and Arcadia powered much of Trafaumh’s economy and required extensive diplomatic talks between the two nations every few years. Many of Rosewald’s allies had connections here.

Which made it more concerning that an enemy had taken over a church. It was a small one, especially by the standards of Trafaumh. Barely more than the main hall and nave, plus a chamber in the rear for the priest. Hundreds of identical churches dotted the city.

A makeshift blockade cut off the surrounding streets, as a mixture of private guards, Inquisition soldiers, and Reine’s agents kept the area clear. Crowds steered clear, as the sight of the Inquisition at work still struck fear in the citizenry.

A familiar catgirl Champion saluted as Nathan approached. Her expression was grim, and even a little distraught. She was one half of the duo who had helped protect Anna years ago, and had showed up constantly for important missions.

“I feel I run into you everywhere Reine is at work,” Nathan said.

“Reine sent us up here when she got news of this fundamentalist faction. Can’t get into Arcadia given their, uh, opinion of our kind,” the catgirl spy said. “At this point I feel we’re some of her most trusted agents. Fucked up this time. My sister got pretty fucked up when we went in earlier.”

That explained her distressed expression.

“Show me her. I might be able to help,” Nathan said.

It was a long shot, as he hadn’t brought any Champions with healing skills. But what was the point of learning life magic if he never tried using it?

The spy led him away from the blockade to a nearby shop, which had been cleared out and turned into a makeshift infirmary. Several bodies had been covered up, while three men and women groaned from nasty injuries on the ground. All were dressed in plain clothes.

None had lost limbs, but the wounds ran deep.

The spy’s sister grimaced at Nathan upon recognizing him. “Lord Nathan, you don’t…”

“It’s fine.” He bent over and analyzed her injuries with magic, as they’d been covered with bandages and cloth.

The holes punched through her torso and leg would be fatal to an ordinary person. No wonder most of the agents were dead.

More worryingly, two duogem Champions had gone into the church and been repelled. This fundamentalist faction was a serious threat.

Are there any fox healers in Soreaux? Nathan asked Reine.

Most of them are still up north, Reine told him. Narime is busy in Amica, but I can ask her to teleport over if it’s vital.

Reine’s tone suggested Narime was genuinely busy. The aftermath of the cascade and breaches in Arcadia continued to be the most pressing concern, and chewed up a lot of man-hours. Pulling Narime away from that wouldn’t be a quick thing.

Nathan had never tried healing anybody else with his life magic. He knew it had to be possible, however.

It was called life magic, after all.

“Hold still,” he said.

Life magic worked based on Nathan’s perception of reality. It was utterly unlike any other form of ascended magic, in that it operated by forcing his view of reality on the world.

If he conjured an apple, the apple would taste like his memories and thoughts of an apple. He suspected his increasingly inhuman nature and rapid regeneration came from a similar source, as he was less regenerating than returning to his base appearance. Sofia’s own regeneration appeared to work the same way, enabling her to survive decapitation.

Even Fyre’s ability to modify her appearance worked the same way. She looked how she viewed herself, or wanted to look, at least.

Healing this catgirl meant Nathan needed to visualize how she should look once healed. He pictured the woman he’d met multiple times.

Did he need to know much about internal organs? Could he heal her wrong? He grimaced at how much he didn’t know.

When he’d reshaped his mental world, the Twins told him to focus on the big picture and fill in the details as necessary. This was the opposite of how he worked with binding stones in reality.

Life magic worked the same way, he’d found. Bastions had tried recreating apples at the most basic level, and they still tasted like shit. Nathan created them from a mental image of an apple, which didn’t include picturing the placement of every seed inside the apple.

The internal organs would work themselves out, because reality knew how humans and beastkin worked. Nathan only needed to picture a healthy and complete catgirl.

He focused himself and drew on his magic, careful to avoid drawing on the void. A soft green glow surrounded his hands and the woman lying before him.

Gasps surrounded him as her flesh began to regrow over the bandages, appearing to absorb them. The blood vanished. Second by second, the catgirl Champion returned to her ordinary self, whole and healthy.

Nathan sat there once finished, holding his breath.

His patient blinked several times, then patted her healed wounds. “I’m… fine?”

“Are you?” Nathan asked.

“Why are you asking?” Artemis asked. “Have you never… Wow. You’ve never healed somebody before, have you?”

“I specialize in regeneration,” he said.

“Well, now you specialize in healing, milord,” the spy said as she sat up. “But you really shouldn’t be wasting time on me. There are enemy Champions beneath that church. You need to get rid of them.”

Nathan settled in and received what little briefing he could from the catgirl duo.

“Whoever these fundamentalists are, they’re not subtle,” the first catgirl spy explained. “But they have foxes working with them using illusions. One of them is pretending to be the priest. We tracked them here because their guards have been pretending to be Inquisition guards and giving specific merchants a lot of grief. Issuing fines, changing locks, claims of heresy and such.”

“Let me guess, every merchant is a member of the populists,” Nathan said.

“Most merchants around here are populists. They’re specifically targeting merchants engaged in trade with Arcadia. There aren’t many, but it’s a difficult market to break into.”

Once again, Sofia appeared to be trying to isolate Arcadia. Nathan wondered if he needed to act on Arcadia now, despite the risks of inciting a serious reaction.

Continuing, the spy said, “Problem was, when we hit them, they fought back with their own Champions. The foxes were strong as hell, too. I’ve seen them at work, but five-tailed foxes shouldn’t be flinging spells with much effect against us. They blew holes through heavily enchanted armor and knocked us down.”

Nathan’s eyes narrowed. “You’re right, that’s strange. I’ve seen elite foxes torn apart by duogems. The gap between Champions and ordinary sorcerers is simply too great to be easily closed without the help of an immensely powerful spirit or large-scale rituals.”

“Can’t say if they had a spirit, but they weren’t using mega rituals. Weirdest part, though? They came from a basement. The church shouldn’t have a basement. Hell, most places don’t have basements this close to the river.”

“They flood all the time,” Ester said, with a lopsided smile. “Always spent a lot of time pumping out basements in various forts.”

“Tell me about it.” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Took me ages to learn to stop building underground near water sources without heavily reinforcing the walls against water leakage or building large scale drainage farther down.”

Ester and the catgirls tilted their heads.

“Ages?” Ester asked. “I didn’t realize you built any fortresses other than Gharrick Pass before the outbreak of the civil war.”

Oh, right. He’d forgotten that fact. No wonder Veronica guessed something was wrong with his history.

Ignoring the question, he looked out the window at the church. “So there’s something in the basement connected to Sofia and we’re up against a combination of Champions and oddly powerful foxes.”

Artemis twirled her scimitar. “Sounds like an easy raid for a group this size. You have, what, six trigems and a duogem? Plus yourself?”

“I’m less worried about the enemy and more what’s hidden in the basement that they’d be willing to operate so openly in Soreaux. It could be a trap.”

“Or they could be cocky idiots,” Sunstorm said. “We can’t leave them alone, Nathan. I bet they’ll pack up and vanish within hours if we don’t move now. If the foxes are stronger than usual, what’s the bet they can teleport?”

“Shit. Hadn’t thought of that.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Alright, we’re going in.” Turning, he gave an order to the catgirl Champions, “Maintain the perimeter.”

His squad of Champions pushed past the blockade, weapons drawn. Sunstorm blinked up to the edge of the church and looked through the window slits. The rest of them advanced with Ciana and Ester in front. Artemis pretended not to be bored.

“Has Ifrit heard of powerful foxes like this?” Nathan asked Sen as they approached the front door, which had been left slightly ajar.

“No. He reckons we should ask one of the Messengers,” Sen replied.

Nathan looked at Artemis, who shrugged.

“I don’t know shit about all this invading crap. Especially as I work way differently to the other Messengers,” Artemis said. “If Bauer was still around, I’d say this was his work. Maybe another Messenger can do the same thing?”

“The only elite left is Shiva, and all I know about her is that she’s incredibly dangerous and powerful. Enough so to be a direct threat to a prophet,” he said.

Not enough to go on. Tarako had described Shiva as a fox-wolf girl, so maybe they weren’t really dealing with foxes.

Ciana pushed the front door open, and light streamed into the main hall of the church. Not a soul stirred.

Lines of pews lay in pieces across the floor and the altar had been shattered. When Nathan crossed the boundary of the building, he felt the powerful wards and enchantments inlaid into the stone.

He froze, checking for any traps. Until he’d stepped forward, his senses told him the building was ordinary.

“Somebody took extensive precautions to hide the magical defenses of the building,” he said. “The illusion work is stellar, but I don’t recognize the caster.” He bit his lip. “No, I can’t even determine who it is. They’ve obfuscated even that.”

“Sofia?” Vala asked.

Ester frowned at the repeated mention of Sofia but kept pushing into the church, while Sunstorm and Fei fanned out behind her and Ciana.

“No. This isn’t like her glamours or the mental magic she threw at me. It reminds me of…” He paused. “This might be recency bias, but I’m reminded of the illusions foxes use. Tarako and Narime can hide their presence or adjust their appearance. I imagine they also hid their magical presence, or else they’d make useless spies.”

“Ifrit says they can,” Sen said.

“Then I’ll assume there’s a powerful fox at work. Shit.” He ran a hair through his hair. “We might have a traitor who’s working with Sofia. Have you found the basement?”

“Hard to miss.” Ester pointed her sword at the open stairwell in the far corner. A wooden cover had been blasted apart and lay in pieces around it.

Darkness greeted them down the stairs. Sen spotted an unlit lamp and snapped her fingers. Flames erupted along the stairwell, lighting up a set of lamps and illuminating a long stone pathway that led toward the river.

“Can’t say I like that this pathway goes toward the river. Let me check,” Nathan said.

He reached out with spatial magic to check where they were going.

Only to find his senses utterly scrambled. Spatial wards packed into every stone of the stairwell and hallway confounded him. Even worse, even the air itself hummed with spatial magic.

Something was very wrong.

“Hold still. I’m covering everybody in spatial barriers,” he said. “I’m also preparing an emergency teleport spell. I’ll need to keep my focus, so you’ll need to do the fighting, but this pathway feels like a trap.”

Maybe he should call Kadria to his side.

The instant he thought that, shouting echoed from the pathway.

“That can’t be far,” Fei said. She prepared to chase, then paused. “Um…”

“Let me cast,” Nathan said.

Skintight black barriers appeared around each of his Champions, sapping the color from their bodies and uniforms. Some light still made it through, but their skin turned to a shade of ash and the gold trim of the Royal Champion uniforms became silver.

“Now we can go,” he said, while casting his teleportation spell.

His Champions shot forward. Artemis overtook the others, causing Ciana and Fei to curse and race ahead. They transformed into blurs, and wind rushed down the tunnel in their wake as they shot out of sight.

“Idiots,” Nathan said. “If something goes wrong, I need to be able to teleport them back.”

“Good thing you got a new bodyguard?” Vala said with a laugh, and clapped Ester on the back as they ran.

Flushing, Ester refused to look at Nathan as they cleared a corner and spotted the end of the tunnel. Shouts and screams greeted them. Artemis and the others had found enemies.

“Had” being the key word. By the time Nathan arrived, a half-dozen people were dead, and his Champions spread out across the hall they’d broken into.

Somehow, after running along a few hundred feet of underground tunnel toward the river, they’d emerged into a great hall two or three times the size of the church. Crates full of weapons, uniforms, clothes, books, food, and a myriad of other supplies cluttered every corner. Space had been cleared around a map table along the far wall.

An upper level looked down on them from a long railing and balustrade. Nathan failed to place the origin of the architecture, which meant it probably predated the Empire.

More shouting echoed from farther within. He listened closely, and began to understand why it remained little more than shouting.

“They’re not speaking any language I recognize,” he eventually said. “Not even faerie or dark elf.”

Who even were these enemies?

“Guard the entrances,” he ordered his Champions. “And don’t leave my sight. If I need to teleport us away, I need to be able to see you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Artemis grumbled. “Here I thought I’d get a challenge after what I heard, but this is all bark, no bite.”

Nathan ignored her while approaching the corpses she’d left behind. Ester and Ciana followed him, before they looked at one another. Both women scowled at each other, as they realized at least one of them should probably help protect the other Champions.

Although, realistically, with this set of trigems, nobody needed protecting except maybe Sen. Nathan let them be.

Of the six dead, three were foxes and three humans. He checked the foxes first.

“Definitely mystic foxes,” he said, rubbing their tails and ears. “Four and five tails. No gems. Can’t sense any magic running through them, but mental magic leaves upon death.”

Any of the three dead foxes could be from what was left of Kurai’s fox clans. He found nothing to distinguish them. Perhaps Narime and Tarako might find more when they investigated.

When Nathan walked up to the first human Champion, Ester gasped.

“Desiree?” Ester held her hands over her mouth. “But… How?”

Nathan gave her a sharp look, then tried to get anything from the inert amethyst in the dead Champion’s body. Nothing. Not a trace.

But while doing so, he realized the spatial magic that had surrounded them had eased up. Looking back at the tunnel, he realized whatever trickery had taken place, it took place entirely within that tunnel.

Reine, has your scrying started working again? he asked his spymaster.

Confusion rippled across the mental link with Reine. Nathan? I still can’t scry the church, but your communication is coming from outside Soreaux. Where are you? Did you teleport somewhere while pursuing the enemy?

Teleport? Panic filled Nathan’s body.

He suppressed it. The tunnel hadn’t been a trap.

Rather, it connected two places using spatial magic. They’d been transported to whatever lair these “fundamentalists” used.

Looking up, he asked Ester, “Who is this Champion?”

“I…” Ester closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “She was one of the new Champions Deverese picked up in the final days before… Before he betrayed us. If she’s here…”

She rushed over and checked on the other two. Shaking her head at the first, she walked to the last with a grim expression. Her clenched fists answered Nathan without another word.

So, Nathan had stumbled upon Deverese’s operation.

Standing, Nathan rolled his shoulders. He reached out with spatial magic, trying to find a way out and locate more foes.

Again, spatial wards blocked him. Powerful ones, and he still suspected he wasn’t wrangling with Sofia.

“We need to find a way out,” he said. “I don’t know where we are. That tunnel took us somewhere else on Doumahr—presumably their base of operations, but I can’t see this being too important or they’d have cut the tunnel off. Every second we waste means they’ll get farther away.”

“Going to let me off the leash?” Artemis bared her teeth.

“No. Stay in sight.”

She growled, but played nice.

Minutes passed as they kicked down every door and checked passageways. The building was enormous. Easily the size of a mid-sized keep, with space to maintain multiple companies of soldiers.

The shouting had slowed down, but Nathan continued to follow it.

Eventually, they caught up to the source.

A pair of foxes and two Champions protected a small semi-circular antechamber with a double door gate leading outside. Nathan knew it was an exit because of the cold wind gusting through the gaps and the small bits of snow along the stone flooring.

One of the foxes snarled something upon spotting them. She snapped off orders at the human Champions.

Fury filled Nathan’s veins at the sight of the Champions. Dead eyes indicated they’d been broken at some point, and the alexandrite in one Champion’s collarbone suggested the mindbreaking had happened long ago.

Deverese had a lot to answer for. This did confirm Sofia was working with Arcadia, at least.

Artemis rocketed forward while Fei’s flames flared around the edges of the room.

The alexandrite in the dead-eyed Champion’s chest glowed, and a spatial barrier shimmered into existence.

It nearly shattered when Artemis crashed into it, her three amethysts glowing. The foxes recoiled in fear.

“Cover your fucking ears,” Artemis growled, then reared her head back.

Nathan kept his focus on his teleport spell, but cast a spatial barrier of his own. One that separated sound from Artemis. It snapped up around his Champions.

He couldn’t hear Artemis, but her banshee howl had pierced his ears often enough for him to imagine it. Deverese’s Champions and foxes froze in place, fear filling their eyes. Their muscles quivered and tensed as Artemis’s spell paralyzed them.

More than that, the spatial barrier separating the enemy from Artemis vanished. Nathan’s remained intact.

He got rid of his, although there had barely been a reason to.

Artemis tore apart the foxes and Champions with a single swing, cutting all four cleanly in half. The slash should have blasted through the wall and door, yet didn’t even leave a mark.

Deverese hadn’t constructed this fortress, that was for sure. Or if he had, Sofia or another powerful entity had layered protections over it afterward. Even Nathan needed to put a lot of effort into Artemis-proofing a castle.

Kicking down the door, Artemis rushed onto the balcony beyond it.

Nathan followed her, his Champions behind him.

A bitterly cold wind washed over him while a sea of white greeted his eyes. The distant roar of waves echoed off nearby cliffs, and he could see a haze hanging above what might be the sea. Some tents or other signs of life dotted the landscape.

Stopping dead, Nathan struggled to take in what he saw. He knew he’d been teleported somewhere else, but this place appeared almost alien.

A snowy wasteland in the middle of September this close to the sea? Mountains? A fortress? Nomad villages?

His mind churned, as he had technically seen this landscape before. Only briefly during his exile from Falmir, right before Kadria destroyed everything.

The Far Reaches. He was deep in the inhospitable north of Doumahr, beyond the reach of civilization.

“Above us!” Fei shouted, returning to her senses before the rest of them.

Nathan came back to reality and whirled, looking upward.

They’d exited mid-way up the keep’s wall, and a tower rose above them. Nathan didn’t recall seeing any internal stairwells to it. Instead, external stone staircases spiraled along its exterior to the peak.

Several foxes and Champions dashed up it, while more stood at the very top. One fox stood out from the other, glaring down at Nathan. Her many bronze tails fanned out behind her while her three sapphires gleamed, ready to empower the katana in her hand. The tails appeared puffier than usual.

Only for that fox to turn and vanish from sight.

Nathan didn’t waste time processing what he’d seen. He used his teleportation spell to chase them. Spatial magic fought him desperately, slowing his spell activation as he tried to tunnel through space to connect this location with the tower above them.

Those precious few seconds cost him what he’d hoped to gain by teleporting. Artemis blurred up the tower with Fei at her heels. Nathan didn’t bother trying to catch them with his spell.

The world whirled, and they reappeared where that bronze fox had been. Shouts of panic greeted them. Ester let out one of her own, unused to teleportation. Nearly ten enemies stood inside the tower itself, while a glowing gateway stood in one of six archways carved into the wall. The bronze fox had already left.

Screams from below meant Artemis and Fei had the enemies below them handled.

Ciana shot forward, her alexandrite glowing. The air distorted in front of her greatsword and a series of force blasts vanished within the spatial barrier.

Sunstorm vanished in a puff of darkness, before reappearing behind a trio of foxes preparing spell frames. Darkness coated her blades as she swung them through the air. Her onyxes shined with dark light. All three foxes collapsed to the ground in pieces without even knowing how they died, and Sunstorm moved on.

Vala’s axe slammed through a dead-eyed Champion’s head, as her amethyst overpowered the diamond monogem. Another monogem slammed into her side with an amethyst of her own. Except both of Vala’s diamonds came to life and the monogem bounced off without causing a scratch. A fireball blew the foe apart, as Sen casually hurled supercharged fourth rank spells.

Within a few seconds, the battle was over. Even if the foxes were stronger than usual, they lacked the power to match a Messenger and a handful of trigems.

Ester bit her lip and looked down.

Nathan placed a hand on her shoulder. “You’re fine, Ester. Comparing yourself to a group of trigems and Artemis is a bad idea. Especially in a situation like this.”

“But if this is what you face all the time, then can I ever help you?” Ester looked up at him.

Vala walked up and punched Ester lightly in the arm. One of Ester’s diamonds lit up anyway.

“Trust me, it’s fine. I was the same when I joined Nathan. Took me a while and a lot of training, but I was absolute fucking garbage when I joined him,” Vala said. “The Royal Knights used to kick the shit out of me, and I know that won’t happen to you.”

Ester bit her lip. “They are the best soldiers on Doumahr.”

“Don’t underestimate the prowess of the elites of the Inquisitorial Corps,” Nathan said. “I’d steal Captain Arnaud to train my knights if I could. If you had the same equipment I gave my knights, I’d be unwilling to place bets.”

Especially if it was a fight between the ordinary Imperial Knights and the Corps. He didn’t require magical prowess for his knights, but the Inquisition’s elites still did.

Ester was no sorceress, but she was miles ahead of where Vala had been when Nathan first recruited her. In fact, Ester might still do well in a fight with Vala if they didn’t use Champion enhancements and abilities. Vala only had a year of proper training against Ester’s lifetime as a child soldier.

“If you want to keep improving, you’re free to come to the Imperial Palace whenever you want to join everyone else for training,” Nathan said. “I have a special teleportation network just for my Champions.”

Ester blinked. “Wait, what? Is that how so many of your Champions keep turning up in Soreaux all the time?”

He tapped the side of his nose.

Unfortunately, the revelry had to end.

The tower had been seized and the enemy driven away, but they’d escaped.

Nathan walked over to where he’d seen the active gateway inside the tower. Only a smooth stone surface remained.

Five identical archways surrounded him, suggesting this fortress might be connected to as many as five other fortresses or operations. But they’d had a special tunnel farther below.

Most likely the gateways here only connected the more secure bases, while the tunnel was for frontier ops. Otherwise a single intruder could unravel the entire network by walking through the gateways.

None of which calmed Nathan. Deverese, Sofia, and their mystery fox allies had been actively destabilizing Trafaumh, if clumsily. They had an active network that utilized gateways and powerful spatial magic, and it existed beyond the reach of traditional powers like the Empire. Scrying these would be difficult.

Except…

Nathan reached out for the leylines. As he expected, they connected beneath him.

The wards of the fortress confused his senses, but there was a binding stone here, hidden with the bowels of the keep. Nathan would claim it from Deverese.

Reine, dig up every old map of binding stones. I don’t care from where, he told his spymaster. You’ll need to start scrying binding stones outside of countries for activity.

He also began issuing orders to send soldiers in while he descended the tower in search of the binding stone. Even if they were in the Far Reaches, he couldn’t leave an active binding stone alone.

Once back at the entrance to the keep, he looked back up at the tower, where he’d first spotted the bronze fox.

The sight haunted him. He remained convinced he’d seen Tarako up there, ready to carve him apart with her Nine-Tail Slash.


CHAPTER 20



“Whoever you saw up there, it wasn’t me,” Tarako said.

Nathan had gathered a selection of his Champions on the rooftop courtyard of the keep in the Far Reaches. No historical record uncovered in the past day had a name for the fortress or any that might have been built in the past, as humanity never struck farther north than Tortoffen. Even the faeries never built anything here.

So he’d named it The Horn, after the rough shape of the region they were in. The Horn stood directly north of Tortoffen, beside the coastline of one of the two channels that led into the bay. Trading ships braved the nearby waters outside of winter in order to reach southern ports, and in far greater numbers when Kurai had still existed and the Federation hadn’t been part of the Empire.

While his knights and Champions combed the fort, Fei had led a company to investigate the tents in the distance. They’d be away until well after nightfall if Nathan guessed the distances correctly.

Nathan had gathered all the Messengers and Tarako to his side, while sending his regular Champions out to protect his portals. This would be the perfect time for Sofia to strike elsewhere, as she’d know he would be distracted here. Although he needed to use some of his Champions to help organize his response up north.

Warming spells and torches kept the frost at bay. This far north, it mattered little that it was technically months away from winter. He knew from experience daytime lasted a fraction of the length it did elsewhere on Doumahr.

“I know what I saw, unless there are other nine-tailed foxes with bronze tails and three zoisites,” Nathan said. “Plus her figure matched yours exactly. I won’t claim to have analyzed her face in exact detail from so far away in a split second, but even her sword matched one I’ve seen you draw.”

Tarako bit her lip. “Which one?”

A half-dozen ornate hilts appeared at her side. Nathan looked them over for several long seconds.

Then he reached over and ran a finger along a black and blue braided cloth hilt.

“A curious choice,” Tarako whispered. She drew the blade.

It shimmered in the light with a mysterious wavy pattern that appeared forged within the steel itself. Nathan rarely saw her use this blade, and he wasn’t even sure if it possessed any special enchantments.

“I was given this katana when I first became a Champion,” she said, running a finger along the back of the blade. “Its value is sentimental. Although a superb blade, its enchantments do little more than maintain a perfect edge and keep it from breaking. A typical weapon for a knight.”

Nathan blinked. “A knight?”

“We called them bushi, but the meaning is close enough,” Tarako said. “There was a lot of complexity in our old society regarding the status of specific warriors and the paths foxes chose. Purifiers are the equivalent of sorcerers, and often became the seniormost foxes due to their powerful magic and extensive knowledge. Knights acted as physical warriors, and were valued because somebody had to keep the purifiers from being eaten by demons. Healers, enforcers, assassins, spies—the list goes on. After Mirie, we returned to the old ways, as much as we could, at least.”

Her distant gaze made her difficult to read. Nathan suspected Tarako took little pride from her position as knight, or even this particular facet of her people.

Then again, he realized Tarako had agreed with her people’s prophet when it came to changing society. What she struggled with was what Sofia had done to her people when she consumed Mirie from the inside.

“The blade is yours, though?” Kadria asked.

“If Nathan saw this…” Tarako bit her lip. “We lost the ability to forge weapons like this when Mirie overthrew the elders. Few swords of this age still exist, so if you recognized it…” She shook her head. “I can’t believe it. That another fox might still be out there with one.”

Kadria rolled her eyes. “It’s not another fox. It’s you, idiot.”

“I’m—”

“Stop being thick. Not literally you. But Nathan recently stuck his dick in two versions of the same woman in the same night, so you don’t have to pretend it’s impossible.”

Tarako pursed her lips. “A partner Messenger. I don’t believe that. Forsaking my people and becoming a tool of these monstrous outer beings? I’d never do such a thing.”

“Say what you will.” Kadria shrugged. “What about those foxes?”

“I…” Tarako looked away. “I’ll need time to have the clan leaders look into our records. More troubling is the idea that they could be stronger than us. I don’t understand that. We don’t even have many capable assassins and agents anymore, as the clans that excelled in that were lost during the fall of Kurai.”

“Easy,” Siv said, leaning on her sword. “They’re agents. These succubi rarely use agents, but I’ve used them often enough. “

“Agents don’t become magically stronger, Siv,” Laura said.

“No, but you can lend them a measure of your own strength if you know how. That’s why Bauer used agents. If you girls ever used agents properly, you could have done the same with your mental magic. Koji liked being a lone wolf too much, but his ability to manufacture tools would have been perfect for agents. So something about the Messenger backing the foxes makes them stronger.”

Nathan rubbed his chin. “That would explain the powerful spatial wards on the fortress that we spent all last night dismantling. For now, we’ll move ahead with the assumption we’re dealing with a fox Messenger and fox agents, until we find evidence otherwise.”

Tarako’s tails drooped, while the Messengers nodded.

“I hate to press the issue, but have you ever seen a Messenger version of Tarako in other worlds?” Nathan asked the assembled Messengers.

All of them shook their heads, although the Twins weren’t much help here.

“I’ll admit, until you told me, the idea never crossed my mind,” Kadria said.

“Nothing’s impossible, but I’d have said it was impossible,” Siv said. “But partner Messengers are very short-lived. They’re like…” She clicked her fingers. “Bespoke machines, intended for one purpose. Even though Sofia’s powers are the same, her prophets have their own affinities. Like how your horsegirl favors melee. Artemis is a good choice there, as she’ll be up close. And Charlotte was pretty bad at everything.”

“And the multiverse is infinite,” Kadria added. “There are new worlds being consumed and added all the time. If the partner decided he wanted a specific tool to deal with you, there’s nothing stopping him from going to a past cycle and intentionally trying to lure Tarako to become one. I’ve never seen Astra or the Hound become a Messenger, but this cycle is the earliest they could show up. They might be murdering you in other worlds as we speak.”

A lovely thought.

But it did remind Nathan that his intelligence on the multiverse was limited. Kadria and the Twins had been cut off at the exact moment Nathan became a person of interest, meaning they had no counterintelligence to offer him. And Siv paid little attention to what was going on.

Nathan frowned. “Wait, I get the feeling partner Messengers hung around with the rest of you. Artemis talked about showing up at your, uh, bar.”

“She was only doing that because she was actively deployed here. The bar she’s talking about is basically a rest stop between deployments here,” Siv explained. “There are gathering points between archetypes, but it’s more difficult to meet up. Way too many Messengers and too many timelines and versions of us. But a single archetype, even split across the cycles, is simple for the boss to manage. So we all can gather at the bar and he maintains a consistent ‘timeline’ for all of us.”

“How is there a single timeline for an infinitely large multiverse?”

“Don’t ask. It’s complicated,” Kadria said. “And not ‘I’m rubbing my dick along two versions of the same pussy’ complicated, but genuinely mind-breakingly complicated quantum physics stuff. Did my mind in for a while, and I dedicated my life to learning about this sort of thing.”

Maura and Laura gave Kadria sidelong looks while smirking.

“You’re really into Nathan fucking Artemis and Fei at the same time,” Maura said.

“Almost as if you’re jealous. What, upset he’s not including you in any threesomes? Or foursomes?”

“Fuck off,” Kadria said.

“If you want, we can use an illusion to spruce you up, make you look like our sister. Then it’ll be three of the same pussy.” Maura ran her fingers along one of Kadria’s horns.

“Oooh, that sounds great. Imagine stacking ourselves on top of each other and getting Nathan to choose.” Laura licked another of Kadria’s horns.

The slimmer succubus stared into space.

Siv sighed. “Well, I should have expected this to come up a lot. Anyway, do you need me out here?”

Nathan held up a hand.

A second later, the door to the rooftop opened. Reine, Narime, and Seraph stepped out, all dressed for the cold. Narime and Seraph had donned fur coats, while Reine’s fancy Grand Inquisitor coat apparently came in a more rugged form, complete with a fur trim.

“How can you stand out here in your usual uniform?” Narime asked as she approached. Her tails wrapped around him, as if trying to warm him.

“Like this.” He ran his fingers through her fluffy tails, and she huffed at him.

Truthfully, the cold didn’t bother him like it should. He suspected he’d grown immune to temperature extremes, just like the nearly naked succubus being teased by the Twins.

“Reine, have you made any progress finding other fortresses like this? Or places you can’t scry in the Far Reaches?” Nathan asked.

Reine nodded, but her grim expression told him something was deeply wrong. “I’ve identified two fortresses I suspect are Sofia’s operations. One in the Far Reaches north of Falmir, and another on the abandoned island of Haolim to the south.”

“Haolim, huh?” Seraph warmed her hands by rubbing them over a nearby torch, only for Siv to summon a small hot rock for her to hold. After eying the Messenger suspiciously, Seraph used it. “Both Kurai and the Empire tried to colonize the island in the past, but gave up as the island was too geologically unstable. Earthquakes, a volcano, slips, landslides, storms—the island is cursed.”

“It’s not cursed, but it is unstable,” Kadria said. “With so much of the world consumed by my former employer, not everything works as it should. The goddess’s magic and the binding stones maintain much of the world, but sometimes parts of it collapse. Like the Houkeem Desert and Haolim. Kurai also suffered a higher rate of earthquakes for the same reason, being located close to the edge of the world.”

“I doubt Sofia’s building a city,” Nathan said. “If you only found two, we can deal with them easily enough and stamp out this phase of Sofia’s plans. Now tell me what is truly wrong.”

Reine bit her lip and her wolf ears flattened. “Something is deeply wrong in Arcadia. Tarkan provided me a report this morning that contradicted my scrying to a degree that couldn’t be explained. As he knows of my powers, he wouldn’t lie so boldly. I can still scry in Arcadia, but the results are inaccurate. This is identical to when Thanatos and Atlas breached.”

Alarms went off in Nathan’s mind, while Kadria cursed under her breath.

“I suspect Atlas is actively interfering with my scrying using his illusions, except on a scale far greater than before,” Reine continued.

“Bastard,” Kadria spat. “Everything Sofia is up to revolves around Arcadia. Even that stupid facility beneath Fertheim belonged to the faeries. Her entire approach to prophets changed while she ruled them. Did Atlas find out something before I did?”

“That’s not important,” Nathan said. “Unless you find something from the palace that proves otherwise. What do we know about Arcadia’s current status, Reine?”

“Do we need to know?” Siv interrupted. “Sofia is doing everything she can to cut you off from Arcadia. Bust in there and ruin her day.”

“Uh, hate to be the one arguing for Nathan not to dick Sofia down really hard, but even I can spot the obvious trap,” Maura said.

“Yeah.” Laura nodded. “Nathan charges in to save the day, except everything is relatively fine. The faeries flip their shit at him, political shit goes down, and then war breaks out. Sofia’s political plants would make it look like Nathan’s fault.”

Siv groaned. “This is why I think politics needs more burning down of parliaments and congress, and less morons letting bad faith actors cause shit. When do I get to burn shit?”

“You and Kadria can deal with the two fortresses Reine identified,” Nathan said. “Once I confirm Arcadia’s current status and that it doesn’t actually need me to rush in with an army.”

“It does not,” Reine said.

“In fact, the political situation is even more confusing than before,” Narime said. “The breaches have caused both military and political crises, but the faeries are split on how to respond.”

Nathan stared at her. “The faeries are?”

“The Winter party and their Regnant want to enact a state of emergency and special measures to effectively suspend the senate, which is where all the elected elves and faeries hold votes,” Narime said. “Except they’re being opposed by the weaker Summer part of faeries and their Regnant, along with all the elves. So they’re deadlocked.”

“Tarkan says he and his allies have never seen anything like it,” Reine said. “Darman agrees.”

If the ambassador of a country couldn’t make sense of his own country’s politics, something was deeply wrong.

Unfortunately, Nathan struggled to make heads or tails of what he’d been told. “I can speak faerie and know a little about Arcadia, but Winter party? Summer party? I know they have two Regnants that they elect on rotating ten year terms, and they’re basically always faeries, but, uh…”

Almost everyone shrugged. Even the Messengers.

“Don’t look at us. I thought the electoral college was the dumbest thing somebody could come up with, but then I came here and discovered the absolute fucking disaster that was Arcadia’s political system,” Maura said. “Imagine having two presidents, each of whom can block the other’s orders, plus a racially split senate based on ancient customs. Oh, and a lot of the seats are filled by governors and special positions with rules that bar ninety-nine percent of the population from even holding them.”

“It’s an impressively awful system,” Kadria admitted.

“Makes for a great fucking powder keg.” Laura mimed setting off a spark and causing a huge explosion.

Nathan noticed that one of the people present hadn’t shrugged. He looked at Tarako. The tips of her tails tilted to one side.

“Do you actually want to know more about Arcadia? Because I know how it works,” she said. “Really, it’s not that complicated compared to some of the nonsense I’ve dealt with over the years.”

“Only what is actually relevant,” Nathan stressed.

She tapped her lower lip. “So, the faeries have always been split into courts, even in Omria’s time. Winter and Summer alternated rule of Doumahr based on which season they thought was ‘dominant’ over the continent. Omria vanished right around the time Winter was waning, and Summer had been delaying the switch to weaken their rival. During the chaos, the dark elves overthrew the weakened Winter Bastion and Champions in the Spires.”

“Huh. That actually explains something I always wondered,” Nathan admitted. “How is it relevant today?”

“Because Arcadia is supposed to be a democracy, where every citizen gets to vote for who they want to control the country. Except the faeries still follow Winter and Summer, which are now parties. The elves are the same, except their parties are based on the tribes from their old khanates that form loose political coalitions.” Tarako made a face. “Honestly, it’s hardly surprising the faeries run rings around them.”

“Focus.”

“Fine.” She clicked her tongue. “The faeries are typically in lockstep—or have been almost since Arcadia was formed. But Winter and Summer are different factions, in the same way the Empire and Trafaumh are. They have different beliefs. If Winter wants to turn Arcadia into a dictatorship now, and Summer doesn’t, it means something is awry.” Her eyes narrowed while her tails fanned out. “I suspect it’s not a coincidence that Winter was the ruling faction when Omria left and are now in power as she returns.”

“Or perhaps it’s the opposite,” Seraph said. “What faction was Novai from?”

“The ice faerie from the wedding? Winter, I’d assume. But looks can be deceiving.” Tarako shrugged at the looks she received. “Even in Omria’s time, faeries didn’t follow their elemental leanings. An ice faerie might join Summer. Despite the names, the seasons aren’t actually about the elements. They’re about specific leanings. Summer are the rash, rambunctious, touchy-feely faeries of myth. Winter are the evil, cruel faeries that hate everyone. I’d be amazed if Varrus wasn’t a Winter faerie.”

Which meant Novai probably was from Summer, assuming the split actually ran along factional lines.

“Reine, has the dispute gone any further than political disagreements?” Nathan asked.

“Not from Tarkan’s report.” Reine paused for several seconds. “With my scrying inoperative in Arcadia and Tarkan’s network limited and sporadic—not to mention sensitive to man-in-the-middle attacks—I’m wary of relying heavily on this information. I advise that you gain first-hand information as soon as possible. The faerie, Novai, reached out to you and has returned to Arcadia. We need to speak with him as soon as possible.”

“Agreed,” Seraph said. “Except that it’ll take him some time to get back, digest the situation, and then make time for us.”

“We should contact him anyway. If he’s serious, he’ll find time,” Narime said.

Nathan nodded. “Do it. Tarako, while Alice and I were taught a lot about being polite to faeries, I suspect you’ve forgotten more than we know. Put something together that can help us meet Novai while satisfying any of his superiors who might find out.”

“Oooh. I haven’t had to bother with being diplomatic for a while.” Tarako frowned. “I don’t know if this is a good thing or not.”

The meeting broke up shortly afterward, as Nathan left Kadria and Siv to work with Reine to find the other fortresses scattered across Doumahr.

Even if they encountered this new Messenger, Kadria could hopefully handle herself or teleport them away. Nathan was unwilling to risk his Champions against an unknown Champion, let alone a Messenger Tarako, and Artemis would pair terribly with either Kadria or Siv.

While the others left the bitterly cold rooftop in a hurry, Tarako wandered over to the edge and leaned over it. Her tails wrapped around herself, as if warming her body.

Nathan joined her. After shooting him a glance and frowning at his lack of proper winter clothing, a few of her tails stretched out and wrapped around him.

Mission successful.

One of her tails whapped him in the back of the head.

“I’m counting that as a bonus objective,” he said.

“You’re incorrigible. Getting anyone to comb out my tails was impossible, as any other fox knew how much work is involved, and yet you actively seek it out.” Tarako rested her head atop her palms, while leaning on the wall. “You’re a strange man. I wondered if I’d regret the deal I made with you months ago, and while there were times I questioned myself, I’ve never truly regretted it.”

“Really?” Nathan scratched his cheek. “I know we’ve talked about this before, but I still feel you’ve struggled a bit.”

“I have. I…” Tarako fell silent. Her eyes gazed out over the rapidly darkening tundra.

There was still no sign of Fei’s company returning. Although torches began to burn along the landscape. Nathan wasn’t worried, as he knew darkness fell swiftly up here.

“You understand the power you’re reckoning with better now, so I can speak freely,” Tarako said abruptly. “Because I ascertained what you were becoming rather early.”

“You… what?” Nathan stared at her. Her tails tightened around him.

“Our creator refused to ever speak Omria’s name. He never elaborated on why, other than to say that beings of great power needed to respect one another. I was confused because he would say Mirie’s, but not Omria.” Tarako allowed herself to smile self-deprecatingly. “So stupid of me. Such a big hint about what the bitch really was all along. My creator knew how much of a fraud Sofia was, but we turned our backs on him and…” Her hands balled into shaking fists and tears welled in her eyes.

She hiccupped. When Nathan reached out to brush the tears away, her tails blocked his view.

A few seconds later, she appeared to return to normal. “Sorry. I just… I’m reflecting a lot on the past lately, thanks to you. But that fact is what first made me suspicious of you. No Champion, Bastion, or sorcerer had ever been so powerful to avoid speaking Her name.”

“The spirits don’t,” Nathan said.

“True. I’ll admit I’m not close to any of them, and they like their secrets. Ifrit’s willingness to work as closely with you as he does amazes me, as the spirits have always kept their distance. That he risked his very existence to side with you to battle Sofia…” Tarako shook her head.

“Is that it?” Nathan asked.

“Hardly. Your powers have grown at an astounding rate, you struggled to control your mental magic and were able to penetrate my defenses so easily.” Her cheeks reddened and her eyes flickered to his crotch while her tails tickled his legs and arms. “I could go on. But…”

She said nothing more for over a minute.

They stood together, staring out over the tundra. Nathan wrapped an arm around Tarako’s back at some point and she leaned against him.

“Tonight’s not the time,” she said as one of her tails tickled his chin. “I’m not sentimental, but there’s work to be done and⁠—”

He slipped his fingers around the tip of her tail. “The work can wait for a night. But you haven’t finished explaining yourself, Tarako. I can understand why you’re troubled about the possibility of a Messenger version of yourself, but at the same time, she’s not you. You’re⁠—”

Tarako barked with laughter. “Isn’t she? I see Artemis and Fei side by side, and I would mix them up if it weren’t for Artemis’s sharper expressions and the way she looks at me. More than that…” She looked him in the eyes. “I made a deal with you in an attempt to save Doumahr, knowing I was risking siding with a man potentially as evil as the Messengers I fought to stop. Like I said, you’re my Bastion, and that’s sacred. Even if your first act after claiming me as your Champion had been to bend me over and take me, I’d have obeyed.”

“That’s…” Nathan scowled. “That’s insanity.”

“It’s who I am. Both in terms of beliefs and… otherwise.” She reached up and stroked his jaw. “Truly, it is. You like being called names by Ciana, don’t you? And Sen likes taking it up the ass? Well, I have my own desires.”

Oh. So that’s where she was going.

He narrowed his eyes. “You’re distracting me. With thoughts of fucking you really hard.”

She giggled and her tails danced around him. “Maybe a little. I really wanted you to say you wanted to take me even after I refused you. It was a little annoying when you didn’t just fuck me when you combed out my tails. I was there and nearly rubbing my ass against you.”

“I don’t make rash decisions.” Or risk going too far with immensely powerful foxes, but he left that part out.

“I’ve gathered. Well, I can deal with slow, deliberate, but very forceful sex.” Tarako brushed her fingers over his lips. “But I suppose I should answer your question before you get genuinely mad. You’re becoming a god, Nathan. My god. So the possibility I might succumb to another great being is… believable, even if it appalls me. Because I’ve succumbed to you.”

She stood on her tiptoes and pressed her lips against him. His hands reached around her body, concealed by her voluminous tails, and squeezed her ass.

Leaning back, Tarako grinned. “You’re going to make me succumb, right?”

“You’ll succumb so hard you won’t be able to feel your legs,” Nathan said.

Tarako’s blue eyes gleamed in the torchlight, before her tails lit up with a teleportation spell.

Only for it to fail.

“Uh, we’ll need to head back to the palace on foot. The spatial wards are strong here, as I didn’t want to risk—” Nathan began to explain, only for a tail to muffle his mouth.

“Let’s just go,” Tarako huffed. “It’s not the mood I wanted, but I’m getting fucked into your bed tonight and that’s final.”

Once back in his bedroom, Tarako wasted no time stripping down. Her tails vanished her clothes, leaving her in little more than stockings and a ribbon tied around her neck. She pawed at Nathan’s pants while the soft light of the room illuminated her beautiful body.

Tarako was a short, lithe thing, and her focus on the sword showed. Lean muscle rippled beneath her soft tummy, and she had toned, thighs to accompany her flared waist and hips. Her pink slit was slightly open as her clit glistened with her juices, making her arousal abundantly clear. Nine bronze tails fanned out behind her, but they pressed around her body toward Nathan and tickled his sides and arms.

Her hands freed his cock, and it flopped against her bare chest. He grabbed her, ignoring her grin, and pressed her against him. She yelped, then moaned softly as the heat of his length seared her chest as it pressed into it while her breasts crushed against his crotch.

“No wonder everyone else wants every night with you,” Tarako cooed as she stared down at the cock head poking up between them. “I can tell once you claim me, I’ll be yours forever. You’ll reshape me with your massive cock.”

She took a step back and wrapped her fingers around his shaft. Her hands gave him a soft pump, eliciting a groan.

“I want to be claimed, my lord,” Tarako whispered, staring at his throbbing cock in her hands.

“Oh?” he asked, raising an eyebrow and playing along.

“I’m but your newest Champion, and don’t understand my place here. How else can I serve…” She pumped his cock and grinned at him. “Such…” Another pump. “A…” She lowered herself and lapped up the bead of precum leaking from his tip. “Magnificent…” Her lips closed around his cock and her voice became muffled. “Cock?”

Her blue eyes gazed up at him expectantly as her tongue licked and sucked at his tip. He closed his hands around the top of her head and tickled her ears, holding back a groan.

Seconds passed. Neither of them went further.

Pulling back, Tarako scowled at him. “You were supposed to ram my head down your cock and start face-fucking me.”

“Oh. I thought you were going to deep-throat me,” Nathan said.

They stared at each, then sighed at the same time.

“This is because the others all get greedy and service you, I bet,” Tarako said. She looked around, then her tails shot up and began wagging together like a dog’s. “Oh. I have an idea. And I’ll you it.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. Genuinely, this time.

“Lay me down on the bed and face-fuck me. Hard,” Tarako said, eyes shining. “I read a smut book that used that position years ago, when I’d lost my gem abilities and was taken in as⁠—”

“I know it,” Nathan said drily, trying to keep his cheeks from reddening.

It had been popular when he was young. Veronica had found it and confiscated it.

Before Tarako could tease him, he picked her up and dumped her on the bed. She flopped over so she lay on her bed, then wiggled to the end of the bed, hanging her head over the edge. Her tails danced around her sides, wiggling in excitement.

“This is going to be amazing,” Tarako said. “Your cock is massive. You’ll be bulging in my throat.”

The greatest and most famous mystic fox and Champion of all history lay naked on his bed, completely vulnerable and asking him to ruin her with his dick. He swore his erection grew an extra inch, and not because of magic.

Nathan lined up his cock with her mouth while soaking in the sight of Tarako’s naked body on his bed. She straightened herself and placed her head neatly in line with where Nathan’s cock lined up with throat. One of her hands slipped into her groin. He struggled to see her eyes, but heard her excitement in her rapid breathing as her cool breath washed over his tip. Her tongue flicked out to lap at his tip and he held back a groan at the teasing sensation.

Light sucking sounds broke the room’s silence as Tarako grew impatient and squirmed close enough to close her lips over the very tip of his cock. Nathan’s hands closed on either side of her head and she paused. Her breathing increasing in speed.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Just use my throat as a cocksleeve already,” Tarako moaned.

How could he say no?

Nathan reared backward, and Tarako opened her mouth wide. Rather than try to ram his cock into her in one go, and probably hurt her and himself when he cut his dick open on a tooth, he slid his length smoothly past her lips and into her mouth.

Tarako’s tongue tickled his shaft as he pushed over it, adding to the slick, warm sensation of her tiny mouth tightening around him. She tried to moan, but all she managed to do was vibrate her throat around his tip as it pressed against the back of her mouth. Pleasure rippled through his entire length.

She was already laid out and straight on the bed, so his cock slid straight into her throat. An impossible tightness wrapped around his length as he pressed farther in. A bulge formed in her neck, traveling farther down as he pried her throat open with his cock.

Her fingers squelched wildly in her pussy as her lips met his root. His balls slapped softly against her face.

He paused, and Tarako did as well.

Then he pulled his cock back to her lips in a single motion, eliciting a breathy moan as air rushed into her lungs, before ramming it back down her throat. Her body bucked on the bed and the tips of her tails spun in excitement. A wet slap sounded in the room as his balls, slick from her saliva, hit her in the face again.

He kept pumping into her at the same speed, barely giving her time to breathe. Her nipples hardened, so he leaned over her and pressed his hands into her breasts to play with them. She tried to squeal in ecstasy, but his length muffled her attempts, reducing them to rumbling pleasure around his cock.

Time and time again, he used Tarako’s throat and mouth as the sleeve she asked to be. Her fingers stopped moving in her pussy, but she’d raised her legs as they spasmed.

Aware the tiny fox might be orgasming, Nathan sped up and let his own pleasure peak. His speed ensured her throat remained stuffed at all times.

The tightness and pleasure was so great he almost missed when he climaxed.

“Time for your meal, Tarako,” he said.

Thick, bubbly ropes of cum seared her stomach, and when he pulled back, a jet burst in her throat and her cheeks puffed up with his seed. Her tails collapsed to the bed, utterly spent.

He pried his cock free from her mouth, while her lips sucked droplets from his tip. The fluffy queen squirmed toward him even as he tried to release her, until Nathan pulled himself out with a wet pop and plopped his slick cock on her neck. Tarako responded by raising her head and trying to lick his shaft.

Her blue eyes became visible again, and all he saw in them was pure lust.

After a few seconds, she gave up on this position and flipped herself over. Her mouth closed around his length and she began bobbing along his length, intent on cleaning up every drop and sucking him dry. Her eyes remained laser focused on his length, even as he tickled her ears.

“Did you enjoy your meal, pet?” he asked.

“Very,” Tarako purred. “I’d ask for another, but I still need to be claimed.”

Who was he to refuse her? But this time, he had the idea for what to do.

He pushed her back on to the bed and she scowled at him. Only for her to blink at his next instructions.

“Raise your legs and press your thighs and calves together. DO the same with your arms, and then placed them together,” he instructed.

She did so while laying backward, and looked a little like a tiny fluffy ball now that her bronze tails were several times her size on the bed.

“I’m going to restrain your limbs now. Is that fine?” he asked.

She nodded, then grinned. “Oh, I think I know where this is going. Go nuts. I want to be claimed, so use my however, Nathan.”

He took that as his go ahead. With a snap of his fingers, fine cords bound her arms and legs together in this position. Tarako found herself unable to move and was tied up like a tiny, fleshy ball with nine huge fluffballs sticking out of her ass.

A ball with pussy ripe for Nathan’s cock, especially as he’d tied her limbs either side of her torso, leaving her breasts to hang freely and her tummy out in the open. Tarako gasped, and began to breathe excitedly as she understood her position.

Her excitement only grew when he picked her up, and juices began dripping all over the bed and floor. Nine bronze tails ran wild, wrapping around him and thwapping his head.

“Breed me. Claim me,” Tarako gasped out. “Use me, Nathan. Fuck me all night long like this so that I can’t imagine living like a Champion again instead of as your toy living in your bedroom, waiting for you to return and be used each night.”

She squirmed in his arms. Of course, Tarako could escape at any moment. With her tails free, she could still cast spells and break the cords, or even teleport away. The restraints were for fun, not real, which is why she so excitedly agreed.

Nathan held her over his cock, facing away. His tip pressed against her pussy, her lips parting ever so slightly as he threatened to enter her. Her tails wrapped around him, and he felt them try to pull him inside her.

“Beg for it,” Nathan asked.

“I am!” she squealed. “I want to feel your cock squash my womb, master!”

He obeyed. His cock split Tarako open, bulging the tiny fox’s pussy as he hilted himself in her and pressed against her womb. But he still had inches left to fit inside her. He pressed deeper, and she screamed in ecstasy.

Her body shook in his hands while her insides desperately gripped his cock, trying to force him to a rapid climax as he stuffed her. Unlike he usually would for a first time with a Champion, he didn’t go easy. Instead, he began moving Tarako along his length as fast as possible.

“Ohh, ooh, ahh,” Tarako moaned, her tongue lolling out her mouth. “Fill me, master. Fill me over and over, to make up for all the thousands of years I haven’t worshipped you.”

He pumped his first load into her, and his sheer size against her tiny pussy made it messy. Fat gobs of white gushed out of her slit around his cock as he moved her. She overloaded so easily.

But he kept going. And going. Second, third, and fourth loads filled her womb as he kept going, relying on his magic and inhuman regeneration to be relentless. Tarako’s squeals and moans were incessant, and the room’s scent became pungent with sex.

He pulled out of her and dropped her in a mess of cum and juices. She squirmed, aware her tails were becoming filthy but she’d been fucked silly so she didn’t care.

“More,” she moaned, smiling up at him with glazed eyes. “Doggy next? Or maybe you can hold me in your lap and bounce me?”

Tarako was insatiable. But one thing became clear over the night: she wanted him on top at all times, to make it clear who had claimed her and who she served.


CHAPTER 21



Morning arrived amid the rustling of Tarako’s tails. Nathan lowered the temperature of his bedroom a little thanks to how hot he felt while swaddled in a blanket of bronze tails each the size of the tiny fox. She nestled against him and cocooned both of them.

Amazing what two additional tails could do.

She awoke early, however. With dawn came the loss of his fluffy cocoon, and Nathan reached out blindly for the fluff that left him.

“You can’t stay in bed all morning,” Tarako said, staring down at him.

He’d rolled over and slumped atop her tails again, preventing her from escaping the bed. Her fingers ran through his hair. A gentle smile graced her face.

“I’m the Emperor Consort. I can do whatever I want,” he mumbled. “Shouldn’t you want to spend the day with me? Usually the first morning is the one I write off for a new lover.”

“Hmm.” Tarako mimed being deep in thought and rested her chin on one hand.

Nathan took the opportunity to rake his hands through her tails, and frowned at how messy they’d gotten compared to their usual state. Then again, the sex had involved moving Tarako around quite a bit and pressing her and her tails against things.

Keeping the specifics of last night’s activities a secret would be vital. At least from the succubi, given what they expected of him. The Twins would never stop demanding he bound their limbs like he had with Tarako.

“It’s a tempting offer. The sex was great, and bouncing in your lap is inviting.” Tarako’s fingers traced her naked thigh and his eyes followed them to her crotch, which remained bare. “But I have an offer of my own.”

The rest of her tails slammed into him from all sides, practically smothering him.

“Brush out my tails after what you did to them last night. I can’t show these to anyone in this state. They’ve got knots.” Tarako sounded serious.

Fortunately, Nathan had no compunctions with spending a morning brushing and combing out tails.

“Let’s start with a shower and shampoo then,” he said.

A squeal escaped the fox as he shot to his feet atop the bed and scooped her into his arms. Her tails flailed around wildly, striking him in the head and backside. She calmed down quickly.

He didn’t put her down on the way to the bathroom, though.

“I haven’t been carried like this for… I don’t know,” Tarako said. “Maybe I should ask you to do it to me again in a wedding dress.”

Nathan paused at the door to the bathroom. “You know I’m already married, right?”

She tilted her head and grinned. “Who says a woman has to get married to wear a wedding dress? Imagine if all your other Champions found out about that little loophole.”

He groaned. “Fine. Buy a wedding dress at some point.”

Would she favor an Imperial-style dress or something from her homeland? Nathan imagined what it would be like to undress Tarako in either dress.

… Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea for his other Champions to find out about this loophole. Alice and Anna might get mad, though.

Once in the shower, Nathan frowned at the current state of it. It was clean, sure, and technically well stocked. But lacking in what he really wanted. Namely, the special shampoo Narime used for her tails was nowhere to be seen. He suspected she’d swiped the last bottle at some point.

Which made sense. Many premium toiletries came from Kurai, or possessed branding claiming some connection to Kurai. The herbs and extracts used in shampoos and lotions were grown in estates across Doumahr these days, but Narime was particular about what went into her tail. Nathan couldn’t argue with the result.

Tarako looked up at him with a raised eyebrow, likely curious why he hadn’t turned on the water. He responded by snapping his fingers and summoning several bottles of the special shampoo.

“That’s cheating,” Tarako said. “Also, it’s almost always worse than the real thing.”

“I’ve gotten good at replicating it. Narime can’t even tell the difference,” he said.

“Oooh.” She tilted her head and picked up a bottle. “This is the really good stuff, too. I don’t even use this.”

He stared at her, and she looked back at him.

“I’m only a warrior,” Tarako said. “And with the amount of foxes in the HQ, it would have been extortionate to provide this for everyone.”

“You’ve been here for months and never thought to upgrade?”

“I’m upgrading now, aren’t I?” She grinned.

Couldn’t argue with that. He turned on the water and turned Tarako around. She squirmed and giggled in his grip.

Nathan thanked his foresight for making the shower as large as it was, because Tarako’s nine tails took as much room as two much larger women. Especially as she waved them around. He knew from experience he could squeeze three or four women in here for “fun” but her tails somehow took up as much space, simply because of how active they were.

Water sheeted off translucent barriers wrapped around each tail. Nathan tapped one tail and the barrier vanished. Instantly, the voluminous ball of fluff transformed into a soggy, matted bundle of fur. A long bone-like spine ran through the center of it, now clearly visible as it held the watery fur aloft.

“I don’t let many men see my tails like this,” Tarako said with a pout. “You better know your way around—Oh!” She arched her back, eyes widening and ears shooting bolt upright.

One of his hands sank into her fur and pressed into the spine of the tail. His other hand levitated a bottle of shampoo and squeezed out a generous helping of it. Slowly, he massaged the oily, herby substance deep into every fiber of her tail, including along the deep brown hairs attached directly to the tail’s spine.

Tarako shivered every time his fingers pressed deep into her tail. Her blue eyes quivered with barely constrained ecstasy, although the shock caused additional shudders. She tapped her fingers against her thighs, as if willing herself to be good.

“You’re worse than Narime when I first did this to her,” Nathan said, eyes dark with amusement.

“Which Narime?” Tarako asked, voice husky. “The—fuuuck—old one or this—ohhhh—one?”

“Mostly this one. The old one had desensitized a bit to the pleasure from regular tail massages before I got her into the shower,” Nathan said.

He’d been far less skillful with his hands back then, so convincing Narime to let him go this far took years. Now he had Tarako melting in his hands within months of meeting him.

“I’d say she…” Tarako bit her lip in a failed attempt to hide a moan. “Fuck, Nathan, why bother talking? Can you just…?”

“You can just enjoy it for the next few hours,” he said. “And feel free to let loose. Narime masturbates in the shower.”

As if he’d issued a command, Tarako’s fingers shot into her crotch and filled the shower with squelching sounds. Nathan took joy in the fact his hands likely gave her more joy than her own fingers, as absurd as that sounded.

Fox tails were serious business.

Over the next hour, he worked through each tail one-by-one. After massaging the shampoo and an aromatic finishing oil into a tail, he rinsed it clean. Doing this to nine tails was slow, arduous work thanks to their sheer size.

Ciana checked on him at one point, stared at Tarako leaning against the shower wall as if Nathan had been railing her non-stop all night long, and let out the biggest pout he’d seen on her. He gave Tarako a short break while he attended to Ciana’s tail, hair, and ears, before sending his unicorn knight on her way with a threat to polish her horn.

Once finished, Tarako lay on her belly atop a bundle of towels, while her tails dried and puffed out. He couldn’t see them, but knew two of her zoisites were glittering and doing the drying.

“I’d ask you to actually fuck me, but you still need to comb out my tails,” Tarako said. “But, holy shit, I can’t believe how that felt. How often do you do that for Narime?”

“Once every month or two. Sometimes only for one or two tails, as doing all at once is a big commitment,” he explained while drying himself off.

Ciana had delivered fresh clothes for both of them, but Nathan doubted Tarako would need her set yet. He began dressing while the fox continued to recover.

“I bet,” Tarako said. “Even if I had you all to myself, I don’t think I’d want this more often than monthly. Maybe…” She bit her lip. “Maybe if there was nothing else to do. We were just two lovers, retired to some little village, with only each other as company.”

“That will never happen,” he said. “Unless the entire village is made up of my Champions and Messengers.”

Tarako looked over her shoulder at him. “I mean, you could do that. Call it Nathanville and raise all your children there. I bet you’ll have a few hundred to deal with once Sofia is dealt with.”

He stared at the wall, trying not to imagine what having several hundred children might be like.

For one thing, he’d have a lot more lovers to have that many kids. Not that it would be hard. His Royal Knights would be happy to help.

“Once you’re ready, let’s continue with the tail care,” he said, voice strained.

From here, the brushing and combing returned to the usual fare. He conjured a special set of brushes and combs, modeled after the ones he used for Narime but in bronze and wood. Tarako sat in the nude in front of his bed, while he sat behind her, leaning against a pillow.

Thanks to the shower and shampoo, many of the knots and tangles had been undone or loosened. He combed out the rest with his fingers and the comb while Tarako meditated. Or pretended to meditate, he guessed.

Honestly, he didn’t know what Narime did when he brushed her tails out. Sometimes she pretended to read, but never turned a single page. Tarako merely soaked in the joy of his touch. Her other tails danced constantly as he worked, making her happiness apparent.

After the comb came the biggest brush. As this was a full touch-up from a rather rough base, he’d step through all three sizes of brush, and give the tails a final touch-up with a fine brush to fluff them up with lots of air.

Hours flew by. He’d woken at dawn and started almost immediately, yet it was nearly 10AM when Ciana arrived with a light meal for both of them. She frowned at the sight of Nathan still caring for Tarako’s tails.

“How hard did you fuck her last night?” Ciana asked as she sat on the bed.

Tarako dug into her fish, but Nathan couldn’t easily move. Instead, Ciana decided to feed him. For once, he let her without argument. He wasn’t one to leave a job undone. At least, not a tail fluffing job.

“Uh, depends how you define ‘hard?’” Nathan scratched his cheek with the handle of his brush.

Ciana glared at him.

“He tied my arms and legs together and used me like a toy,” Tarako said. “It was amazing.”

Ciana’s jaw dropped. Then she tilted her head and raised her fingers in an “L” shape, as if trying to gauge Tarako’s size relative to something. After nearly fifteen seconds, Ciana frowned.

“I guess the Twins were onto something,” Ciana said.

Tarako blinked and pivoted her head to stare at Ciana. The unicorn smiled back.

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Don’t tell the Twins.”

“Yes. Don’t.” Tarako’s eyes transformed into slits. “Or I’ll be the one binding your arms and legs together and moving you along Nathan’s length.”

“Um, there’s a phrase Maura uses that works here…” Ciana bit the inside of her cheek, deep in thought. “Oh, right! Don’t threaten me with a good time.”

“Enough, Ciana,” Nathan said, before Tarako could go any further. “Was there anything else or was this just a welfare check?”

“Fei hasn’t returned from yesterday’s expedition. I assumed Reine would have panicked if something happened, and we’ve spotted their torches from afar. But I wanted to check with you,” Ciana said.

Frowning, Nathan checked his link with Fei. All appeared well.

For good measure, he asked Reine about Fei.

I noticed last night that she wasn’t returning, Reine said. She is venturing to multiple villages nearby, including some farther away than expected. I believe negotiations are taking place between the equivalent of village chiefs or elders. Nothing amiss has been noticed by me.

“Reine’s keeping an eye on it,” Nathan said. “Get me if anything changes up there.”

“I’ll let Narime know. She’s taken charge of The Horn for now,” Ciana said.

He nodded, and returned to Tarako’s tails while Ciana slipped out.

Her bronze tails puffed like brand new fox tails, sporting a mild chamomile and rosemary scent when he inhaled one of her fluffy appendages by “accident.” Not a single split end, knot, tangle, or stray hair could be seen. Each tail coiled perfectly from her pert ass to the pointed tip, where the bronze fur turned white.

He’d even learned of minute differences between each tail. One of her central-most tails bore a long scar along the spine which he avoided after Tarako hissed in pain when he touched it. Another had a streak of white buried beneath the bronze on the inside.

Curiously, all of her tails felt as fine and svelte as one another. When he mentioned this while doing the final pass with the finishing brush, Tarako let out a proud hum.

“Of course. Did you expect anything else?” she asked.

“Well, kind of. Narime’s tails have noticeable differences in texture. Yours look different when I dig deep, but I’d struggle to tell them apart unless I spent every day fluffing them,” he said.

“Hmm. I’ll admit I’m not an expert on tails.”

“You say that about everything,” Nathan said. “Just as others tell me to stop dwelling on the world I lost and what I failed to save, I think you need to stop putting yourself down in comparison to foxes that no longer exist. You’re probably the foremost expert on fox tails by a multi-millennia-wide margin.”

Tarako shot him a nasty look, then huffed. “If you hadn’t admitted your own fault before saying that, I’d call you a hypocrite. Fine. Narime’s tails are younger. Even though it took me far too long to get my eighth and ninth tails, I’ve had them for over ten thousand years.”

“I thought Champions don’t age?”

“You know as well as anyone that the process is more complicated than that. Our bodies preserve themselves because of the magic inside us. But if we couldn’t age, why does Artemis look older than Fei? Why are Seraph and Narime older and more graceful than your younger Champions?” Tarako finally summoned her trademark sake, along with two small vessels. “None of them will become old biddies, but we still settle into our bodies to some extent.”

“I can see that.” He reached out a hand to accept the sake vessel she handed him and took a whiff.

To his surprise, she’d poured the good stuff. He eyed her suspiciously.

She giggled at his expression. “I’ve found a new… Hmm, not a new creator, but a reason to live, I suppose. I’ve despaired at my inability to live up to my creator’s wishes to preserve this world and truly become part of it. You can accomplish what he always wanted and, perhaps, really make me one with it.”

When her hand drifted to her bare tummy, Nathan knew Tarako wanted more than sex in the long run.

“We can talk about that later,” he said.

“I know. Don’t worry, even if you weren’t using magical contraceptives, I have my own in place.” She smiled at him. “I am your Champion. Your blade. Victory comes first. Then I’ll see about the next step of my life.”

He returned the smile. “I’m glad you’re finally willing to accept a next step. You’ve worried me.”

“I’ve worried myself, and far more.” She turned away and sighed, before downing her own sake. “We should probably finish up and return to work. This morning and yesterday evening… They have been a delightful dream turned reality. I truly look forward to more time with you as a lover and…” She licked her lips and glanced at him out of the corner of her eyes. “Pet.”

“Let’s keep the last part to a minimum,” he said.

She pouted at him.

Lunchtime came, and he finally finished with Tarako’s tails. He rose and allowed her to dress. Although she cleaned off her body with a wet cloth and towel first, as the excitement of such a long tail grooming session got to her.

“I can see why Narime prefers doing this naked,” Tarako said. “And your beastkin as well. You have a magical touch.”

“He certainly does,” Artemis said.

Nathan looked around, failing to spot the catgirl. The room appeared to be empty and the door was shut.

Tarako’s eyes locked onto the bed.

He reached for the bed cover. Lifting it, he revealed a pair of green eyes hiding beneath it.

“How long have you been under there?” he asked.

“Long enough to realize you’ve been holding out on me,” Artemis said.

“When did you become an actual cat?”

She lashed out and tried to claw his face off.

“Bad kitty!” he said, half-joking as he jumped away.

Artemis growled as she rolled out from under the bed. The maids kept it clean, so she hadn’t ruined her uniform.

“I heard Fei is on some expedition? What did I miss?” Artemis asked.

Nathan gestured to the door to Alice’s bedroom, and he explained yesterday’s events as they walked toward the control room. Artemis tapped her chin as they left.

“Can’t say I know much about the Far Reaches. There are beastkin tribes up there, but they’re never important,” she said. “More of them than we ever knew about, but still insignificant compared to the major nations. A single breach wipes them out and the binding stones are all inert. Given they never came up in a single cycle, I doubt the other Messengers know much either.”

“They all appeared to be in the dark,” Nathan said. “When the objective is to destroy the world, I suppose a bunch of tundra-dwelling beastkin barely matter.”

“Why the interest in them?”

“Like you said, there were far more than I expected. Plus, at the time I sent Fei out, I didn’t know if Sofia was doing something with them.” He drummed his fingers on Artemis’s thigh while standing in front of the gateway to his mental world. “The final reason would be Fyre, I suppose. They’re her people. Leaving them alone when I had a fortress right there seemed… wrong.”

“You still have way too much heart.” Artemis mimed crushing his heart in her hand.

“And we love him for it,” Tarako said.

“Sure you don’t love him for his gigantic dick?”

“Gigantic for you, maybe.” Tarako leered.

Artemis’s face reddened and she looked away.

Reine stood with Ciana in the control room, observing various sites across Doumahr with her scrying. A massive monitor on the wall allowed Ciana to help Reine, as it showed what Reine was scrying. Nathan observed a towering fortress of spires transforming into molten rock before his eyes.

“Siv’s handiwork?” he asked.

“Yes,” Reine said without turning. “She and Kadria dealt with the fortress above Falmir this morning. They are moving slowly and carefully, given the risk of battling a partner Messenger. The defenses were powerful, but largely automated. Deverese and his Champions appeared to be absent here.”

He frowned. “That suggests he’s not active everywhere Sofia is conducting these operations, or that this fortress wasn’t yet operational.”

“The former, we believe. It had two operational gateways that Kadria thinks connected to Falmir. I am activating agents in both locations she identified. One in Earl Martel’s territory, and another in the deep south.”

Curious choices by Sofia. Nathan wouldn’t pretend to understand the logic, other than both areas were heartlands of support for Nathan.

Then again, Soreaux had been as well.

“I take it they’re heading to Haolim next?” he asked.

“Yes. It will take another day or two,” Reine said.

“Let me help them,” Artemis said. “I’m bored.”

Everyone looked at her.

“I won’t attack Siv or Kadria. Promise.” The catgirl rolled her eyes. “But I have nothing to do. I’m not Nathan’s pet cat. Without an army to command or anything to hunt, it gets really boring.”

“Play nice, and it’s fine,” Nathan said. “You can either go now or⁠—”

“Hell no. I want to see what’s up with these barbarian beastkin.” Artemis crossed her arms. “That’s what we’re going to find out when the fat version of me comes back, right?”

“I believe the only fat part of Fei are her breasts,” Reine said.

Artemis glowered at Reine. Possibly because the wolfgirl’s tits were nearly as big as Fei’s, and just a touch larger than Artemis’s.

“Any news on Fei?” Nathan asked.

“Her company has gathered at a single village, along with a number of the local beastkin. I believe they will begin the return trek soon,” Reine said.

The monitor showed a large-ish camp of simple tents, most of which were cone-shaped. Crude windbreaks had been constructed along the coastal side of the camp to protect against the worst of the wind, suggesting this camp was at least semi-permanent.

“We’ll meet them at The Horn.” Nathan turned and left through the exit. “Make sure to eat something, Reine.”

Reine remained behind, and the monitor flickered to show something else.

“Kara will be here shortly,” Ciana told him as they entered the gateway corridor attached to the control room. “She’s keeping an eye on Reine, as well as managing Aleich and the central fortresses.”

“And finding time to be a baroness between that, somehow,” Nathan said drily.

“I believe the fall session is scheduled late, due to the wedding and the high possibility it may need to approve a peace treaty,” Ciana said. “Anna won’t need Kara’s help for some time.”

He sighed and paused, bringing his retinue to a stop. Two long rows of doors ran along the wide corridor they stood in, each bearing a plaque above it stating where it led to. This was the gateway corridor and was a recent construction that allowed his Champions to easily use his mental world to move between his binding stones.

Nathan could enter and exit any mental gateway from the main doorway, as he controlled where it went with a thought. But he sometimes used this corridor himself. Usually when his mind was occupied or because he didn’t want to confuse others.

Today it was the former.

“I really need to do something for Kara,” he said. “She’s become my new Seraph, but is happy to relegate herself to the background. I worry for her.”

“We’ve had this discussion, Nathan. Fuck her,” Ciana said, rolling her eyes.

Artemis frowned and rubbed one arm. Ciana raised an eyebrow.

“You disagree?” Ciana asked.

“Uh…” Artemis bit her lip. “It’s more… The Kara I knew died a long time ago. I never saw her after the academy, except…” A droplet of blood ran down her chin.

Nathan swept it away. “It’s fine, Artemis. You have time to get to know Kara. This Kara, who hasn’t lost her homeland or her life, and landed on her feet after being screwed over by the Nationalist’s corruption of the academy.” He squeezed her shoulder. “That does mean you need to actually talk with her, instead of avoid her.”

“I know,” she mumbled. “Just… promise me you won’t force me to have a heart-to-heart with her over your cock.”

“That’s an easy promise to make.”

“You still should fuck Kara,” Ciana said. “Give Kara some puppies and she’ll never want for anything else the rest of her life.”

Artemis stared at Ciana. “Are you sure you’re not projecting, little unicorn?”

Ciana did her best imitation of a tomato before rushing down the hall to the newly installed gateway to The Horn.

Well, maybe Tarako wasn’t entirely wrong about the village filled with children.

Another hour passed while he waited in The Horn, which now had a deployment of Imperial Knights under Narime’s command. Reine informed him that Fei was on her way back with a small group of beastkin dressed in heavy furs.

I believe they are elders, although I use the term loosely given their youth, Reine said. I’m afraid I know little else.

Little was known about the beastkin in the Far Reaches. They occasionally raided south, and were easily repelled, but the inhospitable nature of the tundra meant Trafaumh and Falmir felt little need to venture farther north. The ancient records of the Lodges found few binding stones up there, and those were from faerie records uncovered by archaeologists.

Nathan suspected many more binding stones were buried beneath the snow and ice, but they hadn’t been used by the faeries. His relative ignorance of the secrets of Doumahr compared to Sofia meant she always had an advantage over him.

While Sofia’s agents hadn’t constructed a front entrance at the foot of the keep, Nathan had done so shortly after taking over the fortress. He ventured out onto the external courtyard, overseen by two round towers.

Torches blazed around him and warming spells kept the frost at bay. A spatial barrier prevented the bitter wind from reaching them. Even this early in the afternoon, darkness began to fall as the sun fell beneath the mountains behind him.

He watched as the torches of Fei’s company trekked through the light dusting of snow. Fei’s knights had cracked open their mountain gear and bore black fur-lined cloaks that contrasted heavily against the environment.

Fei dashed up to him ahead of her soldiers. Nathan looked past her to see a small group of fifteen or so beastkin in an eclectic mix of furs and patchwork clothes huddled together in the middle of the knights.

“I think I found a really important beastkin up here,” Fei said, practically vibrating as she rubbed her hands together to stay warm. “The others called her the Guide, and I sensed a lot of magic in her.”

A Guide? Nathan frowned and reached out to the group.

He failed to sense any truly impressive magic. At least, not by the standards he was used to working with. No ascended magic, spirits, or even something akin to a Champion.

A redheaded woman leading the group did have an oddly large amount of magic inside her body. That was unusual, even by beastkin standards. Hell, even by faerie standards.

Something about the magic bothered Nathan more, but he put the matter aside. He couldn’t sense Sofia’s tendrils or any mental magic affecting the beastkin. If this was a trap, it was an especially subtle one.

The company stopped in the courtyard and the redheaded wolf beastkin stepped forward. She lowered her hood, revealing herself to be younger even than Ciana. A broken slave collar hung from her neck. Her amber eyes blazed with a deep fury and pride that Nathan found impressive in a beastkin surrounded by multiple trigems.

Then again, she might not understand what a Champion even was.

“Noble Bastion, I am Lucretia, the Guide of the Vallan people of these wastes,” the beastkin said, speaking fluent—if somewhat awkward—faerie. “For what business do you interfere with us in our exile?”


CHAPTER 22



Nathan’s mind raced as he tried to make sense of what he’d heard, how he’d heard it, and its implications.

How in Fyre’s name did a beastkin in the Far Reaches know faerie? What were the Vallan people? And why were they supposedly in exile?

Nathan knew the names of plenty of beastkin tribes from his noble education—both as Nathan von Straub and Nathan Martel—and Vallan wasn’t one of them. Hell, Vallan didn’t even match the expected syntax of a traditional beastkin name.

It sounded more like a faerie name. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a faerie word he recognized. Many names had connections to actual words, often by concatenating them or bastardizing them in some way phonetically. As a non-native speaker, Nathan knew far too little to even guess what Vallan might be connected to.

Instead, he focused on what he could deal with. One at a time, he’d drill into the mystery Lucretia presented him with.

Nathan crossed his arms and kept his expression stoic, even as his Champions looked at each other in confusion. Artemis blinked multiple times, then mimed cleaning out her ear. Tarako merely raised an eyebrow.

The succubi had translation spells active at all times, so Artemis might as well. Messengers traveled between worlds and eras, so it made sense. Tarako knew how Arcadian politics worked, so she definitely spoke faerie. Nathan doubted there was a commonly spoken tongue on Doumahr she couldn’t speak.

“You can’t speak Imperial?” Nathan asked Lucretia, intentionally speaking in Imperial.

Lucretia frowned, and irritation marred her expression.

Fei tilted her head. “They definitely speak Imperial. We’ve been talking with them in⁠—”

“Do not patronize me,” Lucretia spat, still speaking in faerie. “Your servants may speak the lesser tongue, but even if you are human, you are a Bastion. I am the spiritual leader of my people, equivalent to a Regnant. Speak to me as an equal or be done with us.”

Lesser tongue, huh.

Nathan was beginning to piece together what he was hearing. Even so, it only did more to confuse him.

“I think you’re confused,” Nathan said, and raised a hand to forestall another tantrum. “Common Imperial is the only tongue spoken in human nations. We only speak faerie when dealing with Arcadia. I can speak in faerie if you prefer it, but there’s no reason to. This isn’t Arcadia. Their customs mean nothing here.”

Lucretia’s brow furrowed in confusion. She looked at her fellow northerners, but they merely mumbled incoherently and shook their heads.

Biting her lip, she looked up at Nathan. She was a small thing. A little over five foot, scrawny beneath the bulky furs she wore, and lacking in muscle or fat. The beastkin up here no doubt struggled for everything, even compared to their kin in the Enclave.

“If this isn’t Arcadia, then you’re surely their vassal. Or else their enemy and it’s dangerous for exiles to speak with you,” Lucretia said.

Nathan held back a laugh. “A vassal? I fear… No, I know. You know nothing about the world, do you?”

“Nathan, she’s from the Den. Of course she knows nothing,” Artemis said. Her eyes bore into Lucretia. “I’ve seen her type before. So many poured over the northern mountains when the demons came. They couldn’t believe their eyes when they learned humans ruled Doumahr, not faeries.”

“What?” Nathan whirled on Artemis.

She’d never told him that. Sure, he’d been busy in the south, but why hadn’t any of the northern forces mentioned it?

Then again, Trafaumh thought less than nothing of beastkin at the time. Jafeila might have forgotten about it amid the chaos of defeating a succubus and losing a Bastion, then moving under Deverese. The other soldiers probably forgot about the refugees immediately. And a smart beastkin would learn to integrate and stop gawking at everything like an idiot.

“That’s a lie,” Lucretia snapped at Artemis. “Arcadia is the largest and greatest nation in the world. It’s been graced by Omria and it’s only by her protection that we survive in exile up here.”

Nathan stared at Lucretia.

Because he’d put a lot together by now. It still didn’t explain much.

Lucretia—and presumably a lot of her fellow northern beastkin—were from the Den in Arcadia. Somehow, they’d ended up here. In “exile.” Where the faeries had told them Omria’s protection kept them alive despite the horrific conditions around them.

“There’s no gentle way to tell you this,” Nathan said. “But almost everything the faeries have told you is a lie. They haven’t been blessed by Omria for countless millennia. Humanity has dominated Doumahr since. The language we’re speaking? It’s called Common Imperial because it’s named after the nation that conquered Doumahr: the Holy Anfang Empire. It’s not a lesser tongue. It’s the dominant tongue of Doumahr. The faeries hate it because it reminds them that they aren’t the rulers anymore.”

Lucretia stared at him.

“I think you need to follow me,” Nathan said, then paused. “I don’t know your customs, as I don’t know what you’ve been taught or picked up by the faeries. But you’re guests and can consider yourselves under my protection.”

“How can I trust you?” Lucretia straightened and magic swelled in her tiny body.

Nathan raised a hand.

The ground thundered as stone walls burst from the ground, enclosing the courtyard entirely. Automated ballistae swiveled atop the walls, pointing enchanted bolts at the northerners.

A hundred Imperial Knights drew their swords at the same time, intentionally sliding their blades against their scabbards for effect. The shiiing noise of their drawn swords echoed off the walls for several seconds.

Nathan stared into Lucretia’s eyes, which had filled with fear. She stood stock still, her magic still ready to do what little it could.

“If I wanted to harm you, I’d have already done so,” Nathan said. “Trust me when I say there aren’t many people in the world willing to go against me. You’re safe here.”

He turned his back and the walls lowered with a series of booms. The knights sheathed their swords. Notably, they didn’t follow him in. At least, not until Lucretia and her fellows entered the keep.

“Was it necessary to intimidate them?” Narime asked as they entered the keep. “She’s a child.”

“Ciana and Fei were her age when I made them Champions,” Nathan said. “And there’s… something about her that bothers me. More than that, we won’t get anywhere if I don’t make it clear how powerful I am. She lived her life under Arcadia’s yoke. Without seeing true power, she’ll never escape her fear of her former masters.”

“Nathan is right,” Tarako said.

Narime shot the elder fox a dark look. “Did you know of this?”

Tarako returned the look just as fiercely. “Do you think I’d have stayed silent if I did? Don’t answer that. But, no, I didn’t. I knew of the Den and the horrific toll it took on the beastkin, but not that some of those beastkin somehow ended up in the Far Reaches. This is a truly bizarre mystery.”

One Nathan wanted to unravel.

Reine, I have two requests, he asked his spymaster. Keep Fyre away from us and try to do a rough headcount of how many beastkin are in the Far Reaches.

With those orders given, he refocused on the present.

They entered the main hall of the keep. Most of the crates and equipment had been shoved aside or taken away, clearing away an excessive amount of space. The map table remained, even if it wasn’t that useful.

Well, until now.

Nathan looked around with a frown. Lucretia and the others trooped in behind him. They looked around with curious gazes, but weren’t particularly impressed.

He hadn’t planned on impressing a bunch of beastkin who already knew a lot about civilization. In fact, he hadn’t planned on doing much impressing at all. Providing food and drink would be difficult.

So he improvised.

With a wave of a hand, he conjured a long row of tables, platters, tankards, plates, cutlery, and everything else necessary for a large buffet. Feeding the company of knights entering after them with life magic would be exhausting—and risky, given how often his life magic misfired—but he had little choice.

He stuck to a handful of simple dishes. Succulent roast meats, thick gravies, buttered vegetables, a tower of grilled fish, fresh apples, and a huge dish of mashed potato.

The sharp intake of breath as he summoned dish after dish of food was shared among his Champions, knights, and northern guests. Even Artemis eyed him suspiciously.

Narime leaned over. “You don’t have any strong sexual memories tied to any of these foodstuffs, do you?”

He glared at her, and she gave him an upturned look in return.

Summon some egg tarts that made her suck his dick in front of Alice once and she never let him forget it.

Finally, he filled a large keg with ale. A very ordinary ale he felt nothing particular about, other than it was decent enough.

His knights shifted from foot to foot, wary of the food and drink. A few of them had fallen prey to suspicious food and now knew better than to take anything he summoned before seeing it tested.

Sighing, Nathan poured a tankard of ale and sipped it.

It tasted exactly as he remembered it. The slice of roast beef was tender and well-seasoned.

“I’m not testing every piece of food,” he said. “Get what you want.”

Her hunger getting the better of her, Fei grabbed two plates and began piling them with meat. Once their captain began trying to steal all the best slices of meat, it was a free for all and the knights rushed over.

Nathan ignored them, while Lucretia stared at the show with barely concealed awe.

“Tell me, what’s your preferred alcohol up here?” he asked while approaching her.

A spark of defiance entered her eyes. “Only the strongest and finest of whiskies and vodkas. We often stole it out from under the faeries.”

Nathan suspected she meant brandy, as he couldn’t imagine the faeries making whiskey. Vodka, on the other hand, was popular among dark elves and elves alike.

“I’ll spare your throat being stripped bare by vodka,” Nathan said drily. “Whiskey it is.”

He recalled a particularly nice bottle he’d drunk when young, when Adam tried to acclimatize his tastebuds to good spirits. Years later, Nathan had dug up another bottle of it and truly appreciated it.

With the memory in mind, he summoned a half-dozen bottles of it. Far too many of his knights spotted the bottles and stopped halfway toward the ale kegs.

Whiskey was the spirit of choice of Falmir, but his knights had gotten their hands on plenty of it during the recent campaign. And they loved it. These bottles would vanish if he took his eyes off them for a second.

Nathan counted the number of northern beastkin present and summoned the same number of glasses, plus one for himself. They appeared in front of him and he used magic to pour out a healthy measure of whiskey into each one.

He raised his glass, and gestured to the others. “Drink up.”

Gulping, Lucretia picked up the closest. The others followed suit.

Wariness and anticipation warred in her eyes. She sniffed the whiskey and her eyes lit up.

Her first sip reduced the girl to the child she effectively was. Her face transformed into an expression of pure glee as she savored a spirit better than anything she’d drunk for many years.

The rest of the glass vanished in the blink of an eye. When the joy passed, Lucretia stared into her empty glass despondently.

“The bottles are yours to keep when you leave,” Nathan said.

She looked up at him in shock. Her mouth opened and closed multiple times, before she licked her lips.

“Who… No, what are you?” she whispered. “I know what Bastions are. Even the faeries couldn’t conjure food and drink that tasted of anything. They often fed us with the horrendous gruel and goop they created with magic, when they hadn’t reserved enough real food. You’re…” She gulped. “I don’t understand.”

Nathan leaned against the table he’d summoned the bottles and glasses on. “My name is Nathan von Straub. I have many titles, but with how little you know, they’re largely meaningless to you. What you should know is that I’m the husband of the Empress of the largest nation on Doumahr and also commander of the largest military on Doumahr. If you know what a Bastion is, you know what a binding stone is?”

Lucretia nodded, her eyes so wide he worried they’d fall out of her skull. “They’re the source of power for Bastions. Just one makes them into a demigod.”

“I have dozens. And over a hundred Champions,” he said. “The trigems here are only a fraction of the trigems I command.”

“Im… poss…” Lucretia stopped herself and closed her eyes. “I was taught that only a mere handful of trigems existed at once. That Omria limited them.”

“Well, if there’s a limit, maybe Omria lifted it for me,” Nathan said glibly. “After all, I’m close to her.”

That went too far for Lucretia. She lowered her glass to the table with a bang and that strange magic swelled in her body again.

This time, Nathan recognized it for what it was. His eyes narrowed.

“Don’t insult the goddess like that,” Lucretia snapped. “I am Her Guide, and it is by Her will that I keep my people alive.” She paused. “I respect your power, but I cannot allow blasphemy.”

“If you’re guiding your people by Omria’s will, why have you left them up here? Why not go south?” Nathan asked.

“Some try. They never return,” she said.

Probably because they were mistaken as barbarians. The instilled prejudice they likely had against humans likely made conflict inevitable. But if so many went south in a mass and told this story, it would have been a different story.

“When we were exiled, the faeries told us that leaving the wasteland would spell our doom. That we would be executed on sight should we ever return to the greenlands.” Lucretia bit her lip. “If what you say is true, they wanted to keep us away from you.”

“Follow me.” Nathan waved Lucretia over to the map table in the corner. “Have you ever seen a map of Doumahr?”

“Of course. We’ve stolen several from Arcadia before we were exiled. Do you think… us… stupid…” She stared at the map in front of her. “This is not Doumahr.”

“No, it is.” Nathan traced the borders of Arcadia. “This is Arcadia. And this, up here, is the Den, where beastkin like you provided food for the rest of Arcadia. But the rest of Doumahr is controlled by humanity.”

Lucretia stood in silence, her eyes soaking in a reality she’d been denied her entire life. The elders walked over and began muttering to each other. Not all of them believed Nathan.

“Silence!” Lucretia snapped, whirling on the others. “I am the Guide! Leave the judgment to me.” She faced Nathan. “How can you prove this?”

“Several ways. Most of them too long to make you believe me,” Nathan said. “There’s a quick way, however.”

His fist turned black. Ciana and Artemis spotted the spell and dashed over. Technically, he could ignore them, but it wasn’t worth it.

He activated his teleportation spell. They vanished, only to reappear atop a tower in Castle Aleich.

The sprawling city of Aleich stretched out before them, as far as the eye could see. Walls crisscrossed the cramped city quarters, highways ran beyond the horizon, where farms and villages dotted the earth.

Lucretia and her kin were no strangers to vast stretches of land. As far as Nathan knew, the Den was a squalid metropolis built to contain hundreds of thousands of beastkin between harvests, and huge stretches of farmland covered an extensive portion of northern Arcadia that the slaves serviced.

They’d never seen a city of this scale before. Even if they’d seen Elysia, it paled in comparison to the size of any major human city. Humans and beastkin were simply too populous compared to faeries and elves.

“I don’t understand,” Lucretia said. “Is this an illusion?”

“I teleported us. I can take us into the streets if you like,” Nathan said. “But you can feel the wind on your face and hear the city beneath you. Knights will come up and investigate us momentarily.”

“I can already hear them,” Ciana said, turning and heading down the tower to head off any overly enthusiastic Royal Knights.

“Where is this?” Lucretia asked.

“Aleich, the capital of the Anfang Empire.”

She screwed up her face. “That’s the greatest human nation, isn’t it? You said that earlier.”

“It’s more complicated now. The original Empire broke up centuries ago. This is a new one.” Nathan scratched his cheek when she gave him a confused look. “You don’t need to know that much. Not yet. What you need to understand is that I’m not lying. Let’s go back.”

“Wait!” Lucretia raised a hand. “If… If you can take us anywhere, why haven’t you freed us? The Den is still full of so many of my kind, and they exile more of us every decade. I don’t understand how humanity could be so large and powerful, yet leave the faeries to do something so horrible to us.”

Nathan looked out over Aleich. The city bustled with wealth and industrial power that had been built up over millennia.

Millennia in which Arcadia had been left to its own devices.

“I don’t understand either,” he said. “Let’s go back and you can tell me all about what exile means, Lucretia.”

Once back, Nathan convinced the northerners to eat some food and rest. They kept to themselves, while Lucretia hovered over the map. Her focused expression tried to memorize the map, as if attempting to engrave it into her mind.

Nathan stood next to her, with Tarako beside him.

“I’ve been the Guide of our people for nearly five years,” Lucretia said. “It’s a position gifted to those of us who are intentionally chosen for exile by the faeries before we should be.”

“What does that mean? I know nothing about exile,” Nathan said.

“Do you know when it started?” Tarako asked.

Lucretia bit her lip. “We don’t keep great records. A bad frost can wipe out half of us in a single year. Especially as the faeries typically exile the elderly and infirm. Large groups with younger beastkin only come through rarely. But we think this has been going on for hundreds of years at least. We’ve found diaries that date back six or seven hundred years.”

Nathan closed his eyes.

What the fuck were the faeries doing? The Den was bad enough, but this was madness.

Then again, if he was right about the power dwelling in Lucretia…

“From what we’ve gathered, the faeries exile us to limit how much they feed us,” Lucretia said. “They don’t like slaughtering us in Arcadia. Maybe it’s bad for the land, as it’s supposedly blessed by Omria.”

“It’s not,” Nathan said flatly. “Trust me.”

She looked at him oddly, but nodded. “Either way, they exile a group every decade. Sometimes more often, but at least that often. Rarely, they gather up a large number of beastkin at random. We literally draw lots. If you draw one, your entire family is exiled, unless they’ve already reached their quota.”

If Nathan hadn’t already reached the limit for the amount of fury he could feel, it would be bubbling over. Instead, his voice was ice cold. “And what did you mean that they choose some of you before you should be exiled?”

Lucretia searched his eyes, as if unsure of his emotions. “We don’t know. But they occasionally seize one of us and exile us. They separate us from our family and we don’t draw lots. I was exiled along with an ordinary group of old and infirm exiles, which made it easy to tell I was a Guide.”

“Can you feel what makes you a Guide?”

Her eyes widened. She reached out and grabbed his jacket lapel. “You can feel it? I… How? Not even other Guides can detect each other. What…” She shook her head. “No, I don’t need to ask what you are anymore. The power you’ve wielded. It resonated within me. When you seized this fortress two days ago, I felt the echoes of your strength. It’s why I traveled here and bid the elders to delay your Champion.”

Nathan knew what was coming.

“You’re a new god. Here to replace Omria, now that she’s failed,” Lucretia said.

Wait, what?

Tarako burst into laughter. More than a few beastkin ears twitched among the knights and their tails wagged in amusement, but they stifled their giggles.

Pouting, Lucretia thrust her fists downward and pushed her chest forward. “Don’t laugh at me. I know what I feel!”

“Oh, no. You’re not truly wrong,” Tarako said.

“Don’t encourage her,” Nathan said.

“But you are my god.” Her eyes glittered.

He sighed. “Lucretia, Omria is still here.”

“But—”

“She’s literally here,” Nathan clarified.

That stopped Lucretia dead in her tracks. She tilted her head and her wolf ears fell to one side.

He pressed a finger against her collarbone. “More than that, I have a feeling about what makes you a Guide and why the faeries want to get rid of you. You might feel something, but I need you to be patient.”

Before she could react, he used mental magic to dive into her mind.

Nothing protected her from him, other than her base instincts. With his vastly improved skills, she didn’t even notice his intrusion. He found her mental core within seconds.

At a glance, nothing stood out. She was an ordinary woman. The few memories and emotions he accessed matched her story. The sheer relief and gratitude she felt had been well hidden, and she was overwhelmed with anxiety. He stepped back before tapping into anything he might regret finding.

Because what he was looking for was far subtler. The sort of trace Kadria had left behind in Fyre’s mind that he’d been incapable of finding years ago.

Seconds passed. He focused his mind, looking for that strange magic he’d sensed within Lucretia.

There! The tiniest thread of a tether linked Lucretia’s core to… something. Even Kadria’s extremely fine tethers had nothing on this one. If the succubus’s tethers had been like the finest fishing line, Nathan would describe this as so small somebody had literally bent space to shrink it this much.

Following it to the source, it led to the void, as he’d expected.

But he knew more about the void now. There were locations within the void.

When he tested where the tether connected to in the void, it matched the tether he’d found in Lily’s mind months ago when he’d saved her from Charlotte.

Lucretia’s source of power came from Omria.

The true Omria that existed beyond any individual world. Kadria described Omria as a system, and Sofia said it was merely her own existence split across the multiverse.

But there was an entity in the multiverse that provided the power, much like an outer being did. Perhaps Kadria and Sofia were both right. Omria was a system and Sofia had created it.

Did that even matter anymore?

Civilization after civilization had believed in Omria. Not Sofia, but Omria, the goddess who protected them. She existed. Sofia merely controlled that power and system, overwriting the prophets who tapped into it.

Nathan finally understood what Omria was. Or had become.

She was effectively another outer being, except tied to this little corner of the multiverse and bound to the rules Sofia created her with. But she existed. Nathan had found firm proof of Omria herself, and the power source that prophets drew from.

Lucretia had been one of those prophets. A potential prophet.

Nathan returned to reality.

Lucretia stared up at him in confusion.

“I know why the faeries got rid of you,” Nathan said. “It’s the same reason you’re the one leading your people and standing up to me even though you’re scared of what I might do to you. You’re a powerful, furious beastkin who can’t stand to see what is being done to her people.”

“And I can’t do anything,” Lucretia said, grinding her teeth.

“I know a horse beastkin exactly like you. She lived as a slave for most of her life, full of hatred toward her enslavers,” Nathan said. “She’s Omria now. And you’re going to meet her.”

Lucretia blinked.

He squeezed her shoulder. “You and your people aren’t going to stay here in the frozen wastes. Somehow, we’ll find a way to bring you south. But some of you may need to fight for your freedom, and that may be against Arcadia.”

“We’ll gladly fight against Arcadia,” Lucretia said. “For you.”

“For yourselves,” Nathan said. “Now, get some rest.”

He left Lucretia and the northerners alone for a moment. Once separate and in a separate office, he began pacing. His Champions watched him in confusion.

“You saw something,” Artemis said.

“Duh.” Fei rolled her eyes. “He’s acting funny. We can train up Lucretia and the rest, but they need food first. Lots of it. It’ll take a while to bulk them up.”

“It’s not that.” Nathan ran a hand through his hair. “It’s why they’re being exiled. Lucretia was a potential prophet, just like Fyre. I suspect all Guides are. Which means the entire point of exile was to prevent a prophet from rising.”

The dots connected rapidly in his mind.

Prophets rose when the race had both the will and ability to change Doumahr. Sofia had admitted as much.

A huge mass of furious beastkin slaves packed into northern Arcadia had that ability, but only when they reached critical mass. Even with magic and a prophet, the beastkin would be going up against an entire nation of Bastions and Champions trying to put down a slave revolt by any means necessary.

Will was the other question. Slave revolts always had a tipping point. Usually some specific atrocity.

Like wanton slaughter, starvation, or simply pushing too far.

The exile solved both issues at once. Beastkin weren’t being slaughtered en masse, but being exiled, and that lowered the pressure on the faeries to feed them. At the same time, the amount of beastkin available to cause a revolt lowered.

But the coup de grâce for any potential prophet lay in Lucretia. If the faeries could somehow identify potential prophets, they exiled them intentionally. That meant any revolt could only occur in the Far Reaches.

A frozen wasteland where a bad winter wiped out half the exiles in a few months, and powerful human nations stood watch to react to any movements south. Sofia would never consider a prophet there.

A cold truth awakened in Nathan. The faeries knew about the prophet system all along. They’d even been manipulating it even before Omria’s ascension from humanity.

“I didn’t bring this up earlier, but didn’t Tarkan mention something about the faeries dumping beastkin in the Far Reaches?” Narime asked. “It sounded like insanity when he brought it up, but now…”

Nathan swore. Repeatedly. “Fuck. He was right. Even about the lack of mass slaughtering. This sat under our noses the entire time, and we ignored it.”

Although the amount appeared to be wrong. Tarkan said millions, but while there appeared to be a lot of beastkin up north, it couldn’t be that many.

Then again, if they were dumped every decade, and many died from the conditions, it might be possible. Especially if they’d been taught to never go south.

Something occurred to Nathan and he rushed out to find Lucretia.

“When you came here, where did the faeries bring you?” he asked.

She pointed down. Seconds passed before the truth struck Nathan.

The portals chosen by Sofia hadn’t been by coincidence. They’d been the sites used to exile beastkin for centuries.

He took a shuddering breath and looked at Artemis. The deep fury in her eyes was matched by a grim realization she could still make a difference here.

“When you go to Haolim, look for beastkin,” he said. “Fei, make preparations with Reine and Seraph to reach out to the tribes near here and those above Falmir. The rest of us will prepare to go to Arcadia.”

Once Novai responded, he planned to get to the bottom of just what the fuck was going on in Arcadia.


CHAPTER 23



While Nathan’s Champions and the other Messengers gathered at Medstejn Castle, he had one final stop to make. The Twins had been busy for the past few weeks beneath Fertheim, only venturing elsewhere to intrude on his bedroom or if he requested their presence.

A long wooden platform stretched across the seemingly bottomless pool in Sofia’s secret chamber below the royal palace. Nathan had first tried to construct something sturdier and sink pontoons to the bottom, but the pool consumed anything that went more than a few feet deep. So he instead floated a wooden platform with supports attached to one wall.

Numerous magic circles were inscribed upon the platform, and even more had been partially erased or burned out. The Twins, true to their word, had been very busy.

Said succubi sat in the corner of the room with plates of rolled rice and fish. They called it sushi, although both Tarako and Narime turned up their noses at the idea. Nathan had to admit that while he’d tried the delicacy from Kurai a few times, he’d never seen rolls of sushi before, but the Twins conjured a lot of strange food.

Maura blinked at him when he walked out of the mental gateway. “You never come here in the morning. Something up?”

Nathan jabbed a thumb at the gateway. “We’re heading to Arcadia. I’m taking everyone, as the risk of Sofia or another Messenger attacking is too high. It’ll be easier to coordinate if we’re together.”

“Not leaving behind any guards?” Laura asked.

“Astra’s still in the Spires, as it’s a wreck. Kara and Sen have the palace,” he said.

Typically, he left Nurevia behind as a guard. He’d chosen Sen for a change. While she hadn’t shown any signs of permanent fatigue since the battle at the Spires, Nathan worried about how hard she was pushing herself with Ifrit’s magic. Unlike his Champions, Sen’s magic was partly fueled with her own life force. Every time she drew on Ifrit’s full strength, there was a risk she’d cut her life drastically short.

Maura wolfed down the last of her sushi rolls, then vaporized her plate. Standing, she brushed off her dress. Her sister followed suit.

“I guess you want an update on what we’ve found? The fox wasn’t as useful as we hoped, but it wasn’t her fault,” Maura said.

“I figured,” Nathan said.

Tarako had stopped coming here after the first few days. Whatever magic she’d found either didn’t correspond to what she expected or was too complex for her to handle.

“Sofia wasn’t stupid,” Laura said and made a face. “Hate to say it, but she expected somebody to find this place. Fuck, I bet other Messengers have. So she’s done her best to obfuscate the connections, including to herself. Short version: we can’t track her from here.”

“Hence why it’s not the hag’s fault,” Maura added. “And before you ask, we were still right.”

“You said Sofia needed to maintain a connection to this pool if she wanted to resurrect here,” Nathan said.

“And she does, but she doesn’t do it directly.” Maura spun and looked around the room.

A grin split her face as she saw an ornate dagger in the corner. She sashayed over in an exaggerated manner, before bending over and picking it up. Nathan didn’t miss the way Maura flipped her dress up enough for him to see her bare crotch, before she straightened.

Laura looked away to the side with an exasperated expression. Which told him Maura was having fun.

“This dagger is the key,” Maura said upon returning.

She held up the dagger, and he noticed the odd shape of the blade. Indecipherable inscriptions were engraved along the entire length of the dagger, including in the hilt. The entire weapon appeared to be forged from a single billet of metal, possibly bismuth given its odd luster.

“We can’t trace Sofia directly, but the dagger knows the way. If you head to the places of power in Arcadia, you need to align the dagger with the mountains and we’ll find Sofia’s secret lairs. From there, we can discover her secret portal to a pocket dimension full of cloned Champions purpose-built to conquer all of Doumahr in a single swoop,” Maura explained.

Nathan stared at her for several long seconds.

Maura continued to hold the dagger up.

“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” he said.

Maura flung the dagger into the pool with a plunk. “Good. I hated that movie. But seriously, we did find something useful. You’ve said that when the prophets do shit, they send weird energy through the leylines? Well, turns out the places of power might actually have their own leylines. And there are more of them than the goat thought.”

“So Fyre needs to⁠—”

“Forget the prophet shit for a second,” Laura interrupted. “We might not understand the multiverse metaphysics at the same level as Kadria, but when it comes to local magic interactions, I can suck cock at ten times her speed.”

“Not the metaphor I needed,” Nathan drawled.

“Alright. Then I can outlast her by an order of magnitude when we fuck you.”

He rubbed the bridge of his nose. These succubi…

“Anyway, my point is that this isn’t about Fyre,” Laura said. “Or the prophet system. I think the goddess—whoever she is—leaves traces of herself whenever she uses enough of her power. We’ve found recent traces, if small ones, where Fyre and Charlotte pulled stunts, like at the Torrovium Fields, Sarn, and the Ford. But there are older ones that are faint.”

“Wait. If there are traces of the prophet’s power spread across Doumahr beyond the places of power, then what makes the places of power special?” he asked.

“By being really fucking big traces,” Maura said. “Fyre helped us with our testing when she chased away the army outside the capital here. We confirmed that her power left a trace, but also that the pool and palace sympathized with it.”

Sympathized…

Nathan finally caught on.

“The traces are forming a network of leylines because they’re trying to connect to each other,” he said. Then he frowned. “Are you about to tell me the power I’m feeling in the leylines is actually connected to these traces?”

The succubi looked at each other, then him.

“So, uh, we’re pretty sure you’ve been sensing the traces all along,” Laura said. “Nobody else can sense the prophets messing with the leylines after all. The leylines are just pathways through the magical plane. All magical energy will move along that pathway, much like if you emptied a riverbed and then refilled it, the water would still flow along the river instead of at random. So, yeah, you’ve been sensing the prophets splashing about in the magical plane. Probably because of whatever you’re becoming. Guess the boss is the same way.”

Nathan wasn’t sure he appreciated the comparison, but let it slide.

“Anyway, for practical purposes, we have a bunch of faint traces of Sofia’s power whenever she’s acted as the goddess. Killing all the dragons in the Soaring Peaks, vaporizing Horthumgar up north, and even something down in Kurai stand out.” Maura ticked off her fingers. “But we also know where all the places of power are. Including the mysterious Lake Styx. We’ve added it to your big map for wolfie.”

Abruptly, Nathan knew where they were going. “You know where Sofia has been, even if you don’t know where she is right now.”

Both succubi clicked their tongues.

“Way to ruin the surprise. But, yeah,” Maura said. “Whenever she uses her goddess shit more than a small amount, she leaves a trace and we can track it. And guess what? She’s in Arcadia.”

Nathan opened his mouth to say the obvious, before Maura closed his lips with one hand.

“And she’s also been up north in Horthrumgar,” she said. “There has to be a reason she returned there of all places, when there are tons of other binding stones available.”

Narrowing his eyes, Nathan recalled what he knew of Horthrumgar.

Most of it was shrouded in myth or fictional recounts. The place barely showed up outside of stories about Tarako, who had a famous story about slaying nine golems and retrieving a great treasure there.

In truth, she’d said it was a draconic citadel that Omria had attacked in retribution for attacking the Elven Khanates. Tarako had been there, but not for treasure. Imperial archaeologists had found the ruins a thousand years ago on a tiny island north of the Horn, but Nathan knew nothing else.

What had been buried there that drew Sofia there?

No, Nathan realized. The truth sat in front of him, buried in the Twins’ explanation.

“You just said that every trace is like the places of power,” he said slowly.

The succubi each raised an eyebrow. Then they gasped.

“Shit. That means they’re basically stores of her power,” Maura swore. “That’s something we can confirm. This whole prophet shit works because she pumps a ton of power into the world, which then lets her tap into it later, allowing her to skip the centuries of building her strength. This pool is basically a huge well of it, except with some sort of resurrection magic coded into it.”

“Sofia spent a lot of time constructing reservoirs of power, as if she knew she had less and less time to bounce back as the prophet,” Laura said. “Or, possibly, that she’d have to come back as the prophet of the same race. Like she did with humanity.”

“Lake Styx is hidden and another huge pool of water,” Nathan said.

The succubi nodded.

What were the odds that the hidden lake acted identically to this underground pool and the very thing that made it magical was that it could resurrect Sofia as a prophet of the faeries?

“We’ll investigate Horthrumgar when we get the chance,” he said. “For now, Arcadia is the focus. If it can be stabilized—or maybe is stable enough—we can stop Sofia before things worsen. Lake Styx might be the priority.”

Claiming Sofia’s largest remaining reservoir of power might be enough to cut her off at the root.

He teleported the three of them to the gathering point at Medstejn Castle, which was an ancient fortress in eastern Amica along the border of Arcadia.

Nathan had only been here twice before, and not recently. So he didn’t attempt to teleport them inside, where the Bastion in control of the fortress might have redecorated.

Standing in the inner courtyard of the castle, a cramped but tall keep towered over them. Even the courtyard was small.

Medstejn lay above the foothills near the border, with a windy road leading up the forested mountainside to the castle itself. A monastery for hermits of the Omrian faith was a stone’s throw away, as well as a valuable mine that still produced occasional Champion gemstones.

As a mountain fortress, space remained at a premium. Multiple layers of walls stretched across a great height and many constructions lay underground. The binding stone and portal were deep enough to be discomforting for most Bastions to reshape the fortress, and Nathan understood the keep had originally been built by hand centuries ago when the mine was constructed.

Imperial soldiers patrolled the walls and had been expecting him, so did little more than salute upon spotting him. Nathan didn’t even make it to the front entrance before it opened and a familiar Bastion greeted him.

“I didn’t seriously expect you to set up camp in one of my fortresses,” Vera said, her red hair tied back in a high ponytail that streamed down her back.

Nathan raised an eyebrow at the sorceress. Unlike every other time he’d seen her, she wore a simple outfit. Little more than a plain black robe that covered almost every inch of her body. Her makeup looked hastily applied, as if she had only realized at the last second she should actually use it.

“You definitely knew I was coming today,” he said. “The departure plans were arranged two days ago.”

Vera’s face reddened. “I’ve been, uh, busy.” She brushed a lock of hair over one ear. “With all the hubbub over the big spirit summons, I wanted a piece of the action myself. Falmir’s Lodge left a lot of notes when they fled Sarn, and I got my hands on some. So I’ve been busy the past couple of weeks.”

Ah, the Chateau de Sarn. A true pain in the ass for Nathan. A storm summoned by the thunderbird, an ancient spirit on par with Ifrit, had barred passage through the region for months. Charlotte had maintained the possessed there.

Except when she died, the magic she used to maintain the possessed failed. The mages had fled back to Fertheim. They had been the ones flinging spells at the other towers and causing a ruckus, before their rebellion was put down by the rest of Falmir’s Lodge.

“Planning on becoming possessed?” Nathan asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Absolutely not. The Lodge has put out stricter guidelines on making possessed. But even if I can’t summon an ifrit, even a fraction of that power would be nice,” Vera said.

Power, huh?

The Twins pinged him over the mental link, but he ignored them for now.

Nathan gestured to the entrance. Vera stayed put.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“Uh, yes and no.” Vera looked at the succubi, who stared her down.

“You know what we are,” Laura said.

“Smart choice you made,” Maura added.

The succubi stepped forward and leaned against Vera from both sides. Nathan frowned.

“Let’s cut to the chase,” he said.

Vera sighed. She attempted to push the succubi away, but lacked the strength to do so. At least, not without drawing on her power as a Bastion.

And that would be a mistake right now.

“Somebody has been trying to convince me to betray you,” Vera said. “Somebodies, even.”

“You can be more specific, y’know,” Laura drawled. “We can sense the mental magic all over you. It’s familiar.”

Nathan shot the succubus a sharp look, and she rolled her eyes.

“Sofia’s handiwork is all over her. It’s crude, but there. Just like you talked about in Falmir.” Laura reached into Vera’s robe, causing the sorceress to hiss in surprise, and pulled out an amulet depicting Omria. “I’m guessing without a genuine anti-succubus relic, we’d be bending you over and having Nathan turn you back to our side with his cock. Or, uh, frying your mind if this whole thing was a trap, I guess.”

“I’m going with planned trap,” Nathan said flatly.

Nathan had three tamed succubi and his not-inconsiderable mental magic. Sofia would be insane to think she could take control of Vera and her Champions without him noticing.

When he checked Vera’s mental presence—gently, so as not to trigger her relic—he found the same lingering magic. He wasn’t as convinced it belonged to Sofia, but let the Twins’ expertise stand.

Vera grimaced at his expressionless mask. “Like I said, they’ve been trying. I’ve been saying no.”

“Yet this is the first I’ve heard of it. I can forgive that in the case of someone who thinks I might throw them to the wolves, but I’ve already forgiven you for working with enemies once before. Why wait?” he asked.

She bit her lip. “It’s…”

“Don’t say it’s complicated,” he said.

“It is, but it’s also not.” She sighed. “I’ve done a lot of thinking since the Torrovium Fields. Questioning if this is really what I’m cut out for. A famous trigem died so I wouldn’t, and I don’t know if I’ll ever amount to anything to make his death worthwhile. If I found some way to accept this deal and the power they offered, without betraying you⁠—”

“Wow. That’s, like, super cliched,” Laura said.

“And also really predictable. You don’t think a succubus would see that coming? That the same person who invented a system where Champions can’t easily use their magical abilities to hurt their Bastions might expect you to betray her in turn?” Maura laughed.

Vera grimaced. “Of course I did. But…”

Once again, Nathan heard the woman who had been willing to sell out the Empire years ago. What Vera wanted hadn’t merely been to become a Bastion, but to become a great Bastion.

Part of Nathan could sympathize. He’d grown up on the stories and myths, and ran away from home to become one. Vera had lost a proper chance to attend the academy and years to grow into her position, even if she’d accomplished far more than most Bastions with a year’s experience.

Ultimately, that’s why he could little more than sympathize. Nathan had seen so many Bastions take shortcuts and break fundamental rules on their path to “greatness.” Once crossed, a line couldn’t be uncrossed.

But while he heard the same Vera from years ago, the fact the Twins weren’t trying to get him to do awful things to her told him enough.

His faith in her had been rewarded. She might still be wavering, but hadn’t betrayed him.

“You said ‘somebodies,’” he said. “Who else?”

“Faeries,” Vera said, relief filling her face as he moved on. “Specifically, a letter supposedly from a ‘winter queen’ of Arcadia, although there were a billion other titles on the magically sealed letter. It somehow ended up next to my binding stone. An obvious message.”

“A threat,” Nathan growled.

“I made some subtle inquiries with other Bastions. I’m not the only one who received it, although I suspect I’m the only one willing to tell you.”

He stared at her. Vera sighed.

“Nathan, you don’t understand how distrustful Amica is. It’s better now, but in the same way that an imminent landslide is better than one crushing you right now,” she explained. “There have been two rebellions here.”

“We’ve been dealing with the problems. Appointing new nobles, Bastions—” he began to say.

“Ironically, that’s why nobody will report the threat from Arcadia.” She laughed bitterly. “It’s a melting pot of issues. Some Bastions are new and scared, as they’re far from the Empire and think they’ll be ignored in a war with a major power. Many don’t believe the stories from those who went to fight Falmir. Others are corrupt and feel Arcadia could grant them more power. And, of course, you’ve pissed off a lot of people who would happily support anything that might cause trouble for the Empire, even a rival power invading.”

He scowled. “I thought you said things were better here?”

“They are. The Bastions aren’t reliable, but the people are. Ironically, if the Bastions betrayed you, there’d be a rebellion to side with the Empire.”

Wonderful. He had the popular support of the people, but Arcadia would happily slaughter them all.

He glanced at the Twins, and they nodded.

“Guessing you want us to go pay the local Bastions a visit?” Maura asked.

“… a visit,” he said. “And only that.”

Laura stared at him. “You let us do what was necessary in the Spires.”

He opened his mouth to argue, then closed it. Rubbing the bridge of his nose, he considered his options.

Replacing Bastions along the border would be difficult on such a short timeframe. He could seize their binding stones for himself, but he was also stretched thin. Most of his recent Champion promotions had been to protect new binding stones he’d claimed elsewhere or to replace the fallen, and he couldn’t magic new knights out of thin air.

Although, ironically, he had a potential new well of recruits up north. Supplying the exiled beastkin with food and clothes had been the easy part, but there were tens of thousands of them up there. Relocation needed a well-thought-out plan and probably extensive teleportation to move them without mass casualties among the many elderly and children.

Whatever nation took them in would have furious nobles banging on his door. Levying them as soldiers would be a convenient excuse.

None of which solved his immediate problem.

Because if Arcadia did attack, he had a group of disloyal Bastions who might destabilize eastern Amica and leave the Houkeem Desert open.

“Fine,” he said. “But make sure you gather hard evidence of treason. I’ll be replacing them as soon as I can.”

“Hard evidence. Got it,” Maura said with a wink toward his crotch.

The Twins shot up into the air while he scratched his head.

“Oh. Oh!” Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I get it.”

Then again, the Twins had some ability to conjure things out of thin air alongside their mental magic. Asking them to procure hard evidence was just asking them to produce a bunch of signed confessions and letters between each Bastion talking about how much they loved betraying the Empire.

Vera remained in the doorway, shifting her weight from foot to foot.

“It’s fine,” he told her. “I do wish you’d told me earlier, but if the Twins have cleared you, there’s nothing more to discuss on the matter.”

After she nodded, he placed a hand on her shoulder and stopped her from walking away.

“I do wish you’d approached me about Griem’s death,” he said. “Survivor’s guilt isn’t something that just goes away. Becoming stronger, or a great Bastion, isn’t going to help you deal with it. Talking with others is. A lot of us have dealt with it. If you don’t want to talk with me, I recommend speaking with Gareth in Aleich.”

Vera bit her lip and looked away, rubbing one arm. “The grouchy guy you hang around with now? Seems a bit… above me. He has trigems and can cast ascended magic.”

“And he’s one of the few surviving Bastions that Falmir sent to Kurai to stop Siv.” Nathan met Vera’s gaze when her head snapped back to face him. “Most of Falmir’s rescue force were taken out by Siv or her demons, as they were the smallest and least experienced. Gareth was young, inexperienced, and there because the king wanted him to die.”

Gareth had left out the last part when he initially told Nathan about it, all those years ago in the original world. But the distant gaze his old friend held when he stared into the distance, recalling the events, still chilled Nathan.

Adam had refused to speak of Kurai to Nathan. When Nathan asked Veronica, she smiled sadly and said that a lot of Adam’s friends were still there and hadn’t come back. It took him years to understand that was because they’d died there.

It wasn’t a coincidence that Adam had come back with a renewed focus on his legacy and the republic after Kurai.

Now, all those years later, Nathan probably acted the same way when asked about so many of his own battles. It helped that almost nobody around him knew of them, and Artemis sure as hell wasn’t interested in reliving them.

He realized he’d drifted into thought and pulled himself back to reality. Vera stared up at him, her gaze soft and understanding.

“I think I get it,” she said. “A few weeks after the battle, one of my Champions said my expression reminded her a little of you. I didn’t really understand it, and thought they were patronizing me. But… You’ve lost a lot, too.”

“It’s more common among Bastions than you realize,” he grunted. “Everyone finds a way to cope. Not always a healthy way, but you need one. I can’t give it to you. You need to find your own, that works for you.” He pointed his finger at her chest.

Vera grimaced, but nodded. “I get it. To be honest, I expected you to give me some shit about how Griem would be mad that I was betraying the Empire. I worked myself up to argue with you about how he was a Nationalist and… Yeah.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Figures you’d be more mature about it. You always are.”

Nathan patted her on the shoulder.

While the Twins were busy, he checked on the rest of his Champions, who had gathered in the central hall of Medstejn’s keep. With so many trigems in one place, the local Champions and knights gathered to meet their heroes and chat with them.

All his trigems were present, save Kara and Astra. Plus Reine and Sen, but they weren’t trigems. Gareth remained behind, as Nathan wanted him to keep an eye on Falmir. Even if Gareth wasn’t party to Maxwell’s plan, that didn’t mean he couldn’t help it take place smoothly.

Siv and Kadria stood in a corner, although they were notably not talking to each other. Siv raised a hand to greet Nathan as he entered, while the succubus narrowed her eyes. Probably because he’d entered without the Twins.

Along one wall, Narime, Seraph, and Vala planned their route using a map and figures. Nurevia hovered nearby with a tankard of ale, clearly uninterested in their discussion but otherwise unoccupied.

Fyre, Fei, and Artemis were being mobbed by the local soldiers. Artemis appeared very confused. So were the soldiers, who mostly wanted to know who Fei’s identical twin was and why she was a trigem as well.

Sunstorm and Tarako were standing by the entrance and slipped beside Nathan as he entered with Vera and Ciana. The unicorn knight had been shadowing him all along, and kept her peace as she often did.

With everyone assembled, there was little else to do. He approached the trio planning the route.

“If we’re ready to go, gather the soldiers and wagons,” he said. “They’re expecting us today, so we’ll teleport partway there and go the rest of the way on foot. Move out.”


CHAPTER 24



“Do you think it’s wise to travel to Arcadia for this meeting after their threats to Imperial Bastions?” Seraph asked as they rode north.

“We don’t have a choice,” Nathan said. “Our intelligence on Arcadia is thin and Novai is our best chance to connect Tarkan’s resistance with the faeries who oppose Sofia.”

He’d brought more than his closest Champions and tamed Messengers on the march across the border. Several companies of Royal Knights marched alongside their automaton horses. Traufaumh’s and the Empire’s Lodges had lent a small team of sorcerers, given neutrality was unnecessary when dealing with a foreign entity, and they were accompanied by a number of battlemages.

All in all, he led a small army into Arcadia. His trigems alone constituted a declaration of war by any standard. If Sofia wasn’t present here, he could upend the country overnight with their might alone.

How things had changed from the days when a single trigem could decide the course of wars.

Seraph remained silent as she rode alongside him.

“I take it you’re concerned,” he said.

“I’m worried it’s a trap,” she replied. “And, yes, I know you’re taking precautions. Tarkan’s allies have scoped out the area and met with the Bastion, confirming Novai’s authenticity, and Kadria has been keeping an eye on the area now that Reine can’t scry Arcadia or the border.”

Atlas’s magic fog had worsened, stretching over the border. Nathan now felt it along the leylines near Castle Forselburg, which confirmed the activity by the elite Messenger. It meant he needed to rely entirely on old-fashioned intelligence gathering along the entire border with Arcadia.

Even with Sofia’s little insurgent fortresses dealt with, her agents remained active. Reine’s agents were stretched thin and so was the Inquisition.

Ironically, the situation enmeshed Reine within the Inquisition. While she’d never had many difficulties with the organization, thanks to its fanatical structure, her expertise and enthusiasm at rooting out spies and enemies of the state generated immense support. She excelled at the fundamental work of the Inquisition.

Adding on the fact she diverted more resources to the grunt work of the organization, the Inquisition’s ordinary agents found their new overlord highly agreeable.

Nathan tried not to think about the implications. He and Reine had intended to strip back the Inquisition’s powers and role, and ended up being supported by it more than ever as they fought against Sofia’s unending war of deception. Hopefully, the reforms Rosewald and Alice put in place for the nobles at least limited the Inquisition’s influence at a political level.

“If it’s a trap, then it’s one we can’t avoid walking into,” Nathan said, pulling himself from his thoughts. “Like I said, we have to enter Arcadia and Novai is our best bet. That makes him Sofia’s target. We can confirm he hasn’t been controlled by a succubus. Anything after that is a consequence of our limited range.”

“He’s a chokepoint, and Sofia likely knows it.” Seraph sighed. “If so, why bring all of us? What if she attacks while we’re away?”

Ah, so that was what this was about.

He shifted his horse closer to hers and placed a hand on her shoulder. She grimaced at him.

“It’s a necessary evil,” he said. “We’ve seen Sofia’s power and her willingness to risk the entire world if she can defeat me or Fyre. In retrospect, knowing as little about how she came back, it was a huge risk to split up to respond to the many invasions weeks ago.”

“We’d never have stopped them if we hadn’t—Oh.” She bit her lip and looked away. “I get your point.”

“Exactly.” His hand squeezed. “Lia, be honest. What do you specifically want?”

If they weren’t on separate horses, he knew she’d lean against him. As it was, she looked wistfully at his chest.

“I heard you talking to Alice over the wireless before we left,” she said,

He nodded. “The threats from Arcadia need to be taken seriously. They’re a casus belli, which we need if the political situation spirals for any reason. She’s summoning the Princes College to discuss the matter, while Kara is rallying soldiers and Champions to the border forts.”

“That’s what I want,” Seraph said, conviction in her voice. “My role has always been as your second, Nathan. To administer your armies and handle the logistics. That’s what I wanted when I had the chance to become a Bastion, rather than an opportunity to just…” She looked away with a wince. “Sorry, I⁠—”

“I said be honest.”

“I know, but it’s petty for me to say this.”

“Lia.”

She sighed and ran a hand over her face. “I barely have the time to focus on being a Bastion with everything going on, so it’s little more than running a single fortress. And… I think I’m fine with that. Maybe I’ll turn it into something more, and achieve my dream later. We’ll have time. But what I really want is to take away your burden. Kara’s doing a lot of that lately. Right now, I think the biggest burden is ensuring your armies and Champions are ready when Arcadia attacks.”

When, not if. Nathan found himself agreeing with Seraph’s cynicism about the impending war.

“Don’t discredit how much you’ve helped, just because Kara also handles a lot of backend work,” Nathan said. “The sheer scale of what we’re doing is absurd. You and Narime were running an entire multi-front war, while armies were being mustered and raised across the Empire. All the while, every fortress and binding stone still needed to be protected and managed. Kara’s improved a lot, but most of what she does is the quieter work.”

“And now she’s doing the less quiet work. Which is…” Seraph bit her lip. “It’s petty, but I would like to be the one in charge, instead of marching right now. Maybe I’m being paranoid and you’ll prefer me here. But you have so many of us that I doubt that’ll happen.”

“Lia, if you want to take command of the soldiers, I’m happy to make that happen. It’ll calm my nerves and I’m sure Kara will welcome the help.”

She smiled at him.

Nathan pulled the convoy to a halt shortly afterward, as they reached a clearing along the road. Little traveled along the old dirt road between the fortresses, as real trade took place farther east. Whoever cleared the trees here did so with purpose. The encroaching saplings and young trees suggested it had been cleared a long time ago—decades or even a century or two, even. Probably when relations were stronger between Arcadia and the nearby Amican city-state.

This close to the foothills and deep in fall, little remained of the red foliage seen elsewhere on Doumahr. Most trees had already dropped their leaves in anticipation of the incoming chill. Snow capped the mountains to the west, drifting far enough down the slopes to provide warning to commanders of the risks winter bore.

Arcadia might be making threats, but winter was a month or two away.

Part of the beauty of Arcadia was that it resembled each of the seasons perfectly. Deep, rich fall foliage that piled up along roads and riverbanks, accompanied by brisk winds. Endless fields of flowers and wildlife as far as the eye could see in spring. A steaming hot summer as the hot winds rolled from the Houkeem Desert, while the faeries and elves escaped into the water.

While an Arcadian winter might not turn it into a frozen wonderland, the heavy rainfall that made Arcadia so picturesque turned the ground into mush and bogs in winter, while rivers and lakes froze over. Snow routinely ruined passage to Elysia, blocking off the western valley. Nathan knew from books that the path he was taking at this moment would be snowed over, and the roads farther east would be abandoned by merchants unwilling to lose their wagons to bogs.

Nathan dismissed his strategic thoughts, however. Instead, he soaked in the view.

He’d never been to Arcadia before. While the faeries wanted nobles to come to them, that rarely extended to allowing them into Elysia. And by the time he’d been important enough to potentially visit the nation, Beatrice had reduced it to a ruin in the midst of civil war, which then became a wasteland as demons overran it.

For the first time since coming to this world, he was truly somewhere new. Arcadia had only existed in his memories in the form of paintings and stories.

“It’s quite the view,” Seraph admitted. “I’ll regret not going further.”

“I’ll check whether anybody else has a similar opinion, then teleport you back,” he said.

Nobody else wanted to retreat, although Nurevia did stop him as he did the rounds.

“How likely do you think war is?” the dark elf asked while sharpening her many daggers.

“Now? They’d be mad,” Nathan said. “If they attacked now, it’d be similar timing to when the Nationalists started the civil war. Their timing was specifically to stop Falmir intervening due to winter.”

“I mean, they’re faeries. Maybe their magic lets them ignore the cold. They are ruled by a faction named after winter.”

Nathan snorted. “The faeries themselves, maybe. They’re inhuman enough. But they still eat and rely on logistics. Wagons get stuck in the mud even if they’re powered by magic. Non-faerie workers will be slower. Food can’t be replenished during winter, and Sofia hasn’t been here long enough for them to stockpile for a winter war. That’s leaving aside the potential for large-scale ice magic, which we can now use thanks to Harrum and Leviathan.”

“Uh, what?” Nurevia blinked at him.

“Fire and ice magic are easier the hotter and colder it is, respectively. They can also last longer, as they won’t deteriorate as quickly. So a spell to turn an entire line of advance between Arcadia and, say, the Spires into a frozen wasteland could last weeks instead of a few days during winter.”

The potential of eighth-rank spells with the backing of spirits was immense, especially if Fyre lent her power. She lacked the knowledge of how to do it, but many of the mages in Falmir had witnessed Sofia do it. The Twins felt confident they could replicate the trick with Fyre and other mages.

Nathan had stolen yet another of Sofia’s trump cards. Little remained of her arsenal that he didn’t hold himself.

Nobody else wanted to leave, so he returned to Seraph, who sat atop one of the wagons. She stared up at the snow-capped mountains and the early glimpses of Arcadia’s winter landscape.

Many of the knights followed suit, laying down in the clearing if they weren’t on patrol or watch duties and acting as if this were a picnic. A chance to visit Arcadia was a little dream come true for almost anyone.

“We’ve come far,” Seraph said. “If there’s one thing I’ll say before I return to Aleich, it’s not to let this beauty blind you.”

Nathan frowned, but remained silent.

She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “You’re being cautious. That’s paid off so far. Fyre won over Trafaumh and you pushed Charlotte out while winning over the nobility of Falmir. Humanity wanted to be reunited. But we’ve found evidence that the faeries don’t. They’ve known Omria was going to come back, and sabotaged it. Who knows what they tried before she came to humanity? Or had planned, perhaps.”

“Her disappearance was abrupt,” he admitted. “Timed almost as if Sofia wanted the faeries at their weakest. Maybe she knew something might go wrong. Or…”

Any new race needed some flashpoint to rise up and create a prophet. Humanity’s had supposedly been their struggle to build anything on a continent controlled by huge, roaming beastkin tribes.

But the faeries never retreated to Arcadia until after the rise of humanity. There was enough recorded history to capture the rise of Arcadia during the Holy Anfang Empire.

Which meant the faeries were active on Doumahr and potentially aggressive toward humans before Omria emerged as a human prophet. Perhaps there was a reason she never expanded eastward.

“We’ve learned so much, yet it feels every time we uncover a new nugget of information, an entire web of history and conspiracies unravels,” Seraph said. “Even Tarako doesn’t know everything. The Messengers also pay far less attention than you’d think, simply because they’re so obscenely strong and uncaring.”

“Humanity’s history alone is too complicated for anyone to truly understand, and historians still argue over interpretations of past events and figures. We’re dealing with tens of millennia and multiple civilizations that spanned them,” Nathan said. “In the end, we need to deal with the future, not the past.”

Seraph smiled. “Those aren’t words I’d expect from you, but I agree. My advice is simply to be aware that the faeries aren’t equal believers in a goddess that are striving for peace. Negotiations were always impossible with Varrus. That might be the same with many more faeries.”

“Maybe,” Nathan grunted. He looked up at the mountains. “But we’ve managed peace with the faeries for long enough. Even if war is inevitable, I’d hope that once the instigators are removed, that peace can be returned. Otherwise, that’s why I’m sending you back to Aleich.”

If war came, he wouldn’t be unprepared. Far too many innocents stood along Arcadia’s borders and Sofia had shown a complete disregard for life.

Once he teleported Seraph back to Aleich, they continued their march. Nathan had teleported them reasonably close, but there was a reason they wanted to walk partway there.

For one, the faeries would have scouts watching for his approach.

Another was waiting for them at a crossroads. A vanguard of his knights and Sunstorm stood with a half-dozen elves. The elves carried enchanted bows and longswords, but they otherwise weren’t equipped for a fight. Their armor was covered in leaves and branches to help them stay camouflaged and was otherwise simple stuff.

Two of the elves stepped forward as Nathan rode ahead with Fei, Fyre, and the Twins. They glanced at Fyre, before returning their focus to Nathan.

Elves were the only race on Doumahr that didn’t worship Omria. They still believed in the goddess, but that was a far cry from worshipping her as a savior.

Knowing what he knew now, Nathan wondered how much of the knowledge of the khanates had been passed along to the current elves. Or whether worship had simply collapsed naturally after she abandoned them and they fled west and their homeland was consumed by the outer beings.

“Greetings, Lord Nathan, do you prefer faerie or Imperial?” one of the elves asked.

“Imperial will be fastest, and everyone can understand us,” Nathan said.

The elf relaxed and his fingers moved in a subtle signal against his leg. Hands that had been hovering near swords and bows shifted away as the other elves caught the signal.

Had they expected a doppelgänger? Or did they not know what Nathan looked like?

Nathan looked at Sunstorm. She nodded back. The Twins gave him a friendly buzz over the mental link as well, signifying they found nothing awry.

“I verified that they’re the contacts Tarkan and Reine arranged,” Sunstorm said.

He raised an eyebrow at the elves. “Why did you expect a trap? Do you think another Bastion with so many trigems and Messengers might turn up?”

Half-expecting a half-assed excuse of “Oh, we’re just wary because we’re the resistance,” Nathan got something entirely different.

The first elf inclined his head. “Somewhat, Lord Nathan. I’m Yordan. Mental magic and illusions have become commonplace in Arcadia of late. While difficult to defend against, what we’ve learned is that most faeries speak terrible Imperial or will default to Arcadian practices and cultural norms if prompted.”

Maura let out a low whistle. “Pretty smart of you. Yeah, unless you deep dive and do a complete re-write, a lot of a person’s behaviors are hard-wired. Illusioning a faerie to look like a human is one thing, but making him act like one is another.”

“How commonplace are you talking, Yordan?” Nathan asked.

“We believe most of the senate is currently under the control of one or more succubi. Only the Summer Regnant appears beyond their reach, for reasons we don’t know,” Yordan said. “We’ve lost numerous chapters of elven resistance parties and have gone to ground across Arcadia.”

Fyre’s eyes blazed. “What of the Den?”

“It’s been under complete faerie control for months. Getting information from there has been next to impossible.”

Months… Lake Styx lay close to the Den, suggesting Sofia had locked down the area and reached out to the faeries well before Nathan even realized. Possibly after the duel with Fyre above Soreaux.

“If succubi are involved, I’m assuming they’re focused on the highest echelons of Arcadia,” Nathan said. “Not slaves.”

Yordan inclined his head. “We’ve been acting under the same impression. That’s why we need your help. The changes have been swift, unfortunately. We only realized what was happening during the last week. Getting information out has become increasingly difficult. The wireless is becoming unstable, as are many methods of magical communication.”

A chill ran through Nathan’s body. “What about the portals? Have you spoken with any Bastions?”

“Yes. Although not as many as we’d like. The one you’ll meet with today, Bastion Emel, is difficult to contact. But the ones we can don’t believe there is a cascade happening. The opposite, even. They’re scouring the countryside for… something. Mages or bandits, I believe.”

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose.

Well, at least Arcadia’s Bastions knew their shit. Made sense given their advanced ages.

Unfortunately, he doubted this was a typical reverse cascade caused by a bunch of mages messing with the leylines, like he’d dealt with ages ago.

No. Sofia was almost certainly doing this directly. Or perhaps Atlas was.

“We’ll need to speak about this once we’re in Novai’s fortress,” Nathan said.

Laura cleared her throat. “Hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we should probably check on him in advance. Make sure this isn’t a trap. Now that we know succubi are fucking around.”

He looked at her, then sighed. “Fine. Work with Kadria to be quick.”

If Sofia had already gotten to Novai, this had been pointless.

Nathan called his soldiers to a halt while they waited for the Messengers to return.

This time, it was Fyre who pulled him aside. Her expression told him to throw up some aural wards to keep the knights and elves from overhearing.

She waited patiently for him to throw the wards up before unleashing upon him.

“Why did you ignore the Den? Again?” Fyre asked. “We know that the faeries are interested in it. They’ve been sending millions of my people to die in the Far Reaches for centuries, and now they might not just be enslaving them but controlling them with mental magic.”

“I doubt that,” he said.

She opened her mouth to argue again, and he gave her a light slap with mental magic.

Her defenses automatically fired back, but fizzled out against his much more powerful wards. Since Sofia’s abrupt attempt to take control of him during their meeting in Straub, he’d decided to keep his more powerful mental wards up at all times and had even increased their power for this visit.

“Done?” he asked Fyre.

She glowered at him.

“Look, you’re right to be furious over what’s being done to the beastkin and over the Den. It’s horrific,” he said. “But even the Twins can’t control entire cities of people. Whatever succubi Sofia has called in are targeting leaders. Tell me, what’s the Den’s purpose?”

“I…” Fyre paused. “It has two. It’s a food source, but we also know it contains the beastkin population the faeries used to stop a prophet from appearing.”

“And the latter purpose isn’t needed anymore. The faeries just need to prevent an uprising from distracting them while they’re busy elsewhere. If it does, they’ll lose their food. And what does Arcadia need for a war?”

Fyre closed her eyes. “Food. And winter’s coming, where not many crops can be grown at all.”

“Exactly.” Nathan stepped beside her and wrapped an arm around the prophet. “Look, the Den’s important. I want to save the beastkin there, and it has strategic value. But they’re not at risk like you’re thinking. Arcadia and Sofia can’t burn the place down, or else they’ll starve and we’ll crush them.”

The faeries’ attempt to stop a beastkin prophet acted as a millstone around their neck now a beastkin prophet had arrived. They needed the food from their beastkin slaves, so couldn’t wipe out a huge source of soldiers Fyre might use.

What Nathan didn’t tell Fyre was that the faeries and Sofia might try to destroy the den in a fit of rage if they thought they were in danger. As he’d said, the Den held strategic value.

“I can promise you that the Den will be one of the first sites we’ll liberate,” he said.

“Thanks,” Fyre said.

Artemis and Fei eyed him as he stepped away from Fyre.

“Something wrong?” he asked the two catgirls.

“If we throw tantrums, do we get comforted like that?” Artemis asked. “Because I feel I should throw more tantrums.”

“Remind me again who complained so much about not having her own private chefs that I got her some even though she doesn’t need them?” Nathan asked.

She had the decency to blush, while Fei tilted her head.

Twenty minutes passed before the Twins and Kadria returned.

“No signs of mental magic,” Maura said.

“The leylines are fine, though,” Laura added.

Kadria nodded. “This isn’t a reverse cascade. Whatever is interfering with ambient magic is different. Atlas has likely come up with a new trick to counter new human inventions.”

“I should have expected that,” Nathan said. “Tarako even said that a lot of what we used simply didn’t exist in the past. Is it possible he can block my mental gateways or teleportation spells?”

“Different sphere of ascended magic,” Laura said. “Not that I know what the space marine can do.”

“Reality shaping and magic manipulation,” Kadria said. “He’s interfering with Reine’s scrying and the wireless with pure magic, but it’s the former that makes him truly dangerous. Not a threat to Fyre or Nathan in a straight fight, but hard to find. He can create pocket dimensions that he protects with his magic, often hiding in plain sight.”

Nathan recalled when he created his own pocket dimension with reality shaping and spatial magic, rather than by diving into his mental world.

The idea somebody could do the same without spatial magic confused him.

“So… the answer is no?” he asked.

“If you were still relying on the leylines to teleport like the Twins do, or your mental gateways were, then he could stop you,” Kadria said. “But you don’t. Binding stones are definitely beyond him. Not unless he’s become an outer being in his own right.”

“Don’t jinx us,” Maura drawled.

Kadria shot the other succubi a dark look. For once, she didn’t call her an idiot.

“We’ll head to Novai’s castle, then,” Nathan said. “Keep monitoring our surroundings. The odds of an ambush are too high.”

He strongly disliked proceeding at this point. Arcadia almost seemed lost.

But if Novai remained uncontrolled by Sofia and her succubi, perhaps he knew something about the Summer Regnant. Otherwise he’d simply be charging in with his only plan being to massacre Arcadia’s rulers. Most of whom were elected in some fashion, even if the country’s elections were of questionable value.

Filankale stood as a much larger fortress than Medstejn, and on much firmer and flatter ground. The foothills rose gradually around it, but a Bastion had smoothed out a lot of the landscape for defensive purposes.

The castle comprised two concentric walls, with a small town between the two and a large keep atop a constructed hill inside the inner wall. The style was unlike anything Nathan had seen in human lands. While the walls appeared to be constructed of sandstone, a red crystalline rock formed the upper layer of the keep and glittered in the midday sun.

Each gate they passed through possessed a red marble façade, except the marble crackled with an inner fire from the magic contained within it. Most of the buildings were wooden, and specifically of reddish woods.

Nathan understood the theme quickly. Summer. Bright, fiery colors. This was a fortress under the domain of a faerie of the Summer Regnant, as far as Novai was concerned, and therefore needed to represent that. So even the building materials had been chosen with care and inlaid with magic. Even with the assistance of a Bastion, the cost and time would have been obscene.

An elven patrol met them on the road outside the outer gate. Their uniform was the typical Arcadian fare – a brilliant gold and purple. Each soldier wore a red cape, which confused Nathan at first. He’d only seen Arcadian soldiers with blue capes.

Probably because the soldiers he’d seen had served the winter faction, or else weren’t declaring their loyalties so openly.

A faerie officer greeted them at the gate itself. His bizarre body formed of steel and bone had a specially tailored uniform to fit him, and Nathan imagined it took a long time to put on. Faeries were humanoid, not human.

More soldiers joined them on their jaunt to the keep. Most were elves, as they vastly outnumbered the faeries. Nathan saw only elves walking around or working in town.

Nathan left his knights to gather in the large courtyard outside the keep, where several faerie officers led them to one side to begin setting up camp for their stay. He and his Champions entered the keep itself.

Unlike the exterior, the interior was nothing special. Given the faeries had built the Spires, this was to be expected. The main difference was that everything was bigger. Faeries stood eight to nine feet tall, so the doors and ceilings made Nathan feel short.

He looked at his shorter Champions. “Is this how you feel every day?”

Artemis kicked him in the shin. “I’m not that short.”

“The doors are twice your height,” Siv said. “Given how much Maura brags about Nathan’s dick being the size of a horse, how do you sleep at night being that small?”

Half of the assembled Champions turned to stare at him, while the Twins giggled. Nurevia smirked. The nearby faeries gave each other quizzical looks but didn’t understand Imperial well enough to understand, while the few elven officers choked on their saliva.

“You know how big it is,” Nathan said flatly.

“Astra already told us it gets bigger,” Ciana chirped.

Artemis’s eyes popped out of her skull. “It fucking what? Why the shit would it need to get bigger? My jaw already gets sore sucking it.”

“Wow. The big bad Messenger sucks at blowjobs. Guess Fei has the bedroom secured,” Vala said.

Artemis’s face exploded and she spluttered incoherently, while the others giggled.

Nathan raised a hand in apology to the faeries and elves. The faeries bowed, confused but willing to overlook whatever he was apologizing for. Whereas the elves weren’t sure how to react.

“I suppose a Bastion capable of taming succubi had to be a master of the bedroom,” Yordan said.

The other elves nodded in response, and that appeared to be the end of the matter.

Only Yordan followed them inside the office Nathan and his Champions were led to. Two men stood inside.

One was Novai, an ice faerie with glowing aqua eyes. The other had to be Bastion Emel.

Nathan immediately noticed the closed and warded door leading out to another room from the office. His mental magic told him a woman was in there, and that the Bastion had erected crude mental and spatial magic wards to protect her.

Perhaps calling them crude was harsh. They were at least as effective as what Nathan had initially constructed when he first came to this world. He’d dug the wards out of old tomes, and presumably Emel and his sorcerers had found similar spells.

Unfortunately, Nathan now understood just how meaningless such protections would be against Messengers at their full strength. The Twins always said he was oddly strong at creating wards, so he likely had an edge over the elf in front of him, but Nathan could pierce the wards without trying.

In fact, he felt the Twins do exactly that. The lack of reaction from either Novai or Emel told him that their wards failed to react to the succubi at all.

“I hate to be abrupt, but with what I’ve been told about the current state of Arcadia, I don’t think you’re in a position to keep secrets from me,” Nathan said, speaking in faerie. “Who’s behind the door?”

Emel frowned, whereas Novai froze. Literally, in a sense, as his skin gained a frosty sheen.

Speaking in faerie would leave many of his Champions out of the loop, but Novai couldn’t speak Imperial very well. An unfortunate necessity.

“We’re at a disadvantage,” Emel replied, also in faerie. “Seirim Novai?”

Novai was a guardian and “seirim” was his specific form of address in faerie, much like one would call a duke “Your Grace.” Nathan didn’t understand the specifics well enough, but knew it roughly translated to “lord.”

Looking at Yordan, Novai let out a sigh, his breath coming out in mist. “You’ve explained the spread of mental magic?”

“I have,” Yordan said.

Novai looked back Nathan. “Then let’s be abrupt. Arcadia’s government is all but fallen. We hold precious few relics, as almost none have survived since Omria ascended from the Spires and we’ve traditionally spurned those of the human goddess. Our protections against mental magic are weak, save what knowledge we have of ancient wards.”

“They’re definitely ancient,” Laura said.

Nathan cut her off with a look and a mental prodding. Then he turned back to Novai. “The Summer Regnant is still blocking all attempts to worsen matters, I understand.”

“Yes, but no.” Novai shook his head. “The queens aren’t all powerful. The purpose of our government is to stall progress if there isn’t broad agreement. A single regnant or the senate can block changes, but not if opposed by everyone else.”

Nathan didn’t understand. He looked at Tarako, who huffed and shook her tail tips at him.

“The senate passes laws, while the regnants can block them,” Tarako said. “Regnants also have lots of powers of their own, which can be blocked by the other regnant or the senate. However, if a regnant and senate join forces, they can overrule the veto of another regnant.”

“It’s only logical. It would be madness otherwise. Although many would argue that the current system was mad as it is.” Novai chuckled darkly, his voice tinkling like ice crystals. “The senate hasn’t voted on granting emergency powers to the winter queen for an unknown reason. With the communications breakdown, it might be weeks before we know for sure what’s happening in Elysia. And, unfortunately, even the veto of the Summer Regnant might not be applicable even if it did work.”

Novai looked pointedly at the door.

Nathan blinked. “Wait, the person behind the door⁠—”

“Is the Summer Regnant,” Emel said. “She fled Elysia by gateway when the mental magic wards on her palace were attacked a week ago and has ended up here. That’s why we’ve contacted you, even though we don’t have a genuine solution or way to help you.”

Novai placed an icy hand over his face. “The plan was to talk with you about organizing some sort of official delegation to Elysia, so that you might be able to strengthen the resolve of my fellow Summer fae. Instead, I’m isolated and defending my queen, while reaching out to you for lack of options.”

Things were as bad as Nathan feared.

But with one of Arcadia’s rulers only a door away, there was a chance to resolve matters. Especially with the Twins at his disposal.

“I’m certain we have plenty of options,” Nathan said. “I’ll need to find out more about Elysia and everything you know about the current senators, especially those you think are affected by mental magic. If we can lift the spells on them, we can⁠—”

A shrill alarm erupted from within the fortress, interrupting his words. Bells wailed, echoing off the walls. Barriers and wards snapped up.

Nathan’s Champions snarled, reaching for gems.

Emel raised his hands and spoke in Imperial, “It’s not a trap! That’s the portal alarm. There’s an invasion. Demons!”

Novai’s eyes were wide. Nathan understood why.

Within minutes of Nathan arriving, a demonic invasion had struck the portal at his fortress.

And matters would only get worse.

A shudder ran through Nathan’s body, and he felt something push against his mental links. Instinctively, he layered mental wards along them and slammed up the mental vaults he’d prepared due to his battles with Bauer. Magic seared his body as he protected the minds and gems of his Champions.

Then he realized the pressure wasn’t only on the mental links with his trigems. At least, not on those near him.

Somebody was trying to sever his mental links with every Champion not immediately with him. Even his binding stone connections were in danger. Over the course of several chilling seconds, he pumped the power of the void into every mental tether he had. His mind ached and a stabbing pain drilled through his head.

Then the moment passed. An odd barrier lay around his mind, as if somehow separating the Champions close to him and those farther away, but he’d protected the connections.

When he returned to reality, he found Kadria cursing up a storm while everyone else rushed out of the room. Screams and shouts echoed down the halls and from the walls. Fyre’s wings burned bright as she shot toward a window, glaring at what she saw outside.

Nathan looked at Kadria, and she grimaced.

“We’re cut off,” she said. “I know you felt it. Sofia just placed us in a pocket dimension.”

“A… what?” He blinked. “That’s what that was?”

“She tried to sever us entirely from Doumahr using spatial magic. I didn’t even know she could do it. The amount was…” Kadria shook her head. “Too much. But there’s another problem.”

Nathan had guessed. He followed Fyre and the others to the massive windows that lined a nearby corridor.

Beyond the castle walls lay a distorted wall of air and a shimmering golden barrier, preventing anyone from leaving. It stood maybe eight hundred feet beyond the outer wall.

Fyre wasn’t glaring at that.

She also wasn’t glaring at the gargantuan portal that spanned several hundred feet just in front of the barrier. Demons and humanoids alike spewed through it. Nathan even saw some faeries among them.

No, Fyre glared at the two figures hovering above the portal.

A dominion with a red emblem glowing on her vest, just like the elite dominion they’d slain weeks ago.

And Sofia, looking like Charlotte, albeit with a few alterations. She had pointed ears and her limbs now each comprised a separate element. Legs of ice and fire and arms of wood and stone. Her face and bountiful chest remained untouched, yet it was Sofia’s eyes that blazed from within them.

“Nathan, I’ll make you one offer,” Sofia boomed, her voice echoing across the landscape. “Surrender to me now, or I’ll murder all the innocents and I’ll still take you.” Her voice turned saccharine sweet. “Your choice.”


CHAPTER 25



Aweak wave of mental magic crashed over Nathan’s wards, as well as those of the Champions around him. Sofia’s body shined with a powerful glamour, and it wasn’t because of her nearly naked tits. Her taste in clothing had only grown more revealing, as she wore little more than golden ribbons stretched across her nipples and crotch.

“It’s… her…” Novai gasped, immediately falling to his knees.

The other faerie officers followed suit, awe writ across their faces. Even the elves struggled with their lack of faith. Many looked between Fyre and Sofia, aware that two goddesses stood among them.

Not a single elf prostrated themselves, however. Yordan’s eyes glimmered with a fire he lacked until now, suggesting an ancient faith had been rekindled.

Because Fyre once again blazed with the same light she’d showed outside Fertheim. Nathan’s heart burned with the sight of the goddess he’d given up on.

A very tiny voice inappropriately suggested he should probably get her to turn this on in the bedroom.

Fyre blinked and turned to look at him with wide eyes.

Wow, she said over the mental link. I think you might need to put some powerful wards on the bed.

Nathan ran a hand over his reddening face. Damn his wandering mind. The Twins had ruined him

Speaking of the succubi, they clicked their tongues and waved their fingers like teachers admonishing naughty children. Their hips waved in sync, before a blast of mental magic knocked aside Sofia’s glamour.

“Did you really have to do the stupid dance?” Siv asked.

“Yes,” the Twins said together. “Koji has his monologues, the goat her boring pseudo-science gloating, and you act like you’re above all this shit, but like to have fun. Don’t act so high and mighty.”

Siv opened her mouth to object, then shrugged. “Eh, whatever.”

Maura looked at the other Messenger. “Huh. Maybe you really are getting over yourself.”

“And you’ve been fucked out of being a torturous bitch.”

Nathan didn’t understand the unspoken message being passed between the two women, and didn’t want to.

Rather, he paid attention to the faeries rising to their feet. A mixture of confusion and fury reigned among them.

“Was that what has possessed my kin?” Novai asked, looking at his hands as if he’d never seen them before.

“Such deception!” another officer spat. “That this human slut would pose as a faerie!”

Nathan left it unsaid that Sofia might actually be a faerie at the moment. If Lake Styx possessed the same bizarre life magic they’d found beneath Fertheim, she might be able to reform here. Nobody understood the spell well enough to say for sure, but seeing Sofia alive and in this appearance confirmed she certainly had survived being cut to pieces in the Spires.

“I’ll erect a mental magic ward across the keep and broader city,” Nathan said. “It shouldn’t be hard to keep out future glamours. That was significantly stronger than her past ones, however. I don’t recall Charlotte being able to ensorcell an entire army from a mile away.”

Fyre scowled up at the distorted air around the barrier dome that cut them off from Doumahr. “I can feel something foul in the spatial magic surrounding us. She’s… different. Every time we’ve met in the past, I felt an innate connection to her. Just like when I traveled to a place of power. My magic warned me not to strike her directly—it’s how I knew when Beatrice pretended to be her.”

“And that feeling is gone?” Nathan asked.

“Yes, but…” Fyre bit her lip. “I can’t sense any illusions and the portal feels like Sofia’s magic. It’s her. But… not. She’s no longer Omria.”

Tarako’s tails shot bolt upright. “We guessed that something happened shortly after we defeated her at the Spires that made Fyre the real goddess. This must be the result. Her deal with the Messengers.”

“Makes sense. Movies always show you can’t control light and dark at the same time.” Laura nodded, as if her words made any sense at all.

Kadria rolled her eyes. “More to the point, my former employer’s magic intrinsically opposes the goddess’s. By embracing him in any way, she’s likely lost something.”

Most of Nathan’s Champions struggled to follow along with the discussion. Artemis mostly appeared bored, tapping her scimitar against her leg while glaring up at the two flying women in the distance.

The combined demon and mind controlled Arcadian army continued to mass in the distance. A small group of Champions and Bastions gathered beneath the dominion. Too many of the Champions were humans and beastkin, and Nathan knew they’d be shattered wrecks whose suffering he needed to end.

Fei tapped her lower lip and tilted her head. “Um, this might be a stupid question, but if Fyre is Omria, how is Sofia still using the fancy golden goddess power?”

“Nah, that’s a smart question,” Maura said. “I would have figured she couldn’t, unless…”

Kadria kept silent and looked at Laura. As did everyone else.

Laura raised an eyebrow. “The best we know are that the places of power are reservoirs of energy. I sure as hell can’t tell you how Sofia can still use them if she’s lost her whole goddess-schtick. Maybe because she invented the magic behind it?”

“Something to worry about later,” Narime said. “We need to focus on surviving for now. Are we truly trapped here? And what about the portal?”

Nathan nodded, then looked at Emel. He’d been speaking with his officers while the alarms continued to ring out.

Realizing Nathan had finished speaking with his Champions, Emel waved him over. Sofia continued to wait for Nathan’s answer.

How long he had before she grew bored and began bombarding the city was an open question. No doubt the second he constructed mental wards to repel her glamour she’d consider it a rejection.

“Is the portal being attacked by a Messenger?” Nathan asked.

“I’m assuming as much,” Emel said. “It’s been primed for such an attack since the faeries seized the Den and tensions rose in Arcadia. We assumed it was a response to the growing chaos across Doumahr.”

“But you don’t know what you’re fighting?”

Emel shook his head. “No. The shape is odd. I’ve never seen a portal world so open. The valley and clearing are basically merged, and the valley is actually wider than the clearing.”

Looking over his shoulder, Nathan waved the Messenger over. Siv and Artemis had already followed him over. Narime and his other Champions spoke with the local soldiers to plan defenses, while Vala ran outside to begin organizing the knights.

“Do you have a rough shape?” Nathan asked.

“The clearing is a big square,” Emel explained. “And the valley is sort of fan-shaped and slopes downward, and a little lower, with built-in outcroppings I can’t destroy no matter what. I’ve been expecting a Messenger that will flood the portal with something dangerous and planned around it with towers, walls, and earthworks. Most of my binding stone power has gone toward the construction for months.”

A natural conclusion. Nathan would probably assume the same thing given such a strange portal.

But the faces of the succubi suggested otherwise. He’d describe the Twins as disgusted, while Kadria sighed.

“I take it you know the Messenger,” Nathan said.

“A succubus,” Kadria said.

“A fucking annoying one,” Maura said. “Part of me wants to say she’s not a threat, because she’ll be too busy fucking to do anything, but Sofia and the boss might have threatened her enough to do her job.”

Nathan stared at her. “I’m sorry, what?”

Laura huffed. “She has some super cringe name that’s like fifty words long, but we call her the Starlight Slut. Her portal is built like a modern indoor theater from our world. The clearing? That’s her stage. She’ll get up on it and blast everyone with mental magic, then usually host a huge slutfest.”

Amazing. The first succubus who actually acted like a sex demon instead of a crazy spymaster with army destroying magic.

“I’m leaving her to you,” Kadria said flatly.

“What, scared she might affect you?” Maura teased.

“Hardly. But she’s no slouch with spatial magic and we don’t get along. I guarantee the boss will have given her something to stop me from teleporting in front of her and ramming my spear through her crotch and turning her into Beatrice.”

Laura pursed her lips. “Yeah, fair point. Ordinarily, I’d say Sis and I could pop down and have one of her behemoths turn her inside out, but the boss is serious now. If he’s sending elite dominions and Starlight at the same time, can’t fuck around.”

“Really?” Nathan frowned. “When I fought Phaedra, she was weak.”

The three succubi looked at him.

“I mean, Phaedra’s not exactly the most dangerous Messenger ordinarily,” Maura said.

“Yeah. She’d be weaker than we were when we attacked ages ago,” Laura added.

His frown deepened.

Phaedra hadn’t been strong, but not that weak.

Which meant she had been empowered by her boss. He recalled the seemingly endless tide of demons she’d summoned. No wonder she’d talked about being the succubus queen. Her employer had juiced her up and she’d felt like the most powerful Messenger ever.

“I know that look,” Kadria said. “You didn’t realize how powerful you’ve become, flattened some poor succubus who screamed for her mother, and thought nothing of it.”

He winced and rubbed the back of his neck.

The Twins’ eyes widened.

“Holy shit, did she actually scream and panic?” Maura asked.

“A little,” Nathan mumbled. “I thought she would be more dangerous than she was.”

“Wow. Poor Phaedra. Kind of wish you’d given her a good dicking first.” Laura shrugged. “Anyway, Starlight’s a nightmare. She copies the goat’s attack plan with her demons but uses mental magic instead of spatial to soften the defenses.”

Emel had listened on the sidelines, while trying not to focus too much on the raunchier parts. He coughed to reenter the conversation. “If a succubus is assaulting the portal, I’m afraid my defenses have no chance of coping. All of my mental magic defenses have been focused here, and they… Well, you witnessed their failure.”

“Yeah, we did.” Laura placed a hand on her hip. “Nathan, lend us a few Champions and we’ll deliver you a new slut if you want. Or we can give Sunstorm a head. Either or.”

Nathan glanced back at his Champions.

Internally, he began assessing the threats he faced.

Sofia was attacking with a huge army, including a dominion and multiple enemy Champions. A trigem might be a potential threat. He also couldn’t discount the possibility of hidden Messengers or those mystery foxes appearing.

Meanwhile, the portal was in danger, but the Twins should be able to lock down the worst of Starlight’s power. So long as the enemy succubus didn’t breach, the focus would be on minimizing losses to Emel’s Champions and eventually taking out the succubus. If the enemy demons were as endless as Phaedra’s, a battle of attrition couldn’t be won.

Anti-army Champions were necessary for both fronts, but the portal needed at least one Champion capable of killing a Messenger.

Another possibility was sending down another Messenger to help the Twins, but he worried that was overkill. Especially with the greatest threat being up here.

“Take Fei and Sunstorm,” he said.

Maura raised an eyebrow and poked him in the chest. “You sure? Fire kitty could be damn useful against the huge army out there.”

Nathan looked pointedly at Siv, whose fire horn lit up.

“Point taken,” Maura said.

“You work well with Sunstorm and Fei,” Nathan said. “If Starlight’s more dangerous than expected, Fei can hold her horde off almost forever with her gem abilities. And Sunstorm can help kill the Messenger and has abilities to keep herself alive. Plus, both are highly mobile. Once you’re done, get back up here.”

He looked at Emel, who bowed.

“Two trigems and your most well-known tamed Messengers. I’ll graciously accept your help,” Emel said. “As for the defenses, it’s best if you work with Novai. Most of the faerie officers report to him, and I worry each second I spend away from the portal.”

Nathan hadn’t been aware of such a sharp divide in responsibilities between the Bastion and noble, but it made sense. Novai wasn’t truly a noble, but an appointed general of a border county. The system confused Nathan, but meant the military on Doumahr itself lay in the hands of the civilian leadership rather than Bastions who had to be chosen largely by natural ability.

He returned to the group to find the Twins trying to drag away Fei and Sunstorm. After clearing up any confusion, Fei let go of Artemis, who had been staring at her double, dumbfounded.

“I didn’t know I was a teddy bear,” Artemis said. Then she shook her head. “So, going to give her an answer?”

The catgirl Messenger looked up at Sofia. By now, the army had stopped growing. Sofia’s expression grew impatient.

“May I?” Kadria asked, her black spear appearing in her hand.

Nathan held a hand out, palm up.

Kadria smirked. Her spear spun in her hand, before freezing point down. Shadows welled around it.

She slammed it down and it struck the stone point-first, but left no mark.

Spatial magic rippled through the air, but nowhere near them.

Instead, Nathan felt it arc out toward Sofia. The fake faerie’s expression turned thunderous and her arms shimmered with golden light, and a spatial barrier snapped in front of her army.

He took the opportunity to construct mental wards, snapping them around the keep and each wall in turn. They were weaker than what he used at home, but strong enough to block her glamour. With the Twins gone, he’d need to act as the primary defender against mental magic now.

Kadria’s magic tracer struck the spatial barrier and stopped. Or so it seemed.

The darkness surrounding her spear vanished. A moment later, the world shook and dust fell from the ceiling as if an earthquake had struck the area.

A red tide pressed against Sofia’s barriers as thousands of her demons and soldiers were crushed by a spatial spell, centered directly on Kadria’s tracer. Vegetation had been flattened as well, along with the hills and roads. Tens of thousands of square feet rumbled with an absurd amount of force, and had been the source of the earthquake.

A glimmering barrier shined above the gathering of enemy Champions, emitted from a pair of duogem diamond Champions. But everything around them had been crushed.

For what little it mattered. More demons and soldiers poured forth from the portal.

“The dominion hasn’t used her power yet,” Ciana said. “Sofia has an open breach in Arcadia.”

“Obviously. She brought a dominion,” Kadria said.

“I mean, some of you idiots sneak through without breaches.” Artemis gave Kadria a pointed look.

Kadria ignored her, but Nathan admitted Artemis had a point. Many of the elite Messengers snuck through without causing breaches. They could claim binding stones without breaching. Ciana’s point remained valid.

It meant Nathan needed to think hard about Sofia’s military capability. A demonic army didn’t stop because of winter or food concerns.

More pressing was the sheer size of the enemy army and his ability to stop it where it stood. Nathan didn’t like battling it from such a distance, but moving to the outer wall meant leaving the keep open.

“Novai, is there anywhere in the inner fortress to evacuate civilians to?” he asked in faerie.

Novai nodded. “The town’s population is relatively small and many are reservists. Emel maintains an underground bunker in case of siege. I’ll issue the order for civilians to retreat to it and activate all soldiers.”

“Do it.”

Faerie flew thick and fast, including slang Nathan didn’t recognize. He left Novai and the faerie officers to it, while a few of the remaining elves gathered around Narime.

Yordan nearly saluted when Nathan approached, then grimaced. “I overheard. Do you mean to retreat to the inner fortress?”

“We have the numerical disadvantage and defending a large outer wall with as little as we have will wear us down,” Nathan said. “It will be easier to summon barriers and channel our foes into a smaller area. And as they approach, we can bombard them from afar.”

“We’ll still need to find a way to take out the dominion from afar,” Artemis warned.

“Fyre’s here. If Sofia gives us an opening, taking out the dominion should be relatively easy,” Nathan said. He turned to one of the other elves. “Do you know if this fortress has any barriers on the walls?”

“Only on the keep itself. And it’s been on the fritz since we lost the wireless,” the officer said.

“What?” Nathan couldn’t believe what he’d heard. “It’s powered by Emel’s binding stone, right?”

“Yes, sir. He was as surprised as you are.”

“Atlas,” Kadria said. “Although I doubt his magic is active inside this pocket dimension anymore. Which is another issue. Give your orders, and then we’ll discuss that problem.”

Nathan nodded, and did exactly that.

Alarms rang out across the city and magically amplified voices shouted mobilization orders in faerie. Hundreds of soldiers rushed to their stations, while civilians either grabbed weapons and uniforms or fled for the keep.

In the distance, the dominion finally acted. Huge blobs of flesh began to form into behemoths, and the blue giants loosed roars while clacking their claws.

Only for half of their number to burst apart as volleys of purple arrows blasted them apart. Nurevia’s repeater crossbows spun to a stop and her amethysts glowed as she stood on the outer wall. While everyone else had talked, she’d moved into position without a word. Nathan hadn’t even seen her run off.

The Royal Knights gathered on the inner wall. Vala hadn’t sent any outside the inner fortress, potentially guessing Nathan’s plan or unwilling to send the knights farther afield without direct orders.

“Narime, get Nurevia back here. Siv, take over bombardment of the enemy,” Nathan said. “Fyre, I want you to act as moral support and a defensive measure against Sofia. We don’t know what stunts she’ll pull. Or the dominion.”

“Defense?” Fyre asked, frustrated.

“Like I said, if you get an opening to kill the dominion, take it,” he said. “But don’t rush out and attack Sofia without a direct order. She’s more powerful than before. And she wouldn’t be attacking us when I have everybody with me unless she had a plan. This is a trap, so she has something up her sleeve.”

Begrudgingly, Fyre followed orders. She shot into the air and her wings stretched across the sky.

Once again, she acted as the beacon of hope for the soldiers. Nathan hoped to use her more aggressively this time. Her power could wipe out Sofia’s army as necessary, but he knew every time he used Fyre’s strength he’d empower the Messengers.

Or was Sofia’s blatant use of the Messengers strengthening Fyre? He couldn’t keep track. The situation confused him greatly now. Especially now Sofia still had the power of a goddess while working with the outer beings.

“And us?” Tarako asked, pointing at Artemis and herself.

“Like I said, I think Sofia has something up her sleeve,” Nathan said. “Maybe those Champions are empowered. Maybe she has more Messengers. Keep an eye out and protect everyone.”

Artemis’s eyes narrowed. “Everyone. Fine. Who has your back?”

Ciana opened her mouth, and Artemis glared at her.

“You got to go with him to Falmir,” Tarako said. “And the Far Reaches.”

Artemis clicked her tongue. “Fine. I’ll keep an eye on everyone else. But if you see your evil self, don’t hesitate. Not everyone is as nice as I am.”

“Oh, we know.” Ciana pointedly stroked her prosthetic arm.

Artemis’s cat ears flattened against her head before she dashed outside the keep to join the Champions assembling with the knights.

“I’d say you’re being mean, but she needs the reminder sometimes,” Tarako said. “Keep her ego in check a little.”

Nathan wasn’t so sure. Artemis’s issues were a mile long as it was.

But he’d given what orders he could. Kadria hovered by the window, watching Hell rain down on Sofia’s army in both fiery and frozen form.

“So, the pocket dimension,” Nathan asked. “I don’t understand the point of it. Sofia tried to cut me off from my Champions and binding stones, but it failed.”

Kadria gave him a pointed look. “Heard from your puppy lately?”

He stared at her, then cursed.

Futilely, he tried to reach out to Reine. Even though the link was intact, messages couldn’t get through. Power still flowed along the tether, but the pocket dimension’s wall interfered with anything more complex.

Even his ability to access the status of his binding stones was impossible.

Curious, he tried to dilate time. Nothing happened. Probably because this wasn’t Doumahr anymore.

“Shit. Are we under Sofia’s power?” he asked.

“I don’t know where or how she’s gotten the power to do this.” Kadria paused. “No, I do. What I don’t understand is how this isn’t causing an immense backlash. Fyre should be able to backslap Sofia across Doumahr a hundred times over for this stunt if my former employer is involved. Which is a problem.”

Nathan almost caught up to Kadria’s conclusion when the succubus made it for him. Her violet eyes burned with a mixture of fear and anger as she looked up at him.

“If Sofia can use both the goddess power and Messenger power at the same time, she’s balancing them and canceling out any backlash. So she can pull off ridiculous stunts without worrying about Fyre turning her into your toy or the boss showing up in person to consume her. More than that, if she wants you in here, it’s for a reason.” Kadria pointed at the golden barrier. “She’s trapped us in here with all of your Champions. What’s going on out there while we fight in here?”


CHAPTER 26



Behemoths appeared in droves, spawning in greater numbers than Nathan had seen in any breach or invasion. Entire companies of demon shamans marched behind rows of steel-clad superheavies, who shrugged off the arrow fire of the few defenders remaining on the outer wall. Horde after horde of lesser demons bounded ahead, only to be torn apart by walls of fire or raining ice bolts summoned by Siv.

Nathan only peripherally took in the chaos of the battlefield as Kadria’s words sank in.

“You’re thinking the same thing Seraph was,” he said.

“She might be your minion, but she’s sharp,” Kadria said. “In fact, that’s precisely why she’s such a fantastic minion. She thinks like you, even when you’re too focused on the immediate problem.”

“Don’t pretend you expected Sofia to trap us in a pocket dimension.”

“Indeed. This is a magic beyond anything I’ve witnessed,” Tarako said.

“That means very little, you know.” Kadria gave Tarako a condescending look. “But a trap was likely. This was your best path into Arcadia to find a peaceful solution, and we all know by now how much you prefer those over sending in your Champions to simply massacre your enemies.”

Nathan grunted and turned back to face the battlefield.

The keep’s barrier snapped around them, forming a protective dome to keep out projectiles. But both walls lacked one. Spotting this, the enemy began unleashing bombardments.

Even under sustained spellcasting from Siv, the demonic hordes poured forth faster than she could destroy them. The shamans raised their staves into the air as one. Hundreds of fireballs arced through the air, crashing against the outer wall.

The first wave sent stones rumbling to the earth. The remaining defenders began retreating, streaming down stairs and ladders. Nurevia continued to pour gleaming crossbow fire into the behemoths, preventing any from getting close to the walls.

Nathan pinged her over the mental link and he saw her spin to glare at him. His next ping was closer to a slap, right before the next wave of fireballs burst atop the walls around her.

He didn’t panic. Her figure blurred an instant before the spells blew her to pieces and she reappeared at the base of the wall, amethysts glowing.

Within only a few minutes, they’d lost the outer wall. Short of having Fyre protect it with a barrier and unleashing repeated sixth rank spells, he saw no feasible way to hold it. Not with the equivalent of three or four breaches pouring forth demons, plus half of Arcadia’s military.

Not that they appeared to be the real military. None of them—save a few faeries—wore the uniform. Fanatics? Mind-controlled puppets?

“Nathan?” Kadria asked.

He sighed. “I’m predictable, I know. I’ll admit, I didn’t expect Sofia to be able to wield an army of this magnitude so quickly.”

“The better question is why she’s willing to attack you head-on after failing to defeat us with a place of power at her fingertips. That’s my real concern. This is a distraction—a dangerous one, maybe, but still a distraction. Her real target is outside. Almost all your Champions are in here along with Fyre and all of us.” Kadria’s last word was ambiguous, but Nathan knew she meant the Messengers.

“But if Sofia’s in here⁠—”

“Nathan, what if she’s triggered another set of invasions using this pocket dimension as the offset?” Kadria jabbed a finger into his chest. “Or if that mysterious trigem you saw is carving apart Aleich as we speak.”

His face hardened.

Her demeanor bothered him, but she was right. He’d lost communication with Reine and the outside world. Anything could be happening.

He trusted Seraph and Kara to handle military affairs, as well as Alica and Anna to be on top of the political mess. But another set of invasions would require trigems they didn’t have available.

“I don’t know much about this pocket dimension,” he said, running a hand through his hair and staring up at the golden barrier. “It cuts through everything I can think of. Spatial, mental, magical, physical—every sense of mine has been severed. Short of hitting it really hard, I don’t see a way out.”

“Don’t try that,” Tarako said. “Even if you can shatter it, you’ll be too weak to stop Sofia.”

“Fyre is here,” he said.

“Maybe.” Kadria looked up at the floating prophet, who was batting the dominion’s relic artillery from the sky with her own golden projectiles. “But is that a contest we want at the moment? Sofia wouldn’t be here if Fyre could simply kill her outright and we know she’s stronger.”

That much had been established.

Nathan probed the pocket dimension and found it to be a solid wall in every sense of the word. Given it had nearly severed his mental links, including to his binding stones—something Bauer hadn’t even come close to doing—he could only imagine the power he’d need to break it.

And it would leave him drained. Possibly beyond any level he’d gone before. Drawing on the void to such an extent might genuinely harm him.

He recalled the strange feelings he’d gotten from looking in the portals, of how they tried to draw him in.

“I hate to say this, but what if the trap is intended to make me overdraw on my power,” he said.

Kadria narrowed her eyes. “Elaborate.”

“The dominion I killed outside Fertheim said your old boss wanted me dead. I know for sure that overdrawing on the void saps my strength at a deeper level than the physical. If he’s backing Sofia, it’s possible I’d weaken myself for days or weeks,” Nathan said. “Even if Fyre could protect me now, the opportunity to take me out would be there.”

He left unsaid his fear that something might even be waiting for him.

Partner Messengers were devised explicitly to slay a target, and if Nathan was the target, the new one might be after him. Shattering the pocket dimension might be suicide.

“I’m glad we’re on the same page then,” Kadria said. “Because I think you should focus on the battle and Sofia, while I worry about getting out.”

He looked down at her, only to see her unsummon her black spear. Shadows began congealing on the floor around her in the form of a magic circle, but one unlike the typical spell frame.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“If Sofia is teleporting allies in, that means there’s an opening in the pocket dimension,” Kadria said. “Any hole can be exploited, as it means I can use spatial magic to connect this pocket dimension to Doumahr. The same goes for your links, although they’re smaller and don’t utilize a pre-constructed backdoor. It’s possible Sofia might even summon more portals.”

“… You want me to let you focus on escaping, while I fight,” he said.

She nodded. “The opening might only be for a second. But if you could have me out there, helping the others⁠—”

“Do it,” he ordered.

The shadows around Kadria swelled, and her horns darkened. Nathan knew little about the depths of her spatial magic, or what sort of ritual she was attempting.

He could do little more than leave her to it.

With Ciana and Tarako by his side, he ascended to the keep’s rooftop. Siv stood up here, her horns alternating between fire and ice as she conjured spells from afar. They lacked the punch her close-range attacks possessed, but for an unending bombardment of an entire army it hit the spot. Any conventional army would have melted minutes ago—and the battle had only lasted several minutes.

Narime and Artemis stood on the inner wall, while Vala gathered with her knight-killers in the outer courtyard. Officers of the Royal Knights and the faerie and elven defenders rushed back and forth to Vala and Narime, organizing their own soldiers across the courtyard and directing new arrivals and civilians.

Even with the small population of the town, hundreds still streamed uphill toward the keep. Behemoths reached the outer wall and their claws scythed through the stone. The booms of tens of thousands of tons of rock being blasted apart by demonic steel or shattering on the ground split the air and echoed up the mountainside.

To make matters worse, flying demons congealed in front of the dominion. Nurevia peppered them with arrows as she fell back and sweeping swings cut most to pieces, but at the cost of letting the ground forces through. Lesser demons began to pour through the newly forged holes in the walls, while the superheavies marched forward like a well-oiled machine.

Behind them came the combined human, beastkin, and elf force. Nathan surveyed this army closely. He frowned at the mental magic coursing through it.

Sofia’s glamour had grown in intensity by an order of magnitude since she used it on him, if he had to guess. The soldiers here appeared to be under a similar spell to those in Falmir, but acted more mindlessly. Perhaps it was the lack of open zealotry, as Sofia hadn’t spent a year cultivating Arcadia’s non-faerie populace.

He took heart that the beastkin numbers were low. She hadn’t tapped the Den. Otherwise, the entire force would be beastkin. Furthermore, their numbers paled in comparison to the demons.

Another wave of black spears flew toward them, and Fyre batted them aside with a swing of her scimitar. Her wings flared with light and several golden beams lit up the gaps in the wall. Behemoths and lesser demons vanished in moments, but more took their place.

Her immense power could vaporize demon after demon, but nothing stopped the horde.

“Do you think we can close the portal?” Ciana asked.

“It would be easier to kill the dominion,” Tarako said, her tails fanning out. “I can’t even fathom the spatial magic maintaining that portal.”

“There’s a higher priority problem: protecting the town for a few more minutes while the populace evacuates,” Nathan said, his eyes tracking the soldiers and Nurevia acting as rearguard for fleeing civilians.

Ordinary people weren’t trained soldiers, and took time to flee. They’d done well enough to move as fast as they could with the threat appearing so suddenly. Emel and Novai maintained a well-disciplined fortress.

All Nathan needed was a few more minutes. He gripped his sword.

“Siv! Focus on anything that gets through the walls,” he shouted at the nearby Messenger. “I need some time to stop their advance entirely.”

“Not a problem,” Siv said.

The winds tearing apart the fliers vanished, right as her horn flared like a blazing sword from her head. She slammed her titanic blade into the rooftop, cracking the stonework.

Rumbling ran through the ground. Ignoring it, demons and behemoths surged forth. The first superheavies reached the wall.

They’d soon regret that, if demons even felt such complex emotions.

The ground erupted across the inside length of the wall, and over a dozen geysers of molten fire burst open. Lava spewed forth, dribbling across open terrain and consuming building and demon alike, while superheated steam and fire incinerated everything above.

While the fliers were initially too high, their joy didn’t last long. Magic surged from atop the inner wall. Then a crackling volley of lightning shot forth, directed from the unit of battle-mages by a sorcerer.

The lightning struck one of the fliers and bounced from demon to demon, blasting them apart upon contact. More fourth rank spells followed from the Lodge’s sorcerers as they pelted the flying demons from afar, and Narime’s own spells took out anything they missed.

Meanwhile, Nathan drew his sword and focused on the void once again. Blocking off a huge section of the outer wall could only be done by one element, at least if he wanted to stop Sofia from blasting his spell apart a second later.

His mind touched the wind section of the void and a battery of emotions assaulted him. This time, he ignored the feeling of whimsy he’d carried forth last time. After experiencing the seductive pull of ice magic, he better understood what he was doing here.

Something about this type of magic reinforced specific aspects of Nathan based on the area of the void he drew it from. Spatial magic appeared to be relatively neutral—or perhaps it actually amplified his neutrality. The idea that he’d possibly stunted himself by drawing on spatial magic so much worried him.

Perhaps mental magic created a desire for control or manipulation, if elemental magic appeared to embody more direct emotions. Nathan wondered if the behavior of Messengers was directly related to the magic they employed.

Siv had admitted to going crazy when she first got her magic, after all. What if that hadn’t been a natural reaction to becoming powerful, but a side-effect of the magic itself?

Or, perhaps, he was searching for an excuse for working with Messengers?

Nathan needed to control the emotions the magic created with him, not just so he remained himself, but because it was key to mastering this “void” magic. His ice spell had been less powerful than his wind spell precisely because he lost control.

This time, he didn’t just want a powerful spell, but a specific one. He felt it wouldn’t want “whimsy” and as he dove into the void, something in it nudged him elsewhere. As if the magic itself guided him. Or perhaps something dwelling here gave him directions.

He found the “place” in the void where he needed to be. Not a place of whimsy and light enjoyment, as wind magic often reflected, but something different.

Escape. Freedom.

Not from responsibilities, but from enemies and those who would harm him and those he loved. Nathan had once fled his father and responsibilities, but he was an adult now.

His freedom was for everyone he cared for. And to achieve it, he didn’t keep others away from him, but away from everyone. Sofia had tormented him for far too long. He’d fled his old world after she did nothing, and even after replacing her with Fyre and defeating her, she continued to be a menace.

Freedom consisted of the biggest, meanest wall existing between him and Sofia. Ideally, he’d put her in it.

He returned to reality to hear Ciana gasp, and even Siv stared at him in shock.

“I don’t even know if my regeneration would come back if you hit me with something powered by that,” Siv said.

Green light rippled off Nathan’s entire body, emanating from within his uniform and armor. He didn’t feel drained at all.

A strange echo of an incoherent voice echoed in Nathan’s voice, as if from the void itself. The only word he understood was “liberty.”

Yeah, he’d definitely stepped in the territory of an outer being this time. It had been receptive. Possibly too receptive.

What had the Twins said once? Stare into the abyss, and it stares back?

Nathan now had eyes staring back at him. He’d worry about that later, once he dealt with the wannabe goddess in front of him.

He raised a hand and focused on the wall. The demonic horde rushed toward it, still held back by the onslaught of magic. A pair of tornadoes tore through them thanks to Narime’s spellcasting, but the sheer length of wall made it nearly impossible to hold them back.

Honestly, he’d probably overestimated how much time they needed and underestimated the firepower of his Champions and Messengers. Nevertheless, he had this power and would use it.

So he unleashed it.

Nothing happened. At first.

Then the wall began to crumble, rising into the air, which distorted with the dirt and rubble swirling within it. Demons who crossed an invisible barrier vanished—if Nathan had been able to dilate time, he might have seen them be turned into smears by the obscenely powerful winds churning atop the former location of the outer wall.

A deep roar rose in the distance, like a dozen storms were converging at once.

Nathan had summoned a wall of wind atop the outer wall, except far stronger than anything ever summoned on Doumahr before. A behemoth stepped into it and his front half was ripped apart while his rear half rose into the air, before it too vanished into the wind.

Within a minute, the mindless charge of the horde added a red tint to the wind wall and made it visible. Nathan’s magic ensured the wind remained atop the wall, and only the wall. Not even fliers could get over it.

Sofia’s body crackled with golden light and he saw fury writ across her face.

“I gave you a chance, Nathan,” she bellowed. “Do you think you can stop me with mere natural elements? I created them! Allow me to mentor you.”

An eighth-rank spell frame appeared behind her, glowing a vivid green. For a moment, Nathan felt déjà vu from Tervuis’s Ford, when a doppelgänger of Charlotte used the natural elements to pretend to be her.

But this spell contained vastly more power than any doppelgänger might use and was utterly unlike any spell Nathan had witnessed. Sofia truly intended to dispel his wind wall with her own spell.

“Damn. Not even a few seconds and she’s already counterspelling,” Tarako muttered.

“We’ve already bought enough time,” Nathan said. “Fyre can block any attempts to bombard the few remaining civilians and we’ll focus on the inner fortress.”

Siv snorted. “Don’t be so certain. Like I said, if you hit me with that sort of power, I’d have been fucked. You’re not using spell frames anymore, but you wasted that power on a fucking wall of wind around a fortress. Could have cut off the fucking Gharrick Mountains. Easily a tenth rank spell there.”

He stared at her.

That was the power of a tenth rank spell?

Gareth had once used the power of a ninth rank spell to bombard a huge section of Trafaumh and stop a demonic horde approaching Falmir. Eight rank spells could destroy cities or armies.

He’d always assumed tenth rank spells might destroy Doumahr itself, but supposed that scale would be too obscene. Cutting off the Gharrick Mountains with a single spell would be amazing in and of itself.

Yet that had been enough power? Had Nathan completely lost touch with how much magic he was throwing around?

Sofia’s spell frame filled with green light, signaling she’d finished. Her spell casting had completed at an astonishing speed.

“Witness the power of a true goddess,” Sofia screamed.

She lowered one arm, palm out, and the spell frame reverberated with immense power. Nathan felt the magic wash over the landscape, focusing on the outer wall.

And… nothing happened.

His wind wall continued to tear apart everything that passed through it. If another spell impacted it, perhaps it had been consumed by the wall’s fury.

He had wanted freedom from Sofia’s bullshit. Whatever outer being he’d gotten power from had fulfilled his request in spades.

Sofia stared at his still-active spell, dumbfounded. She hovered there, hand outstretched, willing more magic forward. Her spell was spent and nothing continued to happen.

“Told you,” Siv said. “So, uh, when does your wind wall run out?”

Nathan frowned. “I… don’t know.”

Sighing, Siv scratched her scaly neck. “Alright. Well, I guess she’ll try teleporting in next. Although maybe she won’t, given you, Kadria, and the fox are all here.”

“We’d sense her if she tried,” Tarako said. “Close-range teleportation would leave a noticeable trace, and we could bombard her army the instant it appears. And Fyre can easily block any attempts to get too close.”

“So, can we go blow them up?” Siv asked, a toothy grin splitting her draconic face.


CHAPTER 27



Cheers rippled across the inner fortress as the defenders saw wave after wave of demons torn apart. Even the dominion’s attempts to summon demons on the other side failed, as her flesh orbs failed to pass through the colossally powerful wind magic.

Nathan hadn’t originally planned to surround the entire fortress with the wind wall, but he’d summoned so much power he’d done it anyway. That paid off now as Sofia couldn’t simply send demons around his defense like she could have with their other efforts.

Despite Tarako’s predictions, Sofia didn’t surrender her teleportation option. Golden light shimmered in the false goddess’s hands and Nathan recognized what was coming.

As did Fyre, who was now free to focus entirely on her rival. The dominion’s relic artillery had been neutralized by the wind wall.

Strange ripples of magic ran throughout the city, distorting Nathan’s magical senses. Sofia activated her teleportation spell at that time and a mass of demons vanished on the far side of the wind wall.

“Damn. I can’t tell where they’re going to appear. When did she learn to do that?” Tarako asked.

“It’s probably due to being in a pocket dimension,” Nathan said.

He spotted the behemoth first, as it loomed over the small buildings in town. It tried to lumber forth.

Only for Fyre to swing her scimitar at the location and erase the entire area from existence, buildings and all. Whatever demons had been teleported in vanished with her spatial slash, which matched Nathan’s technique—although he’d borrowed it from Laura.

Limit how much power you’re using, he warned Fyre over the mental link.

I won’t sit idly by! she snapped back.

Then focus on blocking teleportation, instead of clapping back every time Sofia does something, he said.

Grumbling audibly, she raised her sword into the air and turned into a miniature sun. Nathan shrouded his eyes and looked away from her.

Spatial wards were usually his specialty, or he’d get Kadria to help, but Fyre excelled at countering Sofia. As he’d learned when battling her atop the Spires, for all of Sofia’s greater experience and technique, the nature of the prophets meant they couldn’t easily get the upper hand over each other.

Sofia’s next teleportation attempt fizzled out, and he saw her throw a midair tantrum. The invasion effort slowed, with the horde massing and protective barriers springing up to block Siv’s and Narime’s spells.

Nathan turned to Siv. “Now it’s time to go blow them up.”

“Thank fuck. This was getting boring,” Siv said. She hefted her sword over her shoulders.

His other Champions and knights milled about below them, uncertain what to do with the immediate threat neutralized. Vala looked up at him, then waved him down.

“It would be rude to ignore her,” Ciana said.

He gave his unicorn knight a sidelong look, then leaped over the side of the roof. Some of the soldiers below shouted in shock and fear—presumably the local soldiers.

Ciana, Tarako, and Siv followed him down, and they all landed in the dirt surrounding the keep. Vala strode over with a lazy saunter, while Narime and Artemis glanced down from the wall.

“Where’s Nurevia?” he asked Vala.

“Hiding, probably. Thinks she’ll get spanked if she stays out of sight for a bit,” Vala said.

Nathan wasn’t sure if Vala knew Nurevia liked getting spanked, but left it at that. “The wind spell should hold for a while. This is our best chance to take a swing at Sofia or her dominion. If we miss it, they might besiege us for hours or even days. I’ll need⁠—”

“I’m going,” Fyre said as she landed beside him.

Artemis screeched to a stop as well, while Narime huffed and began walking over.

“Oh, are we giving up on the castle defense thing? I’m up for carving up some bitches,” Artemis said.

Vala blinked. “I am never going to get used to you saying shit like that with Fei’s body.”

“It’s my body. Fei’s the one who needs to grow up and learn how to talk shit,” Artemis said, leaning to one side with a hand on one hip. “The whole ‘dancing through enemy armies with a smile while they all melt like candles’ bit is creepy, I’ll admit, but imagine if you knew she enjoyed it like I do.”

“You don’t enjoy it,” Siv pointed out. “Or else you’d be way harder to keep leashed up like Nathan does.”

Artemis blinked, then glowered at Siv. “Fuck you.”

“Wow. Innovative insult. Did you spend the past three weeks practicing it with the Twins?”

Ciana snickered, earning herself a snarl from Artemis.

“Have we stopped the battle to have a sleepover, complete with bitching and gossip?” Narime asked. “Or do strategy meetings take a new form now?”

Before anyone could respond to Narime’s remark with more insults and bitching, Nathan summoned a small amount of mental magic.

“Enough,” he rumbled.

They all froze, blinking in surprise. Siv most of all.

“Oh, we can still speak,” Ciana said, tilting her head. “That was… odd.”

Fyre nodded in agreement. She was used to Nathan’s mental magic and paid little heed to the effect.

“It was just a forceful poke with mental magic, much like I do when I need to remind you of something,” he said.

Narime’s eyes narrowed. “So you have control of your voice now.”

“I have for a while. I think it was tied to whatever this void magic is.” Nathan rolled his shoulders. He was about to continue his strategizing when he noticed the odd behavior of some present.

Siv appeared confused, while Artemis was frustrated. Tarako bit her lip, eyes partly glazed over and staring in Nathan’s general direction.

He shook Tarako’s shoulder, and she returned to reality with reddening cheeks.

“Oh! Um…” She coughed. “Nevermind.”

“Subtle,” Artemis growled. “Can’t say I liked that.”

“I wasn’t trying to be intrusive,” Nathan said. “And it wasn’t.”

“By your standards, maybe.” Siv sighed. “It bothers me that you can blow past my mental defenses with the equivalent of a slap on the back of the head, even if it is because you have a direct link with me.”

Nathan made a note to limit his use of mental magic with the two Messengers. And possibly with Tarako, at least until she got her urges under control.

He still worried about the implications of using it with her in any sort of sexual situation. No amount of consent got past his concerns, as the very concept of a safe word evaporated when one party didn’t even understand if they even approved of what was happening in the moment.

“I’m taking some of you with me to attack Sofia and the dominion directly,” Nathan said. “But not everyone. Especially not you, Fyre.”

“But if you’re right there—” Fyre began to argue.

“Sofia may just teleport into the keep, step into the portal, and blow everything apart,” Nathan said flatly.

Fyre’s mouth slammed shut.

“Yeah, idiot, that’s why I’ve been hanging around here,” Artemis said with a roll of her eyes. “I’d have charged off and started tearing them apart otherwise. If the portal breaches, we don’t have anything to defend. And we’ll still be stuck in a pocket dimension. We can’t abandon the fucking keep.”

“What’s the minimum necessary to keep Sofia at bay?” Narime asked. “Because you’ll need everything you can take to make a difference if you go on the offensive. The risk is too high if you only go in there with a few of us. A wasted opportunity is better than losing somebody.”

“Agreed,” Nathan said.

“Where’s the goat?” Siv asked.

“Trying to breach the pocket dimension.”

Siv grunted, then leaned on her sword. He wasn’t sure how much she’d have to offer to the strategic discussion otherwise.

“I mean, it’s clear, isn’t it?” Artemis said, annoyance flickering on her face. “You need your goddess to keep their goddess at bay, plus somebody strong enough to deal with any nasty surprises like a Messenger who can teleport in. Anything else is optional, as you can just teleport back if things get hairy.”

Tarako met Artemis’s eyes.

“My argument from earlier still applies, I feel,” Tarako said, but her voice was softer.

“Uh huh.” Artemis took a few steps forward until she loomed over the fox.

Which wasn’t hard, even for the rather short catgirl. Tarako was a tiny thing. But this was different, as Artemis’s hard green eyes glared into Tarako’s blue orbs. Both women traded stares for several long seconds.

“Normally, I’d pull the whole ‘I can cut you to pieces a hundred times before you use your Nine-Tail Slash once’ card, but there’s a bigger problem,” Artemis said, voice low enough that Nathan only heard her due to his enhanced hearing. “If that trigem fox is you—just like I’m Fei—then I don’t think you can protect Fyre. Whereas I know that if I didn’t have my Nathan and a world I gave up everything for, I’d ram my scimitar down your throat without even hesitating.”

Tarako gulped. “Thanks. I think.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Artemis took a step back and the atmosphere softened. She shot Nathan a look and her ears flattened.

Recognizing the look, he stepped over and scratched behind her ears. Her tail wrapped around his leg and she purred.

“Artemis’s plan is pretty much mine,” Nathan admitted. “Fyre, protect the fortress against Sofia if she tries anything. Artemis will ensure nobody attacks you from behind or sneaks into the portal. Everyone else, prepare yourselves for a raid.”

“And the knights?” Vala asked. Her dark expression suggested she knew what would become of anyone they brought alone.

Ciana might be able to cast a barrier, but he lacked any Champions who could automatically protect soldiers. The Royal Knights were damn strong, but surrounded by a horde of that size, including superheavies and behemoths, and under heavy magical fire, they’d be massacred.

“Have them focus on defense, including supporting Artemis’s monitoring of the keep’s interior,” Nathan said. “We’re stepping into the equivalent of a direct fight against multiple Messengers. I won’t bring along companies of knights just to have them be needlessly slaughtered.”

Vala relaxed and gave him a light salute, before jogging off to speak with the officers.

There wasn’t much else to be said or done. They made small talk while Nathan pet Artemis and Vala gave out her final orders. Fyre shot back into the air and began redoubling her spatial and physical defenses. Nathan took the chance to add a spatial ward of his own, knowing that Sofia would likely teleport over.

The enemy goddess in question remained floating in the air, legs crossed and face in a permanent scowl as she forced herself to wait out Nathan’s spell.

Something about the situation bothered him, he had to admit. Sure, his spell had been powerful, but for Sofia to commit to an assault like this and just… have no real plan to overpower him felt wrong. Where had all her new power and resolve gone? Her boasting?

Once again, he worried he was stepping into a trap.

“Getting cold feet?” Nurevia asked, appearing beside him suddenly.

“Oh, you found us. Vala told you what was going on?” Nathan raised an eyebrow.

The dark elf shrugged. “Maybe. I really had hoped for that spanking.”

“Be a bad girl and maybe I’ll give you one.”

She snorted, then raised an eyebrow. Narime and Ciana copied the expression, also keen to hear his thoughts.

“Nothing about Sofia’s actions have made sense, unless Kadria’s right and this is all a plan to stall me while she attacks us outside this pocket dimension,” he explained. “But even then, the risk is immense. Sofia must have a trick up her sleeve. I want to take her out and be done with this attack, but I also have to be cautious or she might use that trick to defeat me outright. And then there’s the fact she’s learning my idiosyncrasies.”

“You’re overthinking things,” Siv said.

“Nathan overthinks everything,” Ciana said. “It’s his thing.”

“Well, maybe Sofia will expect that. The more you think about the plan now, the more likely you’ll talk yourself into hanging back, right?” Siv asked. “So teleport in and just have us go ham on that dominion. No big plans or schemes. When Sofia plays her supposed trump card, flip her the bird, teleport back, and slap your dick down on whatever stupid ploy she has. The end.” She made a face suddenly. “Urgh. Being around the Twins so much has me making the same sexual references they always do.”

“It happens,” Artemis said.

Nathan had to admit Siv’s idea had an allure.

In large part because he was realizing he and Sofia had one thing—and possibly only one thing—in common. They both over-planned and overthought everything.

Sofia appeared to have hidden schemes and plans that went down tens of millennia. Her arrogance had blinded her from realizing Nathan was more than a dumb Bastion like most of them, incapable of doing more than thinking with his dick, but she might have wised up after being decapitated multiple times.

Both of them had an advantage strategizing against the other, simply because of this one similarity. Nathan was good enough at chess he’d been banned from playing against most of his Champions and wives, and this problem reminded him of that.

In chess, similarly skilled players could make accurate judgment calls based on what their opponent might do, simply because skilled players played a certain way and utilized specific strategies. But the less skilled a player, the more incoherent their strategy and the harder to predict they were. It didn’t make winning more likely, but instead meant skilled players could be overconfident or miss things.

Nathan needed to utilize some of that bullheadedness to break through his stalemate with Sofia.

“I guess I’ll try to be a little more like Fei for the day,” Nathan said.

Artemis’s eyes fluttered open and she pivoted her head up to look at him. “I hope you’re not including me in that insulting comment.”

Nathan ignored her.

By the time Vala returned, he had his teleportation spell ready and wished he could have already used it, with the way Artemis wanted to bite his hand off.

“Assemble into positions as if we’ll be bombarded the second we appear,” Nathan ordered. “Ciana, summon a barrier when we arrive. Vala, Nurevia, and Tarako will clear our surroundings. Narime and Siv, you’ll help me shatter the dominion’s defenses with elemental magic. The second we get a chance, either Tarako or I will eliminate the dominion with a spatial slash.”

Tarako’s three zoisites shined for just a split second. Her Nine-Tails Slash could end the dominion instantly, but only once the spatial magic barriers went down.

“Ready?” he asked.

Nods all around.

He activated his teleport.

They appeared amid an empty field. Not a single demon stood within fifty feet of them. Even the top of the grass had been trimmed. Nathan used his spatial magic to vaporize everything around the teleport destination.

Sofia would definitely know where they’d arrive, but he felt it was pointless trying to hide given they had appeared so close to her he looked up and saw the golden ribbon creating a camel toe in her crotch.

Nearly fifty black spears and double that number of shining golden lances hovered above them, while hundreds of demon shamans launched fireballs at them. Sofia’s hand shimmered with golden light, holding a prepared spatial magic spell.

“Didn’t think you’d deliver yourself to me on a platter,” Sofia said. “Could have saved me the trouble and simply agreed to my proposal. No matter. Every victory is sweet in its own way.”


CHAPTER 28



Ciana’s barrier shattered instantly when the first wave of corrupted relics struck it. She cried out as her diamonds glowed blindingly bright for the briefest of instants. Without missing a beat, she switched to her alexandrite’s ability and a small wall of distorted air appeared above Nathan.

Just in time for a dozen of Sofia’s relic spears to be caught in it. Clicking her tongue, Sofia lowered her hand and sent the rest of her relics plummeting.

More tainted weapons rained down on them. Despite Nathan’s earlier orders, stopping them took priority. Tarako’s and Narime’s tails surged with spell frames and invisible walls of force appeared just beneath where Ciana’s barrier had been. But they possessed a fraction of the defensive power of Ciana’s gem, even with Narime’s sapphires supporting her protective spell. It took only a few relics to shatter them.

Nathan poured energy into Ciana’s diamonds, but knew she’d need more time to resummon her barrier. Gems simply didn’t allow repeated use of abilities that had failed under strain. Especially not one that wasn’t intended to be shattered like Ciana’s.

A spatial barrier might work, but even with his speedier spellcasting, he lacked the time to summon one powerful enough. He’d foolishly overestimated Ciana’s barrier.

Even so, spatial magic appeared to be the best option. He needed only a few seconds and a clear field near them.

“Siv, clear out as many demons as you can,” he snapped. “Nurevia⁠—”

He didn’t even need to issue an order to the dark elf, as her amethysts flared with light and her body transformed into a blur of motion. A blinding mass of purple crossbow bolts shot upward and blasted apart the next two waves of relics, taking out almost all of the dominion’s incoming spears.

More formed around the twisted angel as the black orb around her popped, revealing the angel within her protective bubble and the glowing red crest of her benefactor. Sofia’s barrage continued unaffected.

Seconds. Nathan had literal seconds now. It would be enough.

Siv’s horn pulsed with heat and she swung her blade in an arc. Every demon in front of her turned to ash in the searing wave of white-hot flames she blasted across the clearing, and the spell even consumed the shaman fireballs coming from that direction.

He had his open terrain. Now all he had to do was use it.

His fist glowed black once again. He released his teleportation spell right as the points of Sofia’s spears threatened to ruffle Narime’s tails.

“The hell you will!” Sofia snarled.

A web of golden light wrapped itself around her fingers and Nathan felt her power try to contain his teleportation. Time slowed to a crawl as he tried to combine the two locations he had in mind, connecting himself and his retinue to the area Siv had cleared only a hundred feet away. Once he entangled the two locations, he’d separate them, closing the teleportation spell.

Except Sofia’s interference attempted to make the entire clearing one location to his spatial magic: the place he was standing. It was as if he was looking at a cell-based map, but every cell was identical. No matter the coordinates, all locations led back here.

Nathan had to power through it. For the first time ever, he needed to teleport blind and rely on his memory of the correct location he intended to connect the spell to.

The world blinked around them. The golden barrier appeared identical, but demons changed position. Nathan felt weightless.

A fraction of a second later, he felt his feet touch the ground. They’d appeared a few inches off the ground.

Explosions split the air and a shockwave rippled through them. Tarako threw up a force barrier, and this one stopped the aftereffects of the relic bombardment dead.

“Shit,” Vala gasped. “That was⁠—”

“Focus!” Siv snapped. “Kill the demons first, drink to survival later.”

“Got it,” Vala said. Then she looked at Siv in shock, as if only just realizing who had spoken to her.

“Same orders as earlier,” Nathan bellowed. “Ciana, I’ll help with the barrier this time.”

He should have done so before. Stupid.

The dominion didn’t slow in her relic bombardment, as more appeared around her. Flesh blobs began to form behemoths, while hordes of demons poured forth from the portal only a couple hundred feet away.

This close, Nathan saw that the portal reflected nothing in it. Whatever it connected to, the pocket dimension blocked it off. Or maybe it didn’t connect to anything. Perhaps it acted like the portals the outer beings created, which didn’t show the other side.

He didn’t feel the crawling sensation of an outer being trying to convince him to go through it, but Nathan decided he wouldn’t risk going through this portal anyway.

Ciana’s barrier shot up again, and the shaman fireballs burst against it futilely despite their absurd number. The glittering light show made it difficult to see what the dominion and Sofia were up to, but Nathan didn’t care.

Spatial magic focused in his hand as he prepared a powerful spatial barrier to block another onslaught of relics. Spotting this, Sofia changed tactics. A blazing sword of light began to appear in one hand.

His Champions ignored her. Vala charged forward, her axe eager to scythe through as many demons as possible. Enemies rained down attacks on her, but did little more than power up her monogem ability. Blasts of force sent hundreds flying at once in retribution.

Nurevia’s bolts felled behemoths as fast as they appeared and she kept any annoying flying demons at bay. Her time dilation ability allowed her to unleash a one-woman storm of bolts capable of taking out a small demonic horde, and while she lacked defensive abilities, anything she hit tended to die. She even fired a volley at Sofia, forcing the false goddess to summon a barrier and slow her attack spell preparation.

While Tarako lacked her best gem ability, between her tails, elemental manipulation, and many magical blades, she kept up with Vala. Her tails flitted through the other side of the battlefield, white tips hovering above the corpses of demons who didn’t realize they’d been cut down by the swordfox. Lightning, fire, and wind spells raked the battlefield in her wake.

The demons kept trying to bombard them, but their shamans fell in greater and greater numbers. Especially as Nurevia and Tarako could snipe them from afar. Soon, Ciana’s barrier only needed to worry about the dwindling relic barrage from above.

And Nathan’s own spatial barrier put an end to that problem. Not even Sofia’s trick of teleporting the spears directly into people could penetrate his protection. The dominion looked around in confusion as her powers achieved nothing.

Every behemoth and demon she summoned lay fallen, dead as soon as they appeared. Her relics shattered uselessly on barriers. This would be where the dominion started manipulating the battlefield itself, but she seemed unwilling or incapable of doing so.

When Siv’s inferno erupted around the dominion, Nathan swore he heard her scream. The enemy Messenger emerged largely unharmed, but her outermost protective bubble popped.

A vortex of wind appeared around her next, summoned by Narime. Howling with fury, the dominion responded with her own spell. A sphere of earth enclosed the angelic figure, which the wind spell tore chunks away from.

When the spells faded, the dominion shrieked at Sofia, “What are you doing? Destroy them! What use are you to our master if all you do with so many demons is get them slaughtered and just hover there like a slut waiting to be filled?”

Nathan wanted to comment on the hypocrisy of hearing that from a dominion, given his opinion of their effectiveness, but held his tongue.

Siv did so anyway. “Pot, kettle, black. Guess they’re too far up their own asses to realize.”

Sofia’s face twisted, as if Siv’s comment had been directed at her. “I’ll enjoy seeing you put back in your place, Siv. You were always so arrogant.”

Siv snorted, and summoned a pillar of ice around the dominion, freezing her inside of it. The angel began to glow inside the ice as she freed herself with a fire spell.

But the fact she’d been affected at all meant her protections had been broken. Nathan could strike directly and destroy the metallic bands that provided the dominion with spatial wards.

Only for Sofia to crush the sword of light in her hand. Both the dominion and her were surrounded in a spherical barrier, and Nathan knew breaching it would take either Fyre’s power or a powerful spatial attack.

“Dammit,” he said. “Focus on the demons. I’ll deal with this.”

The good news was that Sofia couldn’t retaliate while enclosed like that. Unlike her personal barrier, this one cut her off entirely. A strange choice.

Until he saw her focusing her magic once again. She was buying time for a bigger spell. A spatial one, if he guessed correctly.

He needed to cast his own faster and shatter her barrier.

By now, the non-demonic forces had arrived on the scene. Tarako fell back from their direction, uncertain whether to cut them down just as easily.

Siv scowled. “They’re tools. Mind-controlled puppets whose minds have been ruined by Sofia.”

“If they’ve only been glamoured—” Narime tried to say.

“This is war!”

Nurevia interrupted, turning her crossbows to the new foe. “Two things. One, I agree with the angry demon lady. Kill or be killed. Two, these aren’t a bunch of schmuck soldiers running at us. Those Champions look fucked up.”

Her words caught Nathan’s attention and he looked down from Sofia.

“Fucked up” was right. He’d missed the details from a mile away, but the assembled Champions Sofia had brought had a distinct difference from anything else she’d used against him.

It wasn’t that their gems glowed gold with her power, as he’d seen that too many times, or the empty eyes of mindbroken vessels.

Rather, the bulging blue veins that rippled from cracked, broken skin. The gems were an odd mishmash of modern ones used by humanity, like sapphires and diamonds, and older stones talked about in myth such as opals and agates.

If any of the dozen or so Champions charging toward them were trigems, Nathan might worry about the differences between ancient faerie gemstones and modern human ones. Humanity’s separation of physical attackers, defenders, and spellcasters hadn’t always existed, and he’d read that faerie gems focused more on the individual natural elements. Fitting, given the nature of the faeries themselves.

But Nurevia’s crossbow bolts could blow apart a small army and end any Messenger who lacked powerful regeneration or barrier abilities on par with Kadria’s. Ironically, if Nathan needed to defeat the Twins these days, he’d probably just slap a mental ward on Nurevia and let her rip. They’d be dead before they got off a spatial slash.

Summoning a tornado or flood lacked much punch compared to the small horde of dead behemoths Nurevia had created already. To say nothing of all of Nathan’s other trigems.

“Worry about what they are later,” Nathan said. “Take them out before they hit you first. Sofia’s lent them some of Omria’s power.”

Too late, he realized saying Omria’s name so close to Sofia might be a mistake.

Sofia cackled above him, ready to unleash her true power. He felt her mental presence coil nearby, like the mighty snake she was.

Except a far greater power surged in the fortress. Fyre’s figure erupted like a volcano of golden light, and a nova swept out from the keep. Nathan glanced back, worried a battle was taking place.

In fact, there might be. The knights were fighting atop the rooftops. At least one enemy had slipped through his wind wall undetected and they hadn’t used teleportation. Cursing, Nathan realized he’d run out of time.

Fyre hadn’t called out to him over the mental link, however. He nudged her despite the ongoing mental battle he felt Fyre and Sofia unleash on each other next to him.

Just kill the bitch, Fyre snapped.

Nathan took that as a sign she was fine, at least for now.

“We need to hurry this up,” Nathan called out. “Something’s broken through at the keep.”

Narime and Vala looked back and both swore. Narime’s tails swayed and she frowned. Deep concern writ itself across her face.

“The enemies up there are wearing powerful illusions, Nathan,” she said. “I fear I know who we’re fighting.”

Her response meant he knew as well. Damn.

At least he’d left Artemis up there. The portal was safe.

Ciana rushed toward the approaching Champions and shifted her barrier to block them. Just in time to catch the first elemental abilities that crashed into it.

Siv spun and vaporized a pair of beastkin Champions, and the inferno kept churning through a hundred more soldiers behind them. Vala and Tarako forgot about the demons and rushed back, prepared to battle the Champions.

Nathan raised his sword, which shimmered with darkness.

“Tarako, get ready. Same with you, Siv, Narime,” he ordered.

The instant he brought Sofia’s barrier down, they’d have only seconds to take out the dominion. Sofia would unleash her own spell in response, and he’d have to teleport them away before it struck.

Lightning attempted to penetrate his spatial barrier and a dragon formed of spectral fire raked claws the size of houses against Ciana’s barrier. With a grunt, Ciana took a step back and dropped the glittering wall of light.

Not because she was running out of energy. Rather, because Nurevia needed a clean shot. A barrage of crossbow bolts erased the dragon from existence as the wind faerie controlling it exploded into the puff of air he was. Vala’s axe blocked a flaming sword from a human with biceps the size of Nathan’s chest. Flames licked her uniform and burned her face, but she gritted her teeth and shattered his ribs with an amethyst-empowered kick.

Nathan lowered his sword, and his spatial slash carved apart everything between himself and Sofia. It even shimmered against the barrier holding them in, to little effect.

The same couldn’t be said of Sofia’s protective bubble. A thin line appeared along it and it shattered. The dominion spun, her outer bubble having reappeared.

Relics and fireballs rained down, only for the fireballs to be countered by Narime’s sapphires. Siv didn’t bother trying to stop the relics individually, and instead loosed a roar while churning up the earth with a bare fist.

A spike of earth erupted from the ground, flying right for the dominion. Desperate to stop it, the dominion tried another spell to stop it, only to be countered by Narime again.

Blood flew from the dominion’s mouth as the spike blew apart the center of her body, practically obliterating her torso. Red ribbons conjured from her blood held her together, preventing her from dying, and the dominion screamed in fury as relics appeared around her to destroy the earth spike.

Siv’s spell hadn’t aimed to kill the dominion, however. Each and every metallic band on the angel had been shattered upon impact. The dominion might still have her immensely powerful regeneration, but that paled in comparison to her spatial wards, which she now lacked.

The earth spike blew apart as a half-dozen black halberds blasted it to pieces. Her limbs held together by ribbons of raw, floating flesh, the dominion raged at them.

“This place will be your tomb, filth,” she spat.

Tarako blinked into the air above her, hand wrapped around a hilt. Her zoisites gleamed.

“Not before it’s yours,” she said.

Her Nine-Tail Slash blew the dominion to pieces. And while more red ribbons attempted to hold her together, flames flew from Tarako’s body as she descended through the gory mess. For good measure, Nurevia even peppered the air with crossbow bolts.

The dominion was dead before Tarako landed.

“What a waste,” Sofia said, her spatial spell held in her hands. “I never understood the purpose of those useful cultists. Yet I’m forced to use so many of them. At least they look pretty enough and the wings are useful.”

Nathan prepared a teleportation spell, trying to unleash it before Sofia could respond. “Everyone, back to me.”

His Champions rushed back. A few of the enemy Champions remained, mostly the ones with diamonds or opals with durability enhancements.

Sofia sneered at him. “Truly, you think I’m going to waste this on you? No. I’ve learned my lesson. This is a battle of attrition. You cannot escape and you cannot slay me. But you will submit. Losing a dominion is meaningless. See?”

She snapped her fingers and her spell activated. Nathan tensed, his own spell ready to connect them with the keep’s courtyard.

Then he felt what she’d done. Saw it, even.

Another portal, just as large as the first one, opened up on the other side of the fortress. More demons poured through it, just as numerous as the horde still erupting through the first.

Sofia was conjuring up breaches as if she’d laid waste to Arcadia. Nathan didn’t understand how it might be possible or where the demons were coming from.

Was it the pocket dimension? He abruptly recognized his mistake.

When he’d created his own pocket dimension months ago to escape one of Sofia’s spells, it had effectively cut him off from Doumahr entirely, including all magic. The world had actively tried to consume the pocket dimension and shunt them back to reality as a result. It didn’t like him breaking the rules.

While they were in here, did any of the normal rules of Doumahr apply? Could Sofia and Fyre unleash their full power without worries of upsetting the balance? For that matter, did the same apply to the demons and the outer beings backing them?

No, he suspected. Not entirely. Fyre still existed here, and was stronger than ever. Her brilliance reminded him of the true goddess. By summoning so many demons, Sofia did strengthen the will of the goddess.

But there were two goddesses. Sofia tipped the scales by using her power. Both women received the benefit of this abuse of power.

“If she summons them, we can slay them,” Tarako said, but her tone was grim.

“Not the problem right now,” Nathan said.

He turned back to look at the fortress. The knights battled illusioned warriors in the uniforms of the Inquisition atop the walls. But even at this distance, Nathan knew they weren’t from Trafaumh.

The Inquisitorial Corps were elite soldiers, but they didn’t fight with such grace nor did they use golden spell frames.

Those mysterious foxes had returned, just as he feared.


CHAPTER 29



The instant before Nathan teleported back to the fortress, another spatial magic spell rippled across his senses. Sofia stiffened, then screeched in fury.

Words in a language he didn’t understand escaped the woman floating above him, as Sofia screamed at the sky. Nathan could only guess at the content and meaning, but he knew the cause.

Kadria’s mental link now ran through the walls of the pocket dimension. She’d used Sofia’s creation of the portal to slip outside.

Perhaps she’d be able to take all of them if she’d tried harder, but Nathan wouldn’t have wanted to take the risk. Sofia might not create another portal and she’d just admitted her entire plan was to trap Nathan in here.

Kadria had been right. He needed her on the outside, supporting Seraph, Kara, his wives, and his countless other Champions in the defense of Doumahr.

“We’re going,” he said. “I don’t know what the situation will be like, precisely.”

His fist closed and the teleportation spell contained in his hand activated. They appeared where they had come from, standing in the open courtyard immediately outside the keep.

The sound of battle echoed around them. His companies of Royal Knights fought alongside Novai’s soldiers, and even a couple of Emel’s Champions. Presumably, they’d noticed the intruders and rushed up to defend the keep. Or it might be a sign that the Twins were winning the battle in the portal.

Hundreds of illusioned soldiers in Inquisition uniforms battled against his soldiers, wielding a wider variety of weapons than the real thing. Spears, falchions, and short bows faced off against the halberds and longswords of his armored knights.

The same applied to the magic battle, as the Royal Knights fired off rapid second and third rank spells against foes capable of using ascended magic and fourth rank spells. Only the assistance of the Lodge sorcerers and a unit of battle mages prevented the knights from being overwhelmed by an onslaught of force blasts. Barriers sprung up and were shattered as quickly, while fireballs and lightning bolts rained down on the illusioned foes.

If Nathan hadn’t already twigged to the identity of his enemy, he would realize now.

Mystic foxes.

“Vala, take command of the knights. Make sure they know they’re fighting mystic foxes,” Nathan ordered. “Narime⁠—”

“I’ll counter their magic,” Narime interrupted. “We’ve got this, Nathan.”

True to her words, his Champions were already charging into battle. They hadn’t come under concentrated fire the second they teleported, meaning everyone could assess the situation themselves.

Crossbow bolts peppered a tower a group of foxes had seized, while Vala rushed toward the largest mass of knights while barking orders. Narime’s sapphires gleamed as she began countering force blasts and barriers while unleashing her own spells to rip through the rear ranks of their foe.

Siv met Nathan’s eyes, then saluted with a hand to her forehead. She leaped upward, arcing overhead as she soared toward the keep’s rooftop.

With his Champions responding, the immediate pressure on his soldiers lessened. The foxes began to fall back. Some of their spells slipped through Narime’s counterspelling, simply due to how many of them there were, and blue flames began to rain down as the foxes yelled out in an unknown language.

Tarako analyzed Nathan’s face for a moment, then sighed. “They’re from Kurai. You don’t understand them because they’re speaking the old tongue.”

“I’ve heard Narime occasionally speak her mother tongue,” Nathan said, a touch defensively. “I was never taught it, but I recognize it. Both she and Seraph sometimes speak it in private.”

“That’s the common language of the Kurai Peninsula,” Tarako said. “It’s complicated, so I’ll just say we inadvertently created spinoff languages when we began uplifting humans on Kurai, and those became the dominant tongues because we were outnumbered tenfold. Almost nobody speaks the old tongue of our original homeland. Seraph wouldn’t even know it, and Narime possibly only speaks it at formal clan events—if ever.”

Tarako’s expression suggested that the mystic fox’s old language was another thing she preferred to leave behind, much like the name of the island nation she’d grown up in.

Which begged the question: if it was so rare, why was every fox they encountered speaking it?

“Now I know you’re thinking the same question I am.” She turned her head toward the battle, eyes tired. “Whoever and whatever these people are, why do they know this tongue? It’s been innumerable millennia since it effectively died.”

A guttural war cry might give them that answer as it cut through the roar of battle. Knights flew backward as three illusioned soldiers rushed forth from the keep’s main entrance, each flinging powerful magic without any signs of spell frames.

Rather, gemstones glittered above their chests.

“Champions!” Ciana gasped, rushing to take up a defensive position.

Vala spotted the newcomers and charged first, her battle axe readied above her head for a devastating blow. Abruptly, she blurred toward an illusioned Champion with two glowing sapphires.

With a double-handed palm strike, the sapphire fist fighter landed the first blow of the duel. Vala practically teleported thirty feet away, and bowled over a dozen soldiers, creating a mess in the melee as everyone fell into one another.

No, Nathan realized. She had teleported. Several knights between her and where she’d appeared hadn’t been affected and no wind had been generated along the travel path. His vision hadn’t even picked up her flight.

Those weren’t sapphire, but zoisites. Just like Tarako’s. Gems specializing in spatial manipulation, although they also could act as sapphires.

Vala wasn’t one to stay down, however. Her diamonds and amethyst beamed from her chest as she leaped back up. Before her opponent’s zoisites could teleport her again, she crossed the distance.

Nathan caught the slight widening of the enemy’s eyes, struggling to understand Vala’s immense speed. His palm strike clipped her chest, activating his zoisites. Vala vanished.

Too late. Not only had her axe carved deep into his ribcage, but her monogem ability activated at that precise moment. The wave of force blew the fox’s illusion apart along with his body and armor, sending him tumbling away in a furry mess. The blast had been powerful enough to cause the other Champions to stumble, preventing them from acting.

Power gathered overhead, and Nathan barely caught Fyre’s downswing as she carved a thin line open in the courtyard in the path of the two remaining Champions. Raising his shield, an enemy duogem diamond activated his abilities to keep his other comrade from being killed. The two fountains of blood that burst from his chest in turn acted as a harsh reminder that a prophet wouldn’t be so easily denied.

“Miya! Todou!” the last Champion shouted, eyes wide as he looked at his dead allies.

Spinning his spear, he rocketed toward Nathan. Two onyxes lay in his chest. Ciana’s alexandrite activated, summoning a distorted wall of air to block whatever spatial trickery he might attempt. Tarako sneered and a powerful seventh rank spell frame glittered around her tails.

Nathan readied his own spatial slash, preparing to end this little tiff.

Only for the Champion to vanish. Nathan’s senses warned him to look up.

The midday sun nearly blinded him.

Holy shit, this was nearly the oldest goddamn trick in the book. Nathan’s enemy had teleported into the sky for a leaping attack, and ensured they had the sun behind them to blind him.

What next, throwing sand in his eyes?

Nathan’s disregard for his enemy nearly got him a spear through the face. His senses rang out in alarm again as his foes onyxes shined brightly.

Dropping the spatial slash, Nathan felt for the magic causing him to panic. A short range teleport, intended for the spearman to strike Nathan immediately. Very similar to Sofia’s trick, but for a Champion. A damn effective technique, unlike throwing sand.

Nathan pushed the teleport off course with a nudge of spatial magic. The onyx Champion roared as he appeared next to Nathan, his spear shattering stone and kicking up dust. Shock ran through the enemy’s eyes at the fact he’d somehow missed, even though Nathan didn’t move.

Then Tarako struck. Not with a sword or elemental attack, but with her prepared seventh rank spell. The force blast she unleashed was unimpressive by the standards of Champion battles, but it was still a seventh rank spell and easily capable of penetrating the defenses of even a trigem Champion.

Against a duogem, all she left was the flattened remains of a fox whose illusion shattered when she struck him. Six silver tails lay on the ground, utterly crushed.

“Fight as a traitor, die as a traitor,” Tarako spat. “But I don’t understand how they have Champions. Never have I ever seen any Messenger utilize their own. And these gems… If there were this many duogem foxes left in the clan, I’d never have wasted my time on the Federation, or even Milgar. We’d have been able to convince Gorthal himself to grant us a title.”

Bold words, but probably true ones. Fox Champions were rare as hen’s teeth. Nathan garnered a lot of jealousy in his old world thanks to Narime.

Fyre descended next to Nathan. A golden barrier wrapped itself around the fortress, as Emel’s barrier had failed at some point. In the distance, Siv’s spells rained down on Sofia’s demons even as they continued to mass in ever-growing numbers.

The wind wall remained in place, and who knew how long it would last. Sofia would try something soon enough to get around it. Especially with her distraction weakening.

Then Nathan focused on Fyre and his eyes narrowed. Ciana gasped and rushed to her friend’s side, placing a hand over the rents in her uniform.

Small cuts lined Fyre’s uniform and breastplate, but a gaping one left her belly and lower half of her breasts exposed, as if some great beast had consumed them with a single bite. Her slightly tanned flesh was flawless, without a single scar or line marring it.

“What happened?” Nathan asked. “The short version. And where’s Artemis?”

The lack of his Messenger catgirl told him something was going wrong. Reaching for her mental link gave him little info, as if something was blocking his attempt to reach her.

Artemis couldn’t do that, which meant her opponent—or possibly Sofia—was interfering with him. But he could ascertain the location of everyone else, so he settled on her opponent.

“They just… appeared.” A grimace stretched across Fyre’s face, and a flicker of fear filled her eyes. “No teleportation. I was on the lookout for that. Rather, I felt… something more like when you’re reshaping reality and suddenly hundreds of Inquisition soldiers began streaming from the interior of the keep. Artemis thought it might be a dominion and rushed off.”

“A dominion that could create mystic foxes rather than demons?” Nathan asked. “Fully capable of using magic and even Champions?”

More concerning was that he hadn’t sensed the same thing. The reality bending had been subtle, which suggested a genuine master.

The dominions were damn good, but Nathan had felt the elite dominion at Fertheim from miles away. Whoever he was battling here excelled at stealth and deception.

If Kadria was still here, he’d half-expect her to blame Atlas. Felt like he was to blame for every new trick in Sofia’s arsenal. No wonder civilizations eventually crumbled under the onslaught of elite Messengers.

“I didn’t realize they were foxes at first,” Fyre said. “Then I saw the trigem. Even under the illusion, I knew she was a Messenger. She did this.” Her fingers ran across her belly. “That was around the time you spoke my name, and I threw up defenses around the fortress and drove her back.”

“Was it…” Tarako’s voice was barely a whisper as she traced the zoisite embedded in the middle of her collarbone.

Fyre shook her head. “It was a spatial slash, but more like Sunstorm’s. It came from an enchanted blade at her side. I haven’t seen you use this one before, but I don’t pay as much attention to them as I think Nathan does.” Fyre’s side-eye suggested what she thought of how much he stared at his Champions.

You need to spend less time spying on my errant thoughts, he said.

She giggled in his mind.

Tarako loosed a breath she’d been holding and allowed herself to relax. “Whoever and whatever she is, at least she’s not me. If Artemis is fighting her, we need to find her, Nathan.”

“Took the words out of my mouth.” He looked around.

His Champions had turned the tide of the battle here, but true to his expectations Sofia didn’t sit around doing nothing. Spatial magic rippled in the distance again.

“Narime, back to the walls,” he shouted, striding toward the keep while directing some nearby mages back to the battlements. “Fyre, Sofia’s trying to teleport again.”

Something probed the spatial wards around the fortress, but gave up. A moment later, another portal opened up in the town. It roughly matched the size of Reine’s and showed the other side. A matching portal stood outside the walls. Demons marched through it hundreds at a time.

Two more opened up in quick succession. Even as Fyre’s wings pulsed and she ruffled banners with her rapid flight to the first portal, Nathan knew their attempt to keep Sofia outside the walls had failed.

Spikes of earth blew apart the demons charging through the portal closest to Fyre, allowing the prophet to focus on closing it. Yet more beasts thundered through the town and toward the inner wall and barrier from the other portals. Most of the defenders weren’t at the walls, leaving Siv to stop them by herself.

Nathan hesitated. Artemis was somewhere inside the keep, battling an unknown Messenger, while Sofia launched a direct assault on the wall.

Dark flesh obscured his vision as Nurevia flipped over his head and landed in a crouch in front of him. She spun and shot him an annoyed look.

“Don’t stand there like an idiot, Nathan,” Nurevia said. “I haven’t seen the murder kitty out here but my ears can hear her fighting inside the keep.” Her long, pointed ears twitched. “We’ll handle the wall and keep these weird foxes at bay. Narime’s already multitasking her healing and counterspelling. You just need to be you.”

“She’s right,” Ciana said. “We can’t let a Messenger run amok.”

Grunting, Nathan sheathed his sword. “Stay safe, and make sure Fyre focuses on keeping Sofia at bay. I’ll return once I deal with our intruder.”

He rushed into the keep, past several dozen wounded knights. With the foxes pushed back, Narime had begun gathering everyone in the shadow of the keep.

Battle echoed from farther inside. Internal barriers glittered with silver light, blocking passage, and Nathan confirmed these were Emel’s work. Likely protective measures to stop intruders from accessing important rooms.

Nathan wasn’t used to working alongside a genuinely competent Bastion. Emel lacked trigems or even a large number of Champions. By most standards, he’d be forgettable—your ordinary Bastion with a couple of duogems and a couple of monogems to protect his other binding stones if he had them.

But Emel made up for his lack of raw power with strategy and professionalism. He knew about reverse cascades and Messengers, and formed a strategy to counter what he expected Starlight to throw at him. His keep possessed an evacuation point for civilians, as well as barriers in case of intrusion.

The Nationalists would have won the civil war if even half of them were as competent as Emel. Nathan suspected most of Arcadia wasn’t as wise, and there was a reason Emel was posted far from Elysia.

“Do we go up or down?” Ciana asked as they reached one of the keep’s many staircases.

None of them knew the internal layout. The keep wasn’t massive, but was big enough to be confusing and had been constructed to prevent attackers from easily navigating it.

Tarako’s tails shifted. She pointed up. “I can sense magic in both directions, but there’s a strange distortion above us. It’s subtle, but almost like somebody is trying to blend their magic in with their surroundings. If I wasn’t accustomed to my race’s disruption magic, I’d have missed it.”

Nathan shot her a look, which she refused to return.

They darted up the stairs. Many of the illusioned foxes had vanished by now. Their objective appeared to be lower down or merely to cause chaos. Nathan didn’t bother trying to understand.

Tarako’s tails continued to point the way, as she traced the moving source of disruption. Soon, they didn’t even need that.

Signs of a great battle between Artemis and another powerful foe met them. Stone walls blasted apart, rubble strewn across the entire level, furniture reduced to splinters, and even an upper level that had partially collapsed once a load-bearing wall was brought down.

Within a few seconds, Artemis’s voice could be heard, along with another very familiar voice.

“I never thought I’d fight somebody more annoying than the dominions,” Artemis growled from a corridor away. “With them, I cut and cut, and get to learn how everyone feels trying to kill me. But you? My sword physically cannot hit you. Fuck me, I think I get Sunstorm’s fetish now. I don’t even have much of a grudge against you and now I want to cut your head off and have Nathan fuck me while glaring at it.”

A bratty laugh echoed in response, and two swords sparked as Nathan rounded the corner.

The same nine-tailed trigem fox he’d seen in the Far Reaches crouched opposite Artemis, wielding a pair of katanas. Her outfit reminded Nathan of Tarako’s but was somehow older. It was still form-fitting and showed off the fox’s lean muscular figure and small bust, but a loose jacket-like black robe floated off her shoulders and she wore large wooden sandals. Her gems were definitely zoisites, with that subtle difference from sapphires. The power of a Messenger oozed from her.

Curiously, her nine bronze tails were definitely far puffier than Tarako’s. An ordinary fox’s tails held a svelte charm alongside their fluffiness, but this Messenger’s tails were little more than fluffballs attached to her ass.

Blue eyes flickered from Artemis to Nathan, then to Tarako. The fox Messenger licked her lips.

“I suppose I have strayed far, to not feel a thing gazing upon myself,” the Messenger version of Tarako said, staring at the Tarako standing beside Nathan.


CHAPTER 30



“You’re Tarako,” Nathan said.

“No…” the ordinary Tarako breathed out, eyes widening in shock and terror. Her shaking hand fell to her sword and her zoisites glowed.

“Don’t waste it!” Artemis roared.

The catgirl transformed into a blur of fur and steel as she spun across the ruined corridor, doing cartwheels and flips while flinging her empowered sword swings across the keep. Whole stone walls exploded into dust as her psychokinetic attacks vaporized them and steel support beams came crashing down.

The Messenger Tarako didn’t so much move as shimmer across the corridor, appearing in multiple places at once as if she was moving so fast to conjure up afterimages like in the truly terrible novels about Tarako’s feats. Not even Nathan’s enhanced vision could pick up her movement.

He did feel her warping reality, however. Ciana held her greatsword up and activated her alexandrite in panic, while Tarako’s shock transformed into utter fury. A sneer distorted her face, filled with more disgust and fury than Nathan ever imagined the tiny fox could muster.

This foe wasn’t teleporting or moving extremely fast. She was somehow reshaping reality so she was never in the place where Artemis struck.

Nathan only vaguely understood the magic he was both feeling and witnessing.

If he was to describe it, it would be ascended magic that fundamentally altered how things worked. All magic did this to some extent, but not in such a pure sense.

Spatial magic altered physical reality by connecting places and things that otherwise weren’t. Life magic conjured things that didn’t exist. Mental magic altered the natural will of living beings. Magic manipulation transformed the flow of natural magic and forged spells and items otherwise impossible.

By comparison, this technique was crude. It outright forced the result without an intermediate step.

If Nathan wanted to force a coin to always land on heads, spatial magic might alter the course of its flight or teleport it to his palm as necessary. Mental magic could trick somebody into thinking it was heads. Magic manipulation could create a coin that used magic to force itself to land on heads.

This Messenger Tarako would simply flip the coin and it would land on heads, because she willed it as such.

Compared to the ascended magic he was used to, it almost felt like the technique of a god. Yet it still felt crude and unrefined to him, like a warrior with bulging muscles who claimed to be the greatest fighter of all because he was the physically strongest.

Artemis stopped her onslaught and began spitting out insults. “Again and again, you dodge everything. Just let me cut you once, you fucking dried up old hag.”

“You realize I’m here for a reason, don’t you?” Messenger Tarako said, sticking her chest out haughtily and sheathing both her swords. “It’s because I’m the perfect counter to you. To all of you. A trump card that none of you possess the power to defeat. I saw it in your eyes, godling. You intrinsically recognized my magic. Impressive. Especially as I know this one would never have told you about it.”

“Of course not,” the real Tarako hissed. “You’ve forsaken everything our people stand for. You’ve betrayed our Creator, turned your back on our homeland, and pissed on the mission of assimilation that unites us. When our Creator left us, his final request was for us to forge and defend a home here alongside the inhabitants. Yet you’ve become a monster who destroys, and your tails are proof that you’ve lost yourself. Even his final gift is lost to you! How? How could I ever become such a monster?”

Nathan expected the Messenger to glare at her other self with pity or loathing. Instead, something much more complex transformed the Messenger’s face. Sorrow, mixed with what he could only describe as a maternalistic look.

And jealousy. Nathan didn’t miss the way the Messenger gripped her sword hilts tightly when she looked at the way Tarako’s tails brushed against Nathan as they stood beside one another.

“It’s true. I stepped away from our Creator’s teachings. That’s why I’m no longer Tarako, and why we’re no longer the same being, despite our appearances,” the Messenger said. “I go by Inari now. The name supposedly has some meaning, but I care not for it.”

If Kadria or the Twins were here, they might unravel it, but Nathan remained in the dark.

Inari continued, “I never forsook our Creator, however. Rather, he never knew the truth of this shithole. He earnestly believed it was a natural haven we could help protect and that slut of a ‘goddess’ was genuine. When I discovered it was all a fraud, how could I possibly protect our people and fulfill the promise to him? Sofia corrupted this world long before we arrived. There’s nothing to assimilate with! Only a dying ruin we need to save ourselves from.”

“You’re wrong,” Tarako whispered.

“Oh? That’s easy for you to say.” Inari cocked a hand against one hip. “I rarely get brought out to do much of value. I refuse to call the thing I made a deal with my master, but he dislikes the riff raff Messengers learning of the power I can wield to shatter these pitiful worlds. So I almost never get to meet you, but I learn of you or rarely witness you from afar. And all you’ve done in this world is lounge around, drink sake, and flame out for tens of thousands of years.”

Tarako closed her eyes. Her knuckles whitened against her hilt, while several of her tails pressed themselves against Nathan’s back and side.

Artemis clicked her tongue, and he understood her earlier point about trying to keep Tarako away from this.

Fei and Artemis had struggled to battle one another, and Artemis hadn’t wasted time on prissy speeches. Without telling Nathan, they’d been battling for each other’s heart and mind with each encounter anyway.

Knowing this, Artemis knew any encounter Tarako might have with her alternate self would hit harder. Fei was young, and had many possibilities across the multiverse.

Whereas Tarako had seen civilizations rise and fall, yet stuck to her guns. She knew she was something of a constant, simply because Messengers told her that. Her self-deprecating streak also made her deeply vulnerable.

And the person most able to strike at those vulnerabilities was herself, who now stood opposite her.

“It’s fine, Tarako. Things are changing now,” Nathan said as he drew his sword. “We don’t need to waste time listening to this, and can instead end it.”

Artemis grinned and prepared to charge.

Only for Tarako to place a hand on his wrist.

Inari slammed a foot into the floor with a loud clack. “This, most of all, is what irritates me. Our people suffer, you do nothing, and yet your dream is the one that is rekindled by this man. Do you know what I am even trying to do?”

“No. Should I care?” Tarako asked, finally meeting Inari’s eyes. “You speak of our Creator without knowing anything of him. I lived in denial of what he might know, despite spending so many centuries tending to him and listening to him, because it was easier to accept I could never be anything more than a weak, incapable fox well behind the others. You rejected that and seized this forbidden power, but you never accepted what he knew.”

“He was deceived by the slut floating out there!” Inari pointed to the north, where Sofia could be seen hovering in the distance outside of a window.

“No. He knew all along that Mirie and Omria were different,” Tarako said. “Why do you think his last words were for us to live alongside everyone else, when we lived on an island full of nothing but foxes?”

Inari wavered for a second, then shook her head. “That slut wanted us to take in slaves from Doumahr and even branch further out. We knew the dragons had come up here, after all. That’s how everyone escaped to Kurai. It was scouted out in advance and even had a trade port.”

“Perhaps. But I believe in our Creator. And that belief has led me to Nathan.” Tarako gripped Nathan’s hand with hers, linking her fingers with his. “My mission has never wavered, even as I have. With Nathan’s power and conviction, I know I can lead my people to the future our Creator wanted.”

Inari and Tarako glared at each other. Ciana’s alexandrite barrier remained between them, although the unicorn knight looked back and forth, searching for some guidance for what to do next.

Inari’s blades moved first, and a spatial slash carved a thin line across the keep’s walls. The barrier held firm. Tarako teleported behind Inari, and a half-dozen katanas appeared at her waist.

“Really, going for quantity over quality? Realized your dusty old trigem ability can’t do a thing?” Inari snarled. Her other katana snapped out, and purple fire whirled around its gleaming blade.

“Everything can be killed, and no Messenger has unlimited power,” Tarako said.

Her first two blades snapped out, and walls of blue foxfire cut off either side of the corridor. Artemis rushed through it, cursing as her body regenerated as quickly as it was burned.

Inari’s puffball tails shimmered with blue light, and the foxfire vanished. Unfazed, Tarako shot forward. Two katanas met with a flash of sparks and the ring of steel on steel.

Except Inari’s won out. Impossibly, her blade cut right through Tarako’s. Eyes widening, Tarako barely had a split second to react as her magical blade shattered in her hands like a poorly forged toy.

Reality shaping, Nathan reminded himself as he reached for his ice void magic. Inari altered the outcome of that clash of blades so she could slice through Tarako’s sword.

A quick glance at Artemis’s scimitar confirmed it wasn’t the one she’d arrived with, but one of Arcadian make. She’d likely gone through a few. Inari probably gave up on breaking them.

Inari’s blade bit into Tarako, and those purple flames surged forth to consume the fox. But no scream escaped the ancient warrior, and instead she lurched forward and grabbed Inari by the shoulders. Wreathed in a mixture of red and purple flames, two of Tarako’s zoisites glowed with power.

The second Inari’s robe lit up, her own zoisites responded in kind and her body turned into a raging inferno. Both foxes held each other, unable to harm the other.

Nathan focused on his spell, while Artemis circled the foxes.

An ice spell seemed best here, because he needed something to freeze Inari in place. His void magic would be resistant even to her reality bending. Ascended magic required an equivalent amount of ascended magic to overpower, even if one domain had an advantage over the other.

The question was, what emotion did he want to draw on? His last experience concerned him. He’d lost control as dipping too far into the ice area of the void had made him an emotionless machine.

He suspected it was because his true affinity was with water rather than ice. Although related, water magic was more about flexibility, whereas ice magic favored stability and stasis. Nathan had elements of both, but his water affinity won out.

His ability to succeed as a Bastion was because he changed and adapted, while striving to improve. Ice magic users often wanted things to stay the same and within their control.

Nathan needed to approach his spell from that angle.

With that, he suspected he’d effectively mastered this new domain of void magic. Although he doubted he’d ever dig as deeply or greedily as he had with that wind spell.

Blue light shined from his fist. He frowned at it.

Inari had used blue magic before, even though foxes typically used golden spell frames for their ascended magic. He’d never thought too deeply about the color of ascended magic, but now he used more of it, the more he realized Messengers didn’t use golden ascended magic.

He doubted Inari had used water or ice magic. Rather, some other sphere of ascended magic used the same color, much like so many used gold.

Thanato’s spell-eating flames were blue, and he’s spotted blue magic recently when the Twins were beneath Fertheim. Could Inari manipulate magic directly?

Filing that away, Nathan interrupted the ongoing duel between the two foxes. By now, they’d returned to their physical bodies and exchanged more blows. Tarako’s sword swings missed every time, and Nathan even saw her blade physically bend around Inari’s face to avoid cutting it.

Frustration built within Tarako, but she refused to give up. Nor did she give away Nathan’s spell. Inari focused entirely on her alternate self, as if Nathan didn’t even exist.

Except for the moment when he cast his spell. At that moment, she spun and her tails shimmered with immense power. He felt reality bend, but not physically. His magical senses began to shut down, stifling his connection to the void. He almost felt like a man stumbling around in a dark room.

Sofia had tried a similar trick, but spatially. The difference was that Nathan had been an expert at spatial magic, and relatively new to ice magic.

Taking the risk here might cause him to lose control again.

Ironically, that was what made him go ahead with it. He was channeling his spell with the emotions of control, so even if he failed he should succeed.

Inari snarled as he opened his fist and unleashed a powerful ice spell. Her tails shifted again, this time with blue light. Nathan’s senses opened up again, but all he felt was Inari’s tearing apart the magical plane directly.

A pillar of ice appeared around her, but appeared to be struggling to form, as if it couldn’t decide whether it should even exist. It enclosed one of Inari’s tails, and the pillar strengthened. Nathan’s spell finished, leaving a half-formed pillar of ice, with water gushing from melted sections and floating chunks of ice that fell and exploded on the ground.

Inari stood there, her torso and half her tails frozen in place. One arm remained free, gripping a katana as she stumbled around.

“Probably not enough, but to hell with it,” Artemis said.

She shot forward in a blur, amethysts shining.

Inari grimaced, two of her zoisites turning her tails into flaming furballs as she tried to melt the ice. Even her reality bending ability couldn’t undo Nathan’s spell fast enough.

Artemis’s scimitar would hit, and this fox would bleed.

All three of Inari’s zoisites lit up, and dread welled in Nathan. An otherworldly power, far greater than anything he’d ever felt from a Messenger, poured from that gemstone into her katana. The world itself crackled around the blade, and Nathan struggled to even look at it.

For a moment, he thought he was looking at a demonic portal in the form of a sword. It had the same reality tearing image, and he couldn’t see anything in the air around the blade. In fact, he couldn’t see the blade. It lacked not only color, but any features at all. The trigem ability sucked away all features, just like demonic portals were nothing more than featureless tears in the fabric reality.

“Artemis, get back!” Nathan roared, stepping forward to push past Ciana, who still had her barrier raised.

Untold power, far beyond anything he’d pulled from the void, surged through his body. His skin rippled with the eerie black light of his spatial magic as he tried desperately to slow time or do anything to protect Artemis.

Perhaps Sofia’s control over the pocket dimension stopped him. Or maybe Inari’s remaining tails repelled his attempt, as her reality bending powers remained active. Nathan might have just been too slow.

Inari’s sword snapped out, just as Artemis’s scimitar bit into her cheek.

Eyes wide, Artemis’s body blurred to one side as she sensed danger. Nathan lost track of her, even with his enhanced senses.

A gaping void opened up in the corridor, easily two or three feet high.

Not a void in the general sense, but a literal one. Nathan stared into the abyss he saw at the bottom of Sofia’s pool in Fertheim. A gaping rent had been torn through the walls of the keep by Inari’s slash, as if she’d carved apart the walls of the pocket dimension to their very core with a single swing.

Nathan and Ciana remained standing, purely because the slash couldn’t penetrate her spatial barrier.

Artemis let out a gurgled scream as she writhed on the floor in genuine pain. The left side of her chest had been rent open and while tendrils of blood wriggled wildly in an attempt to regenerate, none of them could reconnect.

“No!” Nathan’s spatial magic unleashed itself in a furious spatial slash that erased the other side of the corridor where Inari stood.

Her tails still did their trick, and she barely managed to teleport to one side. An arm and the edge of a tail were consumed, and Inari screamed as the ice shattered and she rolled on the ground. The stump of her hand poured blood on the ground, even as she cauterized it with her gem ability.

Tarako’s follow-up Nine-Tail Slash blew apart the ground where her foe sat, but Inari was back to her old tricks.

Standing upside-down on the ceiling, Inari gasped for breath. “You’re too dangerous, godling. I’ve been described as a true monster, even by other Messengers, but the fact you have a trigem capable of stopping my reality shattering slash is proof the outer beings are right to fear you. But I’ve done my job. I’ll leave you to the slut.”

Her tails twirled and she darted down the corridor. Tarako roared with rage and gave chase, and the two began blinking after each other with teleportation.

Nathan might have worried about her words or joined Tarako, but he had bigger worries.

He pulled Artemis into his arms. “Jafeila! You’ll be fine. Jafeila! Stay with me!”

Artemis reached up, unable to speak, and gripped his lapel with a bloodied hand. Ciana stood behind him, a hand to her mouth.

Pulling herself up with her remaining strength, Artemis pressed her lips to Nathan’s. He tasted nothing but blood.

He couldn’t let it end like this. Not after getting her back.

“Of all the places I expected to meet you, this is not one of them, but the twists and turns of fate are what they are,” a sophisticated male voice said from above him, speaking with an accent Nathan couldn’t place. “It seems I have a contractual obligation to fulfill, however.”


CHAPTER 31



Nathan looked up to find himself in a dark void, Artemis still in his arms, gasping for air.

The unknown speaker sat in front of a large ornate desk, which was strewn with papers, writing equipment, the end of a large brass trumpet attached to a strange square device, and various knick-knacks. A measure of golden liquid sat beside him in an elegant crystalline glass, with a large decanter beside it containing even more. Numerous tomes and loose papers lined the shelves above the desk.

A marble mask capturing an exaggerated distraught expression sat on a stand in the corner. Nathan recognized it as a theater mask from Amica.

Nothing else surrounded them. Only the void. Even the floor was pitch black nothingness. Ciana had vanished.

Nathan heard nothing. He was alone, save for Artemis and this strange person whose very being exuded an eldritch power that struck a primal fear in Nathan.

The man was unbecoming. He wore a cheap-looking charcoal suit akin to the modern fashion of Trafaumh and a dark blue collared shirt with the top buttons undone, giving him an unkempt appearance. His greasy blonde hair was nearly as unkempt as Nathan’s, and had been swept to one side in a poor effort to look fashionable. Or perhaps it was fashionable in another world. Frameless glasses sat on the end of his nose, making the man appear permanently condescending. A simple gold band adorned the ring finger of his left hand, much like Nathan’s.

Something deep in Nathan’s mind told him that a single wrong move or word would end him. His muscles tensed despite himself and his throat dried out. His heart sped up to the point he felt it slamming against his chest. Fear unlike anything else Nathan had ever felt in his life struck him, utterly uncontrollable.

He knew only one entity might feel like this to him, after all else he’d experienced. This “man” could only be one thing.

An outer being.

Artemis gurgled in his arms, and a surge of willpower overpowered the fear paralyzing Nathan. He gripped her against his chest, ignoring the blood dirtying his uniform.

“You can’t have her,” he said, voice still trembling.

Despite the futility, he reached for the void.

Except he couldn’t. An overwhelming presence stopped him.

Nathan immediately understood why. He couldn’t “reach” for the void like he did in Doumahr for a simple reason.

He was in the void. And not in a part of it he understood or had any power over.

“An interesting reaction,” the outer being said, leaning back in his chair. “I can’t help but wonder what great epic I may have produced had I found you before events unraveled as they did. Although your story certainly impresses, especially as it intertwines with my own and enhances them, a writer can but wonder.”

Nathan blinked.

What?

“I know what you are. What do you want? How are you here?” Nathan asked.

“As I said, contractual obligations.” The outer being sighed and pushed his glasses against his face. They slid back down to the end of his nose. “You say you know what I am, but do you know who I am? Or are you like so many of the poor souls of your world and assume I am the same person who desires its destruction?”

“Is there any difference? You may be the partner of the outer being who is trying to destroy Doumahr, but you’re still helping him.”

A smile graced the being’s face and he turned away with a soft hum. “Outer being. The term still delights me. I gave my dear friend the idea for the term long ago, and it’s stuck. Haven’t heard it from somebody I met from your world yet. I shall make a note of this.”

He plucked an old-fashioned ink quill from an ink pot, then opened a notepad and began scrawling on it.

Only when Artemis coughed again and Nathan reached for his spatial magic, did the outer being pause.

“Ah, yes. Should take care of that now,” the being said. He spun in his chair. “Would you like some tea?”

Nathan stared at him.

“You can stop being so defensive. My compact with my friend is to aid him with Messengers, not act directly. You’re only here because I couldn’t untangle you from Artemis.” The being paused. “Well, no, that’s a lie. I couldn’t miss a chance to speak with you and hold it over him. But let’s not get caught up on particulars.”

“I can’t trust you. I only just got Jafeila back,” Nathan said, still gripping her.

Artemis’s hand closed around his jacket, but her grip had weakened.

“It doesn’t matter if you do. But like I said, I can’t harm you. The walls between the void and Sofia’s little pocket dimension were weak, but not so weak that I can change fate directly on Doumahr without altering the natural course of events. I’m known as Fate for a reason.” The being laughed. Then sighed at the lack of a reaction. “Of course you don’t laugh at the joke. I’m not called ‘the partner’ by others. I am known as Fate, or Tragedy, or the Storyteller.”

“And if I call you by one of those names, you’ll destroy me instantly.”

This time, Fate’s gaze was full of annoyance. “I just explained why I wouldn’t.”

“Uh huh. What about your ‘friend’s’ name?”

“Ah. That’s different.” Fate paused as Artemis glared at him. “A moment.”

Standing, Fate ran his fingers over the tomes and papers in the upper shelves. The spines of the books lit up as he touched them, but Nathan didn’t understand the language they were written in.

Eventually, he found the book he wanted. It was of reasonable length. Nathan guessed 400 pages at least. Fate sat down and thumped it against the table, licked his thumb, and began leafing through it rapidly. The pages were full of handwritten scrawl in the same language as the spines from earlier. A blank page appeared soon enough, along with several loose sheets on parchment.

Unlike the book, Nathan recognized the language of the parchment. It was in Imperial. He tried to read it, but only saw Jafeila’s name and some basic details about her before Fate swept his arm in front of it.

What Nathan definitely saw were large ink stains across the parchment. They looked more like bruises than stains, with black veins running along the paper.

Clicking his tongue, Fate picked up his quill again. “I’m quite fond of both Inari and Artemis. They’re rarities, you see? In a rational world, we might say something can theoretically happen, knowing it never will. But in an infinite multiverse, nothing is truly impossible—even the theoretically impossible. They exist as tragic warriors, fighting to achieve something that shouldn’t ever happen while committing atrocities they once prevented.”

He pressed the quill against the side of the ink pot and drained it of all ink. Then he placed it over the ink stains. One-by-one, the quill sucked up each stain.

As it happened, Artemis began to breathe again. Her rasping and gurgling went away. Nathan saw the ribbons begin to regenerate her chest. The final ink stain vanished and Artemis gulped in a huge breath of air, then nearly crushed Nathan in a hug.

Fate wasn’t done. He did the same to the bottom few lines of the book. Satisfied, he placed the parchment back in the tome, closed it, and replaced it in the shelf.

Once seated again, the outer being steepled his fingers and stared at Nathan and Artemis.

Artemis pulled herself from Nathan’s arms and rose. Her posture was like that of a cornered animal, wary and ready to bite at a moment’s notice.

“Why did you help me? I thought I was free of you,” Artemis asked, green eyes dancing with uncertainty.

Nathan knew where her fear came from. If Fate maintained a connection to her, he might pull her back in for work at any moment.

“As I said, contractual obligations. You might even call it manufacturer’s warranty.” Fate laughed. “Truthfully, it’s because I dislike this ending to your tale. While I’m known as Tragedy, the fact you broke free of the fate etched into your body by the powers I granted you makes you too fascinating to let die on the floor of some forgettable fortress. The multiverse is infinitely large, yes, but what if an event is so rare it only ever happens once?”

“But I am free of you,” Artemis pressed.

“You conducted yourself perfectly, Artemis. However my friend’s plans play out, that much is certain. While the nature of the multiverse means other versions of you still linger, you are free. I assumed you realized as much when I cut you free of my influence.”

Artemis blinked, then scowled. “Everyone else said that was because I went rogue.”

“Well, yes, you did,” Fate admitted. “But that was part of the plan. I am called Fate, after all. I can anticipate these things. Not every Artemis succeeded, but you did.”

“The plan…” She narrowed her eyes. “All this is still part of some big scheme, isn’t it? Even this meeting.”

Fate laughed and fixed his gaze back on Nathan. “Perhaps. Nothing is certain in this world. If my friend knew this event would happen, he’d have objected more strenuously to the usage of Inari. He has a fundamental dislike of her, given her nature means she strives to sabotage us. But that’s what makes her exciting.”

“I don’t understand you,” Nathan said. “You talk of fate and tragedy. Is that all Messengers are to you? Stories?”

Fate pursed his lips and removed his glasses, pretending to clean them with his shirt. A deep, uncomfortable silence pounded them from the surrounding void.

“You’re still new to all of this. I was like you, once,” Fate said.

“Me?” Nathan blinked. “In what way?”

“In that I was weak. Not that I was some grand hero fighting to save the world.” Fate chuckled and waved a hand to dismiss any confusion. “My friend took me in, much like his other Messengers, but I was different. Over time, the powers he gave me became something more. I wasn’t just some nobody playing supervillain in random worlds for the sake of a cosmic, ineffable monster. No, I became one of them myself. Just as you are.”

Darkness welled in the depths of Nathan’s soul at those words.

His worst fear had been confirmed. Inari called him godling, Tarako suspected he was becoming a god, and the Messengers had always guessed he was changing to becoming something more than human.

Somehow, Nathan had started tapping into ascended magic at such a level it began to change him utterly. He’d become a genuine monster.

“Ah, that look. I know it. Don’t worry, not all of us are so… immense as to need to eat the multiverse to sustain ourselves,” Fate said. “My friend is… old. Not merely cosmic, but primordial, even by the standards of the multiverse. If fire is often the first element of humanity, for it brings light and kicks off civilization, he would embody the first element of existence itself.”

Even Nathan knew damn well what that was.

“Chaos,” he said.

Fate inclined his head. “We’re an interesting pair. I like some level of order, as a story needs structure, even if chaos punctuates events and creates excitement. But he is uncertainty itself. Even the evolving nature of this little pocket multiverse has fascinated him, simply because it is so different.”

Nathan frowned.

But while this conversation was enlightening, he had another problem.

Time.

He looked around. “You’re more willing to answer questions than I expected of an enemy, let alone an outer being, but I think I’ve overstayed my welcome.”

“Don’t worry about what’s happening outside,” Fate said. “Time runs differently in pocket dimensions. Here, it runs much faster than outside. When you leave, barely a minute will have passed.”

Nathan initially nodded, before the realization sank in.

Time ran faster in here, but what about Sofia’s pocket dimension. The final claw of her trap finally closed on him.

“Ah, you’re a sharp one,” Fate said, as if he’d read Nathan’s mind. “Despite your lack of experience, you catch on fast to things most Messengers take dozens of repeats to realize. No wonder you’re of so much interest.”

“Fine. If I’m here, then I’ll ask my question again: why do you think so little of Messengers?” Nathan asked.

He hadn’t missed the fact Fate shifted the topic.

Fate pressed his hands to his chin, covering his mouth. Seconds passed, and Nathan wondered if he’d get an answer.

“It’s because that’s what I deal in,” Fate said after some time. “Why does an ant build nests or bees gather honey? My fascination and power lay with manipulating fate itself, but through the constructs of storytelling elements. The more structurally sound, the easier—and tragedy is both very well established and is interesting to see play out.”

“You can’t just grant the power to help others?” Nathan asked.

“Do you?” Fate smirked. “Right now, you embody stability and freedom. There’s a reason why your spatial magic is so powerful, and it’s the same reason succubi gravitate toward it. You don’t hand out your power to random people, but those who serve in the defense of the world you defend. I grant power to people with fascinating stories. Our mutual friend needs servants to deliver him food.”

“I feel there’s a difference.”

“Is there? A warrior wishes to protect his nation from barbarians and invaders, and sells his soul to me for the power to do so. But once he succeeds, the corrupt nobility betray him out of fear he might take their power, and he becomes a Messenger to serve out vengeance against similarly corrupt nobles across the multiverse.” Fate held up a finger, then began to raise another. “Or a woman is distraught that she doesn’t matter to her people and can’t defend them, and chooses to become an immortal protector, tying her fate to that of her race. Except⁠—”

“She doesn’t know the goddess she fights alongside already forsook the dark elves,” Nathan said. “That’s Astra’s story.”

“Yes. I gave them the power to become heroes. Yes, I knew the circumstances were difficult, inherently tragic, or ironic. My power comes with a price, although it’s less overt than my friend’s Faustian bargains. You are similarly choosing who to empower. Imagine you win, and peace comes. How will people look on you as you pick and choose who becomes a demigod?”

Nathan wanted to throw Fate’s words back in his face. A dozen arguments came to mind.

He knew using any would only end in a long argument. One he suspected the outer being had engaged in countless times, either with his own Messengers or the outer being he called a friend.

This man wasn’t some mindless, world-eating beast as Nathan had imagined him, but rather like Nathan himself. A person, with his own motivations and inclinations.

“Why tragedy?” Nathan pointed at the theater mask on the desk.

Fate picked it up and fiddled with it. “I wanted to be a playwright once. A foolish dream. But I don’t write plays, as much as direct reality itself and witness tragedy play out while giving people a chance. Like Artemis here.”

Nathan almost wanted to punch Fate for pretending he’d given Artemis “a chance.” The traumatized lover he’d been rehabilitating could have been spared the mission of slaughtering him a thousand times.

Instead, he looked up. “I think it’s time for us to leave. I doubt we’ll meet again.”

“The twists and turns of fate are what they are,” Fate said. “But, yes, we’ve spoken long enough. Live well, Artemis. You are the finest of my stories.”

Artemis’s ears twitched, but she showed no other reaction.

Right as Fate vanished and the void closed around them, his voice drifted out again. “Oh, yes. I’m afraid I may have tipped the scales a little too much your way with this intervention. So to keep things neutral, I’ll need to tip them back a little. Don’t worry if you don’t see each other immediately.”

“What?” Artemis squealed.

Then she vanished and Nathan’s hand fell through air where he’d been holding her.

“Artemis?” he asked.

“Artemis?” Sofia repeated, standing only a few feet away from him.

He blinked, kneeling where he’d been holding Artemis’s broken body before Fate intervened. Blood still coated the floor.

Panicking, he reached out for the mental link and found it on the other side of the fortress.

With her confirmed alive, he focused on the current problem.

Ciana lay to one side, breastplate shattered and greatsword knocked aside but her diamonds still glowing. She tried to stand up, using her prosthetic’s strength as leverage while blood poured from gaping wounds in her torso.

“You are far too durable for a beastkin,” Sofia said, turning back to Ciana and casually summoning a mass of golden power.

Nathan roared, shooting to his feet. With a flick of a wrist and a surge of power, he teleported Ciana to where he sensed Artemis earlier.

His sword crashed into Sofia’s arm, where a shadowy spatial barrier blocked his strike. She grimaced at him.

“Really now, you vanish for a minute, and the first thing you do upon reappearing is try to kill me. We need to talk,” Sofia said. “And I’m not taking no for an answer.”


CHAPTER 32



“Talk? About what?” Nathan scoffed. “The part where you threatened to turn me into your slave? Or maybe how you attempted to wipe the Spires off the map? What about the fact you’ve had a secret method to come back as the prophet whenever you wanted?”

Sofia rolled her eyes at him and began circling him. Her stride would be enchanting if her legs weren’t bizarre, inhuman abominations forged from the elements. A fleshy human torso and head attached to four strange limbs made her look like an escaped experiment, rather than a goddess, no matter how her stolen tits were or how much skin she showed.

As if reading his mind, her body morphed in front of his eyes. Her illusion crumbled and her body returned to that of Charlotte’s ordinary body, with bare, somewhat plump limbs.

“Better?” Sofia asked, while striking a pose with one hand behind her head and another teasing the ribbon riding against her crotch. “Or would you prefer if I got rid of my clothes?”

“You call that clothing?” Nathan asked.

He knew he’d gotten over Charlotte now, as he stood only a few feet away from her nearly naked body while Sofia teased him with it. His eyes bore into Sofia, fury writ in them.

Clicking her tongue, Sofia summoned a small white stick with a golden end and stuck it in her mouth. It began to smolder, and smoke drifted from one end.

“I haven’t smoked since I became a Messenger, you know,” she said. “That’s what dealing with you makes me want to do. Hit the cigarettes, because I feel every time I talk with you I’m getting fucked. And I don’t even get an orgasm from it.”

Nathan stared at her. Then he rubbed the bridge of his nose.

These fucking Messengers and the bullshit they spouted.

He checked his senses for his other Champions and found them in the distance. They weren’t getting closer.

That was when he noticed the spatial magic. He looked at the golden barrier and couldn’t see the distorted air.

Once again, Sofia had stopped time. Except he’d been entirely unaffected by it.

“You prepared for this conversation from the start?” he asked. “The spatial barrier you erected around the edge of the pocket dimension was actually a way for you to manipulate time, and it’s the real reason I’ve been unable to do so.”

“I’m surprised you took so long to catch on.” Sofia blew a smoke ring. “When I activated it, you didn’t even blink. Figured you prepared some special ward to block me. All this preparation for nothing. I’ve spent an entire week gathering the power and even drawing up ritual circles—and I hate doing proper ritual circles. It’s why I prefer spell frames. But, no, you’ve just become some gigadick monstrosity that shrugs off spatial manipulation now. I bet your fox could use her fabled Nine-Tail Slash on you and it wouldn’t even leave imprints.”

“Champions can’t hurt their Bastions,” he said. “You created that rule.”

“So I did.” She inclined her head. “But you know what I meant.”

She turned and began to walk away, intentionally sashaying and shaking her ass.

Nathan ignored her provocation and focused on her words. Preparations, huh?

He’d assumed this whole trap was a way to stall him and lay waste to Doumahr in his absence. Time here would run slower than outside, meaning days or even weeks might be passing in reality.

But Sofia never aimed to achieve a single objective with her plans. Or, more accurately, she schemed to succeed no matter what. She loved “tails, I win, heads, you lose” situations.

When she sent Varrus to attack the Spires, either outcome was a success. Destroying the Spires would have taken out an enemy and denied Fyre a place of power. Failure instigated a war against Arcadia and distracted Nathan.

Even when Nathan saw through Sofia’s scheme, he only slowed it down. The slow roll toward a war with Arcadia couldn’t easily be stopped, as the dark elves wanted vengeance.

Sofia planned something similar with this pocket dimension, and she’d admitted her time stop was part of it. Altering physical reality was effectively impossible while time was stalled, although she’d shown some ability to reverse time by painstakingly undoing each physical step.

When Nathan dilated time, he could typically only manage two things. Buy time to think, and⁠—

“You really do overthink things,” Sofia interrupted, staring at him from across the corridor. “I wanted to talk, not watch your stoic, chiseled face stare into the distance while your mind churns along with paranoid delusions of how I’m going to cuck you.”

“Not where I was going,” he said.

She chuckled. A plush white lounge chair appeared behind her and she sat in it, balancing one ankle on top of her knee so he had a clean view of her crotch. Her cigarette dangled from one finger and she tapped ash from it.

“I’d say we got off on the wrong foot last time, but that would be a lie,” Sofia said.

“You made your intentions clear enough,” Nathan said. “I don’t know why you’re wasting your time on a conversation.”

Had she even intended to talk with him at all? Until she’d shown up out of nowhere just now, her words had been threatening and he’d heard she planned to sell him out to her new boss.

He told her as much.

Scowling, Sofia took a puff of her cigarette. “I took a deal. Just like you, he found out about my little secret beneath Fertheim. I managed to keep it hidden all this time, but between Kadria and Atlas, he finally unraveled the damn thing.”

“And that was enough to go back to the very being you constructed this elaborate prison to escape from?” he asked.

Her cigarette incinerated itself in her hand and the ashes turned into embers on her bare skin, but left no mark. Her eyes attempted to burn holes in his body.

“Don’t pretend this isn’t a prison,” Nathan said. “I don’t even think you like Doumahr.”

Sofia stared past him. “I came here for a reason.”

“To escape and act as a goddess, who then abused her power relentlessly. Is that what you enjoy? The power?”

“So what if I do?” She shook her head. “I didn’t go back to the old monster just because he found my secret resurrection trick, Nathan.” When she said his name, her voice was like a pair of lips wrapping themselves around his cock and he grimaced at the sensation of her glamour ramping up. “The beastkin were my last hope, and there’s not much there. By discovering my secret, he knew how to counter it before I truly used it. So I needed to buy time.”

“By selling your soul back to him?”

“He wouldn’t accept another price.” Her eyes locked onto his. “That’s why we need to talk. We can and should still work together.”

He laughed. “That ship has sailed.”

Sofia scowled at him and waved a hand. “Look, you idiot. Conjure up a chair or something and settle in to talk. I’m not releasing this spell until we come to some agreement or you make me want to bash my skull against yours until we find out whose is thicker.”

He wanted to make a crack about how she never intended to let him go last time, but realized something was amiss.

Fyre. She hadn’t tried to contact him.

Reaching out over the mental link, he found her mind inert. She was still there, but unable to act or think with time slowed down.

Sofia had somehow managed to suppress her rival prophet. Was her spell that powerful? How had Nathan ignored it so easily?

Paranoia rose within him, and he began more carefully analyzing his surroundings.

Only for a lounge chair to sweep him from his feet. It had black upholstery instead of white.

“Comfy?” she asked.

“Very.” He shifted while checking the chair for any nasty tricks.

Nothing.

“So, why don’t you settle in and⁠—”

“I know Fertheim isn’t the only trick you have up your sleeve,” he interrupted. “You also have Lake Styx.”

Sofia’s eyes turned into slits. Another cigarette appeared and she took a puff. “Fucking me without sex. You truly like doing it. I’d ask if you’d be up for the real thing, but I already know the answer.”

“It’s no, by the way,” he said.

A larger part of him than he cared to admit would love to press Sofia to the ground and fill her womb with his seed, simply because she wore Charlotte’s gorgeous body. He bet she’d even be able to use Charlotte’s personality and play along.

But he was better than that. Charlotte was dead and gone. His dreams of ever getting the princess he’d adored and pined for had died when Sofia subsumed her.

No, he supposed, the dream died when Kadria first arrived and took him from that miserable wasteland. For all the mixed feelings he continued to possess about the succubus and her deeds that night, she’d carried out her promise and given him a chance to live in a world that wasn’t a ruin, free from the delusions he’d carried as a boy.

“Yes, Lake Styx is like Fertheim,” Sofia admitted. “It’s why the faeries know about the prophet system. I know you’ve been to the Far Reaches and found their little gift to me.” She laughed humorlessly. “What a fucking disaster that was once I discovered it. There was a reason why I destroyed all knowledge of it in the old citadel of Soreaux. If a Messenger hadn’t destroyed the city, I would have found some way to manage it myself.”

“Is that all you feel about the knowledge that the faeries have condemned millions of beastkin to a horrific fate, just to force you to return to them?” he asked.

She gave him an upturned look while tapping her cigarette against the side of her chair. “We don’t need to rehash this.”

“I think we do. Your callousness is why we can’t work together.”

“Callous? Don’t pretend I’m alone in it.” She sneered at him. “You’d have burned Falmir to the ground if I forced you to. I left Novai alone because I knew you’d take the bait, but if I cut off the chance for peace, you’d have sent in your armies and set Arcadia ablaze. Trust me. Given a few billion runs of reality, you’d skip right to the ‘kill ‘em all and let me sort them out’ stage of things. Save the fake handwringing and pretending you give a shit about violence for the hypocrites and snowflakes.”

“I don’t need to pretend,” he said. “I’ve seen the families of the fallen too many times to forget them.”

“Oh, please. And a politician will talk about how much they care about veterans while cutting their care and sending more off to war. You think that Otto prick wouldn’t send his armies off to die valiantly for his legacy just because he’s seen a few fights or the wreckage a breach causes?” She laughed bitterly. “I’m so… over pretending to care. But like I said, we don’t need to rehash this. We can’t see eye to eye on this. Especially as there’s no way for you to see what I have.”

He crossed his arms. “You’re not selling me on anything. Why I should work with you. Why you went back to your boss. Fuck, why I should even be talking with you instead of trying to see if my mental magic is enough to overwhelm yours.”

A spark of fear flickered in Sofia’s eyes. He filed that away for later.

Leaning forward, Nathan kept pressing. “Why does it matter so much that your boss knows about your pools? Is it because he can cut off your prophet system and stop the cycles entirely?”

Sofia sighed. “Basically, yeah.” Her cigarette vanished and instead a tall glass of a dark, bubbly liquid appeared. A long plastic tube stuck out of it. “Drink? It’s not poisoned, and while it packs a lot of alcohol, I don’t even know if that matters to you.”

“I still get drunk.”

“Wow. Maybe my plan should have been to sneak in and get you hammered.” She smirked and shook her glass and the ice cubes in it clinked.

“No thanks.” With what he knew of life magic, it could be laced with anything.

A former succubus might have some pretty interesting memories tied to alcoholic drinks.

Sofia slurped the drink through the tube and hummed. “Fucking love a good Long Island Iced Tea. Never worked out how to introduce Coke here, and summoning random drinks and food as the goddess caused problems. Can solve famine with a cornucopia, but creating instant ramen was a bridge too far.”

Nathan waited for her ranting to stop.

He got the feeling she was stalling. The conversation went around in circles, and she avoided ever making any specific points. Even when she specifically said she wouldn’t argue, she was easily drawn into a debate.

His mental wards appeared untouched. Nothing was wrong with his links. He couldn’t find anything awry, save for her glamour being particularly strong. That just involved not staring at her crotch or nipples, especially as her ribbons had slipped off her breasts at some point.

“The places of power contain a huge amount of imprinted energy from when I was the goddess,” Sofia explained. “Styx and Fertheim are gigantic wells of it, connected to the cosmic beyond.”

“The… what?” he asked.

“The void. The astral plane. The space between worlds. Call it whatever.” She waved a hand in the air. “They’re so big they act as a backdoor for me to sneak in and reform.”

“How? The Twins couldn’t find a connection between you and the pools.”

“Duh. That would lead the outer beings right there. But I know they’re there, and if there’s an opening, it can be used. Binding stones work similarly. They pull in power from the void, and that lets the boss link to them and set up his portals. The prick. So the pools are a backdoor, but there’s no path because that would let anyone find them.”

“But now the outer beings know they exist, they can walk up to them,” Nathan said.

Sofia pointed a finger at him. “Exactly. And because I never managed to set up an alternative cycle before you and Kadria stole my thunder with Fyre, I’m basically fucked. Not even in the ‘I want a cigarette sense’ but in the ‘you rammed a baseball bat up my ass’ sense.”

Nathan vaguely knew what baseball was, thanks to the Twins, and knew what a bat was. He made an educated guess about what Sofia meant.

More interestingly for him, he now had a theory for how Fate had appeared when Artemis nearly died.

When he’d bound Artemis, each of her gems had acted as binding stones, drawing power from the void. If they worked like Sofia suggested, then Fate would be able to find them whenever he wanted.

Which meant Fate could find Artemis at any time so long as her gems continued to draw from the void. Even without an active connection, she’d never be truly free of her old master. A chilling thought, and not one he cared to entertain for long.

“Beatrice found Styx first, funnily enough,” Sofia said. “She spent so long messing around in Arcadia that she eventually stumbled on the cultists messing with the beastkin and their weird beliefs. Eventually learned way too much, but kept it to herself. Somehow, she also found out about Fertheim and that led her to Charlotte. I needed a human to manipulate as my backup plan, and Beatrice correctly determined I’d use Charlotte in this time period.”

“Because she has the power and influence to manipulate humanity, and Falmir is in a position to upend the status quo,” Nathan said.

“Also, she’s hot. So are your wives, and I wouldn’t mind a threesome with Alice, but your cock is rock hard just because I’m jiggling my titties and drizzling pussy juices on my chair.” Sofia grinned at him and ran a hand over the soaking wet ribbon over her crotch. “Don’t deny it.”

He didn’t bother. Her glamour was the cause of all of it.

Outlasting it was easy, though. He would need to shatter this spatial spell by force, however.

For now, he’d finally gathered something interesting enough to keep listening.

“You’re cornered, then. Why should I care?” he asked.

“Because nothing’s changed. I’m your best bet at preventing this world from being turned into food, and you’re my only chance at freedom,” Sofia said. “We need each other.”

“And Fyre? The beastkin?”

She sighed. “Look, I’m not going to pretend I care. But I misjudged you. Can you blame me? Bastions who are genuine about the whole duty thing are nearly nonexistent. Almost everyone is motivated by something else. Even when they do care to some extent, they have a price. Dangle a princess or a kingdom in front of them, and their duty suddenly becomes knocking up every woman they can get their hands on.” Her voice became an emotionless drone, “Truly the manliest man who all must look up to. Gotta respect the hustle.”

“I still don’t see why I should care,” he said. “I have Fyre. Once you’re out of the way, I have all the power I need.”

“Will you? An inexperienced goddess and a bunch of Messengers who will grow bored of peace.” Sofia’s eyes glimmered. “If you don’t want to lay back and spend your eternity breeding every beastkin day in, day out, in a life of hedonism, fine by me. We can actually work together. Might be a nice change of pace to have a partner. But you need somebody with experience and power to stop my boss and prevent the Messengers from screwing around.”

“And who stops you?” he asked.

“You?” She laughed and stood up, slowly sashaying over to him. “I mean, you could just bend me over and ream me if I ever took a step out of line. My powers can’t even touch you. My time stop bounced off you. Your mental magic is stronger than mine. I’d be yours.” She leaned over him and purred in his ear. “You just need to take me.”

That sounded like a great idea.

And the fact Nathan even thought that told him all he needed to know.

He placed a hand against Sofia’s bare tummy and pushed her back. She took a couple of steps back and smiled down at him, taking off the ribbon and letting her pussy kiss the air.

“Oh? You want me on the floor? Why not summon a bed?” she asked.

“You know, when the Twins tried to mindfuck me, they at least gave me a clear vision of an amazing future,” he said flatly. “It was pretty impressive. Pregnant Champions everywhere. Their decapitated heads mounted on the walls. Now that you’ve gotten your succubus powers back, why not go that far? Or were you afraid of something?”

Sofia blinked, then smirked at him. “Oh? I thought I was being especially subtle. A slow corruption that won you over. You kept writing off my influence as a glamour, even as your cock was dripping with precum. How’d you keep your suspicion such a secret? No matter. I can be blunt.”

Abruptly, an exact copy of Sofia slipped around him, her fingers sliding around his neck. She was also buck naked, but her hair was done up exactly as Charlotte always preferred, with soft brown ringlets.

“We’re finally together, Nathan,” Charlotte’s voice whispered in his ear as the clone straddled his waist and undid his pants, causing his cock to snap out and slap against her stomach and crotch. “Imagine all the children we’ll have.”

Nathan gripped Charlotte’s arms, and she paused, her eyes searching his. He could stop this at any second, and nearly did. Her fingers gripped his rock hard length, guiding him to her pussy. Sofia had vanished at some point.

Charlotte’s juices gushed over his cock, and he gave in for one reason.

This was Charlotte. For the only time in his life, he’d fuck her. More than that, he knew exactly what he was doing.

Smiling gently, Charlotte understood his consent and pressed his tip against her lower entrance, her lips parting as they tried to accept his engorged cock.

“I’m going to be yours. Forever and ever,” she whispered.

Charlotte’s magnificent tits hovered in front of him as she smiled at him, and his tip slid inside her.

For just a moment, he allowed himself to bask in the fact he’d stuck his cock in Princess Charlotte.

Then his grip tightened on her arms and magic welled in his crotch. Charlotte blinked in confusion.

He rammed her whole body down on his cock in a single motion, his length piercing her hymen and slamming into her womb as she screamed in shock and pleasure. His magic activated, pushing his cock to its maximum size.

Charlotte’s scream transformed into pure ecstasy, while also changing pitch. Her voice became that of Sofia’s and the illusion shattered. In more ways than one.

A bronze-skinned succubus straddled him, her belly physically bulging from his cock as he pressed it against her womb. Long white hair pooled over his legs and began to soak in some of the pussy juices gushing from their union. Four curly black horns protruded from her forehead and red and gold eyes rolled back into her head.

An unnatural force pressed against his cock, buried deep in Sofia’s body, and Nathan grunted. Despite his best efforts, the roiling heat of her pussy and the pressure she used to milk him forced an orgasm from him.

His seed erupted deep inside her womb, feeding the succubus a solid meal. She bucked wildly against him and moaned wildly. Her bronzed tits rubbed against his face while milk drizzled from her nipples.

“Fuck, fuck, fuuuuck,” Sofia moaned. “How the hell do the Twins do this? This is like… getting a magic injection right into my womb. I… I can’t do this. You were supposed to be easy with my new mental magic.”

She ripped herself off him, and her pussy gaped from both his sheer size and the flood of cum splashing on the floor. Sofia fell off the chair and crashed to the floor, her legs and crotch becoming smothered in the mixture of juices and seed gathered there.

Nathan stood, and Sofia spun in terror.

“No,” she gasped out. “I’m not becoming somebody’s toy. You’re going to be mine no matter what. I… I don’t care how, but I’m claiming my freedom. I’ll never submit to another.”

“You already have,” Nathan said. “You went back to your old boss. I didn’t plan to give you another chance, to be honest, but⁠—”

“No!” Sofia screamed, utter terror evident in her voice.

Magic poured off her and Nathan shielded his mind and body from the raw blasts of spatial and mental magic.

By the time he recovered, Sofia was gone. The pocket dimension crumbled around him and panicked emotions assaulted him over the mental link.

Followed swiftly by lustful ones. He blinked and noticed the situation he found himself in.

Fyre, Tarako, Narime, and Artemis all stood around him, as they’d rushed to his side the moment Sofia’s time stop magic ended. Nathan’s cock hung openly, still erect and glistening with semen.

All four women bit their lips.

“I know there’s still the aftermath of a battle to be dealt with, but just a little…” Tarako whispered.

Before he could so much as say a word, all four women fell to their knees and began licking and suckling at whatever inch of his length they could get their lips on. He groaned, while trying to focus.

He blamed the lingering musk of sexual desire Sofia had spread in the area.

While his Champions tended to his sexual needs, he focused on the current situation. The sun was in the east, meaning it was now morning, but he didn’t know of what day. Sofia had been beaten back, was a confirmed succubus, but was now deathly terrified of him.

Whatever plan she had envisaged by accepting the deal with her former master had fallen apart, and she would be desperate. He couldn’t predict her next move.

For now, he needed to mop up whatever mess had been left in his absence over however many days he’d been missing.

Um, when you’ve finished tending to everyone, please return to Aleich, Reine’s voice said. Joy and relief exuded from her voice. It’s been a week, and some things need your attention, but you can take a few hours to… celebrate.

As Artemis pushed her way to the front of the “queue” and swallowed his cock from tip to base, while the other three fingered themselves, Nathan knew he’d be celebrating for a while to come.


CHAPTER 33
ESTER



Nearly a hundred women wearing Imperial Champion uniforms gathered in the hall of Castle Aleich. Most possessed beast ears or horns of some form, along with a tail. While refreshments and a generous buffet lunch had been provided, few were eating.

The reason was simple and all of them felt the same. Every Champion here shared the same Bastion, and he’d gone missing two days ago. While their gems remained active along with his binding stones, each of them felt something… dull in their minds. A presence they hadn’t recognized was there.

Except Ester, apparently. Upon having her gems reactivated by Nathan and joining the Champions deployed in Soreaux, she’d quickly learned she was essentially the only one who had served a Bastion before him. A handful of Leopold’s former Champions were the exception, but when she’d caught up with one, the horsegirl had merely tilted her head in confusion at the feeling Ester had described.

While many Champions had lost Bastions during the war, and vice versa, Nathan rarely took them on. He had a long waiting list of elite knights loyal to him. Ester understood that better than ever now she served him, as while his Champions were friendly and welcoming, it was hard not to feel at least a little isolated when the others could chatter about their service in the Royal Knights, or at Gharrick Pass, or fighting some battle.

“You’re being moody again,” Lizbeth said, pinching Ester’s cheek.

Ester glowered at the wolfgirl standing in front of her with a tankard of ale. “I’m not being moody. I’m just thinking.”

“About moody things. I bet you were looking at all these wolfgirls around you and thinking, ‘why wasn’t I born with a big, fluffy tail Nathan will hold while he fucks me into the bed?’”

The sigh was leaving Ester’s body before Lizbeth even finished her sentence and she wished she had some beer as well. Somehow, Lizbeth read her mind and produced another. Cunning little wolf.

“Every time you come up with these fantasies, you sound more and more convincing that Nathan fucks everyone,” Ester said. “I’m beginning to realize why so many of the monogems and enhanced think us duogems have weekly orgies with Nathan.”

A nearby pair of monogems overheard, their beastkin ears twitching as they looked over. One appeared curious, while the other had clearly understood Ester’s meaning and disappointment filled her face.

These damn horny beastkin…

“It’s fun to imagine.” Lizbeth sipped her ale while staring at the front of the hall, where a small wooden stand had been erected. “Better than thinking about what’s happening right now.”

“Mmm.” Ester slugged back a healthy share of her beer. “How would Nathan even keep up with so many of us? There are dozens of duogems here. I knew he had a lot of Champions, but this is ridiculous even if he does have 30 binding stones.”

Ester’s broader experience made her dive into the world of Nathan’s Champions and fortresses even more shocking. Nathan didn’t merely have five times as many binding stones as basically any other Bastion she’d ever heard of, save perhaps Leopold Tyrim when he’d lived, but his Champion numbers were obscene.

Even talented Bastions typically only held onto a core of duogem Champions, with a monogem or enhanced Champion to spare per portal. Less skilled Bastions made do with their retinue, bouncing between portals as they were threatened and relying on patrols and gateways to spot danger.

She knew older Bastions, who had time for their power to accrete, accumulated more but it took decades. Bastion Jacques at Tortoffen defended three binding stones with nine Champions—all gemmed—and that ratio was considered impressive. Dominic had two Champions at all his portals, again speaking to his power and skill.

Nathan had ten trigems, plus several tamed Messengers, and a hundred Champions besides. His greatest portals had a dedicated team of duogems capable of taking out most Bastions by themselves.

Ester had met the three duogems who defended Castle Aleich, and they trained new enhanced Champions here with Kara’s help. Seeing that trio battle made Ester embarrassed about her fights alongside Deverese, as they slaughtered behemoths and heavies in droves without even breaking a sweat. She’d heard they’d stopped multiple invasions in Amica during the outbreak three weeks ago.

Nathan had praised the capabilities of the Inquisitorial Corps, and she understood why now, as while the Imperial Knights were impressive, they weren’t quite the stoic, resilient death machine the Corps was known as. Although the knights certainly had an edge in experience, particularly in fighting Messengers.

Yet, somehow, a huge gap opened up in the capabilities of Champions.

Perhaps recruiting almost solely from the same source, instead of picking from the best across the entire country, made a huge difference to the end result. The rapid experience and training knights gained in service to Nathan and the Empire acted almost like an accelerated academy.

Not that Ester understood at all how Nathan skipped all the months of acclimatization training prospective Champions needed to undergo. When Deverese started recruiting Champions too fast, they’d been sluggish and their gems weaker than expected thanks to the rough gemming process. Nathan’s Champions were actually stronger than most, with gem abilities that sometimes felt one tier higher than usual.

Lizbeth bit Ester’s ear and the human yelped, pushing the wolfgirl away.

“Lizbeth, what the hell?” Ester asked, eyes wide.

“You completely zoned out. I even joked about grabbing Royal Champion uniforms and sneaking into Nathan’s bedroom,” Lizbeth said. “Anyway, you questioned Nathan’s endurance. I still have friends in the Royal Knights. You should hear the stories they tell of the crazy crap in the bedrooms.” Her eyes widened and she leaned in close to whisper, “They reckon his cock is a foot long.”

Once again, Ester could only stare.

For effect, she held her hands in front of her, roughly a foot apart. Lizbeth blinked, tilting her head.

Then Ester pressed her hands against Lizbeth’s torso, still holding them a foot apart. The wolfgirl giggled at Ester’s touch. Ester shifted her hands so her left hand was roughly level with Lizbeth’s crotch and her right higher on her torso.

She then looked up at Lizbeth with a raised eyebrow. “Looks pretty uncomfortable to me.”

Lizbeth looked down at the hand sitting level with her lower rib cage. She scratched her cheek. “Well, maybe that part’s not true.”

Shouting rippled from the front of the hall, and Champions echoed the words back. They were calls for silence. Boots clacked on the stone flooring as a hundred soldiers shut up and faced forward, albeit many with drinks of some kind.

Two trigem Champions ascended the stage at the front of the hall, along with several mages. Ester recognized both women. The mages wheeled up a large brass device with a glass lid.

Seraph and Kara, two of Nathan’s most trusted Champions.

A few hushed whispers broke out, but Seraph stepped up to the edge of the stage and they died out.

“I’ll keep this brief, and you’ll soon understand why,” Seraph said, her voice carrying across the hall effortlessly. “Two days ago, Nathan entered Arcadia along its south-eastern border. We lost contact with him when he entered the fortress of Filankale, as the traitorous prophet Sofia enclosed the area inside a magical space that blocks all communication.”

This time, far more than whispers broke out. Shocked cries and shouts about why Seraph was here rather than at Filankale.

Ester merely frowned. She could guess why Seraph was here.

Nathan had ten trigems, but only two were here. Which meant his other eight were currently trapped with him.

No, she corrected herself. She’d heard Astra was busy at the Spires since it had nearly been destroyed. Seven trigems were trapped with Nathan.

Given how close Doumahr had come to being riddled with demonic breaches only three weeks ago, to say nothing of the repeated cascades of the past year, Nathan being missing was bad. But for him to be missing and almost every one of his most powerful Champions to be trapped with him?

This was a potentially world-ending disaster. Ester could only imagine the chaos if Kara was the only trigem on stage. She wouldn’t wish that fate on the doggirl. Even if the woman looked calm and confident up there, Kara surely was a knot of worry inside.

“Silence!” a duogem roared from the front. “Are any of you in command? Have you fought Messengers or a prophet consorting with demons? No? Then shut the fuck up.”

Ester couldn’t see the woman, and didn’t recognize her voice, but guessed she was a wolfgirl. Maybe that was stereotyping.

The chatter died down, although Seraph didn’t say a thing. Kara waved for the Champion who had spoken in their defense to step back.

“Nathan is missing, but he’s alive and has defeated Sofia before,” Seraph said. “Not a single doubt remains in my mind of his survival. I know, because I was with him when he crushed her before, and he’s only grown stronger since.”

She surveyed the Champions, as if daring them to question her. None tried.

“No, the challenge is ensuring he has a Doumahr to return to,” she said. “This is almost certainly a trap to prevent him and my fellow trigems from protecting Doumahr and its people. Which means it falls to us, and particularly all of you, to be the shield of an entire world against whatever onslaught awaits us. Demons, traitors, Messengers, and the Arcadian military are already on the move. Politicians and nobles don’t have the power to stop a breach, but we do. And so we will.”

A hundred fists thudded against chests, as every Champion saluted as one. Ester barely managed to keep up with the terrifying speed of the grim beastkin, as she wasn’t used to saluting with a fist across the chest.

Pride and determination glimmered in the eyes of Lizbeth and every Champion Ester saw. How long had it been since she’d seen that in her comrades, even in the face of mortal peril and a potential apocalypse?

Not since the first night of the cascade that threatened Trafaumh. Since then, the Corps had been robbed of its fighting spirit by Deverese’s madness and insane nationalism.

These Champions had battled cascades, invasions, breaches, and Messengers time and time again, yet stood ready to do it again, without hesitation and the same fervor she and her old comrades possessed the very first time they’d done so.

Ester knew she’d made the right decision to join Nathan. Her greatest regret remained walking away from him that night during the cascades, only to find out Deverese had reported her for heresy.

Happy with the reception to the news, Seraph stepped back and Kara took over the briefing.

Behind her, the mages activated a holographic map of Doumahr. It depicted the three great human nations, including the obscene size of the Anfang Empire now it had consumed Amica.

“As you’ve noticed, our enemy hasn’t launched an all-out assault using demonic invasions as he has in the past,” Kara explained. “But he is moving in many directions. Our scouts report the Arcadian army is marching toward the western border it shares with Amica as well as the Spires.”

Large red arrows appeared across the borders of the Spires, the Empire, and Arcadia, clustered around the western edge, near the Gharrick Mountains.

“Have they declared war?” a horned beastkin asked.

Kara shook her head. “All attempts to contact Arcadia have failed. The wireless appears to be inoperative there and all attempts to send a messenger by land have been rebuffed. A report from what little elven resistance remains suggests that Arcadia may have fallen to succubi.”

Gasps. Even Ester held a hand to her mouth.

An entire nation had fallen under the sway of Messengers? Chills ran down her spine.

Her training in the Inquisition told her that this could only end with the combined militaries of humanity marching into Arcadia and putting the nation to the torch. But the cost of doing so…

She could scarcely imagine it. So she stopped trying.

“Demonic activity is also rising rapidly, although it hasn’t had the time to build up to cause immediate invasions since just three weeks ago,” Kara continued. “We will be spread thin, meaning monitoring portals using the instruments provided by the Lodge will be vital. Fortress commanders must instruct all personnel to report any errant figures immediately. Without trigems to fight off Messengers, we will cutting off gateways to any region threatened by large-scale invasions until it is safe again. Access will only be via the mental gateway network.”

Which meant only Champions could get in or out easily. If a portal fell, not only would every soldier there die in the breach, but there’d be no easy way to deploy reinforcements.

The alternative being the possibility of a Messenger utilizing the gateways against humanity by teleporting across Doumahr. It was effectively amputating a limb in hopes of containing the infection.

“A small team of Champions will be chosen to assist Bastion Vera in eastern Amica, due to the risk of rebel activity,” Kara said. “No Arcadia invasion has taken place yet. The Houkeem Desert remains under control.”

The Houkeem Desert flashed green, while the entire north-eastern region of Amica glowed red.

Ester knew there was one final problem to be discussed. One she’d been dealing with since being deployed to Soreaux.

“Finally, our spymaster and the Inquisition have reported heightened activity from enemy agents and instigators. We expect riots, sabotage, and assassination attempts to ensue over the coming days. Champions deployed to major cities and otherwise ‘safe’ portals like Gharrick Pass and Soreaux will need to assist spyhunters with stopping these attack, and can expect to focus on this activity over defending portals or the Arcadian invasion.”

Several cities and fortresses expanded in size on the map, and blinked red. They included Soreaux, Waier, Fertheim, Aleich, Tartus, Gharrick Pass, and even Straub.

What followed was nearly thirty minutes of detailed deployments, as Kara and Seraph ran through the Champions and began moving them to different areas. Fortress commanders sometimes intervened, often with knowledge of the situation in their city or castle or else the state of the portal, and deployments might be modified.

Ester noted that most binding stones outside major cities were left with a single Champion to defend them. Dozens of Champions were being sent to battle Arcadia.

Even with a hundred Champions, Kara needed to make a choice. Thirty binding stones required a lot of Champions to defend, but so did quelling sabotage attempts.

An invading army needed a lot of Champions, especially on short notice. Trafaumh and Falmir were exhausted after the recent war, even if Trafaumh had been able to rebuild much of its military by rapidly freeing and recruiting from its slave population. The Empire had pushed hard for a year now, but even it couldn’t easily fight yet another war with so many of its soldiers still committed in the west.

More importantly, Ester knew much of the Empire’s mobility came from Nathan’s teleportation. His spymaster, Reine, could teleport around small armies, but nothing on the size of a war between nations.

So Champions and their ability to tear apart soldiers would play the most important role. As would sorcerers and the Lodges. She’d heard the stories of the Triumph of the Torrovium Fields and the ancient spells used to summon a tornado the size of a city, earthquakes, or even floods.

With so many committed to Arcadia, it appeared Kara made the decision to limit active deployments to portals and focused on the threat of enemy agents. For her part, Ester agreed. She wasn’t sure the other Champions would, but Kara and Seraph directed most of Nathan’s logistics and military operations, with help from Fei and Narime at lower levels.

As the angry wolfgirl from earlier had said, who here had the experience to question them? Ester sure as hell wasn’t going to.

The meeting broke up once deployments were given out, and Champions defending active portals hurried off to check on them. The fortress commanders huddled by the stage, including Ester’s, who was a duogem human sorceress who worked with the Inquisition Arcana. Many of the fortress commanders had been reassigned to Arcadia, as they were all duogems, meaning some needed to hand over command to monogems in their absence.

“Looks like we’re still in Soreaux,” Lizbeth said. She grabbed Ester by the hand and led her to a corner of the hall, away from the mass of Champions trooping to the mental gateway. “I’d say this is a mess and question what the spymaster and Inquisition have been up to, but fuck me if we haven’t seen how busy they’ve been.”

Ester nodded. “If Nathan got caught in this trap, I imagine he didn’t have much choice.”

That sentence sounded stupid, and her face reddened after saying it. Traps, by definition, didn’t offer somebody a choice.

Lizbeth either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Her wolf ears flattened as she sipped her ale and stared up at the map, which remained in place at the end of the hall.

“If what we’ve been dealing with the past few weeks is lighter than what we’ll see over the next few days and weeks, I can’t imagine it,” Lizbeth said. “How are you feeling, by the way? I’m at least a little used to this, both in terms of the chaos, but also what we’ll be dealing with in Soreaux. Part of being a Royal Knight required training to root out spies, patrolling Aleich, doing raids and that sort of thing. Not sure about you and the Corps.”

Ester grimaced.

She had to admit, her time in Soreaux as Nathan’s Champion wasn’t what she expected.

When she’d defended one of Dominic’s portals outside Soreaux, the waves of demons had been consistent and relentless. The portal was older and larger than Deverese’s, and only by the time of the cascade did Deverese’s portal at Fort Arrinsy become as dangerous.

So she’d expected the same at Soreaux, if not worse. A relentless schedule of training, fighting, and sleeping to keep demons from swarming up into the capital.

Only to find the portal barely active. Demons trickled through every so often, and sometimes in larger amounts, but never in numbers great enough to even trouble a monogem. Ester once did practice drills with her sword, as lesser demons couldn’t even hurt her and the automated defenses by the exit would pulverize any demon who got past her.

She’d learned that any portal belonging to one of Nathan’s tamed Messengers became inert like this. Soreaux, Gharrick Pass, and probably now the Spires. Maybe he had more Messengers in secret, saved for a dangerous situation like the one they found themselves in now.

Ester still ended up defending portals, however. Whenever another portal raised the alarm, she and the other duogems would travel there and crush any invasion. The mental gateway network allowed Champions to converge in large numbers on any portal, and the monitoring system meant invasions could be predicted and planned around. Even invasions full of greater demons that dwarfed the worst she’d seen in her entire career fell to a defense force of a dozen Champions.

Most Bastions couldn’t even field a dozen Champions, let alone all of them to defend a single portal.

But that wasn’t where she spent most of her time. No, the primary purpose of Soreaux’s Champions was to aid the Inquisition. Her commander worked closely with Sen, Reine, and the Inquisition Arcana on research. Ester, Lizbeth, and the others were called upon by the spyhunters to root out and destroy enemy agents.

At first, she’d questioned the usage of Champions like this.

Then she’d kicked in a warehouse door and her diamonds had nearly been overwhelmed by a barrage of force blasts from mystic foxes. Lizbeth had roared in, cutting down the enemy’s force barriers. Before Ester even knew what had happened, enchanted bolts and spellfire cut down the enemy.

Nathan’s foes were dangerous. They possessed magic capable of harming Champions, crushing companies of elite soldiers, and likely even mental magic. The Inquisition were throwing everything they had at them, yet the foe kept coming.

No wonder Kara devoted so many Champions to defending the cities.

“We should go,” Ester said. “I bet there’s an Inquisition handler waiting for us in Soreaux already.”

She was wrong, it turned out.

Not about the handler, but that she would be from the Inquisition.

A familiar trigem sat in their barracks with a half-eaten tray of donuts. Frosted sugar dripped from her lips as she stared at Ester and Lizbeth when they walked in, as if she were a cat caught eating the canary.

“Uhhh,” Erica said, a half-eaten donut in her hands. “You’re going to walk out that door and come back inside in…” She glanced down at the donuts. “90 seconds.”

Ester and Lizbeth nodded without saying a word, spun on the spot, and stepped outside.

They stood outside the door, which was soundproofed and prevented them from hearing Erica scarfing down the donuts.

“She’s the assassin, right?” Lizbeth asked. “From Falmir? I got a chance to see her fight a few weeks ago, and I’ve heard about her before.”

Ester nodded. “She’s one of Bastion Gareth’s trigems. I… don’t think we should mention this to anyone.”

“Yeah, I’m taking this to my grave. One of my friends mentioned Sunstorm keeps severed heads, and I don’t want to know what this assassin’s fetish is.”

Sunstorm did what?

After re-entering the barracks common room, they found Erica leaning against the far wall. She grimaced. Her cloak shrouded her lithe figure, but she’d left her hood down. Three moonstones glittered in her collarbone.

“I’m not even going to try to act cool after that,” Erica said. “We all have our vices. Just don’t tell anyone about it. Now, you two are assigned to me. Pretty sure you already know the assignments, if what I heard about the big meeting in Aleich was right. Your commander is being sent to Aleich to work with her old mentor, Sen. The portal basically manages itself.”

Ester nodded. A token enhanced Champion had been left in Soreaux, and Ester guessed she was responsible for the portal.

“What about Kurah?” Lizbeth asked.

“She’ll be stationed here, but will be helping the Inquisition with the towns in the countryside,” Erica said.

So, a trigem, three duogems, and an enhanced Champion in Soreaux, and all but one were devoted to stopping saboteurs in the region.

Erica pointed at Ester and Lizbeth. “The two of you already know each other and apparently get along, so I expect you can cover each other. A diamond and an amethyst make for a great combination. The Inquisition’s agents can provide support fire and spellcasting, while I’ll add in whatever I can, given I’m more… flexible in a combat situation.”

“Do we have any priorities to protect to focus on? Soreaux is massive and while we’ve shut down a number of enemy operations recently, I don’t understand the bigger picture,” Ester asked.

Erica shifted slightly to face Ester more than Lizbeth, while the wolfgirl turned to face her as well.

“We think their biggest target is the Lodge, in order to limit their ability to aid in the war against Arcadia,” Erica said. “They’ve stopped attacking merchants, but are still focused on the populist faction. Other than the political angle, we think they might try to arrange false flag attacks that look like they’re conducted by the Inquisition, beastkin, or Imperial soldiers. The illusion powers of the foxes are dangerous, but they’ve been held back by their lack of numbers. Nobody will believe a massacre by beastkin if they’re raining down ascended magic from fifth rank spell frames.”

Even commoners with little knowledge of magic knew enough about magic to know how rare it was, precisely because they couldn’t use it. Without a natural gift or extensive training, even casting second rank spells was difficult, and third rank spells was where most people hit the ceiling.

Ester reminded herself of that fact with how often she encountered sorcerers and Champions throwing around fourth rank spells or higher. Anything fifth rank or stronger was typically a ritual spell for ordinary sorcerers.

Ironically, the popularity of books about famous Champions, particularly Nine-Tail Slash Tarako, allowed many to understand this. As a swordfox, Tarako battled a lot of evil sorcerers in her books, and authors frequently explained spell frames and their rarity to an audience who had potentially never seen a spell frame in their life.

Now Tarako’s popularity limited the ability of traitor foxes to commit a massacre.

The next few days went by in a blur. As Lizbeth and Ester had worried, enemy activity soared. A brazen assault on the largest mage tower of the Omrian Lodge was launched in broad daylight, with cloaked figures emerging from unmarked carriages and breaching the atrium doors during ordinary hours.

The defenses had sprung up instantly, blocking half the attack force outside, while sorcerers sprung into action below.

Reine had spotted the plot in motion and advised Erica, meaning Ester and Lizbeth were already inside the atrium when the cloaked foxes burst through the doors. They’d gone down swiftly enough. Erica herself remained outside to deal with any nasty surprises.

Later that night, a fire broke out during a party held by a popular merchant. Reine missed this one, as a servant had apparently illusioned himself as a fox for weeks in anticipation of the party. While Erica caught him and took out his cell in the city, many died in the blaze before mages could put it out.

An entire town appeared to go mad and attempt to start an uprising. Ester expected to hear they’d all been put to death, given the obvious signs of mental magic, but they’d apparently been quarantined.

“Why? They’re corrupted,” Ester asked Erica.

The assassin had just returned from a brief visit to Aleich, presumably to her Bastion and Reine. Ester had heard that Gareth was assisting with matters in Aleich, where riots had broken out between beastkin and humans due to an outbreak of Nationalist-era rhetoric.

“Nathan’s trigems are pretty sure the Twins should take a look before we start condemning thousands to death,” Erica said. “You’ve met the Twins, right?”

“The titty succubi who make lewd jokes and rub their tits against Nathan all the time?” Ester sighed. “Yes, I’ve met them.”

“Yeah, you never forget them. Nathan trusts them, so I trust them, and so should you. One of them even escaped the trap in Arcadia and told us what’s going down, and is now settling the situation in Fertheim.”

Ester frowned. “More riots?”

“No. An assassination attempt on Prince Maxwell’s life. It helped to finally have a succubus around to tell truth from lie, because the situation was a fucking mess.” Erica shook her head.

“Why did she leave Nathan?”

Erica raised an eyebrow. “Because he’s fucking Nathan. You’re his Champion, right? Guy eats most Messengers for breakfast. Teleports armies around, makes shit disappear with a wave of his hand. Nobody’s complaining about a Messenger helping us, especially as it sounds like he had things in hand with three other Messengers and Fyre there.”

Ester nodded. They had work to do.

Unfortunately, that was where things began to unravel.

Five days after Nathan’s disappearance, another attack was launched against the Lodge. Once again, Reine barely spotted it in time as foxes darted across rooftops.

In the bloody aftermath outside the tower, Ester got her first glimpse of the unfolding disaster.

“Erica, did you order the citadel to activate its defensive barrier?” Ester asked, staring up at the glowing dome of light flickering to life over the towering dark fortress that loomed over Soreaux.

“What the hell are… you…” Erica closed her eyes. “Shit.”

Whispers and gasps rippled through the crowd as all eyes turned to the citadel, which had activated its defensive barrier for the first time in living memory. Not even during the cascades had the barrier gone up, largely because it had been inoperative.

“Fucking shit,” Erica snapped out. “Ester, start gathering up all the nearby soldiers and knights. Lizbeth, head into the Lodge and use their wireless to try to contact the citadel. If you don’t hear anything, change channels to the garrison in the city and order them to gather at the citadel’s gates.”

Before Erica teleported away, Ester cried out, “What about Aleich, how do we tell them?”

“Reine already knows.” With those words, Erica blinked away. She’d be darting toward the citadel before any of them could hope to get close.

The citadel proved unresponsive, and Ester gathered up every soldier and knight in the vicinity. Plainclothes agents swarmed out of the woodwork, presumably because they’d been informed of the operation at the Lodge, and reported in, so Ester added them to group marching to the citadel’s gates.

The hour it took to muster and reach the citadel felt like an eternity. Had the enemy already cut down everyone inside?

Impossible, she told herself. An entire garrison of elite Inquisitorial Corps soldiers stood at the ready in there, and Nathan’s mental gateway ensured Champions could respond from all over the world. Reine would be sending everyone she could, despite the war against Arcadia.

Hundreds more soldiers milled about outside the lower gates of the citadel. Not a soul could be seen above them, save a single shadow lurking in the gatehouse.

Men jeered at the shadow, which told Ester they’d been here for a while.

“You’re here,” Erica said as she blinked behind Ester.

“Sorry it took so long. I—” Ester began to say.

“It’s only been an hour and the city is huge. If Reine hasn’t already solved the problem with trigems through that fancy mental gateway network of Nathan’s, something’s very wrong,” Erica said. “I haven’t been able to hear battle. The individual buildings all have barriers, right?”

Ester nodded. “They can be individually activated. The Hall of Order and keep have stronger protections, including internal wards and barriers, because of their role in governance and their connections to the old citadel.”

“So even if the outer citadel is lost, the defenders can retreat farther inside. A pitched battle out here isn’t needed, especially with Nathan’s fortress in the old citadel,” Erica said. “My guess is that unless everyone was taken out immediately, the defenders are holed up. I checked with the Lodge, and they confirmed that no major spells have been used. So nothing big enough to shatter the sort of barriers Nathan would erect to keep intruders out has been cast.”

Relief washed over Ester. “So we’re not too late.”

“Gareth would have teleported here and blown up the barrier if we were worried. Didn’t get a chance to speak with him or anyone else, so Aleich might be in a mess as well. Gut tells me simultaneous strikes against palaces in Fertheim and Aleich at the same time. Maybe even Tartus, although Archduchess von Clair is in Aleich.”

“So we’re on our own.” Ester looked up at the shadow in the gatehouse.

Then she frowned, as it had vanished.

Instead, another figure stood atop the gates. Ester struggled to make this one out, but she swore the figure had two tails.

While she watched, the figure swung her arms out at the barrier.

“What the fuck is that?” Erica snarled, following Ester’s gaze.

The next moment, claw marks ripped through the barrier some fifty feet above them. Each claw was easily as thick as Ester’s head.

Cracks ran from the impact zone, then the barrier burst into pieces. The citadel’s strongest line of defense, intended to stop a demonic invasion or even magical assault, collapsed under a single attack by an unknown individual.

“Formations!” Erica snapped out.

The soldiers began forming up, while the agents rushed to the side and drew weapons. A concave shape was formed, facing the gate, as if their foe would appear from it.

A woman dropped down from above, landing with a puff of dust she kicked up upon impact. She wore a severely cut robe that reminded Ester of Narime’s, except that it barely covered her upper arms, thighs, or chest. White fox ears twitched atop her head while black blew behind her. Long, golden claws glimmered on her hands before vanished.

Impossibly, she had two tails, and they were of different beasts. A fox and a wolf, and of different colors.

“Hey, you wanted in, right?” the woman called out, jabbing a thumb over her shoulder. “Lost the key, but the door needed replacing anyway. Wouldn’t have done you much good against an intruder.”

The soldiers looked at each other in confusion, and Ester and Lizbeth did the same. Erica continued to glare at the newcomer.

“Um, are you one of Nathan’s tamed Messengers?” Ester asked.

The newcomer blinked, then tilted her head. “Uh, yup. He fluffs my tails real good every week.”

Lizbeth’s guard dropped, as well as that of the other beastkin in the group.

Really, that’s all it took?

Ester wasn’t entirely sure, but she knew this strange woman was a Messenger. And if she was, wouldn’t they already be dead?

“Lucky bitch, getting her tail fluffed,” Lizbeth muttered.

Erica’s eyes nearly popped in disbelief. Ester didn’t miss that, but signaled to calm down.

Grimacing, Erica lowered her guard. “Can’t say I’ve met you. Guess you’re a secret…” She waved her hand, as if waiting for a name.

“Uhhhh…” The “allied” Messenger tilted her head and her tails stood bolt upright. Ester reckoned she heard a muttered swear. “Call me Fubuki.”

That name sounded fake. Her clothes looked vaguely of Kurai, if too revealing, but she might as well be any other beastkin in terms of complexion and appearance. She even spoke like the Twins.

“Alright, Fubuki, what’s going on? Or have you already taken out the intruders?” Erica asked. Her moonstones glimmered with prepared power.

“Oh, that. Some dumbshit with an inferiority complex is trying to break into that ruined citadel the old slut left behind,” Fubuki said. “He’s got a few Champions plus these useless foxes I want nothing to do with. Been a bit busy up north, but figured I’d see Nathan rip this guy’s head off and shit down his neck. Where is he?”

Ester knew from Erica’s expression that the question she really wanted to ask was “How the fuck are you a tamed Messenger without knowing that?”

Who even was this woman and what did she even want? Why had she helped them?

“He’s fighting Sofia in Arcadia. They’re stuck in a… pocket dimension, or something,” Erica said.

Fubuki blinked. Her expression flickered, before returning to the vaguely threatening smile she’d worn the whole time.

Ester gulped. She’d barely caught the emotions this bizarre fox-wolf woman showed.

Deep, furious anger. The sort somebody showed in the heat of violent murder toward their most hated enemies over truly putrid actions.

Whoever or whatever Fubuki was, she appeared to be upset that Nathan was trapped.

“I see. Then I guess I’ll help you crack the barrier around the keep,” Fubuki said. “You should probably deal with the dumb foxes and soldiers in the courtyard though.”

“For reasons?” Erica said flatly.

“Something like that.” Fubuki smirked.

Yeah, both sides knew the ruse hadn’t worked, but also that there was no benefit to pointing it out. The ordinary soldiers didn’t know better, and their panic would serve no purpose.

“Follow me,” Lizbeth called out as they began marching through the gates.

Ascending into the citadel proper took time. Erica teleported ahead, presumably to clear the way, while everyone else marched.

Arms folded behind her head, Fubuki walked next to Ester and Lizbeth. The Messenger raised a hand and a strange magic escaped it. All sound became muffled.

“So, how’s Nathan’s tail fluffing?” Fubuki asked Lizbeth.

The wolfgirl tilted her wolf. “Huh? I thought you knew?”

Fubuki nodded. “Just testing.” She adjusted her magic, and suddenly Lizbeth’s footsteps became muffled as well.

Fubuki stared at Ester, and the Champion suddenly wished she was dumber.

“So, looks like you and the assassin know better,” Fubuki said, all fake cheerfulness leaving her voice. “Seriously, though, is he actually trapped in Arcadia? Answer me honestly, because I really don’t give a shit about this nonsense going on here and your pigtails are pretty cute. It’d be a waste to hurt you when I just want a simple answer.”

If Erica hadn’t already told Fubuki the truth, Ester might have considered lying.

As it was, she feigned confidence and shrugged. “That’s what I’ve been told. I think Erica knows more. The pocket dimension part was new, as I just knew he’d been caught in some trap that separate Filankale from the rest of Doumahr.”

“Yeah, that’s a pocket dimension. Figured there was a reason I couldn’t sense him anymore.” Fubuki scowled. “Fucking hell. I got a good look at him and those amazing fluffballs in his palace, and now Sofia’s off getting cumdumpstered by him. He better not win this before I get a shot. All I wanted was a good fluffing and a shot at those gorgeous bronze tails.”

Ester officially had no clue what was going on.

Fortunately, Fubuki largely lost interest. She sighed. “Anyway, you made a face earlier. Take it you know the dipshit behind this?”

“Is he bald?” Ester asked, wary.

“Yup. Has a scar, too.”

Deverese. Ester’s blood ran cold and her heart constricted.

Her old Bastion turned traitor had returned and was trying to attack the citadel.

What had his plan here been? Seize Nathan’s binding stone? Destroy the citadel?

A beam of golden light erupted from the skies, and Ester knew Reine was directly intervening to help Erica.

Battle had been joined, and Ester was wasting time here. She shook her head.

“Double time,” she snapped out before rushing forward. “We have a citadel to retake!”

Roars broke out behind her as her assembled force charged the rest of the way. They broke out into the outer courtyard, where Erica battled several Champions and a shattered company of soldiers in dirty Inquisition uniforms. Corpses lay about the place from earlier, including many foxes.

Another blast of golden light vaporized an enemy Champion. Ester and Lizbeth charged ahead, while many of the enemy soldiers rushed them. The knights and agents would easily handle what little remained. Erica only needed support finishing off the Champions.

Fubuki had vanished, and her whereabouts became clear when an explosion erupted from the towering keep in the corner of the citadel. The barrier that should have protected it flickered and died, while stone blocks crashed to the ground.

Ester ignored an axe as it crashed into her armor to no effect, instead watching Fubuki as she stood atop a tower of the castle. The foxwolf saluted, before vanishing in the blink of an eye.

The courtyard cleared of foes quickly enough. Despite the number of enemies, they were all either foxes or mind-controlled wrecks. Champions with blood-encrusted gems barely capable of outputting a gem ability couldn’t even harm Ester, let alone be a threat to Erica.

All that awaited her was Deverese, cowering inside the keep.

“Wait!” Erica called out. “We need to regroup.”

Ester looked back, and Erica blinked at her in surprise. Perhaps it was the blood on Ester’s face, or the empty look in her eyes.

“He’s in there,” Ester said. “Deverese. He can’t escape. Not from his crimes.”

She strode toward the keep without breaking pace.

Erica gritted her teeth, then barked out an order to the soldiers before blinking ahead.

“His Champions are weak, but he’s still a Bastion,” Erica said. “Don’t do anything stupid. And that includes you, Lizbeth.”

Ester looked to her side to see Lizbeth trotting to catch up. The wolfgirl winked at her.

“Understood,” both Ester and Lizbeth said.

Corpses of soldiers were strewn across the keep, but far fewer than there should have been. Erica was likely correct, and the defenders had retreated farther inside. Banging and shouting echoed from the corridors and staircases.

Ester pointed the way, as she knew the keep better than the others. The barracks was outside, and most Champions preferred access via the Hall of Order. Only Ester used the keep, as she often met up with Arnaud here.

Blinking ahead, Erica abruptly stopped at the corner of a large chamber that acted as the entrance to the Bastion’s private wing. Not that Nathan used it for that. Arnaud had taken it over since for the Corps.

A large gate would bar access, and Ester suspected it was protected by a powerful barrier at the moment. One Deverese couldn’t breach.

A familiar voice muttered curses under his breath. “All this way to be stopped by a simple barrier,” Deverese said, his voice far gravellier than the last time Ester had heard it. “Ysa, you said you could break any seal the Inquisition erected? We even got intel from one of the Inquisitors who fled that wolfgirl’s purge of the Arcana, and they showed us the spell frame.”

Ysabelle’s tired voice answered Deverese. She sounded like she’d been casting spells for the past hour. Possibly had been.

“It’s not the same spell. The one on the keep matched, and the same went for the citadel’s wards, allowing the foxes to teleport us past it. But Nathan’s put up something new and⁠—”

The fleshy smack of a slap echoed off the walls.

Ester knew Deverese had struck Ysabelle.

“Don’t say his name,” Deverese said. He sounded genuinely insane.

What had serving Sofia and Charlotte done to him?

Erica waved to get Ester’s attention. They needed to plan a takedown.

The signals from Erica were clear. Four Champions, all duogems. Three bad ones—meaning they were broken. Plus ten foxes.

Deverese had fallen so far he only had Ysabelle left of his original Champions. Had she been mindbroken as badly as him? Ester couldn’t stand seeing her oldest, dearest friend in such a state.

Despite her worries, she nodded at Erica.

Then she turned the corner and screamed at the top of her lungs. Not just to get the enemy’s attention, but to loose all the despair and fury she held toward the man in front of her.

Deverese wore an oddly immaculate Bastion’s uniform, but all manner of finery and trimmings had been added to it, as if he was wearing a dress uniform. Ysabelle, by contrast, wore a tattered old Champion’s uniform and battle worn armor. Bulging blue veins ran throughout his entire body, as if magic was overflowing from them.

Ester met Ysabelle’s eyes and saw intelligence in them. Relief lit up her old friend’s eyes, even as a darkness battled within them.

Nothing of the sort dwelled in Deverese’s eyes. If the eyes were the window to the soul, Deverese’s soul had been corrupted long ago.

“Kill her,” Deverese snapped, as if he didn’t recognize her.

Ester rushed forward with her shield and knocked the closest enemy down, shattering her nose. Lizbeth followed, her amethyst gathered power in her sword as she prepared to swing.

Before any of the enemy Champions could even react, a powerful whirlpool of air blasted apart one side of the room, obliterating half the foxes and a Champion. Erica blinked behind another with two sapphires, and an explosive palm strike to the mindbroken Champion’s back ended her suffering.

Deverese looked around in surprise, then roared. Power surged from him and a fifth rank spell frame snapped into existence around his sword. It filled instantly, far too fast for him to have cast himself. Sofia had given him something special.

“Behind me,” Ester called out, and raised her shield to block the blow.

Erica vanished, while Lizbeth pressed herself against Ester’s back. Wind blasted down the hallway, churning apart corpses and the few remaining corpses. Pain seared Ester’s body as cuts opened up in her armor and across her face. Her diamonds were strong, especially under Nathan, but not this strong.

Then the spell ended. Deverese sneered and raised his sword again.

Erica blinked next to him. Then blinked away as his fist lashed out far faster than it should have and pulverized a wall.

“If I have to do everything myself to kill Nathan, I will,” Deverese snarled.

“You won’t,” Ysabelle said.

She rose behind her Bastion, a small dagger ready. Her rubies showed no shine, even as magic flared in the blade.

Deverese didn’t even turn as Ysabelle rammed the dagger into his neck and unleashed a fifth rank lightning spell into his body. His arms and legs spasmed, and his sword clattered to the ground. Smoke rose from his blackening skin over the course of just a few seconds.

“No!” Deverese screamed.

He whirled and slammed a tensed arm into Ysabelle. The sound of cracking ribs was overshadowed by her crumpling against the wall and dust raining down on her.

Deverese gripped the dagger in his neck, only to fall to his knees. His fingers couldn’t close at all.

“Nathan, I’ll… N-Nathan…” Deverese gurgled as he struggled on the floor.

Ester stepped up to her former Bastion and, at one point, the man she’d loved. A man who had betrayed her and everything they’d held dear.

“You don’t deserve to face Nathan,” Ester said.

Her sword removed his head. Finally, she’d ended him and the threat to Trafaumh.

But a glance at Ysabelle’s broken body confirmed it was too late for her old friend. Ester cradled her, ignoring the blood coating her hands and uniform.

“Why?” Ester asked. “Why didn’t you come with me on that night? Why didn’t we leave together earlier?”

Ysabelle merely smiled up at Ester. She brushed one of Ester’s pigtails aside, before her arm fell limp.

Tears streamed down Ester’s face as she lay there, her best friend’s body in her arms and her former Bastion dead as a traitor.


CHAPTER 34



“People of Aleich! Now is the time to stand in defense of our great Empire,” Gorthal’s voice boomed across the capital of the Empire, projected from countless speakers scattered across buildings, both noble and commoner. “Heathens, traitors, and silver-tongued demons seek to tear down millennia of progress, and undo the empire built by human and beastkin alike. In Omria’s absence, it falls to us to defend her kingdom.”

Those words were the first thing Nathan heard upon teleporting into the courtyard of Aleich’s Imperial Palace. At first, he feared the worst—that a succubus had mind controlled the former Emperor—but the Twins confirmed the Royal Knights blockading the damaged palace wall showed no signs of mental intrusion. Furthermore, Gorthal remained in his bedroom.

Plumes of smoke rose from distant sections of the city. A vigil in the plaza packed the area with thousands of beastkin and humans, while heavily armed knights and agents patrolled the outskirts and rooftops.

The moment Fyre appeared alongside Nathan, shouts and cheers rang out. Royal Knights rushed up to Nathan, including a tired monogem leaning on her battleaxe. Within seconds, a crush began to form at the entrances to the palace complex and the knights acted as a human wall.

“Shit,” he muttered. “Fyre⁠—”

“I… don’t know if I can calm down this many so quickly,” Fyre said, eyes wide at the horde of people pressing forward.

“We’ll help,” Laura said, placing a hand on the horsegirl’s shoulder. “Looks like things have gone to shit in a week. Assuming it’s fine, Nathan?”

He nodded grimly. At this point, using mental magic to calm the crowd was the lesser of many evils. Too many would die if the crush worsened, to say nothing of any potential enemy agents hiding among them.

If this many soldiers were monitoring the vigil, he knew matters had already reached the state of the riots he’d ended in Soreaux earlier this year. Just as he had then, he refused to let gatherings like this end in bloodshed, even if mental magic might be heresy.

“Lord Nathan, you’re back!” the monogem gasped out upon reaching him. “Lady Kara needs to know immediately, and⁠—”

“She already knows,” Nathan said. “I need to meet with her and Reine to debrief about…” He grimaced at the state of the city in front of him. “Everything, I suppose.”

“We… did our best.” The monogem’s wolf tail drooped and her ears flattened.

“I’m sure you did, and I’m thankful for it.” He reached out and ruffled her ears, including a quick scratch behind them.

She gasped, and he paused. Biting her lip, she leaned into his touch and her eyes closed in pleasure.

“Thank you for the hard work,” he said. “Make sure you get some rest.”

“I’m rotating out in an hour,” the monogem said. “Thank you, sir.” Her fist clapped against her breastplate in a salute.

Fyre hovered above the wall, her wings glowing softly as she issued a speech of her own and blocked out Gorthal’s repeating words. The Twins stood nearby, silently keeping the crowd in check.

Nathan waited by the palace entrance for Fyre to finish. With everything that had happened, he didn’t plan to leave her behind.

His Champions gathered around him, some confused, but all of them were exhausted.

“We were only gone for a few hours and all of this has happened,” Fei said.

“The pocket dimension compressed time for us,” Ciana explained. Narime had healed her wounds from the battle with Sofia. “Those few hours turned into a week here. Seraph was right. It was a trap, and one we couldn’t easily avoid.”

“No, I could have,” Nathan admitted, eyes hard. “Sofia correctly predicted I’d aim for an option to ‘save’ Arcadia without an invasion, so left that door open. Her succubus powers meant she could shut it at any moment. The best option was always to invade, and I ignored it. This is the price I paid, and I can’t let it happen again.”

“I’m not sure trying to avoid all-out war with Arcadia was a mistake,” Narime said. “You wouldn’t be you if you swept in with an army at the first opportunity. Could you ever have pulled Fyre back from the brink of her worst impulses if that was how you behaved?”

He grunted. “Maybe not. But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t a mistake. The entire reason Sofia and Atlas shut down our ability to monitor them was to make me more predictable, and I played into their hands. If Sofia hadn’t overestimated the power of her mental magic or we’d been weaker, this would all be over.”

“Oh? Is that what her plan had been?” Kadria’s voice asked as she slipped out through the front entrance of the palace.

She leaned against the wall, but merely nodded at the assembled Champions. Her eyes locked onto Fyre, who had begun her usual routine of blessing various idols and religious paraphernalia.

“One of her plans,” Siv said. “Like all the schemes you annoying succusluts come up with, it was plans within plans within plans.”

“I’m glad we agree they’re annoying as shit,” Artemis said. Her cat ears lowered. “I actually don’t get half of what Sofia was trying to do, though. Like, she sealed us away for a week while trying to kill us and get knocked up by Nathan?”

“Same,” Fei echoed.

Ciana, Vala, and Sunstorm broke down in giggles while holding each other. Even Narime cracked a smile.

Scowling at them, Fei and Artemis crossed their arms beneath their breasts and managed to look nearly identical. Nathan reached out and scratched behind both their ears, reducing both to mewling kittens before they hissed and jumped away.

“Hmm, I think I understand why you enjoy fucking them together,” Kadria said.

“What, you only get it now?” Sunstorm asked. “I’m still trying to win over Artemis with kitty treats so that I can be sandwiched between her and Fei’s massive tits while Nathan rails me.”

“Slices of perfectly cooked and seasoned fatty steak aren’t kitty treats,” Artemis drawled. “Even if I do love them. And the answer is still no.”

“For now.”

Artemis’s ears lowered and she glared at the assassin.

Nathan sighed. Somehow, the sound drew the attention of his Champions back to him, as if they knew that signaled he’d grown tired of their antics.

“Sofia’s plan had three major aspects, from what I can tell,” he explained. “First, the pocket dimension itself. It used most of her magic as the prophet and even some of her boss’s, making it unbreakable. That would trigger backlash out here, leading to more invasions, while also preventing us from responding. The time dilation effect meant she had days or weeks for her forces to wreak havoc on Doumahr.”

“That part’s simple,” Kadria said. “You’re lucky that you have so many devoted Champions and elite knights, as well as a fairly stable political structure. Everything you’ve spent years establishing paid off. Portal detection, lots of defenders, powerful politicians who weren’t in Sofia’s pocket, and a rapid teleportation network.”

Nathan felt his muscles relax and sent a gentle thank you to Kadria over the mental link. Reine hadn’t given him a huge update yet, other than to suggest things weren’t too bad. So Kadria’s confirmation that his preparations had worked largely as intended was of tremendous relief.

“The second aspect of Sofia’s plan was to potentially eliminate us entirely,” he continued. “Between Inari, an elite dominion, the endless horde of demons, and an empowered Messenger invasion through the portal—plus Sofia herself—there was a lot of power thrown at us. If I hadn’t been mastering my ascended magic recently or had left another Messenger behind, this might have ended differently.”

Siv’s raw power allowed him to hold back the sheer number of foes, which Sen might have managed but wasn’t present either. The Twins were the only reason he could feasibly defend the portal against a dangerous succubus, although Kadria might have managed. And if he lacked his new magic, who knew how the battle would have gone given the pivotal role it played.

To say nothing of the power of his trigems, of which he had many present. He’d known Sofia might try to ambush him, and had been right. The fact he needed a retinue powerful enough to vaporize nations was terrifying when he thought about it.

“Okay, what about the sex?” Artemis asked. “I saw all the cum over the floor and got a glimpse of Sofia absolutely gaping on the floor before she teleported away.”

Kadria’s eyes popped. “What? Nathan, you fucked her?” A pause. “That hard?”

“It’s a long story.” He frowned. “Okay, maybe not. Her deal with your old employer has made her back into a succubus and she was trying to take control of me with mental magic. Poorly. Her technique was damn subtle, but the Twins have called her clumsy while looking at what she’s done to the minds of people she’s affecting with her mental magic and I know why. Even if she slipped past my wards, I knew what she was doing and just… shrugged it off.”

“And then fucked her? A succubus? Who was actively trying to take control of you?” Kadria looked at him as if he was the dumbest person on Doumahr.

Admittedly, so were most of his Champions.

“I… suspected she wasn’t as confident in her mental magic as she thought. Using it had been her last resort in the Spires, and it barely affected me,” he said. “But she had been convinced she could break me when we talked in Straub. Part of me wonders if I’d gone along then if…”

He couldn’t say it, because it made him sound so absurdly arrogant.

But he genuinely wondered if he’d allowed Sofia to try to claim him back then, while she manipulated time, if he’d have won out in their mental battle. He hadn’t known how weak her mental magic was, and she’d been deeply overconfident while underestimating him.

Even thinking it made him sound more like an incubus than a Bastion.

Or, perhaps, like the dark lord the Twins used to joke they wanted him to be.

Kadria narrowed her eyes. “I can’t tell what you’re thinking, but your surface emotions are a mess. So I’ll say what I’m thinking. Sofia was always deeply arrogant and prideful as a succubus. Her greatest weakness was that she refused to ever admit she was bad at something, so she tried to master everything. Arguably, that’s paid off as the false goddess, but it made her… less effective as a succubus.”

He raised an eyebrow.

The Twins appeared behind him, hovering just above his head as their tits pressed against his shoulders and both sides of his head.

“Oh, this is new,” Maura said.

“Yeah, never heard you talk much about the uber slut before,” Laura added. “Sounds a bit different to how Siv and Atlas talk about her.”

“I can’t assess a succubus on all their bullshit,” Siv said. “To me, Sofia was damn strong. She was a prideful bitch, though.”

Kadria scowled at the Twins. “I learned most of what I know from Sofia, and that included not wasting time on things I’m bad at. Sofia is as terrible at mental magic as I am. The difference is that I recognized that fact and focused on using mental magic as a big hammer, while she desperately tried to prove she could still be a ‘real’ succubus.”

Ironic. Nathan hadn’t known that, but he’d suspected something of the sort. That her pride prevented her from admitting defeat.

“I found her easy to bait into topics,” he said. “While that was partly because she was stalling, I think she genuinely wanted to ‘win’ arguments. To get me to admit defeat in some way or have the last word over me. When her mental magic assault failed, I taunted her by, uh, comparing her technique to yours unfavorably.” He looked pointedly at Maura.

Maura blinked and pointed at herself.

Everyone stared at Maura, and most of Nathan’s Champions glared menacingly.

“What?” Artemis hissed.

“Uhhh, that’s, like, ancient history,” Maura said.

“Oh, right. I forgot you had a crack at controlling him.” Laura tilted her head. “A pretty good one, too. Probably would have gotten him, but he’s a stubborn asshole with a core that’s built like a tank and you got caught up in fucking him in his own mind. The pregnancy scene was pretty telling, I reckon.”

“Fuck off, Sis,” Maura mumbled, face reddening as she ran a hand down her face.

Nathan coughed, trying to draw attention back to himself. Not everyone stopped glaring at Maura.

“Sofia took the bait and I, uh, overpowered her. With sex,” he said.

“Hence the gaping,” Artemis said. “Wait, so, you beat a succubus at sex? Two, actually?” She narrowed her eyes. “Wait, you have three succubi here, beat Sofia in actual sex, and have a gigantic cock. Does that make you⁠—”

“Don’t you dare say it,” he growled.

The Twins snickered, and somehow he knew they’d wanted this all along.

“Nathan’s our lord,” Fyre said as she floated down to join them all. “Or our Bastion, our master, our savior, or simply the man we love and enjoy getting fucked really hard by. Does it matter?”

Jaws dropped.

“Wow. Fyre’s the one with the sage words,” Sunstorm said. “But you left out ‘god.’ I’ve heard Reine call him that when she thinks he’s asleep and is horny.”

Tarako’s and Fyre’s cheeks reddened for some reason. This didn’t go unnoticed.

Nathan decided now was a great time to usher everyone inside and find Kara, Seraph, and Reine for a debrief.

Knights patrolled the great hall, while a handful of nobles chattered on the upper levels. While the fall Diet had been delayed, it was nearly time for it to sit and many nobles had been trickling in as Falmir’s civil war ended, anticipating an abrupt schedule change by Alice to vote on a peace treaty.

Despite the chaos outside, the palace appeared peaceful. The floor wasn’t lined with wounded, in any case.

Rapid footsteps clattered along a corridor as he exited the great hall, and Nathan barely took a step into it before Alice slammed into him. Her bodyguards jogged to keep up with her and saluted, their tails wagging at the sight of him.

“Nathan! You’re safe,” Alice said, her arms wrapping tightly around him as she pressed her face into his neck. “Even when your Champions kept saying they knew you were alive, with you missing, it was…” She pulled back and kissed him.

“Sorry to worry you,” he said. “Reine might have told you, but⁠—”

“It’s only been a few hours for you, I know. She did.” Alice smiled at him and brushed her hair over one ear. “But losing you for an entire week while chaos broke out across Doumahr made me realize how much I lean on you every time this has happened in the past. You’ve been my rock, and I’ve never realized it more than now. No more getting trapped in pocket dimensions!”

“I won’t, dear,” he said.

She jabbed a finger into his chest. “Don’t act like I’m being unreasonable.”

“Yes, dear.”

Alice glowered, then slipped beside him and looped her arm around his. As if this prompted his Champions to do the same, Fyre, Fei, Ciana, and Artemis glared at each other. Their face-off ended when Tarako took Nathan’s hand and linked her fingers with his, humming happily as she walked alongside him.

“Anna should be in the control room with everyone else. Kara and the others are busy setting up, as they had everything set up in the war room. We only used the control room when we needed to see what Reine could, because…” Alice’s expression darkened, and he saw her eyes water.

“Because I might die, and none of you knew what might happen if you were inside my mental world,” Nathan said.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“It was a necessary step,” Kadria said. “Especially with mental assaults likely. Even though it turned out Sofia wasn’t strong enough, if she’d been able to infiltrate your mind, anyone inside your mental fortresses may have been at risk. The entire mental gateway network could have been destroyed.”

“You didn’t stop using the gateways, right?” he asked.

Alice shook her head. “But Champions were advised to minimize time spent in them.”

They reached her bedroom and slipped inside. Several of Reine’s agents stood guard outside with anti-succubus relics hanging around their necks.

Nathan grimaced at the sight. “I’m assuming you’ve had problems with mental magic.”

“We’ve eliminated two succubi in the past two days,” Kadria said. “I’m assuming Sofia exfiltrated them from portals at some point, or they breached in Arcadia while the pocket dimension was active. Hard to say. Atlas is still fogging up Reine’s scrying.”

Maura scowled. “Great. Dominions and succubi in huge numbers. Guess Sofia just went for the most basic of strategies here. Spam demons and mind control. You know, for somebody who has been losing against our old boss for a billion years, you’d think she had a better strategy.”

“That ‘better strategy’ usually involves elite Messengers, and Nathan’s taken out most of them,” Kadria said. “The only one left is Shiva, who… Well, based on the account Gareth’s assassin gave, Shiva’s in vacation mode already.”

Nathan froze in Alice’s bedroom. The dark blue door leading to his mental world stood before him.

“Wait, Shiva’s here? Erica saw her? Is she alright?” he asked, panic gripping him.

Every mention of Shiva stated that the final elite Messenger was possibly the most dangerous. A woman capable of defeating Omria in a one-on-one duel, even.

The Twins tilted their heads at him, then made “O” shapes with their mouths, while Kadria chuckled.

“Shiva showed up and pretended to be… Uh, I forget what you call them. Some anime character from our old world.” The succubus shook her head. Nathan didn’t want to know what an anime character was. “For whatever reason, she wanted information on you. Gareth’s Champion was confused, but while I don’t get along with Shiva at all, I can tell when she’s in her ‘not giving a shit’ mode. This is like dealing with the foxes all over again. Maybe she’s a fan of all the wolfgirl tails.”

“Oh, man.” Maura ran a hand down her face while grinning. “I forgot she had that fetish.”

“Wow. I wondered why the boss never sent her. Figured it was a no-brainer with how buff Nathan had gotten, but, uhhh…” Laura looked at the nine-tailed foxed holding Nathan’s hand. “Yeah. Shiva is literally the last Messenger I’d send to fight Nathan.”

Tarako’s expression turned furious. “She was a menace when I battled her. A terrifying demon who could cut down any Champion who dared face her and would infiltrate towns and cities, scaring the locals. Whenever I found her, I’d barely hold her off, and she’d have this cold look to her. How can you even say that?”

All three succubi looked at each other, then laughed.

“That’s called acting, idiot,” Maura said. “Shiva’s not as bad as Koji, but, well, yeah.”

“Tell me, how many of those Champions she killed were guys?” Laura asked.

Tarako blinked. She frowned. Her eyes lit up. “Oh.” She looked at Nathan. “Oh.” Her tone was much lower this time.

“Hmm, I think Nathan is much better placed to survive,” Kadria said. “A kindred spirit, if you will.”

The succubi looked at him with smirks and he felt he was being judged. For some reason, he felt as though this was deeply unfair.

Inside the control room, they found Reine, Seraph, Sen, and Kara standing around the central console. Astra leaned against the wall in the far corner, staring vacantly into the distance.

All four turned when Nathan entered. Kara crash-tackled him in a hug first, her tail wagging violently.

“I knew you’d come back to us, my lord,” she cried, floppy ears flapping wildly, begging for attention he swiftly gave them.

Nathan looked around, expecting to see somebody else. “Where’s Gareth?”

“Keeping an eye on the front with Arcadia,” Seraph said. “When we got the news you’d escaped, I was with him, and he let us return to meet you first.”

“It’s that bad?” Nathan asked.

The display had been showing images of Aleich, which included soldiers and mobs throughout the city. Most people in the mobs wore the old-fashioned patch Fyre had created during the civil war depicting Omria’s wings and beastkin features, although they were sometimes opposed by others with a traditional patch with only the wings.

It flipped to show a map of Doumahr with the binding stones, cities, and borders displayed. The mess of colors of the binding stones and cities made the map hard to read, even for Nathan, but he saw the armies clashing along the Arcadian border.

“A large demonic horde accompanied the Arcadian army several days ago and clashed at the border,” Reine said. “Multiple dominions appear to be responsible for the demons, rather than breaches. We’re not sure how they got through, but⁠—”

“At this point, assume Sofia’s not playing by the rules, if there even were any,” Nathan said. “Her boss is directly interfering in our encounters. Sofia’s become a Messenger again, but somehow still has access to her power as a prophet.”

Seraph’s eyes narrowed. “I can already see the problem there. The entire system is predicated on actions by the outer beings causing an equal reaction in the prophet, but if Sofia has the same power and is fighting us, that gives them a lopsided advantage. More Messengers can be deployed than usual.”

“Especially as Shiva isn’t actually doing anything,” Kadria said. “The pocket dimension caused a spike in activity here, however. We’ve confirmed that.”

Nathan raised an eyebrow. “You have?”

“We have. We’ll talk about her, later.”

Curious about who this woman might be, he let the matter slide.

Reine continued, “We’ve slowed the Arcadian advance by being ruthless in our defensive efforts. Many anti-army duogems were deployed, along with digging up some of the reserve supplies of gas canisters you left to restock portals in an emergency. The Spires rallied behind Astra under an emergency government and was able to recruit new Champions and soldiers to defend themselves, particularly now that the Spires’ portal is inert thanks to Siv.”

“But I’m guessing it’s not quite enough against so many demons,” Nathan said. “Or else Gareth wouldn’t need to stay there.”

“The dominions are spewing forth demons endlessly and we don’t have the ability to eliminate them,” Seraph said.

“I can,” Sen interrupted. “But the bitches know it. They tried attacking the Spires, and I nearly melted one with a lance. Since then, they’ve kept their distance. We only have a few trigems and Gareth capable of even testing them, and a single volley of relics would take me out, so I can’t go on the offense without somebody like Ciana.”

“And my diamond ability lets me support an army or small force, but isn’t strong enough to absorb the strength of a Messenger focusing on a single Champion,” Kara added, her tail drooping. “I’m sorry, my lord.”

He gave her a sharp look. “Don’t apologize because the trigem ability I gave you doesn’t magically make you able to compete with a Messenger. Nobody here can single-handedly defeat a dominion. Not even me. They’re built to be as resilient and annoying as possible.”

“Annoying is a good word,” Seraph said. “We’ve stalled them, but couldn’t push further. Gareth has been working with the Lodges to launch large-scale spells, and even a few of his own experimental ones.”

Nathan grimaced. “Nothing too powerful of his own, right?”

“He told me to tell you that he doesn’t plan on any heroic sacrifices.” Seraph smiled. “I don’t think you need to worry about that.”

Banishing the image of his old friend dying, Nathan focused on the problems at hand. “What else? Arcadia invaded, but I’m guessing Aleich isn’t the only city in danger. I assume it’s the fault of the succubi?”

“It’s complicated,” Reine said. “The unknown fox agents we’ve been rooting out across Doumahr for weeks grew in activity.”

“They’re not unknown anymore,” Artemis said. “Although I’m impressed the evil hag has enough of them to deploy them in the pocket dimension and here. Didn’t think we could have that many agents.”

“Probably part of her deal with your boss,” Siv said.

“Oh? You know who she is?” Kadria raised an eyebrow.

Artemis looked at Tarako, who shuffled nervously.

Most of the Champions present at Filankale hadn’t seen Inari and didn’t know the truth. Evidently Siv had gotten a glimpse, based on her reaction.

“Oh,” Narime said. Her eyes closed and tails lowered. “That’s why there are so many foxes and why they speak the old tongue.”

“You,” Kadria asked, disbelief laced throughout her voice. “You’re the new partner Messenger. I can’t believe it. Throughout every iteration I’ve fought you or met you, the idea of you betraying your creed is… farcical.”

“She’s not me,” Tarako spat, her eyes burning like blue embers. “Even if I partly understand her reasoning, she gave up when our entire purpose was to keep the torch burning for our Creator and our people. Now she appears to lead so many foxes under the banner of a monster that is the greatest foe of our Creator and has given in to corruption.”

“You can speak pretty words all you like—” Kadria began to say.

“Kadria, shut up,” Artemis said. “The two of them didn’t even wince when they looked at each other.”

Kadria’s mouth froze halfway through slinging an insult at Artemis. She blinked. “I see. Then they truly are different individuals if even the world doesn’t recognize them as the same being.”

“Her name’s Inari, for future reference,” Nathan said. “Continue, Reine.”

“Inari’s agents have been sowing chaos and were joined by succubi at some point. We kept a lid on invasions and their actions until two days ago, even stopping an assassination attempt against Prince Maxwell,” Reine said. “Then they launched simultaneous assaults against all three capitals, accompanied by distractions. Soreaux’s citadel was attacked by Deverese Monet, who was slain by Ester, Lizbeth, and Erica.”

Nathan bit his lip. He’d need to find Ester and check on her.

“A succubus attempted to infiltrate the palace, which is when Gareth came upon her thanks to his improved mental wards. With Kara’s and Beth’s help, plus the Royal Knights, he cornered and slew her.”

“Good work, Kara.” He reached out and ruffled Kara’s hair.

“I only supported Bastion Gareth, my lord,” Kara said, blushing at the attention.

“You helped kill a Messenger. As I’ve said before, that’s an achievement of legend,” Alice said.

The Champions present nodded. While they’d all fought a Messenger, until the recent deployment, it had always been alongside Nathan. Many of them now knew the dangers of battling Messengers directly.

“I take it the succubus riled everyone up first,” Nathan said.

“Obviously,” Maura drawled. “What’s with the looping message from the old man?”

Alice grimaced and looked away. Nathan instinctively wrapped an arm around her waist and gave her a gentle squeeze, and she leaned against him.

“Due to the intrusion in the palace, Alice and Anna had retreated to a safe room and couldn’t address the rising violence. Many knights were busy defending the portal in Castle Aleich or stopping a separate attack in Waier,” Reine said. “Former Emperor Gorthal rose from his bed and reached the throne room, where he activated one of the emergency speaker systems used to send out alarms.”

Nathan stared at Reine in disbelief.

Old Gorthal, practically on his deathbed, had slipped out and given that fiery speech in response to the riots caused by the succubus? Nathan wished he’d been there to see it. Although he also knew he’d have forced the old man back into bed. No doubt Lena had been there, supporting Gorthal the entire way.

Alice’s expression suggested she disapproved of Nathan’s thoughts. “It took a great toll on Grandpa, even though it was effective.”

“I guarantee he’s proud of what he’s done and the people of Aleich,” Nathan said.

“I know he is.” Alice huffed. “He told me as much yesterday.”

At least Gorthal was still well enough to defend himself against his granddaughter’s chiding.

“And Falmir?” Nathan asked, knowing one last city remained.

“My handiwork again,” Kadria said. “Maxwell was wounded, and several of Martel’s prospective council members are being held in confidence. You’ll either need to execute them or have these idiots fix them.” She pointed at the Twins.

Laura and Maura frowned.

“They’re probably broken,” Maura said.

“Yes, but does anybody really care how you put them back together?” Kadria asked.

When everyone looked at Nathan, the answer was obvious. He cared.

The problem was frustrating. Executing the nobles would possibly destroy Adam’s council before it even got off the ground. But the alternative was effectively reconstructing the minds of several nobles and trusting the Twins not to make them more amenable to Nathan’s plans.

“How well known is the cause of the assassination attempt?” he asked.

“Everyone knows Maxwell was wounded,” Kadria said. “The attack took place during his coronation, and Archduke von Milgar was there.”

Nathan looked at Alice, who shook her head.

“The knights and our foxes evacuated almost everyone of importance,” Alice said.

“Which is why the truth of who was behind it is hidden,” Kadria said. “Save for Maxwell’s inner circle, Martel, and the Champions present.”

Which likely included Millie.

“I’ll speak to Maxwell and Adam about it, then make my decision,” Nathan said. “I can’t be completely honest about what might be done, but they’ll need to understand the potential outcomes.”

Nathan had been more lax than he liked with mental magic lately, and hadn’t regretted it. But the ethics of using it chafed at him, and he disliked carrying the burden alone every time.

Although that reminded him of a recent decision. “What of Vera and eastern Amica?”

“We managed to contain the attempted rebellion thanks to… your persuasive efforts,” Seraph said drily.

He definitely didn’t regret it then.

“There’s one more thing before we move onto more detailed matters,” Reine said. She looked at Kara. “Could you bring her in?”

Kara nodded, then left through the gateway corridor.

Several minutes later, she returned with Lucretia. The redheaded wolfgirl tottered in hesitantly, now wearing a modified knight’s uniform. Her eyes locked onto Fyre and she almost cowered.

Fyre hissed at the sight of the girl. “You… How?” Her wings flared with light.

“I didn’t mean to,” Lucretia cried.

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose, as he felt the subtle power within Lucretia had grown since he last saw her. It still paled in comparison to anything he’d felt from Fyre, but it was noticeable.

“You’ve become a prophet,” he said.


CHAPTER 35



“Idon’t understand. I thought a prophet could only emerge once in each race?” Nathan asked, looking at Kadria for answers she probably didn’t have.

Fortunately, she looked willing to try, even as Lucretia appeared more like a lost dog than the wolfgirl she was.

“I already took over her connection to… whatever was communicating with her,” Kadria said. “But it’s possible this is a sign the prophet system is still operational, or maybe something else.”

When several Champions looked at Lucretia questioningly, she licked her lips and said, “There was a voice in my head explaining that I needed to lead the beastkin out of slavery and… other things. It was extremely faint, but very aggressive.”

“I suspect it was Sofia,” Kadria said. “We know her personality exists outside the world itself. That’s why she can’t be destroyed.”

Nathan nodded. “I know. When I first met Lucretia, I found the connection between her and the outer being feeding the prophets their power. It’s obscured and heavily shielded in Fyre, so I’ve never seen it before.”

“Oh? Your mental magic is better than mine now, so I’ve never been able to dig that deep.” Kadria tapped her nails against her chin. “Curious. Are you certain it was an outer being and not… something else? More like a collection of tethers all grouped together? Or perhaps just a large binding stone?”

“Not with that much certainty, but it was a thing,” Nathan said. “I’ve brushed against two other outer beings now, and can confirm what I felt was definitely one. Omria is real, even if I’m not sure she’s the goddess everyone believes in.”

A hush fell over the group. Then several of them glared at Nathan.

“I’m sorry, two outer beings?” Maura asked. “When the fuck did that happen? Did you teleport into the void and stick your dick in some void floof or something?”

“I don’t even know what that would be.” He raised his hands to defend himself from such foul accusations. “The first was when I summoned the wind wall fighting against Sofia. I… dug too deep into the void. Something answered my request for a specific type of wind magic, and it appeared to be amenable to my desire to tell Sofia to go fuck herself.”

“Sounds like our type of outer being,” Sunstorm said. “Maybe you should try that more often, see if you can attract a friend.”

“Or he’ll attract an even bigger outer being than my old employer,” Kadria said coldly. “And the other?”

Nathan didn’t need to imagine her opinion of his mistake in the void, but she couldn’t be upset with his next explanation.

“The partner,” he said.

Artemis winced and rubbed her arm.

Kadria snarled at the catgirl and slammed a hand against the central console. Reine shot her a nasty look.

“The outer beings never intervene directly. This is because of you, isn’t it?” Kadria asked.

“I thought I was free,” Artemis muttered. “But he said some weird stuff and put me back together.”

Confusion reigned.

“The partner healed Artemis after Inari cut through her regeneration ability,” Nathan said. “He appeared surprisingly friendly, but also unhappy to see Artemis die. I couldn’t understand his motivations, other than he appeared to enjoy watching how things played out for the sake of it.”

“Then you really did meet him,” Siv said. “The boss once called him a fancy name that implied the partner was in control of everything, but I’ve always felt he was more of an observer by choice. He wants books that write themselves, but to his specifications and to be adjusted to his whims. The unpredictability is part of the enjoyment.”

“It’s why he and our old employer get along,” Kadria said.

Nathan frowned. “Yes, he said much the same. Do you know what he thinks your boss represents?”

“Chaos,” all four Messengers said at once.

“Huh.” Nathan rubbed his chin. “I thought that was more of a mystery.”

“Not really,” Kadria said. “It just doesn’t mean anything to know. His whims and interests change, and he’s an old and hungry beast. But outer beings are incomprehensible, so being chaotic is meaningless. It doesn’t matter if he’s the literal Greek god of chaos, Nyarlathotep, Tiamat, or a fantasy creation of a British board game company turned multiverse-consuming monster. I learned quickly to deal with the monster in front of me, rather than meaningless theoreticals.”

A fair point.

Which brought him back to Lucretia. “You said a new prophet might be a sign of something else. I still don’t understand how more might emerge. Especially as Fyre is still alive.”

“For seven days, she was missing entirely from Doumahr,” Kadria said. “At the same time, a mass of Messengers spilled into reality while a partner Messenger’s agents wrought havoc. My guess is we witnessed an emergency response, much like how Sofia took control of Charlotte.”

“That was because of the pool beneath Fertheim,” Nathan said.

“Maybe, but Fyre’s emergence was what triggered Sofia to take over Charlotte and Lucretia already had the potential. At the same time, Sofia was reemerging as a prophet for the same race—humanity. How could she do that?” Kadria smirked. “Because she never died in the first place. I’m guessing vanishing into a pocket dimension acted the same way. I’d say it’s something to keep in mind, but⁠—”

“I’m not dying,” Fyre growled.

“Yes, yes.” Kadria sighed. “It does mean a faerie prophet can reemerge in the future, should anything happen.”

Ultimately, not much changed.

Lucretia’s power was minute, and Nathan now understood why the places of power existed to begin with. Without Champion gemstones or a connection to any binding stones, she was perhaps as strong as an enhanced monogem Champion with some magic she didn’t understand.

Fyre had Kadria’s help, plus the power drawn from Nathan. By the time he’d cut her off during the civil war, she’d gathered enough strength to stand on her own and still had Kadria aiding her.

In retrospect, Fyre’s interest in claiming the Imperial Palace so swiftly made even more sense. It made her immensely powerful—a true prophet.

“It takes decades or centuries for prophets to typically gain that much power,” Tarako said. “And to be as strong as Fyre has been only occurred at the peak of Mirie’s life, by which point she had been turned into a puppet.”

“So… I’m not going to be executed?” Lucretia asked.

“That was never on the cards,” Nathan said.

The glances Seraph, Kara, and Kadria threw one another suggested it might have been. Perhaps they’d been more worried about Lucretia than he was.

For good measure, he confirmed for himself what connection she had to Omria.

It matched the tether he felt earlier, except that it was active. Kadria’s presence lingered around it, presumably blocking out Sofia’s influence.

“There’s an easy way forward here, and one that is good for all of us,” Nathan said. “You become my Champion and the leader of the beastkin of the Far Reaches. The prophet power will flow more swiftly and I can block any… undue influence. At the same time, we can explain it away as you being one of Fyre’s disciples.”

Fyre blinked. “Oh. So I’ll become the goddess and she’ll be the prophet. I like that.” A grin crossed her face. “Hmm. It’s too soon to go further, but…”

Lucretia’s eyes narrowed, and despite being a touch younger than Ciana and of a sheltered background, it was apparent she understood plenty about sex. “I will be proud to serve a powerful Bastion such as you, Nathan, particularly with everything you are doing for my people. But anything more…”

“I don’t expect you to sleep with me,” he said drily. “That’s your choice.”

Her face blazed and her wolf ears drooped. Okay, so maybe she was pretty sheltered. Sex wouldn’t be a high priority in a frozen wasteland where so many died each winter and the idea of procreation was laughable.

“We’ll also talk about helping your people later,” he said. “There’s a lot more I need to discuss now.”

Kara led Lucretia outside again, with a promise Nathan would visit her soon to make her a Champion.

From there, the meeting descended into the gritty details of everything Nathan missed. Casualties, the numerous attacks, the current state of each city, portals in danger, where the Twins’ mental magic was needed most, and the status of the militaries of each nation.

The last item drew considerable attention. When Nathan left for Arcadia, the war with Falmir had ended and peace had been restored. What remained was a series of cleanup operations in the aftermath of the breaches three weeks earlier—now four weeks—while most nobles withdrew their armies entirely.

While the crown picked up the tab for many soldiers, that ended with the war and the immediate threat. Only Anna’s archduchy had been directly threatened by a breach, so she funded the cleanup by Arcadia’s border of any demons that spilled over, much like Otto had after Mortiswatch. That meant most soldiers were returning home after collecting their pay from a three-month long war, helping with what was left of the harvest, and preparing for winter.

Trafaumh was little better, save that the Inquisition held sole province over the military with the exception of the private guards of nobles. Beastkin had replaced many of the losses from the cascades earlier this year, but they were relatively inexperienced and lacked the discipline and training the Inquisition typically drilled into their soldiers.

Nathan had lent knights to assist the Inquisitorial Corps in rapid training of their many new recruits, but a couple of months was far too little to bring so many soldiers up to speed. Trafaumh remained exhausted and bloodied from a civil war and two cascades.

And, of course, Falmir had barely recovered from its own travails. Given Maxwell had nearly been killed and a succubus had nearly ruined the plan to rebuild stability after a civil war, the idea of asking Falmir for aid against Arcadia was laughable.

No, the Empire would go it alone. Nathan just didn’t know how many soldiers he could possibly call upon.

Which is why he’d looked at Lucretia and seen opportunity. Nathan had built his successes on the back of an army of beastkin that he rewarded for their efforts, and while he knew it was cruel to do the same to a people who had struggled for everything up in the Far Reaches, he needed an army.

“I don’t see how we can push into Arcadia in November,” Nathan said. “We lack the forces, and with the recent chaos, our allies and the archdukes would outright refuse if we asked them for help. Have we confirmed that Arcadia’s military is still operating normally?”

“As in?” Seraph drew out the words.

“If they’re a mind controlled, broken mess, they might not care if their supply trains freeze over and they’re charging into battle without clothes, food, or weapons,” he said. “Otherwise, we can put our contingency plan into action and freeze the damn valley from mountain to mountain. They’ll be forced to wait, especially as they’ll need food supplies from the Den, and we can train and prepare.”

“Ah. Then, yes, they’re operating like an ordinary army,” Seraph said. “Only the commanders appear to be under the influence of mental magic, and we’re not even sure about that when it comes to the faeries. Sometimes their elves and slaves desert when we take out the officers. We haven’t fought many Champions, however.”

He grunted. “They’re holding back their best, then. Which means this was mostly the effort of the dominions and a spring assault will be the real blitz.”

His plans needed to shift until after winter, then.

Fortunately, that benefited him greatly. That was three to four months to train, organize, and maneuver armies into position to attack Arcadia.

Sofia’s plan seemed foolish now. With winter on his side, he’d have the time advantage, and with more resources, she couldn’t hope to keep up. Especially if he struck hard and fast in the right places.

Namely, one in particular. His eyes landed on the Den, which hovered at the northern end of Arcadia on the map.

“Fei, Vala, Narime, I’ll leave you with Seraph and Kara to go over the defense plans,” he said. “We’ll start discussing what we’ll do over winter tomorrow or the day after, but act on the assumption that we just need to hold on until then. Everyone else, get some rest unless you have something to handle.”

“Like you do,” Artemis said.

“Yes. I have a lot of things to handle.”

Highest on the list was joining Alice for a meeting with the Princes College. Only Anna was in Aleich, meaning it was just his wives and him sitting in a room with the wireless and the disembodied voices of Otto, Milgar, and the various dukes of Amica.

An hour passed in furious discussion once Nathan explained he was back and a very trimmed down version of what occurred in Filankale. The fact that Arcadia’s government had completely fallen to Sofia, who had now openly become a succubus, established the need for war.

He’d been correct to surmise none of the nobles were in the mood to deploy yet more soldiers, even as Arcadia brought the war to them. Money was becoming a distinct issue. War was expensive, and while the Empire remained the wealthiest nation on Doumahr, constant conflicts involving regular soldiers drained the coffers of the nobility.

“We’ll need to draw on levies more than mustering free soldiers,” Milgar surmised. “And I don’t want to do that unless we know we’re marching. An endless onslaught of demons is something the Imperial Army and its Champions can battle, but we’ll all starve to death if we try to meet it in a meat grinder.”

Alice grimaced. If her own grandfather was opposed to sending troops, she knew she was on her own.

Nathan coughed, taking the floor. Technically, he wasn’t a member of the Princes College and needed permission to speak.

“For fuck’s sake, you can just speak, Lord Nathan,” Duke Ilmarn spat, before barking with laughter. “You’re commanding the militaries of basically every nation on the continent. At least, the nations that haven’t fallen to a succubus. We can dither like old men all we like, but you’re the one winning the wars.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Nathan said drily.

More than a few chuckles echoed over the wireless, causing it to whine due to the overlapping signals.

“You’re right, Archduke,” he continued. “On both points. I don’t want this to turn into a slaughter for no gain, especially after so much recent warfare. The plan is to hold the border until winter, and then mass our forces to strike Arcadia afterward. Elysia lies only a few days march north of the border, even in inclement spring weather. That is when you’ll need to levy your troops for a single, bold push. With the help of my tamed succubi, I’ll free Arcadia’s corrupted government from Sofia’s grasp and we’ll topple their offensive.”

It was a powerful plan and met with swift approval. While it required each noble to pitch in, including the Amican dukes, the idea of a single strike to end the war rather than a prolonged slugfest like with Trafaumh and Falmir was popular.

Naturally, they hoped this time it worked, unlike last time when Sofia had sabotaged them.

Alice said as much once the wireless switched off. “The plan will leak almost immediately. She’ll be ready for us and act first, just like she did after the Diet delayed war against Falmir.”

“I know. That’s why it’s not the true plan,” Nathan said.

She stared at him, before smiling.

Anna laughed. “Ah. So you’re tricking Sofia into pre-empting a strategy you aren’t using, which means she’ll devote her Messengers and Champions there. But how will you take Elysia?”

“I won’t.” Nathan flicked his wrist and summoned a holographic map of Arcadia. He pointed to the north, where the Den lay. “The moment the snow melts enough up north to make it viable, but before the valleys warm up, I’m going to teleport a massive force of knights and Champions to the Den and seize Arcadia’s food bowl. And from there, I’ll take Lake Styx and Sofia’s largest source of power.”


CHAPTER 36



Nathan’s next stop was a personal one. Ester.

He found her in the citadel’s grand cemetery, hidden behind the cathedral and used only for the bodies of the Order’s greatest heroes. Any Bastion, Champion, or sufficiently senior member of the Inquisition were buried here, or at least received a marker or gravestone.

Many Champions and Bastions preferred to be buried at home, meaning most markers were symbolic. The Order wanted anyone in the citadel to be able to see the cost of protecting their nation.

Baudelaire had a gravestone here. Despite her status, it was unremarkable save for the fact the date of her death was incorrect. It matched the official date of her death.

A few soldiers wandered the cemetery, but he was here for Ester. She stood at the far end, where room remained for centuries more “heroes” to be buried.

Nathan stopped behind Ester, who stared down at the marker in front of her. He placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. She didn’t turn to face him.

The marker bore only four lines of engraved text.

Ysabelle Pernet

385OA–410OA

Champion of Omria

Some who walk in the shadows do so to protect those who remain in the light

“Erica told me what happened,” Nathan said. “She apologizes for not⁠—”

“There’s nothing to apologize for,” Ester said. She faced Nathan with a thin smile. “I told her right away that it wasn’t her fault. I could see the darkness inside Ysabelle. She was… barely there, I think. Killing Deverese was the last thing she could do as herself. It let her die as Ysabelle, my friend, rather than Ysabelle, the traitor. I… I…”

Nathan opened his arms and Ester slammed into him. Sobs wracked her body as she pressed her face into his chest, her fingers pawing at the collar of his shirt. His hands rubbed her back and he stared past her.

Hearing Ester like this stung him. More than that, it forced him to reflect on his opinion of Ysabelle.

He’d been relentlessly vicious toward her and the way she claimed to be a prophet, her pretend visions, and other vain actions. Yet, every time she was needed, Ysabelle had been there.

She’d fought viciously to protect Trafaumh and defeat Thanatos. Ysabelle had died there, along with Ester and Deverese, in the defense of her country, but helped create the opening for Gareth’s and Nathan’s Champions to win the fight.

When the cascades struck, she still fought, even as Deverese spiraled. And while Nathan questioned why a Champion would follow their Bastion to such traitorous lengths, Sofia’s mind control left little choice.

Ultimately, Ysabelle died a Champion. He was reminded of the Hound, who helped repel Beatrice when she tried to infiltrate the palace after helping Tharban kill Leopold, and weakened Maylis after she had gone mad.

Making a decision that guaranteed certain death while betraying the person you had sworn lifelong fealty to wasn’t easy. There was a reason Champions fought to the death for their Bastions and stories glorified them for doing so.

“I wish she was still here,” Ester sobbed. “That Deverese never went mad, and that he could have fought alongside you. Why? Why did I lose them, after everything? I did everything I was trained to do, and never betrayed the Order or the Inquisition. Shouldn’t they have realized that? I just…”

Nathan placed a hand against the back of her head. “People don’t always make sense, Ester.”

“They loved Trafaumh so much. And now…” Ester squirmed in his arms until she pulled away, standing a few feet away with a bitter smile. “Now, all I can remember of Deverese is the warped monster I put out of its misery. Or the furious, little man raging across western Trafaumh. My memories of the Bastion I once idolized just… aren’t there anymore.”

“Give it time, and maybe⁠—”

She shook her head and interrupted him, “No. I… I don’t know if I want to remember more. I hate that things ended up this way. I wish that Ysabelle was still with me, and that Deverese never lost himself. But I know it can’t change. I can remember Ysabelle as my friend, but Deverese…” Ester smiled up at Nathan.

It was a broken smile, but there was a soft tenderness beneath it.

“I meant to ask you this over a week ago by the river,” Ester whispered. “I wanted you as my Bastion, but couldn’t bring myself to be bolder. To just… ask if you’d truly take me in. That…”

She fell silent.

Nathan didn’t need to hear more.

He stepped forward and placed a hand on Ester’s chin. “If you want me to be more than your Bastion, I can be. If you want me to remain your Bastion and heroic commander, I can be that. But, Ester, you will always be one of my bravest and most capable Champions. Know that. And know that you will become a trigem. If there’s anything Deverese has denied you, it’s your true potential.”

Ester’s eyes widened and she gulped. “I… Please.”

He bent down and her lips widened slightly. He kissed her, and Ester responded. The slightly salty taste of her tears blended with her saliva, and he slid a hand around the back of her head and stroked her.

When they parted, Ester followed him and leaned against him.

“I don’t know if I’m ready for all the stuff Choe talks about,” Ester said, cheeks reddening. “But… thank you. For everything. I still need some time, but knowing that I’m loved and can be more than Deverese ever let me be is everything.”

“You deserve it.” He flipped one of her pigtails and she giggled.

Before they left, he summoned some flowers for Ysabelle’s grave. Ester was still stationed in Soreaux, so he walked her to the barracks.

A familiar wolfgirl Champion saw them walk in from where she sat in the common room, sharpening her sword. Lizbeth’s jaw dropped and her tail went into overdrive.

“Wow. Did you two fuck?” Lizbeth asked. Then frowned. “Wait, I can’t smell sex.”

Ester ran a hand down her face. “I’ll see you later, Nathan. Um, I can come to the palace when I want, right?”

“Of course. I’ll organize with the Royal Knights to get you a pass, but you’ll need to speak with the officers there when you arrive so they know to expect you if you’re going to regularly visit.”

“Ohhh, so you’re fucking tonight,” Lizbeth said.

Ester picked up Lizbeth’s sword and struck the wolfgirl with the pommel, causing her to yowl in surprise. Nathan took the opportunity to retreat.

Internally, he was glad she’d made friends with Lizbeth. Seeing her mourning Ysabelle concerned him, and he’d let Sunstorm know to help Ester integrate into the palace’s Champions a little, even if she remained in Soreaux.

Maybe he’d arrange for Lizbeth to transfer to the defense squad at the palace. She’d been part of the Royal Knights before.

October rolled to an end as Nathan bounced from fire to fire, while planning his spring assault between meetings and planning sessions. His Champions sometimes forced him to rest, and at one point Alice and Anna used the excuse of finally having their honeymoon to drag him off to a holiday home of Alice’s family for several days.

It was a very strange honeymoon, given the number of Royal Knights lurking on the estate. While he placed plenty of wards around the building and upped the soundproofing, he remained convinced they found a way to spy on them.

Or maybe they were just too loud while having sex. Nathan ignored the stares of his many knights and Champions for those few days and their slow, swishing tails.

Winter was going to prove very dangerous. He began making plans to prevent himself from being locked in a room while his knights queued outside it with excuses to get him to ease their heat.

Maxwell had recovered enough from the assassination attempt by now, and the chaos following the coronation subsided to allow Nathan to visit.

After gathering the Twins, Nathan intended to teleport to Fertheim. Only for Fei and Artemis to ambush him together.

“Something wrong?” he asked them.

“I’m going with you to Falmir,” Artemis said. “I don’t like that you’re confronting your old man alone. He’s going to try to guilt you or pull one over on you, and somebody needs to put the fear of Fyre in him.”

“You girls are really enjoying replacing Omria’s name with Fyre, aren’t you,” he mused. “And you, Fei?”

“Um, I just kind of want to come along.” She scratched her cheek and tried to look innocent.

Artemis snorted. “She apparently thinks you look hotter than usual when you’re being stoic around your old man.”

“Hey!” Fei whined.

Nathan rubbed the bridge of his nose. One Fei had been bad enough, and not just because of the food situation. The two were beginning to synchronize, he felt.

They already came to him together each morning to get their tails and hair brushed. Nathan treated them a little like sisters, given their mixture of similarities and differences.

“Fine. But most of this will be politics, so don’t cause drama,” Nathan said.

“Oh, no. Drama in politics.” Maura slapped one side of her face.

Laura mimicked her and slapped the other side of her own face. “Holy shit. I thought drama in politics was a conspiracy confected by the media.”

He stared at them, then shook his head. “Let’s just go.”

“You’re less fun now you punish us less,” Maura said.

He paused right before teleporting them to Fertheim. “If it stops you from doing that while I’m talking with Adam and Maxwell, I’ll slap you as much as you want when we get back.”

“Uh, not quite what I meant,” Maura said.

“Oh, can you make your dick really big and hit us in the face with it?” Laura bounced on the spot.

Maura blinked, tilted her head, then shrugged. “Eh, I can work with that. So long as somebody other than the unicorn is watching us.”

Ciana crossed her arms at the idea that she was little more than a statue and was promptly ignored by the succubi.

“Done.” Nathan then teleported them.

They appeared on the far side of the bridge leading to the royal palace. The royal guard had been instructed to expect him, plus a squad of Imperial Knights were milling about as well. While the royal guard sent word to the palace itself to check if they were ready for Nathan, his knights formed up behind him.

After a short wait, he was allowed to enter. The palace had been redecorated since he saved the city from the dominion, but mostly to remove the worst of Charlotte’s modifications.

Namely, returning the throne room to a more normal appearance. Gone was the open theater and a more statesmanlike throne room took its place, with a sedate stone and steel throne. Galleries lined the upper walls, while fenced off viewing sections allowed a small crowd to watch from a distance.

Presumably, new facilities had been erected for the council to meet. Nathan had made most of the changes himself before he left for Filankale, as the Bastion who had taken over Fertheim’s binding stone lacked the spare power to make sweeping changes to a building as magically protected as this one.

Maxwell, Adam, and a few Champions stood around the throne. The royal guard blocked entrance, meaning the viewing galleries were empty today. Also, for some reason, Harrum was present. The mage nodded at Nathan as he entered, leaving his knights outside.

“Ah, Lord Nathan, welcome,” Maxwell said with a sweeping bow that was more gracious and showy than anything else. His clothes were simple, if elegant, and in the royal colors of Falmir: blue and gold. “I’d introduce everyone, but I feel you know us. Even the Champions.”

Nathan glanced at the three Champions present. All of whom represented Adam in some way. Lily and Veronica served him directly, while Millie fought for a Bastion in Adam’s service.

Millie’s eyes focused on the two catgirls who followed Nathan in and she blinked rapidly, before rubbing her eyes.

“Uh, pardon me, milord, but where did you find two trigems that look…” She trailed off with a red face. “Very similar.”

“Identical, you mean,” Adam grunted.

“Not just that,” Millie mumbled.

Artemis tilted her head, then grinned. “Oh. Oh, I know you. You’re the sister of that kitten Nathan railed ages ago.”

Nathan closed his eyes and wished he hadn’t brought Artemis.

Only for nobody to say anything.

“Archduke von Salms said the Messengers say some strange things, and I think I understand,” Maxwell said.

“Oh, fuck⁠—”

Ciana placed a hand over Artemis’s mouth, and ignored the catgirl’s attempt to gnaw her hand off.

“Wait, Messenger? Is that why she looks like me?” Millie asked.

Veronica looked at Millie like she was an idiot. Which, admittedly, Millie kind of was. She wasn’t a trigem for her astounding intelligence.

“There are a lot of black-haired cat beastkin in the world, Millie,” Veronica said. “You don’t even have the same eyes.” Then she froze. “Wait… Your sister…”

“I assume we can proceed?” Adam interrupted, mustache bristling with visible annoyance.

Veronica ignored him, instead staring into the distance with hollow eyes. Nathan worried greatly about where her mind was going.

Unfortunately, he had politics to attend to.

“I’m glad to hear you’re alive and recovered, Your Highness,” Nathan said. He blinked. “Sorry, Your Majesty.”

Maxwell waved off the apology. “A lot of people are getting that wrong. I’m putting in a lot of effort to not be my sister, so it’s fine… for now.”

That last remark wasn’t directed at Nathan, he suspected, but rather at the nobles who were likely repeatedly getting Maxwell’s title and term of address incorrect. Once was a mistake, twice was carelessness, but three times?

A king needed to enforce their position, or have it swept out from under them.

“The biggest concern isn’t me, but the leftovers of the attack,” Maxwell said. “Namely, an earl and a viscount who appear to be under the influence of mental magic. Even weeks later, they’re still… deranged.”

Maura and Laura frowned and looked at each other.

“We’ll need to look at them,” Maura said.

“Yeah, can’t promise anything until we determine how far gone they are,” Laura said.

Adam raised an eyebrow. “I’ve heard talk from some of the nobles in the Empire and Trafaumh that you possess a method to reverse mental magic. The Inquisition and church’s teachings always denied this as heresy, but entire towns have come back after weeks of quarantine by the Inquisition, rather than being slaughtered.”

“It’s not that simple,” Nathan said. “This will go faster if somebody escorts the Twins to see the corrupted nobles. That way, they can let us know their state before we make any assumptions.”

Maxwell showed no reaction, but hesitated. Adam’s brow furrowed.

“These two succubi have been by Nathan’s side for a year now,” Harrum said. “At this point, if you can’t trust him when he wants to send them somewhere, you can’t trust him.”

“I’d say that raises concern,” Adam said. “Especially as he doesn’t wear any anti-succubus relics.”

“I don’t wear them because I don’t need them. I use my own mental magic wards,” Nathan said. “Gareth’s been studying them as well.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Enough, Martel.” Maxwell turned to face the earl. “If you’d send Champion Millie with them, I doubt we’ll have any trouble. She wears her own relic, after all.”

Millie gripped the golden-winged necklace around her neck as she escorted the Twins out of the throne room.

Once they were gone, Maxwell slumped on the throne and eyed Nathan. “Can you elaborate on the complications? We’ve explained about the nobles’ absences as grievous wounds and that we’ve requested the aid of your best healers, as the expertise of Milgar’s foxes and your own trigem fox are well known by now. The council is sitting with ten members for now, but questions will be asked if nobody sees the remaining two.”

“I’ll start by making it clear that while a lot of secrets of mental magic, Bastions, and Messengers are being shared more openly so we can better combat the threat, and ensure trust is built while I use tamed Messengers, this is a secret that can’t be readily shared,” Nathan said.

“Otto mentioned some interesting facts about succubi when I met him at the wedding,” Adam said. “Is this related to that? Or possibly in contradiction?”

The man’s narrow gaze suggested he thought Nathan had spared Otto for convenience, rather than genuine reasons.

“Not quite,” Nathan said. “Let’s start there, though. Succubi don’t corrupt their targets like you’ve been taught. They warp their minds and memories using mental magic. This can be detected by other mental magic users, especially other succubi. Humanity has rarely had a reliable method of doing this, so any contact with succubi has been deemed too dangerous.”

“I’m not sure I like where this is going, if you’re defending the Inquisition’s zero tolerance policy as reasonable,” Maxwell said.

“It’s not reasonable as much as it’s an emergency weapon necessary for war,” Nathan said. “The problem is that even with succubi who can detect mental magic, the changes can be too severe to undo. Large-scale changes, such as those applied to a town or army, rarely amount to little more than simple commands or emotive influence. Think a magical directive commanding everyone to do something. When a succubus targets somebody individually, they’ll rewrite his memories, emotions, and even the way he acts to suit their needs.”

“They’d become a different person,” Adam said, eyes widening. “That’s… Shit.”

“Shit indeed,” Lily said. “Sounds a lot like our affected nobles. They were acting weird as hell leading up to the coronation, and now they’re talking as if they hated His Majesty the whole time. Right, Veronica?” She stared at the witch. “Uh, Veronica?”

Veronica blinked, then looked around herself. Her eyes locked onto Nathan.

“Something wrong?” he asked her.

“Why did the Messenger say you slept with Millie’s sister?” she asked, eyes looking through him.

Well, shit.

This time, Nathan knew for sure he’d been seen through. Veronica wasn’t going to exclaim “you’re the real prophet” again.

“That was gibberish,” Adam said, giving Veronica an odd look.

“Was it?” Veronica gulped. “Because I can think of somebody else that… nearly applied to. The catgirl there, Fei, right? She was your first Champion in the Empire. But when you battled Oliver and Gareth in Aleich, you captured Vala and converted her. I’ve always wondered what you could possibly have offered her to convince her to change sides.”

“Respect,” Artemis said flatly.

Adam’s jaw clenched and he glared at the Messenger.

Nathan sighed. “That’s not incorrect. Vala… didn’t get along with Oliver. I saw an amazing Champion achieving nothing with a single garnet she barely got to use, and offered to make her the Champion she dreamed of being.”

“And you knew exactly what sort of Champion she dreamed of being, didn’t you?” Veronica said, voice barely a whisper.

Lily shot the other Champion a sharp look. “Alright, I think it’s time to shut up now.”

Veronica’s eyes widened and she spun, stepping away from the burly warrior. “What? Lily, you… You knew?”

Rolling her eyes, Lily stretched her arms behind her back. “Duh. Hard to miss. Same eyes, real softy, went easy on me, knew techniques he sure as hell couldn’t learn in the Empire. And when he reached into my mind and snuffed out Charlotte’s weird power shit, I…” She grimaced. “Well, I sensed the similarity.”

Leave it to Lily to pick up on the mystery instantly and never bring it up. Almost like Fei.

“What are you two even talking about?” Adam asked, eyes narrowing.

Harrum stroked his chin. “I’m not sure I follow exactly, but this started with the catgirl Messenger, yes? I’ll admit I’ve been curious about her. A Champion who looks identical to a trigem already in Nathan’s service, and even acts similarly in many ways. Their tails even swish in the same manner.”

Everyone spun and stared at Fei and Artemis, who took a step back and hunched their shoulders.

True to Harrum’s words, their bushy black tails moved cautiously behind them in a figure-eight pattern that was eerily similar. Almost certainly a behavior from early in life that never changed.

“It’s never been properly explained what Messengers are, but most of them speak and act in strange ways. With several now active in the palace, the Lodge has been able to compile a significant amount of research notes on them,” Harrum continued. “We’re confident they’re from a very different world to ours. One with different technology, history, and even countries. So a Messenger with Champion gemstones that matches an existing resident? That’s different.”

“I am different,” Artemis snarled.

“Artemis, it’s fine,” Nathan said. He sighed. “There are two types of Messengers, depending on the being who sent them here. Most work for the same entity and come from the same place, as you’ve described. A rare few like Artemis are… displaced versions of people from Doumahr.”

“Not just here,” Artemis corrected, her tail lashing the ground. “Any world with magic. Or so I’m told. Didn’t meet any of them.”

“Well, I’ve only met two of you, and both of you come from here,” Nathan said defensively.

“Displaced?” Veronica asked. “So you are Fei from the future!”

“The future?” Adam repeated. He screwed up his face. “Is that what these questions are about? You think this woman is from… No…”

Adam’s confusion grew as he tried to make sense of the conversation.

“It’s fine, Adam,” Lily said. “Drop it.”

Veronica bit her lip as she looked between Lily, Adam, and then Nathan. She gulped as she abruptly realized what she might have trodden on.

“Oh,” she said. “You really are…”

Maxwell stared at Nathan, his head in one palm.

“Your Majesty?” Nathan asked.

“I’d say this is an interesting secret to stumble upon, but it’s not even one I can share. Everyone would say I’m crazy,” Maxwell said. “It does explain a lot, however. Including Charlotte’s behavior. You’re Oliver, aren’t you?”

“How dare you—” Adam roared, eyes bulging as he slammed a foot down toward his king.

Lily grabbed her Bastion by the shoulder, her hand clamping down hard. “Stop, Adam!”

“Adam!” Veronica cried out, grabbing the man.

Maxwell ignored the earl.

Nathan sighed. He’d managed to avoid this mess so far, with the exception of those in the palace. Many of his knights knew the poorly kept secret and simply didn’t say anything, because to them the fact he was from a devastated future version of Doumahr simply played into their idea that he was the true prophet of Omria.

Hell, Fyre’s “ascension” to being the goddess somehow only reinforced the matter. It didn’t help that she sometimes played into the fantasy, taunting knights she knew were believers. She nearly convinced one of his officers to join her in a blowjob the other day while dropping off some reports.

“Like Lily said, this would have been better for everyone to have remained a secret,” Nathan said.

“What the hell are you even saying,” Adam snapped. “You can’t be⁠—”

“I was born Nathan Martel,” Nathan said. “In another Doumahr, you were my father.”

Adam stopped dead in his tracks, eyes wide as they bore into Nathan. Nobody moved.

Eventually, Harrum let out a hum. “So, it wasn’t time travel but dimensional travel? I suppose that makes sense given your mastery of spatial magic.”

Nathan looked at the mage, who merely smirked.

“We surmised you had knowledge from some unknown source when you first approached us,” Harrum said. “The ideas and methods to detect Messengers and demonic energy were too perfect, as if they’d already gone through countless rounds of testing. Many wrote them as from Omria once the prophets appeared, but your actions still remained mysterious and your immense knowledge and experience of Messengers couldn’t be so easily explained. You acted as if you had personally battled countless Messengers at a time when Kurai had been the last and only Messenger invasion in centuries.”

“This is madness,” Adam muttered.

“No, it’s the truth,” Nathan said. “The Doumahr I came from was reduced to a wasteland. The Empire fell when the Federation invaded and let a Messenger through. Afterward, Falmir reneged on its agreement with Torneus and helped destroy the Federation, while Beatrice tore apart Arcadia. The Messenger who breached at Mortiswatch reduced Trafaumh to ashes. A decade and a half of constant invasions and Messenger breaches left nothing of Doumahr save Falmir, and even we lost territory.”

“You went to an alternate world to stop the apocalypse, yet now serve the Empire?” Maxwell asked. “Is that how little Falmir meant to you?”

“My time in Falmir ended in exile, Your Majesty. A lifetime of defending Doumahr meant nothing.”

What could any of them say to that? Even Adam straightened, his gaze searching Nathan’s for any hint of deception or a clue that this was a lie.

“Why did you become a Bastion?” Adam asked.

“Because I chafed at being cooped up in the estate, being taught to replace you as earl as you focused on your plans to bring about the republic,” Nathan said. “We never got along. Ironically, we’ve seen eye-to-eye better now than we ever did as family.”

“Oliver never said⁠—”

“I’m not Oliver,” Nathan said, his voice raising in pitch despite himself. “I didn’t have a princess luring me to the palace. Adam, I’m sorry for how things ended and what Sofia did to him. If there’s one thing I’ve had to learn these past few years, it’s that everyone is their own person. I’m not Oliver, just like Fei and Artemis here are completely different people, and the women who fight for me as Champions aren’t the warriors I lost in my old world.”

Adam’s expression tightened. Veronica gasped, as if she hadn’t understood why Nathan might be here and what he lost.

Possibly because he’d left out the part of the explanation that involved Kadria blowing everything apart.

“We’ll speak about this again,” Adam said. “You won my respect as Nathan von Straub, so I’ll continue talking to you as that man, whatever your past may be.”

“Thank you,” Nathan said.

Veronica looked between them. When she looked at Nathan, he saw a glimmer of the sad eyes that saw him off over 15 years ago.

He supposed he could make some effort to stay in touch with Adam, or at least his Champions. Falmir wasn’t going anywhere.

The Twins returned soon enough, and the news was better than expected. While the two nobles had their minds warped by the enemy succubus, the damage was skin deep. No complete re-writes needed.

Nathan managed to avoid a difficult decision. Or, more accurately, forcing one on Maxwell and giving Adam ammunition to use against him.

November came and went, and the war dragged on. Harrum prepared a powerful ice magic spell with Leviathan, aided by the research of the Twins and three Lodges. Kadria even helped the Inquisition dig up old tombs from beneath the old citadel using knowledge she had from alternate worlds.

Winter was deep and bitter. Far worse than usual. The war drew deeply on his army, but his regular soldiers found themselves assisting the civilian population and merchants as snow ravaged roads, towns, and more. Invasions poured through portals at a rapid rate.

Enemy agents continued to wreak havoc, and Nathan came closer than he cared to admit to letting the Twins seize control of a sizeable part of the Diet during the Winter Diet. The Crusader faction proved unwieldy and easily influenced by corrupted merchants, even if enemy succubi never touched them directly.

All the while, Nathan’s knights trained Lucretia and scores of able-bodied beastkin in the Enclave. With Reine’s assistance, he’d teleported every beastkin in the Far Reaches he could find into the Enclave and land managed by von Allesburgs. Thanks to Alice’s control of the archduchy’s land, he could settle many beastkin there and commit resources and food to establishing farmland for them.

The price would be that over ten thousand of them would fight for him come spring. They’d supplement his elite knights, who were numerous in number but needed every advantage they could get. The Inquisitorial Corps carried out similar training, and Bastion Jacques finally left Tortoffen upon learning about the northern beastkin. He took over broad military command of Trafaumh while promising Nathan an army that could assist him.

February came and no sign of the thaw had arrived.

What did arrive was different. Tarako and the Messengers had been scouting for possible locations Inari might be using to hide her foxes and had rooted out some.

Then they stumbled upon something far more interesting.

Displayed on the panel in the control room was an image of a towering citadel surrounded by nine draconic statues. Piles of snow covered it, while sheets of ice coated the ground. Even with the huge difference in architecture, Nathan knew what he was looking at.

“Is that Horthrumgar, the draconic citadel Tarako helped Omria destroy?” he asked.


CHAPTER 37



Waves crashed against the shore of the south coast of one of the northernmost islands of the known world. The best maps of Doumahr didn’t go much farther north due to how choppy and dangerous the ocean became, and the furious, bitterly cold wind churning up snow was proof of that.

Nathan couldn’t even see more than a few hundred feet thanks to the mist kicked up by the wind and snow. He worried he’d miss the gigantic fortress on the island, but Reine assured him that a barrier weakened the weather around it.

“Couldn’t you have teleported us directly on top of the damn place?” Maura whined, rubbing her naked limbs. Her dress rippled in the wind as she floated beside Nathan, for once thanks to an actual wind.

“Don’t pretend you feel the cold,” Artemis said.

“I’m weather resistant, not fucking undead like you,” the succubus snapped back. “My nipples are hard as rocks, and not in the good way. I actually have underwear on.”

“Wearing clothes is a solution,” Ciana said as she stood guard, staring north with her greatsword stuck in the ground before her.

Both her and the other Champions Nathan brought wore much heavier uniforms than usual. Heavily padded linen and fur jackets and shirts replaced the typical Champion uniform, poking out beneath their breastplates and other armor pieces, and a long, black fur-lined coat swirled around Ciana.

Nathan had given her the coat earlier last year as a birthday present, knowing a fashionable cloak would be useful for his bodyguard, and she’d rolled around in it all day. They might or might not have fucked on top of it at some point.

Narime joined him up here, along with the Twins and Artemis. Fei, Tarako, and Sunstorm had gone scouting, as all three had speed enhancements or some form of teleportation.

The appearance of an ancient draconic fortress was one thing. The Twins had mentioned Sofia had been here when they’d traced her magic, but he’d forgotten the fact after the mess in Arcadia.

What he needed to know was why Sofia wanted the fortress back, and how dangerous it was. So he waited in the cold for his scouts to confirm Reine’s scrying, in case Atlas was up to his tricks again.

Thirty minutes later, all three Champions returned together.

“The place is deserted,” Sunstorm said. “We didn’t get close, but the weather is calmer near it and there isn’t a soul in sight. If anybody’s alive here, they’re hiding in the fortress.”

“When I came here last time, the defenses were automated,” Tarako explained. “Those nine statues are magically powered golems. But they’re built to fight demons, not Champions. Maybe they could contain an ordinary breach, but a Messenger would blow them apart within seconds.”

“Seems pretty useless,” Laura said.

“Yeah.” Maura crossed her arms and tried standing on Nathan’s shoulders, only for him to push her away, causing her to float above him. “Weren’t the dragons this fuck off powerful race who threw around fourth rank spells like they were cantrips?”

Nathan frowned. “These golems look like dragons. Do they fight like them? Should we get a brief on dragons now?”

Tarako pursed her lips, then nodded. “Dragons are vastly more powerful than any race still alive, but they had their weaknesses. They can hold immense amounts of magic, which lets them cast powerful spells instantly as they don’t need to gather the energy from leylines or their surroundings. Older dragons might even cast seventh rank spells like you would a fifth rank spell, Nathan. But once they run out of magic, it can take months or years to get it back. Champions were powerful as they recovered rapidly using binding stones.”

Lovely. Now he understood why the dragons had been the race that forced the outer beings to use the elite Messengers. Even in small numbers, Champion dragons casually throwing around seventh rank spells alongside their gem abilities would crush most Messengers. Especially if the gem abilities were stronger than usual thanks to the massive magical power of the Bastions.

Sofia truly had bullshitted about humanity being her proudest creation. She had probably raged for millennia when the outer beings defeated the dragons.

He rubbed the bridge of the nose. “And the golems?”

“They’re not as powerful as actual dragons, naturally. But they operate on the same principles. A big mass of magic with prepared spells they can activate. They’re a very complicated form of summon that a Bastion likely created long ago, but if Sofia brought them back they might work differently.”

“We’ll have to count on that,” he said. “I assume the trick is to hit them hard and fast then, before they use much magic?”

Tarako nodded. “Their defensive magic is much weaker than you’d expect. That was the true weak point of dragons, as they never focused much on barriers.”

“When everyone can throw around fuck-off huge spells, I’m guessing the best defense is a good offense,” Artemis said. She frowned. “Didn’t Siv say something about how the foxes were the opposite? That you fluffy morons were too defense-focused?”

“Oh?” Tarako tilted her head and her tails followed. “I didn’t hear about this. But, yes, much of our training focused on defense and we valued defensive gems highly. Disruption and counter abilities like Narime’s, or spatial and force barriers. Demons rarely had the power to break through our concentrated magic, and Messengers initially struggled. At some point things changed. That succubus…” She bit her lip. “Kadria laughed in the face of most of our defenses. Having seen the true power of spatial magic lately, we were truly arrogant back then.”

“Your Nine-Tail Slash still competes with nearly any offensive ability I can put together,” Nathan said.

“Except it can’t punch through barriers, and you can.” Tarako shook her head. “Don’t patronize me. I realize we got caught in a dispute between two rivals over who was superior in spatial magic. Sofia thought she had raised us to best the Messengers, and Kadria murdered her with her own techniques.” A wicked smile crossed Tarako’s face. “I can’t help but hate Kadria for what she did, but knowing what I know now… I can at least indulge in what I imagine Sofia’s face looked like before Kadria cut her to ribbons and returned Mirie’s body to the earth.”

Nathan placed a hand atop Tarako’s head and ruffled her hair. Her ears twitched, but she refused to lean into his touch even as he scratched behind them.

“Really, you and Kadria just need to get fucked by Nathan together,” Laura said.

“Not the time,” Sunstorm said, while Tarako ignored the succubus.

“Sure it is. The hag is trying to get over her past hatred for the goat, so why not go all the way and ask for Nathan to seed them together? No better way to become close than to feel another girl’s womb being mashed into your stomach by his cock.”

Sunstorm opened her mouth to argue, then closed it and shrugged. “You know what, you’re right. Tarako⁠—”

“Shut up, Choe,” Tarako said without even looking.

Fei and Artemis snickered, while Sunstorm shrugged.

“Worth a shot,” Sunstorm said.

Maura bent down and held out a fist, Sunstorm pressed her own against it.

“If we’re done, I believe it’s time to get out of this wind and investigate the citadel,” Narime said, her expression suggesting she was sick of everyone’s antics.

“Yes, let’s,” Nathan agreed.

Fei led the way to Horthrumgar, with Sunstorm blinking back and forth to keep an eye out for any ambushes.

The towering citadel came into sight quickly enough. Nathan couldn’t see its peak thanks to the low clouds. Each level of the citadel contained an external platform that ringed the keep, as the tower grew progressively narrower. Despite the cold that threatened to freeze the water in his canteen if it weren’t for warming spells, water flowed freely from glass sculptures and along inlets carved in the stonework.

Even the courtyard surrounding the keep contained such an inlet. Nathan had observed them through Reine’s scrying and determined they were spell frames. No doubt part of the activation method of the golems.

“Hold,” he called, raising a hand to stop everyone.

Contrary to his Champions’ testimony earlier, there was a living soul on the island.

A woman in an ornate robe crouched in front of a strange flame-producing device, poking at it with what appeared to be kitchen utensils. Two tails swished behind her, one a black wolf’s tail and the other a white fox’s tail with a black tip. Her white fox ears twitched at random.

Shiva. He recognized her from the description given by Kadria, Erica, and Ester.

The device in front of her looked like a small gas canister but outputted a flame from a steel device above it. A large pot bubbled away over the fire.

“Only Kelly would make fucking hot pot out in the open,” Laura said.

Shiva’s tails and ears shot bolt upright and she looked directly at them. She shot to her feet and long golden claws formed of light burst from her hands.

“Don’t fucking call me by that name, bitch! I’ve told you a thousand times,” Shiva screamed.

Instantly, she blinked across the clearing. Nathan vaguely recognized the same teleportation magic used by foxes.

Ciana’s alexandrite flared and her spatial shield went up. Shiva fell into a roll and her leg swept the unicorn knight’s feet from under her. Tarako’s sword snapped out, but Shiva was already too close to use her Nine-Tail Slash. Screaming, the Twins shot up into the air while futilely pummeling Shiva with mental magic.

Magic swirled along Narime’s tails, while Sunstorm’s blades swept at Shiva with spatial slashes.

Shiva’s claws swept out, moving faster than Nathan believed possible, and shattered the spatial slashes about to cut her to ribbons. Her fox tail flicked at Narime, and a force from above flattened the seven-tailed fox against the snow, muffling her face against the ground.

Nathan’s sword snapped towards Shiva’s throat, a spatial slash bursting free from it at the same instant. Her eyes flickered between him and the fleeing succubi, as if she had barely even noticed his presence.

With her spare claw, she tried to casually deflect his sword while her legs tensed, preparing to leap at the succubi. That was how little she feared his attack.

Golden claw met pitch black longsword. A surge of pure ascended magic rippled along the blade, trying to utterly crush his spell at its core. Pain flared in Nathan’s mind.

He ignored it, but lost control for the briefest of seconds. The spatial slash burst free prematurely, slicing a partial arc that only covered the left half of Nathan’s swing, excluding Shiva’s neck.

Her claw shattered.

Instantly, her entire body froze and she stared at him, eyes full of fascination and wonder.

She blinked backward, kicking up snow again. Shiva looked down at her hands.

One claw still glowed, but the other had vanished.

“Well, that’s new,” she said, voice like that of a child who had discovered a new toy. “Now I definitely know why you’re hot shit. I didn’t even know that was possible.”

Nathan summoned another spatial slash, ready to try again.

But Shiva raised her hands in surrender and the other golden claw vanished. “Wait, wait, wait! I just wanted to kick those idiots asses. They’re not supposed to use my real name around anyone. I came out here to talk to you, although I didn’t expect you to be…” She licked her lips and unbound lust overflowed from her eyes. “Well, interesting to me for anything other than your tails.”

His tails?

Tarako took a step back and her tails shifted behind Nathan. Shiva clicked her tongue.

“Stop being a moron, Kel—” Laura began to say, only to freeze mid-sentence when Shiva’s glared daggers at her. “I mean, stop being stupid, Shiva. What the hell are you doing here? If the boss sent you here, it was to kill Nathan, right?”

“Uh, kind of?” Shiva scratched her cheek. “I get told to do lots of shit, but Sofia is a dumb bitch and this job is boring.”

She turned and walked back to her pot, peering into it. Her tails wagged as she sniffed it.

“Anyway, the hot pot’s nearly ready. Want to join me while we chat?” she asked. “Figure we can eat while we talk, and then…” She frowned. “Well, shouldn’t lay my cards out just yet.”

Maura floated next to Nathan and whispered in his ear. “She wants to play with Tarako’s and Narime’s tails. And, uh, probably have hers played with by you. Should be an easy win.”

He stared ahead vacantly, processing what he’d heard.

This was Shiva, the most powerful of the elite Messengers? A woman who Maura was convinced he could be fucking in a single meeting?

Then he recalled how that fight had gone. The memory gave him chills.

Shiva had shattered spells with her claws, cast powerful force blasts capable of disabling Narime, used short-range teleportation faster than any enemy he’d ever fought, and nearly stopped one of his own spells.

If he’d fought her before the duel with Sofia at the Spires, Shiva would be able to mount his head in her bedroom without even trying. No wonder she crushed the dragons. She beat them at their own game.

The best defense was a good offense, and Shiva hit hard and fast. The hardest and the fastest of all Messengers, he guessed.

He eyed Fei and Artemis, who hadn’t been able to react in time. Both grimaced. Artemis shook her head.

Nathan sincerely doubted Artemis’s regeneration was at threat, but that meant she didn’t rate her own speed against Shiva’s. Wonderful.

No choice but to join her for a meal.

He summoned a handful of low seats and they gathered around the fire. Narime cast a spell to keep them all warm, although a spell built into the courtyard appeared to keep the wind at bay.

“Sofia gave me an update not long ago,” Shiva said. “She always figured you’d come here, but wanted to make it clear I should murder the shit out of everyone around you, send her the signal, then summon her. That I’d get a reward and all that shit. Guess you pissed her off in Arcadia?” The fox-wolf grinned and leaned forward while handing out bowls with what looked like soy sauce and garlic in the bottom, plus forks. “How hard did you fuck her to make her that mad?”

“Her pussy was gaping like this.” Artemis held her hands out impossibly wide.

Shiva threw her head back and barked with laughter. “Fan-fucking-tastic. Bitch always indulges as this fake goddess, but it’s always so fucking vanilla. Ramming a fat cock in her and reminding her that she’s a terrible fucking succubus is exactly what she deserved.”

“I take it you don’t like her,” Narime said, with a muttered thanks when Shiva handed her chopsticks instead of a fork.

The Twins, Tarako, and Narime began picking up meat right from the bubbling pot, so everyone else began following suit. There was a lot of it, plus vegetables, in the huge broth-filled bowl. Nathan felt Shiva add more with life magic occasionally, and she managed the pot carefully.

“I never knew her as a succubus, only as this idiot wannabe goddess,” Shiva said, before wolfing down a long, fatty slice of beef. “She’s annoying as hell. Selfish, petty, deluded, self-absorbed, arrogant, lustful—I could go on. Hell, I’m pretty sure she embodies the fucking seven sins.” Shiva paused. “Pride, check. Lust, check. Envy, check. Sloth? She makes everyone else fight for her. Gluttony? She’s a rich bitch, so check. Wrath? Angry slut, so check. Greed? Again, rich bitch who wants to rule a world. Hell, she wasn’t happy with being a Messenger.”

“I mean, it’s not perfect,” Maura said.

Shiva paused. “Just to be clear, you guys haven’t been erased. So while the two of you are having lots of fun going rogue here, falling in love, getting fucked really hard, and enjoying life, it’s not like you’ve thrown the baby out with the bathwater. Sofia went ballistic. Absolute freedom from all responsibilities, so long as she blows up some fantasy worlds. We can fuck around a lot, too. I vanish for fucking decades or centuries. Hell, I know you girls do the same.”

“Learned from the best,” Laura said drily.

Shiva winked.

Nathan stared at the Twins, who shrugged at him.

Well, apparently they were friends with Shiva. Funny. Now that he knew Shiva was deeply hedonistic, he understood why.

“I don’t think we’re going to see eye-to-eye based on what you’re saying,” Nathan said slowly.

“Well, duh.” Shiva rolled her eyes. “You’re a hero type. Like, a literal hero type. Self-sacrificing, buff, nation-leading, charismatic and all that shit. I like freedom, hedonism, fucking around, and being the bad guy. My three favorite things as a Messenger are fucking, fighting, and fluffing.”

Narime and Tarako froze.

Ciana broke down in giggles, while Sunstorm placed her head in the hand that wasn’t holding her bowl.

“Funny. I’d say I spend a lot of my time doing that as well,” Nathan said drily.

“Eh, you don’t fight for fun,” Shiva said, but a lewd grin crossed her face. “You do fuck and fluff a lot, and that’s why I wanted to chat. And after that fight…” Her eyes lit up again.

Oh.

Damn.

Nathan knew he’d messed up earlier with that brief scuffle. Shiva meant it when she said she only wanted to mess with the Twins. This little chat here felt prepared, almost as if it was a Messenger saying “I don’t give a shit about you, so let’s fuck and we’ll pretend you defeated me.”

Except he’d shown her a little too much power, and now she expected a real fight.

“Is there any chance you can forget what you saw five minutes ago?” he asked.

Shiva grinned. “Fuck no. Honestly, I had you written off as a nuisance the boss wanted gone. This cycle had clearly gotten out of hand. I mean, pretty much every elite is dead or betrayed us. Kadria and the first partner Messenger joined you. Bauer’s dead. Atlas is running scared. Sofia is fucking useless. Seemed he wanted a runaway cycle and a problem dealt with personally before it became a bigger thorn. Now…”

“Now?” he asked.

“Now I don’t give a shit about what he wants,” Shiva said, and he blinked. “I saw you lathering up this nine-tailed floofer’s tails in the shower while she coated the place with her juices. Took all my willpower not to bust into the palace and join in. Then, when I made my plan to ambush you and get some action, you fucked off to Arcadia. But you’re here now.”

“I hate to be the one to say this, but can we get to the point,” Sunstorm said. “There’s a huge dragon fortress here to explore.”

Shiva waved a slice of pork in the air. “It’s empty as shit. Considered summoning some demons, but why bother? Once I realized nothing was nearby and all the real work was being done by the angry fluffy Sofia brought along, I lost interest.”

Angry fluffy had to be Inari.

“You don’t like Inari?” Nathan asked.

“Her tails are interesting, but she’s unstable as hell. Her magic is the same as my claws.” Shiva summoned a golden claw for effect. “This is pure reality fuckery, right? Difference is I’m just a regular Messenger, but she’s backed up by the partner. So she wins by default. Also, she’s a hate-filled bitch. Same goes for all the foxes under her. They’ve been warped by her. I’m guessing she’s using her personal pocket dimension as an ark of sorts, but her magic and mind is poisoning them.”

Laura nodded. “I can’t believe you actually pay attention when I explain this stuff.”

“Oh, fuck off. I love this shit, even if I’m not particularly good at using it. It’s like…” Shiva waved her hands about. “Everything I dreamed about is real, and I get to live it. So, yeah, Nathan, we can’t see eye-to-eye. But maybe we can see dick-to-womb.”

Blunt.

He leaned back and placed his bowl on the ground. “I take it we’re negotiating now.”

“What negotiation?” Shiva laughed. “It’s pretty simple. I want a good fight, and that’s happening. But I can make things easier otherwise. I’ll let you wander down there and ruin whatever Sofia wanted me to protect. Just don’t cut me off from the binding stone. I can’t join you, because then I’ll go rogue and lose my memories.”

“That’s it?”

She shook her head. “I’m guessing you’re planning something big. Sofia will teleport me over to fight you. We’ll fight properly then, but it’ll just be between us. No other bullshit. In exchange for all that, I want a good fucking and fluffing.” She grinned at the other foxes. “And I want these two foxes in bed with me. Both to see them melt with your cock in them, but also to feel their tails.”

As deals went, Nathan couldn’t see a reason to refuse.

A fucking and a fluffing, as she said. Those twin tails swirling around behind Shiva looked enticing, and she was fine enough, too.

Not to mention he questioned whether she’d truly say no to joining him while laying in bed with Narime and Tarako beside her. Worst case, he might grab a comrade-in-arms after their final duel.

Unlike Siv, who only wanted to fight, Shiva admitted the hedonism was part of her thing. Although she also admitted she enjoyed being the “bad guy.”

“Tarako, Narime?” he asked. “I can’t say yes for you.”

Narime frowned. “I have a condition.”

“Really? It’s just sex,” Shiva whined.

“I won’t share my bed with somebody who just wants Nathan’s or my body,” Narime said. “I understand you want to keep your memories, but that’s my condition. You have to pick a side, not straddle it.”

“Oh, you…” Shiva glowered.

“Hmm, I like that,” Tarako admitted. “I’ll throw in the same condition.”

“Ooh, spicy,” Laura said. “Anyway, it’s not like you know the boss will get pissy.”

“Oh, fuck off.” Shiva rolled her eyes, then laid back on the courtyard. “Urgh. You’re just… Fuck you.”

Shiva apparently shared the same depth of vocabulary as the Twins.

Nathan and the others finished off the hot pot, which was no longer being topped up by Shiva. Minutes passed while she threw a silent tantrum.

Eventually, she sat back up and glowered at Nathan.

“Fine. But we’re still dueling,” Shiva said. “Maybe if all I do is lounge around after you win I’ll get away with it. But that’s all I’m doing. Lounging around. You still need to beat me in a fair duel. And we’re fucking right now!”

She bared her teeth.

Nathan looked at the two foxes next to him, who smirked.

Well, apparently he was going to be busy.

“The rest of you can explore the citadel. Have Fyre teleport over if you find something she needs to deal with,” he said. “I’ll seal this deal.”

With a wave of his hand, he summoned a bed. Shiva blinked at it.

“Oh. Right here?” she asked.

“You just said⁠—”

“I mean, when I said right now, I didn’t mean⁠—”

While the others wandered off, he, Narime, Tarako, and Shiva bickered over exactly where the foursome would take place. Shiva’s wandering hands tried to grip the other foxes’ tails but were batted away.

The destination they decided on was Nathan’s bedroom, which he probably should have expected. It was comfortable, warded, and less likely for unexpected intruders to show up.

Plus, Narime and Tarako would be far less awkward in it.

He let Fyre know to teleport to Horthrumgar, then teleported back to his bedroom with the three women.

They’d barely appeared before Shiva’s magic tore the clothes off the other women. When she caught Nathan’s expression, Shiva looked thoughtfully at him, then blew his clothes off, too.

“What? I thought you felt excluded?” she said. Her fingers ran along his half-erect cock, teasing it. “There are three of us, and plenty of tails to go around.”

Her two tails wiggled behind her.

Except she then turned around down headfirst into Tarako’s tails. She’d sat on the edge of Nathan’s bed, while Narime stood to one side.

The three women were gorgeous. Narime’s long, slender curves and hefty bust, accentuated by her silver tails and long hair. Tarako was a tiny thing, with wide hips and lean muscle beneath a soft layer. Her bronze tails were endless fluffy bundles of joy.

Shiva herself couldn’t be undersold. Although of average height and build, her complexion and physique were perfect. As if somebody had molded her as the perfect woman, but with a more standard expectation of tits than the massive breasts many of his companions had.

What lured Nathan to her now were those fluffy tails flying around behind her as she wrapped herself in Tarako’s tails while squealing. Tarako and Narime smirked at him, happy to stand on the sidelines as he went in for the kill.

His fingers sank into Shiva’s tails, and she shivered. Her eyes locked onto his.

“You wanted to be fluffed, right?” he asked.

One of his hands ran from the tip of her wolf tail to the base, then traced the curve of her plump ass. Shiva whined and grabbed his hand, forcing it back to her tail.

“Don’t stop,” she said.

His other hand sank into her fox tail, which was like a cloud. At first, he thought it might be like Inari’s tail, but then he realized Shiva merely hadn’t taken care of it properly for ages.

First thing in the morning, he was giving Shiva some proper tailcare.

For now, he stuck to his hands. His fingers traced the line of her fur and the spine of her tails. Magic tingled along her tails as he gently undid knots and tangles while tickling the fur at the root.

Shiva lay atop Tarako’s tails, gasping for air. Her breathes were interspersed with moans. She turned over and attempted to pull her tails in, but Tarako held them out with magic.

“Oh, no,” Tarako said. “You asked for this. To get a good fucking and a good fluffing? Well, with Nathan, the fluffing comes first, and then you’ll melt around his cock like a good little fox.” Her fingers traced Shiva’s jaw, and the Messenger whimpered. “And then you’ll never think of anything but his bedroom again.”

“Oh. Oh, fuck,” Shiva moaned. “I’m going to become a good girl, aren’t I?”

Nathan nearly froze. What the fuck did that even mean?

But he was on a mission. There were two tails in front of him that he hadn’t finished fluffing.

Narime crept along the opposite side of the bed to Tarako and lay down beside Shiva. Her tails tickled Shiva’s face from above and her fingers ran across Shiva’s breasts, cupping them in her hands. Tarako followed suit by dancing her fingers along Shiva’s belly and down to her crotch.

Nathan’s hands never stopped working through the tails. He brushed from tip to base and back, massaged the spine of the tails, fluffed the outer layer, vibrated the entire tail with magic, and tickled the tip and base. At times he’d trace Shiva’s ass with his fingers to tease her, and noted the growing wet patch on the bed.

A deep gasp burst from Shiva, far deeper than the ones his tail fluffing earned. Tarako’s fingers slid inside her pussy while Narime played with her nipples.

“Time to finish, then,” Nathan said.

He began to only brush her tail in long, powerful strokes from base to tip, and then fluff the outer edge on his way back. Shiva’s body bucked each time he brushed her tail’s spine during the motion, then spasmed as Tarako played with her clit while Nathan pushed his hands along the outer edges.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Shiva screamed. “I’m coming. I’m coming!”

She back arched and juices sprayed across the room and over Nathan and her tails. Shiva bucked and spasmed, her eyes glazed over.

Slowing his tail fluffing, Nathan let her come down to normal. Tarako and Narime crawled farther up the bed and reclined on either side of Shiva, grinning at the sight of the Messenger melting on the bed.

“Ooooh,” Shiva moaned. “I feel like I just got the best foreplay in my life. Is the sex going to be even better?”

Nathan gripped her legs and pushed her back on the bed. Narime and Tarako laid out half their tails each as a fluffy mattress for him to push Shiva on. She looked around in dazed confusion, still coming down from her orgasm. Then she grinned stupidly and began playing with the tails.

“Fluffy tails are the fucking best,” Shiva said. “And I fucking love having them.”

Tarako and Narime leaned next to her, giving Nathan the amazing sight of three mystic fox pussies line up beside each other. He kneeled on the bed before them.

Each of them waved their tails at him, including Shiva. Their tips tickled his erect cock and balls, and even flicked some of his precum on their own bodies. All three women squirmed.

He knew what he had to do, but that didn’t mean he should ignore the others. His hands reached out and lifted Shiva’s legs up, then rested them against his shoulders. His erect cock slapped down against her soft tummy and she gasped. Biting her lip, her tails wrapped around his back and she stared up at him.

Meanwhile, one of his fingers slid into Tarako’s slit. She moaned and fell to the bed beside Shiva, face only inches away.

“Really, you’re making me wait?” Narime asked.

“Sorry, I can’t insert my dick with no hands,” Nathan said.

“How about mine, then?” Grinning, Narime reached out and slipped a hand around his shaft.

He reciprocated by inserting his fingers into her pussy. She bit her lip, but held onto his cock. Shiva squirmed against him, but he held her in place with some magic.

“Hold still,” he told Shiva. “Like a good girl.”

“I can be a good girl,” Shiva whispered. “And good girls get stuffed really hard, right?”

“Extra hard. With even bigger lots of stuffing, and extra fluffing in the morning,” he said.

She gulped and stayed still, body quivering in expectation.

Nathan pulled back just enough to line himself up and Narime pressed his tip against Shiva’s pink little slit. He pressed forward, hands busy in two other foxes, and Narime guided him inside.

His tip split Shiva open and she moaned softly. But he’d promised a lot more than that.

Narime’s hand slipped away and she let herself flop down on the bed, allowing him to give her the pleasure she wanted while her tails wrapped around him. Tarako’s tails joined him and he was wrapped in three sets of fluffy tails from top to bottom, leaving only his head and cock sticking out.

His eyes met Shiva’s. “Ready? Because once I start, you won’t want to leave the palace.”

“Fuck me,” Shiva said. “If you fuck as hard as you fluff, I don’t care if I’m stuck here forever.”

He plunged his cock inside her, and she bucked against him, squealing in pleasure. She flailed for the bedsheets, but only found fluffy tails that provided no stability. After all, Nathan was fingerfucking the women they were attached to and they squirmed and squealed just as hard.

The bedroom filled with the moans and squeals of three women, all drowning in pleasure as he brought them to climax with his cock and fingers. He thrust deep into Shiva, slapping his thighs against her ass and watching her tits bounce around. Tails tickled his body and tightened around him in love and lust. Eyes glazed over in pleasure. The bed flooded in arousal. He smelled nothing but sex.

Narime’s head shot up as she screamed, her climax hitting fist. She pressed her face into her own tails to drown herself out. Tarako followed afterward, but didn’t bother muffling her howl as she fell on her back and bucked wildly against Nathan’s fingers.

“Breed me, breed me, breed me,” Shiva moaned, unable to do more than squirm and buck on the bed of fluffy tails as he slammed his cock against her womb over and over. “I’m your happy little fox girl, so give me what I need!”

Nathan grunted and leaned forward. The first fat rope painted her womb white a second later, and Shiva squealed. Each thrust pumped more and more cum inside her.

But he didn’t stop there, and her eyes widened.

“You wanted to be stuffed, didn’t you?” he said.

Tarako and Narime recovered, and leaned against Shiva with giggles.

“He goes all night,” Narime cooed.

“Sometimes he doesn’t pull out of me for four or five loads,” Tarako purred.

“Ohhh,” Shiva moaned. “I’ve gone so rogue. No wonder the Twins never left. I’ve been fluffed and fucked so hard.”

Then night was long. Narime and Tarako got their turns, and he eventually took a break, leaving the three women lying next to each other in a sweaty, cum-leaking pile of fluffy tails. When he returned, they were squirming again, so he kept going.

Morning meant tail care. Tarako and Narime focused on theirs, aware that Shiva needed plenty of attention.

By the time he got Shiva out of the shower, her body was jelly and her eyes glazed over with pleasure. Ciana offered him a coffee, which he quickly downed before sitting Shiva down and getting out the tail brushes.

“Is it that serious?” Ciana asked.

“These tails have needed care for ages,” Nathan said. “It’ll take a while to get them up to snuff.”

“I’m never leaving,” Shiva mumbled. She bit her lip and regained some level of consciousness, aware she was buck naked. One of her hands ran through her fox tail and she sighed in pleasure. “I could maybe stay a few days, if this is the sort of fluffing I get.”

A few days, she said. Nathan saw Narime and Tarako smirked and wondered if he should start a betting pool on when Shiva would leave.

Nathan couldn’t bask in this peace for long. When reports came from Reine that the ice began to melt upstream of major rivers in Trafaumh, Nathan knew the time to move had come.

It was time to seize the Den and Lake Styx.


CHAPTER 38



The Arcadian border consisted primarily of plains, making an easy job for the scouts and patrols stationed here. Five months ago, this area had been forested.

Line after line of earthworks and makeshift fortifications turned the Empire’s side of the border into a deathtrap, and the defenses teemed with thousands of soldiers bearing the insignia of the archdukes. A few weeks ago, every defender had belonged to the Imperial Army.

Now, the Imperial Army gathered outside the largest fortress in the region. By most standards, it wasn’t that important. It lacked a binding stone. The Federation had lacked the military and political power to claim binding stones along the border, meaning Arcadia had loomed large in their minds. Only general human unity kept the faeries at bay.

The Empire were many things, and Alice certainly agreed her homeland was a great bully toward the Amica Federation. But if there was one thing that riled up a bully, it was the sight of another bully stealing from his victim. The Empire and its former territories might not get along, but they’d happily unite to kick the shit out of some arrogant faeries if they tried to steal human land.

Hence why peace had reigned between humanity and the non-human races for so long. The Spires and Arcadia were immensely powerful nations, but couldn’t contest the vast might of a race that controlled the rest of Doumahr. Especially as the Spires struggled to get its shit together at the best of times.

Winter had been harsh for everyone, but especially for the Spires. Faced with the prospect of another slave riot, the dark elves finally ceded to sanity and pressure from the Empire and began the process of freeing the slaves. With much of their great city in ruins after Sofia’s attack and the riots, the problem became one of reconstruction.

The solution to that had been the same one used by the Inquisition to shore up its military: short-term employment contracts. Slaves would be freed, but offered jobs.

Calling it an appropriate solution was laughable, to be honest. The dark elves looked down on the former slaves and even Dmitri struggled to assess adequate payment. Unlike humanity, where equivalent forms of work had always existed to slide the slaves into, the dark elf economy ran on slavery. Removing it threatened to collapse the entire country.

On the other hand, not removing it threatened to collapse the entire country by dint of mass murder. Nathan admitted privately he’d run out of patience saving the Spires from reaping what they’d sowed. He loved Astra, and she’d found new life again after his heart-to-heart with her, but her people needed to stop dealing out the abuse they’d suffered onto other races.

There was still a dark elf military raring to fight Arcadia, however. Dark elf Champions and soldiers marshaled at their border forts, waiting for spring and the opportunity to finally strike back. Nathan suspected the Spires would be expanding its territory for the first time in a long while, and much of that would probably be going to the former slaves in a bid to keep them happy and the Spires from falling apart completely.

Trafaumh and Falmir had both responded with what they could. The Inquisitorial Corps came out in force, along with a host of rapidly trained beastkin in the black armor of the Inquisition. Much of Falmir’s army was that of Adam’s, and Millie led them. She’d preened in front of Nathan, while he looked nonplussed and tried to make sense of the usually catty beastkin who had never given him the time of day.

“I think she’s jealous of Fei and Artemis,” Narime had suggested.

Nathan did his best to ignore her.

For that matter, he largely ignored the armies sent in preparation of the end of winter. They weren’t part of the most important part of his plan.

Sofia’s spies would see tens of thousands of soldiers massing along her border and assume he truly was going to march on Elysia. Nathan had brought every elite knight he could get his hands on, along with most of his Champions. He gave the appearance of ignoring his own portals, although in truth he’d organized with other Bastions to help defend them over the next two weeks.

None of those Bastions knew Nathan’s true plan. They merely assumed they were plugging holes while Nathan mustered in advance of the main march.

Lucretia and her northern beastkin bulked out the elites. While they lacked the experience, he’d been able to equip them with the same gear the Imperial Knights used and they had the same training. Fei’s training regime was standardized by now. Any beastkin could be brought up to speed within a month or two. That was the secret to Nathan’s expanding strength, even if the green knights were separated from the veterans by years of battle experience.

All of this meant nothing if Sofia didn’t take the bait. Reine had deployed agents and scouts, and pushed Tarkan to use what few allies he still had to check on Elysia. She needed to do this manually for a simple reason.

Atlas’s leyline disruption remained in place in Arcadia as well as the border. It became increasingly problematic. Nathan learned he couldn’t use summons, while the defenders also couldn’t use the wireless or horseless carriages. The barriers created by magical science also failed, which was another reason the nearby fortress was useless.

Even regular barriers struggled to work. Something about Atlas’s technique actively interfered with magic, meaning only Champions and powerful sorcerers could reliably use spells that lingered on the battlefield.

Testing had proven that also affected large-scale spells. Fortunately, something on the scale of the grand spells used by Leviathan or Ifrit were too vast for Atlas to affect. Freezing out the valley had gone as planned.

Now, with the end of winter fast approaching, the rivers flowing freely, roads returning to normal, and villagers preparing to sow seeds, Nathan was ready to move. So long as he had confirmation Sofia was waiting for his armies down south.

For the past few weeks, scouts had reported that to be the case. He’d taken out the dominions that troubled the border, forcing Arcadia to reduce the demons they sent in attacks and rely on their own military. Their forces massed across the border, ready to defend Elysia. Tarkan suspected most of their Champions gathered in the city itself, preparing to ambush Nathan when he arrived there.

Sofia would be at her strongest in the Elysian Tower that rose to the heavens in the faerie’s capital. No doubt she planned for a repeat of the duel in the Spires based on Nathan’s plan to assault Elysia, but with her powers as a succubus to back her up and an army of faerie Champions and Messengers supporting her.

It would have been a grand battle, and probably a losing one for Nathan.

“The final scouts have reported back using the modified relay paper you and the Twins created,” Reine told him, as they watched his armies relax this morning. “There have been no last-minute movements. No portals or mass teleportations. Sofia hasn’t reacted to the spatial wards we’ve erected along the entire border, even though they now stretch into Arcadia.”

The thorniest problem Nathan ran into was teleportation.

If he could move his armies into the Den within hours, so could Sofia. She could probably do it better, given she had Messengers under her, plus the faeries had some degree of ascended magic.

At the same time, he needed to prevent Sofia from discovering his true plan. While her prophet powers were muted, she still had access to them. And they appeared to include scrying, just like Reine.

For the past few months, he’d begun erecting totems across the Arcadian border, each containing spatial and anti-scrying wards. Kadria had helped him with the design. At the same time, he’d used the Twins’ knowledge of magic manipulation to alter how relay paper worked. Leyline disruption took out most long-range forms of communication, but relay paper was often more resilient. The Twins’ came up with a form of relay paper that avoided using the leylines to tie the paper together and Nathan conjured it.

The spatial totems played an integral role in his plan now. They prevented Sofia from teleporting into his armies and devastating them as they gathered. At the same time, their broad range meant the Arcadian military had been captured by the wards.

Sofia wouldn’t be able to teleport her soldiers to respond to Nathan. At least, not those along the border. If she realized this, she made no move to rectify the situation.

Nathan’s Champions had been busy as well over winter.

Fyre ran a constant circuit as the reincarnation of Omria, calming tense situations caused by Inari’s foxes. She trained Lucretia as well.

Nathan’s main strategists and officers remained Seraph, Kara, Vala, Narime, and Fei. Sen chose to retire as an officer for the time being, and instead focused on her spell casting. She’d buried herself in tomes in a tower in Aleich’s Lodge, and Harrum lent her an atelier there equivalent to his own. Nathan visited it and then replicated it in the palace, ensuring she could spend her nights in the palace still.

Also, he missed her sometimes when she spent so long studying. She found out about that and the night had been long enough that Ifrit complained to Nathan the next day, causing Sen to throw a tantrum.

Sunstorm helped with scouting, and sometimes Artemis joined her. While Artemis still acted awkward around most of Nathan’s Champions, something about Sunstorm calmed her.

Maybe it was because Sunstorm had never been too close to Nathan in his old world. Or perhaps it was because she gave Artemis space. Maybe the two women bonded over their mutual love of violence. Nathan didn’t think too hard about it, but he appreciated that Artemis could go on missions with one of his Champions and not need some tender loving care afterward.

Nurevia remained Nurevia. Even with all the problems in the Spires, she remained disinterested in her old home. She’d found her place in the palace and happily acted as Alice’s bodyguard, accompanying her on shopping trips, or for body and hair care. The two women had somehow been close even before Nathan met them, and that friendship only grew closer now neither woman needed to worry about Tharban.

And Astra… Well, Nathan didn’t worry about her. She exhausted herself trying to keep the Spires together, and sometimes drank a lot of vodka. But she always drank a lot of vodka. Nathan took it as a good sign that she began spending more time in the palace over winter and even pushed out the other Champions for a couple of days to make up for being away for a couple of months to be with Nathan.

Nathan would comment on Ciana, but she rarely left his side. Even now, she hovered next to him, her horn shimmering with iridescent light as she leaned against him.

The same largely went for Tarako, who had upped her time spent on bodyguard duty. Although Nathan suspected that was just an excuse to sneak into his bed more often. More than a few arguments had broken out between her and the others because Tarako kept trying to get more time with him.

For some reason, the other Champions didn’t accept the excuse that she was making up for lost millennia.

Finally, there was Gareth. Nathan nodded at his old friend as he wandered over.

“So, we’re beginning either the most brazen assault in history or the most insane one,” Gareth said, leaning on his staff once he stopped. “Or both.”

“He’s been whining about this all morning,” Beth said.

“I’m not whining,” Gareth said.

Erica smirked. “Oh, he’s definitely whining. We’re going to trigger the biggest, baddest response from Arcadia and Sofia imaginable. Kicking a hornet’s nest, were his words.”

“I didn’t know you disagreed with the plan,” Nathan said, keeping his tone neutral.

Gareth shifted uncomfortably. “It’s more complicated than that.”

“I’m all ears.”

“Are you? Everything’s in place. Abandoning the plan now⁠—”

“Gareth, the only people who even know what we’re doing are the people I trust most. The officers know that there’s some big operation planned, and have been drilling their knights hard, but in their minds I’m probably going to launch an assault before winter ends,” Nathan said. “Nothing stops me from deciding not to teleport across Arcadia.”

Gareth bit the inside of his cheek. Long seconds passed. “I’m not a strategist, to be clear. But I’ve noticed a few things.”

“You have more experience in warfare than most Bastions on Doumahr. Don’t bullshit me.”

“Fine. The Den’s Arcadia’s food bowl and a huge weak point, but they know that. The possibility of it being attacked has also been on their mind. They have huge naval defenses along the bay they share with Trafaumh, and the entire northern coast is layered with a great wall and magical traps. Plus, Sofia has a lot of experience with warfare, too. She’ll be wary of a rear assault.”

“I’m aware. It’s still a weak point,” Nathan said.

“Oh, of course. Especially right now, while all the beastkin slaves are packed into the monolithic slum city they cram them into over winter.” Gareth nodded several times. “But a strategic weakness isn’t the same as a tactical one. There’s a binding stone up there. Several, actually, if you include the farmland the Den is known for. And the second we arrive⁠—”

“Sofia will teleport up there to stop us,” Nathan said.

“Exactly. That’s why we’re kicking a hornet’s nest. If she trapped you in a pocket dimension before, what stops her this time?”

Nathan smirked. “I don’t think she’ll take the risk.”

Gareth stared at him.

Explaining this would be messy. Nathan knew Sofia wouldn’t lock herself down in a pocket dimension, because of the fear he’d seen in her eyes when he’d nearly fucked her into submission last time.

Now that he knew about her trick, it would be trivial to have Fyre hold the pocket dimension in place while he claimed Sofia. In the past, he’d always believed he needed a prophet to defeat a prophet, but now he wondered if he could overpower Sofia with the help of Kadria and the Twins.

“I’ll take your word on that,” Gareth said begrudgingly. “So that just means we need to defeat the onslaught of Messengers and Champions she’ll unleash on us the moment we appear.”

“I have a plan for that,” Nathan said. “We’ll be blocking scrying the moment we arrive. Atlas isn’t the only one who can interfere with communication, and that will buy us precious hours. Enough time to get everyone through Reine’s portal after I initially teleport everyone over.”

“She won’t detect you?” Gareth asked.

Nathan shook his head. “I’m not using Fyre’s power to teleport, and I’m surrounded by spatial wards. Plus, we’re not teleporting on top of a place of power. She’ll find us, but it won’t be instantaneous.”

Truthfully, he had no clue how long it would take. Blocking Sofia’s information gathering was something he’d never tried before.

Until now, he’d always bested her while dealing with her foreknowledge. She’d been one step ahead but consistently underestimated him.

Sofia’s true advantage came from using an entire multiverse against the outer beings, not because she was truly talented.

To return to chess, Nathan became good through practice and a little study. Veronica had taught him and he’d spent many long days and nights campaigning and playing.

Sofia, by contrast, never became good at chess. Rather, she won her games by playing a billion at a time, winning a handful and claiming ultimate victory. With an infinite number of worlds available, that was typically good enough. She abandoned the failures and kept the good ones, spawning an infinite number of new chess boards off the victories and repeating the process.

Theoretically, Nathan was merely one of an infinite number of Nathans battling Sofia at this moment. He knew there were Sofias out there that had bested him. Perhaps he’d lost at the Spires. Or he hadn’t brought the Twins and Fyre with him to the Torrovium Fields after defeating Thanatos, meaning he fell for Charlotte’s glamour. Or he failed to plan for Bauer. Maybe he killed Artemis, and couldn’t stop Bauer. Sofia might even have bested him in the pocket dimension, but he doubted that occurrence.

The opposite might be true. He might be behind the curve of other Nathans. Maybe he fucked Sofia at Straub and turned her into his toy, effectively ending the conflict before she could make a deal with the outer beings and turn Arcadia against him. Or she hadn’t fled at Filankale and he’d claimed her then. Perhaps she’d been less of a bitch and more willing to share with Fyre at Straub. Or maybe he found the pool beneath Fertheim before he fought her at the Spires.

The list went on. In the end, did it matter?

Nathan existed in this world, and only this world. The trials and travails of an infinite number of other Nathans didn’t affect him, just as Sofia couldn’t rely on other versions of herself. With Fyre’s help, he’d long since blocked her from forcing them to other worlds.

They were locked into this reality and this version of events. Sofia had to play the chess board as it was, and only one game. No best of an infinity.

With everything in place, Sofia’s armies confirmed to still be waiting across the border, and Nathan’s Champions ready, there was only one thing left to do.

He called up his officers, including those Champions with command duties. Over a dozen duogems, including Ester, plus several of his trigems assembled in front of a mass of uniformed Imperial and Royal officers. Lucretia and Fyre joined them as well, and the newly minted prophet shifted nervously beside the more senior one.

Kara stood among them. For the first time, he brought her along for a major assault. He needed every trigem he had. To accommodate his decision, the palace would go into lockdown shortly and Alice and Anna would be guided by Lizbeth into his mental vault, which he’d temporarily provided an entrance to. Sofia’s weak mental magic meant that was the safest place for them to be.

And if he died, he was pretty sure Doumahr faced a bleak future anyway. Now that Sofia had given herself over to her old boss, he couldn’t see a way for the world to survive, no matter how Sofia deluded herself.

Seraph, Fei, Vala, Narime, and Kara led his forces as the trigems in command. Each played a specific role in planning, with Seraph and Narime acting as strategists, Vala and Fei leading the officers and Champions, and Kara the supreme commander beneath Nathan.

When battle broke out, Nathan expected to use most of his elite Champions in direct battle. Kara excelled at command, and would focus on directing the army. Her trigem abilities would prevent any Messengers from eliminating her.

Nathan looked over the assembled officers and Champions. Only his trigems and the prophets knew their true destination today.

“All of you know that we’ve been planning for a major assault, and I suspect you’ve guessed we’re moving out today,” Nathan said.

All of them nodded. They’d been packing up and preparing since dawn, and that meant an imminent march.

“We’re not marching,” he said.

Half of the faces showed confusion. The other half—namely the Champions and most experienced officers—turned grim.

“Where are we attacking, Lord Nathan?” one of the duogems asked.

“The Den,” he said.

Telling them was a risk, even if he trusted them. These were his most loyal officers and Champions and the Twins had vetted every single one for both mental corruption and their opinions.

But if Sofia had somehow snuck in a spy regardless, or one of them spoke too loudly away from the meeting, she might react sooner than he expected.

The faces of every officer transformed into a mask of determination. All but the battlemage officers were beastkin, and they all understood what the Den was. The opportunity to conquer one of the most reviled sites on the planet and free countless beastkin hung in their minds.

“I’ve kept this secret for a reason. We’ll be teleporting and using portals shortly, and the battle will be difficult. Possibly the hardest fought victory we’ve ever had,” Nathan said. “Our foe isn’t just Arcadia, but the demons they’ve given in to. Messengers will swoop from the skies to stop us and protect the food and slaves they need to battle us. Taking the Den will end the war and save Doumahr in a single stroke.”

He paused, letting them soak in his words.

“This is the battle to save Doumahr from the demons, possibly once and for all. It won’t be the last battle, but it will be the greatest and the one that will end the wars that have plagued us for the last 18 months,” he said. “It will be up to us, as the elites of the Imperial Army, to claim victory. And once we do, the way will be clear for the rest of the force to seize Elysia from a crippled Arcadian Army and free them from demonic influence.”

There was no round of cheers.

Instead, every officer and Champion slammed a fist against their chest, faces writ with loyalty and resolve.

He knew he had nothing to worry about when it came to his army’s morale.

“Return to your units,” he ordered. “Prepare them to march through Reine’s portal when the time arises, as directed by Kara. I’ll be taking many of the elite units directly to the Den with a teleportation spell to clear a safe location for the portal.”

They scattered, leaving only his closest trigem Champions. Kara followed the officers after shooting Nathan a smile and salute, as she had to help the officers with their orders.

“This is it,” Seraph said.

“I wouldn’t say ‘it,’” he drawled. “There’ll be more battles. Sofia might not give up just because we break the back of her army and steal Lake Styx from her.”

“But it won’t matter. If we win here, I don’t see how she’ll come back. She can kick and scream all she likes, but it’ll just mean we’re strangling her to death.” Seraph squeezed his arm. “We’ve come a long way since Gharrick Pass. I can safely say I’ve never regretted joining you, Nathan.”

“It was definitely love at first sight,” he joked, before leaning in for a kiss. “There’ll be plenty of time afterward, Lia. I don’t plan on losing anyone. Not anymore.”

Only ten minutes later, his forces readied themselves for the assault. Reine stood in the open while ten thousand Imperial knights stood at attention. Many of the other soldiers had noticed something was going on and came over to watch. They were kept clear, so they wouldn’t cause trouble.

Nathan raised a fist into the air, spatial magic wrapped around it. All his closest Champions and Messengers stood beside him, save Narime and Nurevia who were assisting Reine.

His spell activated.

An instant later, he appeared in a large, dry field. Two thousand of his best knights surrounded him, clad in the armor of the Royal and Imperial knights.

A towering monolith rose from the ground only a thousand feet away, surrounded by what appeared to be a crater and accessed by stone bridges with guardhouses blocking them. The building was a single structure that descended into the crater, but also rose high into the air. Within it were the cramped living quarters of countless beastkin, and beneath them were the caves and tunnels many were forced into.

Smaller slum stacks were scattered across the clearing, but none anywhere near as large. A binding stone greeted Nathan’s senses from within the monolith.

The Den greeted his eyes. And within seconds of his arrival, alarm bells tolled and a flat magical barrier slammed into existence around the crater.

The faeries knew he was here. Nathan intended to make sure that didn’t matter.


CHAPTER 39



Before the alarm bells tolled even three times, ascended magic coursed through the air around the Den. A spatial ward snapped into existence around the entire area, while the Twins and Fyre floated into the air.

Gareth’s staff glowed as he focused ascended magic, but no spell frame appeared around him. Meanwhile, Nathan kept an eye out for any attempts by the Bastion of the Den to manipulate reality.

“Did anything get out?” Nathan asked.

“If there are any teleporters or gateways in the Den, they’re inoperative now,” Kadria said. “But they haven’t tried to use them.”

“Caught an alarm signal,” Maura chirped. “Think it was wired through the binding stones, but it didn’t go anywhere.”

“I sensed that,” Gareth said. “Nothing got out that I saw. Doubt they know we stopped it, but they might start launching physical alarms shortly. Arcadia uses smoke signals and magical fireworks, and the Den assuredly has a network of towers watching for them.”

“Work with the battlemages to swat any fireworks out of the sky,” Nathan ordered. “Tarako, have the foxes start preparing illusions for any smoke signals. We’ll move on the closest signal towers shortly, but not until we’ve neutralized the Den’s defenders and established a defensive position. Everyone else, forward as planned.”

Orders ripped across the clearing, and companies of knights scattered to make room for Reine’s portal. Siv and Astra dashed forward to test the barrier, while Nathan’s remaining Champions either directed soldiers or remained by his side.

The first stage was simple: establish a foothold and cut off enemy communications. Sofia possessed every magical trick Nathan knew, and then some. All the defensive techniques he used to protect his fortresses and the palaces were available to her, and keeping her in the dark would be next to impossible.

Fortunately, he had a goddess of his own, considerable talent with ascended magic, Gareth’s expertise, multiple Messengers, a small army of battlemages, and a division of mystic fox purifiers. Sofia’s reaction was inevitable, but every hour he delayed her was time he could use to destabilize her position here and establish his own.

Hence the focus on preventing any alarms from alerting her or anyone from teleporting out. Anti-scrying wards would block her should she survey the area, and the fallback methods such as fireworks and smoke signals could be shut down entirely.

Sofia’s biggest clue something was going wrong would be when Fyre or Lucretia used any magic, due to the sympathetic connection between the prophets. The second clue would be if he seized a binding stone, as her boss could immediately alert her once Nathan seized the portal. The third one was if she personally cast any of the protective spells, such as the barrier shielding the Den, as she’d sense it being destroyed.

Fyre’s wings glowed as she analyzed the barrier, her brow furrowed. While the barrier didn’t glow gold, that didn’t prove anything.

“I can’t sense her,” Fyre said. “We’re safe.”

Nathan nodded at Sen and she fired sparks into the air. They only went a few dozen feet high, in order to keep the nearby signal towers in the dark, but it would be good enough.

Siv’s sword loomed over her head and flames swirled around it. The flat barrier began flickering as Astra’s psychokinetic blows slammed into it, but the power of the Bastion’s spell held strong.

An inferno eclipsed the entire barrier, blocking the monolithic Den from sight. For a moment, Nathan worried Siv might burn down the slum city along with the barrier.

Then the flames cleared and the barrier remained strong.

“Is that normal?” he asked Kadria.

Kadria looked pointedly at Ciana. “Your Champions can summon barriers that can block her spells, and their gems hold a fraction of the power of binding stones. And you learned that the Inquisition had a failsafe beneath their citadel they believed could contain Messengers. Why are you surprised?”

He grimaced. “Fair point. I supposed I’m used to the barriers developed by sorcerers, or even those cast by them.”

“The Lodges are genuinely impressive. A host of humans, each of which are individually weaker than an ungemmed Champion, comes together to cast spells capable of razing cities, crushing armies, and reducing trigem Champions to ashes. To say nothing of the feats they can accomplish with the aid of the spirits. But their inventions pale in comparison with the raw power of binding stones.”

“What happens when they start powering them with binding stones?” he asked. “That’s how the monitoring devices work.”

Kadria frowned. “I hadn’t thought much of that. Using a binding stone like a cairn… Wouldn’t that just make a sorcerer a Bastion?”

“Except what happens when the sorcerer doesn’t control the binding stone, but instead attaches devices to it? Ones capable of creating barriers like this one?” He pointed at the barrier ahead of them, which held strong against Siv’s and Astra’s attacks.

“Hmm. I can—” Kadria began to say.

Artemis clipped Nathan over the back of the head, and he swore at her before rubbing it. Her tail curled around his leg as she tapped her nails against his arm.

“Philosophy corner is great and all, but that barrier needs breaking,” Artemis said. “Is it my turn or Fei’s?”

Nathan looked around. Fei was close by, waving a company of Royal Knights into position while keeping an eye out. Reine would summon the portal within a few minutes if all continued to go well, and they needed plenty of space to allow for the flow of soldiers necessary.

“You do it,” Nathan said. “Fei will be too showy and alert the signal towers. The barrier almost certainly has spatial wards built into it, and I know your raw strength is the greatest.”

“Also, I eat barriers for breakfast.” A grin split Artemis’s face in two. “It’s the one thing I know I can do. I expect a good ear scritch when I get back.”

She transformed into a blur, rushing toward the barrier.

“Ifrit thinks we can probably take it out,” Sen said. “I have a penetrative spell and⁠—”

“No,” Nathan said, perhaps too forcefully.

Sen glared at him. “Nathan, I’m fine. I’ve been fine since the fight against Sofia at the Spires. And if you hold me back⁠—”

He held up a hand and sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I know. Sen, I know. When the Messengers come and all hell breaks loose, I’m going to need all of yours and Ifrit’s power and spells. But until then… I’d rather not see you pushing yourself to the point of collapse. The Den is only one battle. Sofia will also put up a fight for Lake Styx. I don’t want to see you laid out on the ground, pretending you’re fine after Ifrit transforms your body again and you shorten your life.”

His uneasy smile made her look down, and she rubbed her boot against the dirt.

“Sorry,” she mumbled. “I’ll keep the most powerful stuff until the end, then.”

“Thanks.”

True to her word, Artemis went through the barrier in a single blow. All four sides of the barrier shattered at once, leaving the Den unprotected.

Which was good, as it meant the most obvious sign of trouble had vanished. Every minute the barrier remained active was a visible sign of a problem.

Nathan didn’t know if the signal towers could see the barrier, but there was a chance. A barrier that remained active for a few minutes could be written off as a test, especially if no messages or other signals for help came from the Den. With so many backup methods in use by Arcadia to alert other fortresses, it was likely the signal towers would ignore a brief barrier activation.

For good measure, he’d take them out.

The alarms continued to blare. Figures began to move in the few windows that lined the cramped monolithic slum. Thousands of beastkin heads poked out of tiny holes, eager to see what all the fuss was about, while faeries rushed to the defensive walls higher up the structure. Summons stood in the guardhouses, unmoving but ready. Numerous automated weaponry bristled on walls.

Cheers and shouts echoed from the Den, at first dim and distant, then rising in volume and raucous. The beastkin saw Fyre, resplendent with her glowing wings and horns as she hovered above an army in Imperial uniform, composed almost entirely of fellow beastkin.

To many of them, this must be a dream. But they emptied their lungs in relief and happiness nonetheless.

Omria was here for them. Their Omria.

The barrier was down and the knights had spread out. It had been five minutes. Sofia hadn’t teleported in to stop him, and the Bastion had done nothing.

Reine, first stage is a success. Activate the portal, he told Reine over the mental link.

Understood, Reine said.

Moments later, a gaping portal rippled across the clearing where he’d first teleported everyone. It stood only eight feet tall, but a good hundred feet across. Nathan saw the assembled mass of his army on the other side of it.

Companies of Imperial Knights began marching through, the stomp of thousands of boots on dirt and grass filling the air.

Nathan took the chance to take in the surroundings. Due to how limited scrying was in the region, they’d needed to construct battle plans based on sketches and descriptions of the area. Reine knew the Den well, but couldn’t show it on the control room’s display.

His battle plans might change based on the area.

The Den itself matched what he’d expected. A towering warren of a city, where the beastkin were crowded into a single monolithic structure the size of several of Aleich’s city quarters. The Twins had called it a hive city, and even said the underground caves that many of the beastkin were forced into were about as miserable as could be expected.

During the warmer months, Arcadia let the beastkin live on the farms and roam freely. Scanning the area, Nathan saw this farmland. It stretched across the plains as far as the eye could see. Small copses of trees broke up the rolling plains, along with fence lines and the occasional collection of huts and shacks.

The entire area was little more than a massive plantation. Tens of thousands of square miles of farms in one of the most arable areas of Doumahr, which was further supported by magic. Clustering it together reduced the magic necessary to tend to the crops and reduced the water needed, while all labor came from slaves.

In winter, the faeries shoved the beastkin into the Den. Magic could easily contain them, and limit losses due to the harsh winter chill or blizzards that rolled in from the Far Reaches. Nathan also suspected such close quarters encouraged breeding, ensuring a plentiful supply of young, fit labor to replace the old workers.

As he’d swiftly learned from Lucretia and the northern beastkin he adopted into his army and the Enclave, “old and infirm” in the eyes of the faeries encompassed any beastkin whose body had begun to break under the strain of endless farm labor and malnutrition. The “old” beastkin were often in their thirties and forties when exiled, and although battered and in poor shape for their age, they still had plenty of years ahead of them.

The Den might be the most horrific sight on Doumahr, save for the wastelands he’d witnessed left behind by the demons in his old world. He genuinely didn’t know how to bring the faeries back from this, but it was a problem for a later day.

Today’s problem was saving the beastkin inside it.

He waved for Sunstorm’s attention. She appeared next to him in a puff of darkness.

“Choe, it’s time to take out the signal towers,” he said. “Get Tarako, Artemis, and Erica to help you. The four of you can move the fastest. Tarako should be able to find them with her magic, but if she struggles, get Kadria to help.” He pointed at the succubus next to him, who simply nodded.

“Got it.” Sunstorm gave a lazy salute before looking around for the other Champions.

Erica was closest, so she darted over to find her, leaving Nathan to his planning again.

The pop of fireworks launchers sounded from above, and Nathan looked up to see multi-colored flares shoot from the walls of the keep built into the Den. None of them got far. Gareth and the battlemages struck them down with precision barrages of wind magic, even when the faeries tried to counter with barriers and wind spells of their own.

Narime’s arrival limited the faeries’ ability to do much. They began firing spells at the approaching knights, but her sapphire counterspell ability knocked each one out of the air.

Kara bellowed out orders as company after company marched through the portal, bringing thousands more knights to bear. Nathan’s army rapidly swelled, while the faeries’ panic grew.

Slowly, the foe began to realize help wasn’t coming and they couldn’t defend themselves.

The problem was that the Bastion and his Champions still refused to act.

“Seraph, it’s time to move in,” Nathan said. “We’re wasting time out here.”

“We expected to defeat the Champions first,” Seraph protested. “The Den is too cloistered and full of civilians for Champions to battle inside.”

“Then we’ll need to kill the enemy quickly and efficiently, because they’re not coming out here. I’m going to split our forces. Take half the elites and the Champions whose abilities won’t blow half the city. That means Nurevia, Vala, and Astra. Sunstorm and Artemis can help once they’re back from the signal towers.”

Fyre descended as she eavesdropped. “What about me? These are my people.”

“We’ll take care of the Bastion,” Nathan said. “I’ve isolated the binding stone’s location, and I expect he’s defending it. There’s a keep near the top of the Den. We’ll teleport there and eliminate the Bastion and his retinue. Kadria, you’ll be with us. Once we clear out the Champions, Lucretia can go in and start calming things down. We can’t evacuate everyone, but she’ll hopefully be able to make them understand that they’ll be free.”

“They might panic,” Seraph said.

Fyre bit her lip. “Looking up at them cooped up in there, I wouldn’t call it panic. More hysterical relief. If I could get out of there, I would. Except…”

“They’ll be running into a battlefield soon enough.”

Waving down the Twins, who had grown bored enough to pull out their multicolored devices and start playing with them, Nathan formed a new plan.

“Fyre, get Lucretia to work with the Twins,” Nathan said.

The prophet’s eyes darkened. “You want to use mental magic on them.”

“To keep them from charging out and getting slaughtered, yes. Not to make them pliable and obey everything I say.” He looked at the succubi. “Can you do that? Issue a suggestion that won’t last long?”

“Uh, on this mass of weak-willed, starved beastkin? Easy.” Maura snorted. “Arcadia goes up like a fucking tinderbox because of how easy it is to control the beastkin. I bet Sofia didn’t even bother controlling the beastkin here because she looks down on them so much.”

“Yes,” Laura said flatly. “We can keep them inside without burning out their brains.”

“All I needed to hear.” Nathan looked at Fyre, who grimaced but eventually nodded. “Seraph?”

“On it,” Seraph said.

The faeries’ defensive fire intensified as columns of elite knights closed on the Den, accompanied by the selected Champions. Narime focused on countering ritual spells that attempted to summon spikes of earth and pitfalls beneath the soldiers, while the foxes not blocking the smoke signals used force barriers to protect the knights from projectiles.

Automated bolt-throwers and summons began opening fire once the knights closed, but despite the volume of fire loosed from the guard houses, the enchanted armor of the Royal Knights held. Nurevia’s return fire blew apart the closest guard house, opening up the first bridge. Several companies of knights began rushing to other bridges, accompanied by Astra and Vala to clear their way. Duogems and other Champions accompanied them and occasionally summoned barriers to block a particularly fierce volley of magic.

Lucretia jogged up to him, geared up in a Royal Champion’s uniform and with a diamond in her chest. She lacked wings or horns like Fyre, and hadn’t made any attempt to alter her appearance, but Nathan noticed that she’d matured by several years in only the past few months.

While her power as the prophet was a fraction that of Fyre’s, as she only drew on it through Nathan’s connections to Soreaux and the Imperial Palace, it still affected her subconsciously. Being surrounded by older, more experienced, and more capable Champions had forced her to realize her shortcomings. She’d acted tough and wise beyond her years when they’d first met, only to be humbled by Nathan. Now she wanted to blend in with his Champions, rather than appear like a youth.

“The knights are moving through the portal without any problems, my lord,” Lucretia chirped while snapping off a sharp salute.

Ciana gave the wolfgirl a sidelong look while leaning on her greatsword but said nothing. Kara lingered nearby and her dog ears flapped, but other than a quick glance over here, she showed no reaction.

At some point, Lucretia had adopted the same term of address Kara used for Nathan. It was cute. Puppy-like, even. For some reason, a lot of his Champions expected Kara to be very territorial, but she showed no change.

“Good to hear, Lucretia,” Nathan said. “We’re clearing the Den of enemies now. It’ll take time. I’ll be heading in with Fyre to take out the Bastion. While I’m gone, you need to act as the prophet out here. Help Kara position the knights. You know the battle plan.”

Lucretia’s head bobbed up and down, her ears flapping more like a dog’s than a wolf’s. Her tail wagged wildly behind her, as it tended to do now it was unburdened by all the furs she used to wear.

“Yes, my lord!” she said, saluting again.

Fyre watched Lucretia leave with a look of chagrin.

“Something wrong?” he asked her.

“I think I understand Ciana better now,” Fyre said.

“Really? Because Lucretia looks nothing like you.” Ciana smiled and amusement glittered in her eyes.

“Oh, shut up. You know what I mean.”

Kadria bonked Fyre on the back of the head with her black lance. “Are we leaving? The knights are crossing the first bridge now. If we delay, the Bastion will start responding in force.”

Rather than answer, Nathan raised a fist enclosed in spatial magic. He glanced at the three women around him and they nodded.

They teleported up to the overhanging stone balconies of the keep he’d spotted earlier, near the top of the Den.

Faerie mages clustered around the edges, hurling spells at the knights below. Small mountains of spell catalysts, including crystals, insect shells, pulverized rock, and mixed spices were gathered in the center of the courtyard atop the balcony. Humans wearing slave collars but in otherwise fine clothes ferried wooden mixing trays of the catalysts to and from the mountains to the mages.

Nathan had appeared only feet away from the catalysts. Every mage had their back to him, unaware of his appearance as they focused entirely on casting spells. No guards were present. Presumably, they’d been called to defend the Bastion farther inside or were rushing downstairs to repel the knights.

But every slave froze on the spot.

After all, the most powerful Bastion in the world had teleported on top of them with Omria herself by his side.

Nathan took in the expressions of the slaves, then held a finger to his lips. The slaves gulped and rushed to the mountain of catalysts. Raising her eyebrows at him, Kadria crossed her arms while Fyre grinned.

Wind magic rushed through Nathan’s arms as he raised a hand. Channeling the fifth rank spell only took a few seconds. Ordinarily, the mages should sense this and react, but so much magic was being cast it barely stood out.

In that time, several mages ran out of catalysts and began making loud demands in faerie. “Servant! The ground quartz, now! Or I’ll use your head as a catalyst.”

Before Nathan could spit out a nice one-liner in response, one of the mages finally turned and saw him.

“Intrud—” the mage screamed.

Nathan activated his spell, and a concentrated blast of air exploded from his hand. The mages were sent flying over the edge, while the slaves hunkered down and held on for their lives.

“Amusing as that was, it would have been faster to just slaughter them,” Kadria said.

She spun her lance and pointed it at the doors leading farther within. They vanished, along with the entire wall, as her spatial magic erased them from existence. A couple faerie guards began screaming in panic.

“Shall we?” she asked.

Nathan led them to the binding stone, which he could sense despite the wards messing with his other senses. Atlas’s leyline disruption made it impossible to detect the state of the leylines or use them, but Nathan could still follow their path.

And the leylines all gathered at the binding stone. It was impossible to hide one. Although he found it surprising to be so high up. Maybe there’d been a mountain or large hill here once.

Which made the maze-like structure of the keep-level pointless. Then again, given the absurd size of the Den and the fact the rooms were more like a nest than something livable, maybe the keep had been forced into the Den after a riot. Nathan once walked through a cafeteria, a dormitory, and a communal bathroom in a row, only to end up in a fancy dining room that connected with a secured staircase. The structure broke his mind.

The Bastion’s hideaway in all this was easy to spot, however. A golden barrier surrounded the walls.

“It’s hers,” Fyre confirmed. “If we break it, she’ll know.”

“Well, that explains why he isn’t coming out,” Nathan said. “He’s secure in here and thinks Sofia is coming to save him.”

Problem was, while Sofia’s barrier couldn’t be shattered, Nathan didn’t need to break it.

Kadria reached out with her spatial magic and sent him a mental image of the room’s layout. Using it, he blind teleported them to the other side.

Three faerie duogems screeched in panic upon his arrival, while a towering Bastion built of iron and chalk channeled magic into a gold and stone control panel that reminded Nathan of what the mages had developed in his old world. Except human mages made the control panels work with buttons and holograms, rather than raw magic.

Each enemy duogem readied their weapons or began channeling a spell. Nathan didn’t even get a chance to note what their gems were, before his comrades attacked in turn.

Kadria blinked forward, appearing behind a faerie made of wood. She didn’t even turn. The faerie’s glowing eyes dimmed and she slid into equal slices, as if Kadria had carved apart wood.

“Love doing that,” Kadria said. “And nobody is around to get mad at me for not saying the stupid line.”

Fyre didn’t move from her position and instead pointed a finger at the spellcaster near the Bastion. A thin golden beam shot from it and pierced the faeries’ forehead, then split into two and bisected her.

Meanwhile, Ciana shot forward and slammed her greatsword into the remaining duogem. Her blade was stopped, and the faerie prepared to respond with her own gem ability. But Ciana wasn’t finished yet.

Moving far faster than the faerie, Ciana slid past her and planted her sword in her back. She landed an elbow strike in the side of the faerie’s head with a sickening crack, proving that faeries definitely had bones.

The enemy Bastion stood there, unable to move or react as his greatest defenders fell within seconds.

Nathan didn’t waste any time. He drew his sword and severed the Bastion’s head with a simple spatial slash.

Every enemy Champion in the Den immediately lost their enhancements and gem abilities, reducing their effectiveness in battle. A wave of magic rippled through the structure as many of the more taxing defenses deactivated and summons collapsed into prismatic light.

Bastions were load-bearing pillars of defensive networks. This one had been right to hide away, but it made little difference.

Reine, have you been able to make any headway with scrying now that we’re here? he asked.

Somewhat. Either your wards are counterbalancing Atlas’s magic or the combined presence of you, Fyre, and Lucretia is stabilizing my scrying, Reine replied. I cannot scry inside the Den, but can witness the knights gathering. All appears to be going well.

No strange activity back home?

None, Lord Nathan. Alice and Anna have retreated into your mental vault as ordered. I will return to the control room once the final knight is through my portal.

That was the best he could hope for. If Reine could scry at all, she could support him with her duogem ability.

“We should check on the portal,” Kadria said.

He shook his head. “Not until I confirm the state of the binding stone. I can’t take it until we’re willing to alert Sofia, but I need to know where it is so I can teleport back the moment she starts probing our wards.”

Fortunately, the binding stone was in front of them. A simple partition at the rear of the room separated the Bastion’s control room from the glowing white stone that powered the Den. As expected, Sofia had placed wards on it, but Nathan doubted they’d trouble him. Not anymore.

“Now we can visit the portal,” he said.

Kadria wasted a minute locating the portal with her spatial magic, and it was on the same level. Nathan truly did believe the Den had existed on a higher terrain level at some point.

If there had been guards by the portal, they had vanished. As had most of the faeries. Dying without their Bastion or Sofia’s aid apparently wasn’t on the cards.

“Have you noticed none of the faeries are mind controlled?” Kadria asked.

“I have. I’m assuming this is where Varrus came from,” he said. “A cult of faeries that supported Sofia all along. Given the faeries used the Den as a way to try to bring Sofia back to the faeries, they’re loyal to her without magic. Ironically, that works against her.

“Indeed. She’d know we were here if we started slaughtering her mind-controlled agents. I expected that to be the true trigger for her arrival.”

Ciana led the way into the portal, diamonds glittering in preparation to activate a barrier.

Nothing awaited them, save the craggy hellscape of the portal world. Even without a Bastion, Nathan expected to see walls and deactivated defenses, or at least a skeleton crew patrolling the portal.

Instead, he saw a portal stripped bare of all defenses. As if the faeries knew all along they’d never need to defend it.

And while that was odd, the layout confused him further. This was a Messenger portal, which meant it had a custom layout.

Like many Messengers, the exit had been moved to lower terrain than the clearing where the demonic portal rift would appear. That was where all familiarity ended.

Multiple valleys fanned out from the exit, rising to large rocky platforms that were separated by crags and chasms that exuded the raw light of the portal world’s true surface. Nathan only ever saw that surface slip through cracks in the ground or when he blew chunks out of it, not out in the open.

Each set of valleys led to a long, connected clearing that ran along a nearly 180-degree arc. Nathan saw multiple portal mounds, too.

“This is Atlas’s portal,” Kadria said. “You’re confused because it’s basically a playpen for him. It’s literally structured like a video game. Three lanes, with large rooms a Bastion can defend, but are hard to retake once lost, and demons pour in endlessly from each portal. But you can see where they’re coming from, letting you shift forces around. Lose a single lane, lose everything.”

“A game?” Nathan asked. “That’s what he views this as?”

“Atlas became a Messenger because his life was unfulfilling. He dreamed of a life in the stars, playing out the fantasies of a future ruined by companies that automated everything interesting.” Kadria’s face was stony, even though her tone was sympathetic. “He once joked that people used to say they were born too late to explore the earth, but too early to explore space, when in truth everyone was born too late to explore space.”

Nathan didn’t fully understand what Kadria meant, but he had a feeling this was why the Twins said Atlas was depressing.

Curious that the mysterious dark warlord used a portal world based on a game then. He’d have expected that from Shiva or Thanatos.

“If Atlas controls the portal, it can’t be invaded,” Nathan said. “It’s safe enough. We can focus on defeating Sofia and her armies when they arrive.”

They left, and preparations continued. His army took over an hour to march through the portal, and a little more time to form up outside the Den. That was plenty of time for Seraph and the others to clear the monolithic structure. Despite its mazelike warrens, they could move fast and rely on a mixture of the Twins mental magic and voice projections to reach huge amounts of people at once.

What Nathan worked on in the meantime were stronger spatial wards. Sofia couldn’t be allowed to teleport directly on top of him, or inside the Den. Most of his Champions remained below if they weren’t busy inside.

Two-and-a-half hours after he first teleported here, he felt the first probe attempt by Sofia against his anti-scrying wards. Then another, much more powerful assault a second later.

“She knows we’re here,” he said. “To arms!” His voice boomed across the plains.

Over ten thousand knights clattered into action at once, hefting weapons and returning to tight formations. While he hadn’t let them wander far, they’d loosened up after so much waiting.

Months of drills paid off, and they reformed in the minutes they had. Sofia railed at his spatial wards, at first trying to directly teleport into the Den.

“I really hoped we might have enough time to go to Lake Styx,” Fyre said. “She found us so fast.”

“It was bound to happen,” Kadria said. “We can’t scry the area, but she could. The moment she bumped into the anti-scrying ward, she’d know something was wrong. Or a scout would tell her we’d left the border and she’d search wildly for us. Moving on the lake was never on the cards.”

Nathan ignored the argument as he teleported away from the balcony and back to the binding stone. With a scalpel-like use of mental magic, he severed Sofia’s wards and seized the binding stone. Now it was connected to his broader network, he had access to the mental gateway network if necessary and could also manipulate reality around it, for what little that might help against Sofia.

Instantly, he felt something shift in the leylines. For it to be so noticeable meant Atlas had acted with great power. The power became almost suffocating.

The Twins held their hands together and a blue ritual circle appeared around them. Seconds later, the stifling feeling dissipated.

Reine, can you still scry? he asked.

I lost you for a few seconds. But it’s back, she confirmed.

Nathan reached out for the leylines and sensed magic raging along them. The fog was gone, and instead he felt like a volcano was erupting inside them. He’d never felt something like this.

Teleporting back to Kadria, he planned to ask her about it. But she grimaced.

He understood why a second later. Spatial magic enclosed the Den and the surrounding region. It wrapped around Nathan’s spatial ward, unable to break through it, but was far vaster in size.

In the blink of an eye, Sofia’s response emerged.

A demonic army easily as large as the one she threw against Filankale, if not greater, massed around the Den. Not a single Arcadian accompanied them, meaning that aspect of Nathan’s plan had gone off without a hitch.

A shame Sofia had enough Messengers to make up for it. Fyre’s entire body burned with golden light and she appeared to gain a second set of wings. Down below, Lucretia blazed like a beacon as well.

Dominions and other Messengers, including old friends like Thanatos and Tomoe, stood as generals of the demons.

Leading them was Inari, who stood at the front of a host of a thousand armored foxes.

Inari drew her sword, her zoisites gleaming with light. “There is a fine line between bravery and stupidity, godling, and you’ve teleported across it. Your head is mine, and this world will be my prize!”


CHAPTER 40



Volleys of summoned relics shot toward the Den, accompanied by powerful blasts of magic and hundreds of manticore thorns. Frustration rose within Nathan.

Sure, he’d planned for this sort of response, but it still annoyed the shit out of him that the first thing Sofia did when he seized the Den was try to blow the whole thing up. If he’d tried getting everyone out, would they be bombarding the countless innocents in the open just to tie him up?

Fyre didn’t waste time being angry. The golden radiance emitting from her transformed into a cubical barrier walling off the entirety of the Den. Every attack exploded uselessly against it, unable to so much as scratch the well of power pouring from Fyre.

“She’s going too far,” Fyre said through gritted teeth. “I can feel Omria’s power coursing through me, responding to the power being thrown at us.”

Nathan frowned. “Do you think it’s enough to take out the Messengers yourself without leaving the Den open to attack?”

“I…” Fyre wavered. “Where’s Sofia?”

He searched the skies and scanned with his magic. Kadria did likewise.

All the while, a hundred thousand demons or more thundered across the expanse of farmland, churning it up. Nearly fifteen thousand beastkin knights formed a carefully planned wall opposite them, replete with battlemages and Champions with all manner of abilities.

Barriers sprung up, deflecting magical assaults, including thousands of shaman fireballs, while Champion abilities vaporized more demons than most demonic invasions unleashed. The opening seconds of the battle saw more vanquished demons than most breaches unleashed.

“She’s not here,” Kadria ground out. “Is she scared?”

“Or waiting,” Nathan said. “She railed at my spatial ward to try to get in. Fyre?”

“I think… I think if I go all out, I’ll run out fast. And once the Messengers go down, I’ll be back to normal,” Fyre said. “Even with the barrier up, it’s burning fast.”

Nathan had to admit it was a fucking huge barrier. Ciana could protect a mid-sized army with her duogem ability, and that was because she was effectively a defensive Messenger.

Fyre’s barrier was larger than many cities on Doumahr, and deflecting a magical onslaught capable of shattering Ciana’s barrier instantly. She truly was a goddess, and acting like Omria should, by protecting her people.

And Nathan wanted her to remain that way.

“Fyre, stay here and protect the Den,” Nathan said. “We’ll teleport out and take out the Messengers.”

Her expression turned to anger, even though she knew why. “This is my fight as well, Nathan. I can keep the barrier up and join you.”

“And what will you do when Sofia teleports in, uses her own well of prophet power to shatter the barrier and levels the Den along with everyone in it?” he asked. “Nobody else can protect your people, Fyre. Isn’t this what you became Omria to do?”

Her eyes widened and became watery. She nodded ever so slightly.

“I won’t let that bitch’s pettiness harm my people,” Fyre said. “I’ll keep them safe, Nathan.”

“Thank you.”

He turned and took in the battlefield, while preparing his teleport spell to intervene where necessary.

The demons closed in huge numbers, with behemoths and vast hordes being manufactured en masse by the dominions to supplement the losses. Despite the far greater size of Sofia’s army than expected, the battle plan went as intended.

Each Champion had targets of opportunity to focus on. Nurevia and Sunstorm felled the behemoths with their long-range attacks, easily cutting through the armor and bulk of the monsters. A pair of inferno tornadoes ripped through the massed ranks of manticores and lessened the barrages coming down on the Den and knights, while Sen and Narime controlled the spells.

The Twins ceased their magical ritual and faced off against another succubus. Mental magic rippled across the mental world, but none of it hit any of Nathan’s troops. Nathan wondered if Maura would present him a “prize” at the end of the fight, or like with Starlight, she’d just have the succubus killed and be done with it. Maura might feel she shared him enough with other succubi as it was.

Closer to the knights, barricades and trenches of earth burst forth to slow the demons, only for water and flames to flood them. Siv stood atop a pillar of earth at the back of the battlefield, moving her hands about while grinning, as if she were a conductor of death.

Astra and Tarako dashed through the waves of demons and left scores of them dead. Their swords and fists crushed lesser demons into dust, even as other spells and Champion abilities rained overhead.

Seraph, Vala, and Fei headed up large units of knights, and held back for now. Each acted as division leaders. When the Messengers struck in force, they’d peel away and leave duogems, Lucretia, and Kara to take over, but their presence would strengthen morale in the meantime.

Leading the battlemages was Gareth, who rained down spell after spell on the incoming demons. Erica would join the other trigems in Messenger hunting when the time came, but Beth would remain by his side.

Only Artemis lacked anything to do. She could charge off if she wanted to, as Nathan chose not to constrain her. Instead, she tapped her scimitar against a thigh while looking bored.

With Inari and the other Messengers still holding back, Nathan lacked a clear target. Only for things to rapidly change.

Lucretia raised her sword in the air, a golden aura beaming from her. “Warriors of the Den, of Doumahr! We fight for our freedom and our kin. Let none of us falter this day.”

Raucous cheers rose from the massed ranks of knights, and even Artemis’s ears twitched.

A little cliched, in Nathan’s mind. But Lucretia came from the Den, as did the majority of the beastkin fighting here today. To them, this truly was a battle for their freedom and their kin.

Nathan had planned this to cut Arcadia off at the knees and weaken Sofia once and for all. To his beastkin, this was probably the greatest battle to liberate them in history. They were capturing the Den, the infamous home and graveyard of more beastkin in known history than anywhere else on the continent.

As the cheers ripped through the soldiers, so too did Lucretia’s magic. Her golden glow dimmed, while Nathan’s entire army gained it. His already enchanted knights became an almost literal holy army.

His heart nearly stopped. Every experience he’d had with Omria’s “assistance” to the living was terrible.

“It’s fine,” Fyre said. “She’s providing too little power to everyone to burn anyone out. I’ve done this myself, until I found more focused versions. Remember when I protected everyone against Siv?”

Nathan nodded and calmed himself down. Lucretia was using her powers naturally, unlike Sofia who had honed her abilities through sheer ruthlessness and a callous approach to all life other than her own.

The sight of Nathan’s entire army receiving Omria’s blessing pushed the Messengers into action. While the demons smashed themselves to pieces against the weapons of Nathan’s knights, Inari and her comrades made their move.

Barriers shattered as ascended magic tore through them. Hundreds of knights went flying into the air, and a spear-wielding woman stood on the far side of the formation. A man with a pair of strange metal tubes and an attitude Nathan always hated blew apart a monogem from a hundred feet away.

Nathan’s trigems reacted in kind.

And so did Nathan. He teleported next to Artemis, bringing Kadria and Ciana with him.

The catgirl Messenger had been about to charge off, only to pause upon his arrival.

“Oh, thought you were sitting this one out,” Artemis said drily.

“Less sass, more fight,” Nathan said.

“Yeah, yeah.” Her tail swished once and she grinned.

Spatial magic closed around Nathan’s hand.

Right as he prepared to use it, power flooded his surroundings. Nobody else reacted to it. A figure flickered in his peripheral vision, with a hand on her sword hilt.

He activated his spell, moving them only a few dozen feet away.

“The fuck?” Artemis spat, then stared in amazement at the glowing ruin where they’d been standing.

The ground itself opened up to the void, torn asunder by Inari’s trigem slash. The Messenger fox stood close by, her expression annoyed.

“This is a slash intended to split the heavens, and you’ve evaded it twice, godling,” Inari said. “And you, kitten, are somehow still alive. I knew cats had nine lives, but it’s impressive seeing it in action. Which life are you on, I wonder, and how many more times will I need to end your miserable existence?”

“None,” Artemis said, spinning her scimitar while her amethysts glowed. “Because I’m going to cut off that pretty head of yours and gift it to a friend.”

“Bold words. Maybe I’ll keep yours, then.”

The two women sneered at each other.

Meanwhile, Kadria stared at Inari in wonder. “Wow. You truly did become a Messenger. Did Sofia scramble your brains in a cycle? Or maybe you fell down a particularly long flight of stairs as a child? Or maybe you didn’t fall down some stairs?”

“Cute, succubus.” Inari’s eyes turned to ice. “Allow me to do something I’ve always wanted to do when we met.”

Inari blinked forward. Nathan’s sword snapped out, while Ciana prepared her spatial barrier. The moment the fox appeared, Artemis appeared above her, scimitar snapping down for a killing blow.

Inari’s body moved like water and her spine twisted at impossible angles to dodge the scimitar. Her tails crackled with spell frames, and raw power knocked Artemis to the ground.

“Cute,” Kadria drawled. “Dodge this.”

Shadows swirled around her lance as she thrust it forward. Inari smirked, even as the lance blinked out of existence. Nathan’s mind seared with pain as he watched the next instant, and he sincerely wished he’d blinked.

Inari split into an almost infinite number of herself, like a mass of afterimages spread out across a small area. Every single one had a black lance piercing her chest.

Yet Inari’s face showed no pain, and sweat poured down Kadria’s.

The moment ended, and Inari abruptly stood in front of Kadria. Kadria’s lance was nowhere to be seen.

“Cute trick,” Inari said. “But spatial magic is one tier below controlling reality itself.”

Kadria looked down to see Inari’s katana in her chest. Inari twisted it, then wrenched it out with a blast of magic. Blood spewed from Kadria’s body while Inari stood there, a human heart pierced on the end of her sword.

Nathan’s blood froze.

Kadria merely tilted her head. “You’re new to this, aren’t you?”

“What?” Inari hissed.

“I don’t need that, you idiot. Succubi aren’t human, we’re human-shaped. We die once enough damage is done to our form, which is why beheading usually works,” Kadria said. “I mean, this hurts, but…”

Kadria snapped her fingers. The blood vanished and so did the heart on Inari’s sword. Kadria looked as if she’d barely been injured. She rolled her eyes. “Holy shit, all that power and you’re a fucking baby. Some secret weapon. Next time, try using that reality warping power when you hit me.”

Shadows swelled around her and she slammed spatial power into Inari, vaporizing the grass and dirt where she stood.

Inari dodged, as she always did. The fox’s ears twitched and her face transformed into a mask of rage.

“Yeah, she’s not very good at killing things without her trigem slash,” Artemis said. “But she’s fucking invulnerable.”

Kadria looked back at Nathan. “Is she?”

“I froze her with ascended magic, but I guarantee she’ll either flee or use her slash on me if I try again,” he said.

Then something occurred to him.

Shiva had told him that Inari’s magic was like hers, and now he’d felt it directly, he understood it better. It rewrote reality using brute-force magic, rather than any particularly fancy techniques. Inari had an outer being’s backing, making her especially dangerous.

Yet he had a Champion whose abilities explicitly involved absorbing all magic, and that included that of a goddess.

Could even Inari rewrite a spell whose entire purpose was to consume all magic that touched it? Nathan felt he’d inadvertently touched on another immovable force versus unstoppable force problem.

“Kadria, get Fei,” he said.

The succubus blinked, then smirked. “Oh, I get it. Be right back.”

Artemis didn’t wait for Kadria to return. She kept the pressure up.

Soon, she was joined by somebody else.

“You!” Tarako screamed.

Force blasts blew plumes of dirt into the air around Inari, and Tarako turned them into a mighty fist of earth she slammed into Inari. Both foxes exchanged sword swing and magic, while Artemis’s scimitar ducked in and out of the fray.

Nathan watched silently while Inari dodged or blocked everything. Every so often, the Messenger fox tried to teleport over to attack him, but was hemmed in by the others.

He held back on attacking. Doing so would give her openings, and a single one of her trigem slashes could end everything. The only thing he knew could block it was Ciana’s spatial barrier, and Inari might catch him off guard.

But once Fei was here, all he needed was a single opportunity to slide in and hit her with either an ice spell or a spatial slash. As Artemis said, Inari lacked much offensive power save that one attack, even if she was nearly invulnerable. Maybe against weaker Champions she’d be dangerous.

“Nathan, incoming!” Maura called out.

He looked up, and then blinked backward with Ciana.

A female Messenger wearing the armor of Kurai and a long spear landed in a small crater. Blood coated her armor and weapon, and it wasn’t her own. Her long black hair and olive skin marked her as somebody from Kurai—or the Messenger equivalent.

Nathan knew her well enough. He’d fought her twice now.

“Tomoe,” he said, raising his sword.

“Twice my honor has been stained while fighting you. But this time, I have been loosed at my full potential, and can finally make you pay,” Tomoe said.

Bold words from a Messenger the Twins had effortlessly defeated before Bauer intervened to help.

Nathan’s attention was pulled in multiple directions all of sudden, and he struggled to spare Tomoe much.

Above him, dozens of cloaked demons rushed in from the air. They were wraiths, and he’d only seen them once in a breach. He knew they were a form of greater demon that shrugged off non-magical assault and their claws burned with a blue fire reminiscent of Fei’s and Thanatos’s.

Maura grappled with them, using mental magic to control some and keep them busy while stopping others with spatial magic. Laura had the succubus they’d been fighting in her grip, and while both women were covered in spatial barriers, the sheer density of mental magic being thrown around suggested the duel would end in Laura’s favor soon enough.

A barrage of concentrated magical bolts ripped through the wraiths, followed by a bouncing beam of light. Gareth focused the beam, with a sixth rank spell backing it. When he activated it, the beam widened, and holes appeared in every wraith he’d struck.

Meanwhile, Kadria returned with Fei. Inari finally landed a blow on Tarako, slicing her thigh open and spilling blood all over the grass. While Nathan’s fox retreated to heal her wound, Inari danced toward him. She blinked across the distance while Tomoe blocked him on the other side. Ciana shifted to defend him from Inari.

An inferno of blue flames cut off his vision of Inari. A squeal rose from the Messenger fox.

“What trickery is this?” Inari yelped.

Fei rolled through her own flames, her body burning like a candle from the inside as she used her trigem ability to transform herself into a spell-consuming mass of fire. Inari’s tails whirled madly with blue spell flames and Nathan felt her magic wrench at reality in an attempt to keep Fei’s flames at bay.

But while Inari flickered about to dodge the azure blaze, she couldn’t alter the flames directly. Not even Sofia had been able to do that.

Inari bared her teeth at the catgirl and tried something else. Her power slammed into Fei directly.

To no avail. Fei simply consumed it and her gems shined brighter, overcharging instantly. Her body became less candle and more walking firework.

“What… what are you?” Inari gasped out. “How can there be some random cat beastkin able to counter my power? I gave up everything for this! My creed, my soul, my future, all so I would be able to lead my people and stand as their goddess in a world in my Creator’s stead.”

“Nobody can replace him!” Tarako shouted. “That was where you went wrong.”

“You don’t understand,” Inari said. “It was all for him. This world is impossible. A mere human rising to contest the outer beings, despite the corruption eating away the world itself? You’re the definition of fortune, to have found him despite doing nothing. Whereas I’ve worked to find a new world for our people. All I needed was to cleanse a world of the false goddess and rework it to become our new kingdom, with my power removing her corruption and keeping Messengers at bay.”

Tomoe’s spear struck at Nathan, and he deflected it. A spatial slash gathered in his sword as he prepared to remove her, and focus on Inari. This annoying messenger was a distraction at a time he could deal with Inari.

Maybe even speak with her and reach some sort of agreement.

Artemis met his eyes and he saw annoyance in them. Damn. She knew what he wanted to do.

“You had a chance to bring your foxes into a new world,” Artemis growled. “You even admitted this world is the one you were looking for.”

“It is! Damn you, it is,” Inari snapped, her eyes watering as Fei’s flames forced her into a corner. “And once I deliver the godling to the outer beings and remove the slut, it will be for sure. My people⁠—”

“They aren’t your people, you failure!” Tarako roared.

So much for any chance of an agreement.

Nathan focused on Tomoe, leaving Inari to his Champions and Messengers.

Sensing the power in his spatial slash, Tomoe paused. Her eyes narrowed.

“You are something else now,” she said. “But it doesn’t matter. Defeating you isn’t what matters. Sometimes, the greatest contribution a warrior can make to a battle is to cripple his opponent, even if it costs him his life.”

Power swelled in her, and Nathan knew he’d waited too long.

“Nathan, just fucking kill her!” Maura shouted at him, while helping Laura play tug-of-war with the enemy succubus. He didn’t want to be looking up at them when they finished, given the scream the succubus was letting out.

Nathan recalled the power of Tomoe’s Messenger ability. He didn’t even know if killing her would stop it, as the magic swelled. While he could block the spell with a barrier and protect himself, his knights would be vaporized. The blast was large enough to take out most of his army.

But he didn’t need to kill her to stop it or protect himself. He refocused his spatial magic into a barrier and summoned a bubble around Tomoe.

Her eyes widened as she stared at him through the bubble of distorted air. “No!”

Despite her protests, her ability activated, as if it were a runaway carriage she couldn’t stop. The explosion slammed into his barrier, blocking his view of her and turning the inside of the bubble a blinding white.

Even with the powerful barrier in place, the force pummeling his magic was tremendous. It paled in comparison to the explosion he used against Bauer, but he knew it was immensely dangerous. The power was far greater than it had been inside the portal, as the Twins had warned him.

The light faded. Little more than ash remained in the bubble.

“Wow. Talk about an ironic way to go,” Maura commented from above him.

Nathan ignored her and spun, summoning a spatial slash to help deal with Inari.

The fox danced and writhed while Fei, Artemis, and Tarako hemmed her in. Kadria had teleported away, presumably to help support a flank of the battle as magic continued to pour down on his knights and shouts and screams echoed around them.

Again, Inari caught Tarako with another slice of her blade while her body shifted like water around Tarako’s katana. Artemis darted backward to avoid Inari’s force blasts, and stumbled into Fei.

Azure flames curled around them, keeping Inari contained. But both catgirls were standing next to each other, while Inari spun with her sword at the ready.

“Nathan!” Ciana shouted, eyes widening at the sight.

His fist already glowed with a teleportation spell as he transformed his spatial slash into one. Ciana blinked across the battlefield to stand in front of Artemis and Fei. Her alexandrite flared with light.

Inari’s reality shattering slash carved apart even Fei’s flames, proving there was one thing they couldn’t consume. While the void sealed over, her flames seeped into them for the few moments it remained open.

None of the Champions hesitated. Fei shot forward and brought her flames closer, cutting off Inari’s movement to the left. Artemis followed suit to the right. Force blasts crashed into both catgirls, stopping them in their tracks but doing little more as Ciana’s greatsword snapped forward. Inari’s spine bent at an impossible angle to dodge it.

More flames continued to close in, trapping Inari. With only a second to recover, she’d bounce back and flip away.

Tarako dashed in, still pouring blood from a chest wound that sliced open her skintight uniform. Her katana was the same as the one Nathan had first seen Inari wield at the Far Reaches.

Inari’s eyes widened as Tarako closed in, sword slashing toward her torso.

Raw power crept through the ground like tendrils fleeing certain death, as Inari used every ounce of magic she had to survive. Her reality bending allowed her to be in multiple places at once, even impossible ones. If she could get past the flames, she’d survive.

Nathan stood on the far side of the flames and sensed her desperation. Inari’s eyes lit up as she saw her target.

“Your head will be mine, godling!” she screamed, and her tendrils rushed toward him, desperate to teleport away and take him out in one fell swoop.

Nathan was ready for her.

With nothing but raw will, he blocked her magic. Like he would when battling a rival Bastion, he crushed her reality bending as she stretched her power too far from her body to keep it stable.

For a second, he saw the utter fear and panic in Inari’s eyes. Had she never known defeat as a Messenger?

Tarako’s sword bit into Inari’s torso, drawing blood. Her zoisites lit up.

“No, your head is mine, you failure,” Tarako uttered.

Her Nine-Tail Slash activated. Nine great rents appeared in the earth, tearing deep into the ground beneath Inari’s body. The Messenger fox’s body spewed blood as nine slashes cut her apart, ending Inari instantly.

Fei, Artemis, and Ciana all tumbled end over end as their momentum carried them past Inari and the battle ended. Tarako stood over the brutalized corpse of her alternate self.

Around them, the battle still raged. Nathan stepped up to Tarako and squeezed her shoulder.

“We still need to fight,” he said.

Artemis rolled up to them and snatched up Inari’s intact head. She brushed off the dirt while ignoring Tarako’s horrified look.

“What?” Artemis said. “I said I’d give it to Sunstorm as a gift. Here, Nathan.” She tossed it to him. “Throw it in a pocket dimension or something. I’ll go murder a dominion.”

She flew off in a blur.

Tarako made a face, then teleported away, while Fei also made herself scarce.

Nathan grimaced at Inari’s lifeless head. He summoned a silk bag around it, then teleported it into Sunstorm’s bedroom in the palace.

“Whatever,” he mumbled.

His focus returned to the battle. Hundreds, if not thousands of his knights had been bruised, wounded, or killed as magic tossed them around like dolls. True to her word, Artemis carved a path to a dominion. The succubus the Twins had been fighting was nowhere to be seen, assuming Nathan wasn’t going to trip over her corpse somewhere. Golden beams of light rained down on the demons from time to time as Reine lent her strength.

But while most Messengers had been defeated, the dominions remained alongside a massive demonic army. The sheer amount of demons threatened to exhaust them. Tens of thousands remained.

Blue flames exploded among the middle of the demonic horde, close to the dominion Artemis wasn’t attacking. Nathan blinked.

Fei was on the other side of the battlefield. He’d seen her rush off and her dancing around earlier.

The new source of an azure inferno cast it through a mass of demons, reducing thousands to embers within seconds. Above the blaze, the dominion began to panic. Her bubble popped and new behemoths appeared.

Only for the behemoths to explode into chunks as fast as they were summoned. A moment later, slashes ripped through the dominion’s bubble and the dominion’s bloody corpse sailed to the ground.

Worried that another partner Messenger had already arrived, Nathan teleported over.

What he saw confused the hell out of him.

Shiva and Thanatos stood amid a burned out wasteland of demonic corpses.

As if she’d intended to summon him, Shiva held a palm out and made a “come here” gesture with her golden claws.

“I’m calling in my end of the deal, Nathan,” Shiva said. “We fucked and fluffed. Now it’s time to fight.”
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“Really, two on one?” Nathan asked.

Shiva raised an eyebrow at Thanatos, who remained standing beside her, his bone wings looming over her diminutive figure. “Go on, shoo. This is between me and Nathan.”

“Hmm.” Thanatos stroked his chin while looking Nathan in the eye. “A question, before I leave.”

“You mean, before you join in the battle,” Nathan said.

Thanatos chuckled. “There is no meaning to this brawl. No glory. I’ve been summoned as a mook villain to bulk out Sofia’s last stand, and I have little interest in playing such a role. Maybe I’ll be punished, but in case I’m not, I’ll pursue a lead.”

Nathan frowned, then realized Thanatos had been speaking in his normal voice all alone. Ordinarily, the overly dramatic Messenger spoke in an exaggerated, booming manner that he clearly enjoyed.

As he’d just said, he pursued the glory of playing a villainous role. Even in death at Mortiswatch, Thanatos had enjoyed it. The pettiest he’d been had been toward the Twins at the Spires, but even then that might have still been the role speaking.

“Fine. What’s the question?” Nathan asked.

“Atlas. Have you found any sign of him? He’s been missing from the bar for too long and I’m certain he’s here,” Thanatos said.

Answering this might backfire, but Shiva was growing impatient. She bared her teeth.

When some demons got close, she blinked over and turned them into little more than red sludge. Riding her temper tantrum, she churned through more demons while Nathan spoke with Thanatos.

Might as well answer Shiva’s assistance with honesty.

“His portal is here and he intensified his magical disruption when I claimed it,” Nathan said. “But he’s been in hiding for months. I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him since Mortiswatch.”

“Hmm.” Thanatos stroked his chin again. “That’s a start. I’ll only have a few hours to find him, but it’ll have to be enough. Enjoy your time with Shiva, Bastion. Assuming we do not cross paths before the day is done.”

With those words, Thanatos swirled his cloak and leaped away, bounding hundreds of feet into the air in one go. He moved north-west, presumably following the river that lay close to the Den.

Nathan watched him go, unsure what to make of the encounter.

Messengers were strange individuals. He’d been convinced Thanatos had a more personal dislike for him, given how events played out, but that encounter had been more like two colleagues bumping into one another. Or even a brother handing off his sister to her boyfriend.

“Oh, did Koji already leave?” Shiva asked. “Whatever. It’s fight time.” She punched him lightly in the shoulder.

Ciana squared up, only for the fox-wolf to stare at her.

“Uh, not you, horsie,” Shiva said. “Your tail isn’t my style, and the agreement was a one-on-one duel. So butt out and go slay some demons.”

Nathan grimaced. Shiva’s words had specified the fight would only be between them.

Before Ciana attempted to argue the point, he placed a hand on her shoulder. “Go help the others. There’s a whole battle⁠—”

“No,” she ground out. “I won’t walk away. I’ll keep any demons away from you until you lay her low. Just… don’t fuck her after the fight, okay?”

He blinked. “Not happening.”

“Aww,” Shina whined. “Really? I mean, maybe you’ll kill me in the heat of battle anyway, but I figured an after-battle fuck would be on the cards.”

Ciana glared at the Messenger, who simply turned around and waved her fluffy tails at her in response. For some reason, Ciana physically gripped her horse’s tail and placed it in Nathan’s hands.

While he certainly appreciated the opportunity to run his fingers through Ciana’s golden, silken tail, this wasn’t the time nor the place. Even if Shiva eyed him for doing so.

“Huh. You got pretty broad horizons, don’t you? I’m more a fluffy tail girl,” Shiva said. “Wolf and fox tails are good. Maybe dog. But the finer ones? Nah. There was the one game that gave the horsegirls huge fluffy tails, and I always wished I found a world like that.”

Despite himself, Nathan had to ask. “What about scaly tails? They show up in… stories.”

Shiva smirked. “Yeah, ‘stories.’ Nah, not a fan of dragon tails. I mean, maybe the big, fat ones I could use as a pillow?” She paused. “Okay, maybe a sharkgirl with a big tail I could hug from behind. And if you were there, then…” She gulped. “Okay, getting distracted. I really should have said no to being lured to your palace, because it’s hard not to think of all the crazy shit I might be able to do with you. All the tails we can fluff…”

Nathan worried Shiva might start drooling if they didn’t fight soon.

More than that, there was a battle raging, even if the deaths of the dominions and Thanatos’s intervention had thinned out the demonic horde a lot. With the most dangerous Messengers dead, he had little worries about his army’s victory, but being sidetracked by Shiva at this moment was a touch frustrating.

Not that he could say no. Trying to leave would assuredly anger Shiva, and he preferred keeping her happy. Her power meant she could become a very dangerous enemy. She might try to force him to duel her by attacking his knights. After all, she’d only elected to stay because Narime and Tarako forced her.

He drew his sword. “Let’s make this quick.”

“You certainly weren’t quick in the palace,” Shiva said, a grin stretching across her face. “I’ll be honest. I usually prefer doing the fluffing, but becoming the little foxgirl with a fat cock in me and hands stroking my tail while I cream all over you? Absolutely unforgettable.”

“That’s…” He sighed. “Can we fight?”

She clicked her tongue. “Fine. Let’s not fuck afterward, then.”

A pair of golden claws shimmered into existence. Shiva’s lewd grin vanished completely and her eyes became focused. The playful Messenger he knew vanished, replaced by a cold, vicious woman that matched the stories he’d been told of her.

Those cold eyes stared into his. Her two tails swayed rhythmically behind her, absent any magic but capable of casting spells at a moment’s notice he assumed.

Nathan realized he knew very little of Shiva’s capabilities. On the other hand, she probably knew little of his.

A spatial splash ripped through a mass of demons nearby, probably from Kadria. The spark of magic signaled the start of the duel.

Shiva blinked across the gap between them. Nathan’s sword swung at her, spatial magic already forming into a slash.

A force like a sledgehammer struck his forearm. Correction, it felt like a sledgehammer even with Ciana’s diamond flaring with light and sharing her durability with him. He imagined it was a force closer to half of Aleich being condensed into a ball and smashed into his arm. His forearm shattered like a twig.

He gritted his teeth and pumped magic into his broken arm. Regeneration would take precious seconds. The force blow was knocking his sword swing away from Shiva, right as her claws snapped toward his chest.

So his magic overrode his muscles and clamped down on his arm, steadying the swing. He was essentially reality bending his own body, and he saw his arm contort and twist from the confusing forces. If he didn’t possess powerful regeneration, there’d be hell to pay.

For now, he thanked Inari for the idea to simply cheat outright.

Shiva’s eyes flickered to his arm and she fell into a crouch right in front of him. His sword stopped overhead of her and he held his spatial slash back.

“Gotcha,” Shiva whispered.

Her claws snapped forward, diving for his chest.

He intercepted them with his other arm, which was wrapped in the black light of his spatial barrier. His barrier met her claws, and the magical forces tore into one another. His mind screamed as he slammed the power of the void against Shiva’s attempt to unravel his spell directly.

Then he twisted his wrist. Shiva blinked.

She blinked backward, right as he carved a line into the earth where she’d crouch, easily fifty feet deep. Blood streamed from her face and the front of her robe fell open, leaving only her undervest keeping her decent.

His slash had carved her nose, lips and chin clean open, while clipping the front of her clothing. Shiva held a hand to her face and blinked at the blood.

“That stings,” she said. “Not deep, though.”

Right before his eyes, the wound began to heal. Nathan scowled.

He’d assumed she lacked defensive abilities given her raw power. Evidently a mistake.

“Don’t make that face,” she said. “That’s why I have two tails. The fox in me is the sorceress, and the wolf is the fighter. I heal, I cast, and I carve people open.”

“Then I’ll make it count this time,” he said.

Nathan blinked forward this time. Her force blast ran into a barrier he threw up, right before his spatial slash carved apart air. Shiva darted on both sides of him.

Illusion magic. She truly did have the same magic as a fox.

He snarled and blasted her with a lance of mental magic, much like Kadria would. The illusion burst into prismatic light, while the real Shiva stumbled and tripped.

His sword slammed into her shoulder and she whined in pain. Wind magic flared in his blade, as he rapidly channeled the void.

“The win’s mine,” he said.

“Not unless you take it.” Shiva said. “This is a fucking battlefield.”

He blinked at the pain flaring in his lower body and saw a set of golden claws buried in his chest. Shiva spun the arm he didn’t have a sword buried in, tearing his internal organs to pieces.

Roaring in pain, Nathan stumbled backward. His wind magic blasted off and all he saw was blood. Screams greeted his ears as he prepared a teleportation spell, then blinked dozens of feet away.

Every ounce of magic he could spare surged into his chest, trying to regenerate his heart and lungs. Did he feel light-headed? Had he already lost too much blood and pressure in his limbs? Nathan struggled to tell.

But he could see as he blinked out the fear and panic he’d experienced.

The screams came from Ciana and Shiva. Ciana’s spatial barrier held Shiva in place as she screamed like a madwoman and tried to force her golden claw through the gem ability to no avail.

“Out of the way, you bitch! This is my fight,” Shiva screamed.

“Ciana!” Nathan snapped. “Stand down.”

His bodyguard looked at him with hurt in her eyes. Ciana’s purpose was to protect him where she’d failed to save Leo. He knew that.

But in this case, he refused to renege on his promise with Shiva. He didn’t have to kill Shiva to win this.

More than that, a voice in his head told him that if he couldn’t defeat the final elite Messenger himself, what chance did he have against Sofia’s boss? Matters were escalating, and he knew the time would come when he battled the outer being in some way or another, even with Omria holding back his true power.

Ciana deactivated her gem ability and ducked backward. Shiva nearly fell over, before righting herself.

He finally got a good look at her and winced. His wind spell had blown her left arm clean off, leaving one side of her chest completely exposed. The tip of her black wolf’s tail looked worse for wear.

Even so, her eyes lit up with glee and bloodlust. Not a single drop of fear showed.

“It’s fine,” Shiva grunted out. “You teleported away before I’d even have gotten a swing at you. Especially reeling as I was. Let’s just go.”

Before he could process her words, she charged him. On foot, rather than by teleportation.

He frowned. Had his last blow truly weakened her so much?

Right as he thought that, she vanished, and a chill ran down his spine.

Nathan dropped and felt air brush over his back. Shiva’s remaining arm swung above him.

He swept her legs out, and she fell on him. Her force blast took the wind out of him and he realized his mistake.

A claw slammed into his back a moment later. But that was all it could do.

With Shiva in his arms, his hand closed around her neck. Black light shined round his fingers. He felt her try to teleport, but his vastly greater control of spatial magic kept her in his grasp.

She gulped. “I can’t tell what spatial magic you’re holding. You’re just manipulating raw magic that feels vaguely spatial.”

“It can be whatever spell I want it to be, Shiva,” Nathan said. “So, yes, I can behead you.”

Shiva lay against him for several more seconds, claws firmly embedded in his back. Eventually, she slackened and the claws vanished. He regenerated the wound.

“I honestly don’t know how I’d have killed you, save taking you out in one go with a strike to the head,” Shiva said. “You realize my claws are supposed to be unhealable, right? Their statblock literally has ‘blocks regeneration’ on them. And you just went ‘fuck you, I do what I want.’ Man, ascended magic is such bullshit.”

“You use ascended magic,” he said.

“Yeah, and everyone calls my claws bullshit. Guess I know why.”

Shiva slumped backward and stared up at the sky. Her eyes appear hazy. Blood continued to pour from her missing limb.

Nathan hissed as he realized she wasn’t playing up her slow movements and behavior. Her own regeneration wasn’t working or couldn’t heal an entire lost limb.

He looked around the battlefield, which remained active as his Champions and knights pushed back the remaining demons. Where was Narime? His panic surged across his mental links.

Sure, he had some life magic to heal, but Shiva was a Messenger. Healing her took genuine expertise.

“It’s fine,” Shiva said. “I got fluffed really well. I got fucked really hard. And that fight was amazing. I lost even though I went all out, and it wasn’t because of a goddess flinging a billion Champions at me or refusing to fight me outside of a palace she filled with spells to disable my spatial magic so she could teleport spears up my ass.”

“… you mean she impaled you,” he said.

“The shitty way, yeah. Not the fun way. Would never let that bitch touch me.” Shiva sneered, but only for a moment.

She smiled at him. “It was fun. Didn’t get to be the bad girl this time and go around wrecking stuff, but sometimes a vacation is great. I really was looking forward to seeing what came afterward.”

Shiva reached up with her remaining hand, and Nathan linked his fingers with it. Her grip was strong.

Even with the battle raging, he struggled to leave Shiva to die.

Seven silver tails flomped down on Shiva’s body, obscuring her face in the process. Narime kneeled beside her.

“You’re nowhere close to dying,” Narime groused. “And I’ll make sure of it. After all, you promised to stay.”

“Maybe,” Shiva mumbled through her tails.

“Uh huh. I don’t let foxes, or wolves, or anyone who doesn’t keep their promises touch my tails, and I bet Nathan won’t be interested either,” Narime said. She looked up at him and smiled. “Go. She’ll be fine.”

Nathan hid his annoyance at the fact Shiva had been playing up her injury.

Had that been part of the fun she got from being a Messenger? If she and Thanatos got along, maybe she enjoyed pretending to be on the verge of death.

Rising, he drew Ciana to his side and returned to the battle.

The battle to seize the Den had been won. Inari lay dead, Sofia’s Messengers crushed, and her army was being routed. He’d even defeated Shiva.

All that remained was the true objective: Lake Styx, Sofia’s greatest source of power.


CHAPTER 42



With the Messengers defeated, the rest of the battle became little more than clean-up. Those Champions with anti-army abilities ran amok, like Fei with her flames. Many of Nathan’s duogems and monogems shined more than a few of his trigems, as some like Vala and Ciana lacked effective abilities against masses of demons, and many gave quite a few Champions abilities to single-handedly defend portals.

That gave him plenty of time to pull the knights back and focus on casualty assessment. Reine reopened the portal now that the worst was over.

The time for battle had passed, and he needed healers. The foxes he’d brought could help some, but the casualty count was staggering.

Nathan had brought 15,000 knights to the battle. Easily the largest single army he had ever fielded under his command that wasn’t partly supplied by other Bastions and generals. 5,000 of those knights were elites from the Royal Knights and handpicked companies of Imperial Knights who had served with him since the Empire’s civil war.

Almost every single knight had been wounded in some way. Many consisted of scrapes and bruises, with dented armor or magic burns that removed paint or even layers of steel. A few lost teeth, and banged-up tails were common. The knights tied up their tails before a battle as savage as this one, but that couldn’t stop all damage they’d suffer.

Once Nathan excluded light or superficial wounds, he’d lost half his elites to casualties and nearly two-thirds of the northern knights. Deaths were high. At least a thousand, thanks to the ferocity of the magic thrown around by the Messengers and the sheer volume of greater demons. Several Champions were dead, and a dozen more badly wounded, although none of his closest suffered anything Narime couldn’t heal.

The death count might double, he worried. Critical injuries were high, and that was why he needed the portal. The foxes could triage and heal as many as they could get their hands on, but ferrying the wounded back to the base camp and relying on the mass of foxes and other healers there would vastly improve survivability.

Reine, have the rest of the Imperial Army assist with ferrying the wounded back, he ordered. I think Milgar’s forces are deployed there, so let them know about the situation. We’re going to need additional reinforcements from the nobles to reinforce and support the Den.

That wasn’t part of the plan, Reine said hesitantly. The archdukes might hesitate to lend support.

Tell them we’ve seized the Den and crushed Sofia’s demonic army. But if we don’t hold the Den, it’s for nothing. We’ll have Elysia within months if they can’t grow food, and the archdukes will know it. Get Alice and Anna involved. Torneus as well. Everyone. I don’t care.

He hadn’t expected to lose roughly two-thirds of his force to casualties, leaving him with a fraction of what he needed to hold the Den against a conventional military when Arcadia responded. Not to mention evacuating the monolith.

Conditions in the Den were horrific. He couldn’t justify keeping the beastkin there, but couldn’t spare the magic to teleport them to the Enclave until Lake Styx was dealt with. Not to mention the food required to feed hundreds of thousands of malnourished beastkin.

For that matter, did he want to move them? Arcadia was full of land they could settle once the war was over. Establishing a beastkin nation might be the simplest solution to a lot of woes, even if it would be little more than an Imperial Protectorate for the first few decades.

“My lord, other than the wounded, what are your orders?” Kara asked as she trooped up.

Her uniform was covered in blood and she bore a scratch under one eye, but otherwise was unblemished. Tiredness showed in her expression and she didn’t smile like usual. It was noon and it felt like the day was already over.

“I’m getting Alice to involve the archdukes,” Nathan said. “Once their forces can arrive to support you, begin evacuating the Den to the surrounding area and establishing fortifications and scouts. We’ll keep the portal up, but this is effectively a foothold in northern Arcadia.”

“You’re heading to Lake Styx?”

He nodded. “Sofia will be weakened once I do. This will only be a temporary setback for her otherwise.”

Kara saluted. “I’ll work with Lucretia and the other Champions and officers to hold the Den in your absence. Today’s been hard fought, but liberating the Den…” She licked her lips and her eyes shined like they usually do. “When you first hired me as an officer, I was simply happy to serve the Empire at all. Today feels like I’m a hero in history books not just of the Empire, but all Doumahr. Thank you, my lord, for everything. And I know all of us feel the same.”

He returned the salute. Kara bit her lip, then crushed him in a hug. Her tail wagged several times, before she pulled away.

“Stay safe, my lord,” she said. “Please return to us.”

She dashed away.

Had she felt like this when he’d left her behind at Straub at the wedding? Ciana was right. He needed to do something special for Kara. Especially as she’d helped him contain the heat of his knights of winter without getting pulled into an all-winter-long orgy.

He sent out mental pings to his Champions, while also giving Sunstorm an order to start gathering everyone by the closest bridge to the Den. It would take some time for everything to arrive, as Fei and a few others had chased some demons quite a distance from the battlefield.

Lucretia stood over the rows of wounded being laid out by the other knights. She held an idol of Omria—or Fyre, really—in one hand while staring vacantly at her people. Almost all the wounded here were northerners, and had been her responsibility as a Guide.

“Lucretia, how are you doing?” Nathan asked.

“I don’t know how to feel,” Lucretia said. “The idea of coming back and freeing everyone is… a dream. A literal dream I never dared imagine after exile. You’ve given me this power, my people new homes and food away from the frozen wastes, and asked nothing in return save that we fight to free our own people. You even trained us to be valiant warriors with equipment beyond anything the faeries possessed.”

Nathan stood beside her and stared out over the hundreds of moaning, bleeding soldiers. More lay elsewhere, and not all of them had been saved from the battlefield. Some continued to walk around, insisting they’d help with patrols and defense until reinforcements arrived.

“But you look out at the cost and wonder if it was worth it,” Nathan said.

Lucretia nodded. “I was called a Guide because my role was to help lead and minimize how many died. So many perished each and every winter, yes, but that was the weather. I still tried to save them. This?” She cast a gauntleted hand out across the sea of wounded. “I brought them here. Convinced them to fight and die. Thousands of beastkin would still be alive or whole, able to live out a full, happy life in the Empire.”

“I understand.” He looked down at Lucretia, and she eventually returned his gaze. “Have you tried asking them what they feel about this?”

“I… Sorry?” She furrowed her brow.

“You didn’t bring them out here to fight for nothing, or for a few coins. They’re here for a reason. They volunteered, even if I did need an army,” Nathan said. “Talk to them. Ask them how they feel. See how many feel the same way you do about the Den, and whether they’d do it again if they knew they could free everyone. Especially once we start letting everyone out.”

Lucretia’s eyes widened and she nodded. “I will. It’s… foolish to admit, but even as a Guide, talking to everyone about their opinions was rare. I represented so many, and most of the time all they needed was to survive.”

“And now they need a leader who thinks about more,” he said. “You don’t have to be that leader, Lucretia. After today, you can be whatever you want to be. Prophet, Guide, knight—those are things I asked you to be, but with the battle won, think about what you want.”

He patted her shoulder and her ears twitched. Pausing, he ruffled her hair and her tail wagged.

Hopefully that wasn’t the sign he thought it was.

His retinue waited for him by the bridge. Plus Gareth, he supposed. Including Gareth in his retinue sounded foolish.

Amusingly, Shiva leaned against a nearby wall. Narime hadn’t been able to heal her missing arm, but the fox-wolf appeared mostly fine.

“I take it you’re not coming,” Nathan said.

“I’ve pushed things,” Shiva said. “I don’t think I’m cut off yet, as I got a bunch of memories of Shivas you killed in that battle rammed into my head. So apparently everything I’ve done isn’t enough to go rogue. Maybe the boss is so used to me fucking around he takes what he can get.”

“Literally fucking around in this case,” Maura said.

“Dibs on a foursome with us next,” Laura said.

Shiva frowned. “But you two don’t have… Wait, you’re succubi. You can just give yourselves tails. Alright. Grow some fluffy tails of your own and I’m game.” She tilted her head and her ears and tails moved with her. “I never paid much attention, but you have hot springs right?”

“Nah, only big baths,” Laura said.

“Shit. Then we’re building some stat.”

Nathan ignored the banter between the Messengers. He wished Shiva had shown up earlier, but also knew damn well why she hadn’t. The outer beings had correctly surmised Shiva would be highly unreliable.

He looked around at the group. Everyone was present.

Ciana, Fei, Sunstorm, Vala, and Sen formed a huddle and chattered away. Narime and Seraph sipped from their canteens while relaxing. Both dark elves stood beside one another, but were notably silent. Astra nodded at Nathan when he looked at her.

For some reason, Siv and Gareth were speaking about magic, while Tarako gathered with Kadria and Fyre. Artemis lay on the grass, watching the clouds float by.

Nathan nudged the catgirl Messenger with his foot. Her tail curled around his leg.

“Tired?” he asked.

“I think we’re all tired,” Artemis said. “But no. Just sitting here.”

“Well, the others⁠—”

She sat up. “I’m not avoiding them on purpose this time. I just wanted some alone time. That was a long slog of a battle. We’ve been training and preparing for it for months, and while I don’t boss anyone around, it’s meant I’ve been involved in drills and shit the whole time. Watching the clouds go by is nice sometimes. If we weren’t busy I’d drag you down to lay next to me.”

Nathan smiled. “I remember you used to do that sometimes. If we met up and it wasn’t busy, you’d pull me aside for a cuddle and fall asleep.”

“And a fuck.” Artemis grinned. “See, there are good memories in the past. We don’t have to focus entirely on the bad ones. That’s how I clung onto you, Nathan. By reminding myself of all the things I loved about you, even through everything. It’s all been worth it. To be here, by your side, with everyone again… I won’t say I’d never change anything, but I know that I’m happy now. So it’s been worth it and I don’t need to change anything.”

Nathan bent down and scratched behind one of her ears, causing her to purr. “I’m happy too. With everything. Not everything has worked out perfectly. But like you said, if we don’t need to change anything, then maybe I should spend less time thinking about it.”

“You’d die if you stopped thinking about things you could do better,” Artemis said with a laugh. “But at least do it less. I love you, Nathan. More than anything else.”

He kissed her. “Love you too… Jafeila.”

Artemis bit her lip, then returned the kiss. “Just don’t call me that too often, okay?”

He finished his heart-to-heart with Artemis, aware he was being closely watched, and gathered everyone together.

“Lake Styx is a couple dozen miles to the north-east,” Nathan said. “We haven’t been able to scry it thanks to Atlas’s interference and the illusions that shroud it. Its position is known to us only thanks to the Twins. So we’ll be teleporting close to it, using spatial magic to map out the nearby terrain, and teleporting again. Once we sense wards or anything that might be the lake, we’ll walk.”

“Any idea what to expect?” Sen asked. “Even Ifrit’s in the dark here.”

“No. The lake is a myth,” Nathan said.

“I only knew about it because of records I dug up in the old citadel of Soreaux,” Kadria said. “I’ve never found it in any world, even when searching. My guess is that it’s hidden like Fertheim’s lake.”

Which meant painstaking scanning with ascended magic. The afternoon stood to be a long one.

“I assume Sofia will defend it,” Gareth said. “This will be like the Spires again?”

“Hard to say,” Nathan said. “Without knowing the defenses⁠—”

“She may or may not have a clue where we are. But she never turned up here. I’m betting she’s there, or holed up in Elysia.”

Nathan couldn’t help but nod.

The true battle had always been over the places of power. Sofia couldn’t stand up to Nathan and Fyre without them in a straight fight, even as a succubus.

Fyre possessed more raw power as the goddess, and Nathan could overwhelm her with mental magic, especially with the Twins and Kadria at his side. Which meant if Sofia planned to pick a fight, it would be at Lake Styx.

They couldn’t make any further preparations, so Nathan cast the first teleportation spell. Appearing in a forested clearing Reine had scoped out, nothing appeared amiss physically.

What was amiss was the sheer degree of Atlas’s interference. Nathan hissed as the Twins’ spell they’d cast to block it out wore off now they’d moved away from the Den.

Or so he thought. Maura and Laura hunched their shoulders.

“I can’t do anything more,” Maura said. “Our disruption spell follows us around.”

“There’s something deeply wrong with this disruption,” Gareth said. “I can cast spells normally, but it interferes with any natural magic I try to leave hanging in the air. If I use ascended magic to cast a barrier, it remains.” He proved this by casting a silver barrier the size of his chest in the air. “But a standard one doesn’t.” A blue barrier appeared, only to blink out of existence instantly.

Maura stared at the space the barrier had been. “Oh, shit. That barrier got eaten by whatever he’d doing. Atlas is feeding the leylines. How much magic did he pull from our battle just then to juice them? And to go where? Reverse cascades are all about pulling magic from binding stones to support portals outside of them, so this…” She bit her lip.

Fear struck Nathan. “Could Atlas be attempting a massive reverse cascade?”

“He hasn’t been doing this for enough time,” Kadria said. “Like I said last time, his previous interference wasn’t in the leylines, merely along them.”

Something about that statement bothered Nathan. He felt he’d heard it before.

“The power is going somewhere,” Maura said.

“We can find him and knock his helmet off after we find the lake,” Laura said.

Nathan nodded. Atlas was trouble, but Sofia was the highest priority.

The first thing they needed to do was scan for wards and active illusions.

“The lake will be heavily warded, but hard to find,” he began to explain. “This will take a while and⁠—”

“Found it,” Gareth said, staring at his staff. “It’s definitely warded, but… Well, you control the nearby binding stone, right? Shouldn’t you sense this?”

Nathan frowned. The Twins grimaced but nodded at Nathan.

It appeared Lake Styx was sitting right in front of them, rather than the needle in a haystack he expected.

Diving into his binding stone, he checked the leylines. What he found was Atlas’s strange disruption rippling through them. Except from this perspective and his past experience, he understood what Gareth meant.

When cascades occurred, the path of the demonic energy could be traced to some extent. Nathan did the same with Atlas’s magic.

And all paths led to a nearby location. Presumably, Lake Styx.

“Well, now we know what Atlas has been doing,” he said.

They teleported close to it, but not too close. Walking the rest of the way took an hour. Wards surrounded the area, but they cleaved through them one-by-one.

As they got close, Nathan prepared for an almost certain battle with Sofia by reinforcing everyone with spatial and mental wards. Reine couldn’t scry them, so her support was unavailable.

Now prepared, they followed a tiny dirt path through a packed forest of trees.

They emerged into a massive clearing, in which resided a lake with crystal blue water. A mountain stood behind it in the distance, its snowcaps glittering from the afternoon sun. The lake was large, but not exactly massive. Weathered stone statues of Omria lay scattered about the clearing, and many had fallen into the trees or the water. The trees hadn’t encroached on any, suggesting magic kept the growth at bay or somebody maintained the clearing.

Sofia hovered above the lake in her succubus appearance. She wore a golden one-piece dress that comprised little more than a square of cloth on each side tied together by ribbons, and it barely reached her upper thighs or covered her nipples.

“I knew you’d come here,” Sofia said, her voice booming across the clearing as it emitted from the trees. The lake rippled from the sound. “The Den makes for great politics, especially with all your beastkin, but once you admitted you knew about this lake, I knew you’d come for it.”

“Sofia—” Kadria tried to say.

“There’s nothing to say. Not anymore.” Sofia straightened and held a hand high in the air. “I’m ending this now. No more negotiations. No more schemes. I’ll kill all of you, hand Nathan over or what’s left of him, and be free.”

Golden light surged from the lake and Sofia grew her usual set of tendril wings, which stretched across the length of the lake. Then she held her hands apart and focused raw, uncontrolled magic in it. Prismatic light circled in the air, crackling with power.

Then it snapped into non-existence, and Atlas’s leyline disruption came to a crashing halt.

From experience, Nathan knew that was a very bad thing. If the leylines stopped screaming, it meant the magic had gone somewhere very suddenly.

Back when he’d first arrived in this world, he’d avoided stopping the reverse cascade abruptly for fear of causing that very thing to happen, as it would have caused an immediate invasion in his unprepared portal.

Here, the worst thing possible happened.

A gaping tear in reality ripped open behind Sofia, looming over the lake. Nathan’s mind burned as he looked at it and he felt tendrils of power trying to claw their way in. His wards repelled them, but he redoubled the mental magic protecting both himself and his Champions.

Power rushed forth from the portal. The forest of trees began to collapse as masses of demons replaced them.

Nothing but greater demons surrounded them. Behemoths, manticores, wraiths, and a couple of other monsters Nathan didn’t recognize. They appeared in the dozens each, and swelled rapidly with each second.

Nathan’s Champions spread out to form a defensive circle.

His attention remained on the portal.

Because, for the first time ever, something began to physically emerge from it.

Four shadowy tendrils slid through the otherwise opaque tear in Doumahr. The tendrils had no form and shimmered like pure magic given form. They slid forward in the air. Their raw power was undeniable as it choked Nathan’s senses.

Sofia wasn’t fighting alone. Her boss, an outer being, had finally joined the fight himself.
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“The adage is right. If you want something done right, you do it yourself,” a male voice boomed from the portal.

Sofia froze in mid-air, her arrogant smirk vanishing. Even the tendrils of her wings froze. Not a single muscle in her nearly naked bronzed body moved, as the powerful voice washed over her.

Every demon in the surrounding area reacted the same way, frozen in place and unable to act.

Nathan knew why. Mental magic slammed into his wards with every syllable.

He glanced over at Gareth, who he’d reinforced with a ward but wasn’t directly connected to him. The older Bastion shook his head and placed a hand against his ear, as if trying to clear it.

No surprise there. The raw power in the outer being’s voice was great enough that Nathan suspected the wards he’d used during the civil war would have shattered instantly. Even ones from the war against Falmir might not have been enough.

Fyre’s aura flared and she rose into the air, her body appearing to be consumed by light. Nathan felt as much magic bursting from her as from the monster reaching through the portal.

“No, no, I—” Sofia uttered, her red and gold eyes staring into the distance in a mixture of confusion and fear.

“Don’t worry. You did exactly as you were supposed to,” the outer being cooed. “After this, you can think about what you’ve done for the past eternity.”

The tendrils snapped forth and wrapped around Sofia’s limbs where they connected with her torso. She tried to scream, only for a pulse of purple light to ripple through the shadow appendages. The mental magic was powerful enough to give Nathan a headache, even this far away.

Sofia’s eyes turned a dim, solid purple and her head lolled backward. Nathan didn’t need to check on her with magic to know her mind had been utterly vaporized by the outer being.

Her life ended the same way she ended Charlotte’s. Snuffed out by a vastly more powerful being who used her as a tool, while she remained in the dark like a fool.

The tendrils weren’t done yet. Within moments, the darkness comprising them stretched across Sofia’s limbs, consuming them. Then they began to expand.

At the same time, Fyre’s light dimmed. She looked at her arms in confusion, then at her wings. Summoning her power, her scimitar shimmered with her typical golden power and she flung a powerful spatial slash at the monster.

The lake flickered with a murky glow of mixed gold, purple, and inky black hues. A spatial barrier sprung up in front of Sofia’s now limbless body, which was attached to the growing mass of shadowy magic conjured by the outer being. Fyre’s attack bounced off.

“Use the lake, Fyre,” Kadria said. “Whatever he’s doing, we need to stop it now. Summon the goddess’s full power, close the portal, and sever his connection.”

Fyre’s wings had already been tentatively reaching for the lake, only for her to abruptly wrench them backward. She shook her head wildly.

“No, no, no,” she said. “There’s something wrong. I can hear her, like I never have before. She’s telling me not to touch the lake. He’s in it!”

“That’s just Sofia,” Kadria said.

“It’s not.”

Kadria opened her mouth to argue, but Nathan saw the fear in Fyre’s eyes.

More than that, he’d definitely felt a being he described as Omria who was not Sofia. Reaching out to Fyre using his mental magic, he sensed a distant, veiled entity contacting her.

In a single, horrifying moment, Nathan understood what was happening.

He stared up at Sofia’s corpse, which lay in the center of a shadow beast that loomed over the lake. The outer being’s magic pulsed through the entity, including through Sofia, even though she was effectively dead.

Sofia still had access to Omria’s power, even if she was severed from the greater being that lurked in the void. Now that she was a Messenger, the boss also could control her, but his power was extended through the portals.

Outer beings could act directly, but the partner, Fate, had admitted part of the reason he’d been able to save Artemis was because they were in a pocket dimension. The boss always invaded through the portals, which he could create through the binding stones thanks to their connection to the void.

Now, Sofia’s boss had a direct connection to her, and her power as the goddess, through a portal.

“He’s corrupting Omria,” Nathan said. “This is what you said earlier, Kadria. That if somebody controlled both forms of power, they’d cancel each other out. Well, your old boss has them both in his damn tendrils! And he’s hooked up to Lake Styx, and every place of power through it.”

And, quite probably, Omria herself in the void, unless this world was severed entirely from the system. Could that happen?

If it did, they were doomed. Fyre would become powerless and they’d have nothing to stop the outer beings from consuming the world overnight. Even if Omria’s power had initially attracted demons here, they still needed it to defend themselves.

“That’s… Impossible,” Kadria gasped out. “It’s against the rules.”

“Rules?” the outer being said, before letting out a booming chuckle. “My dear Kadria, you’re under some deep misapprehensions. This isn’t a battlefield with the laws of war. Nor is it a functioning civilization, with a myriad of laws and conventions. All the ‘rules’ you and the other Messengers have come up with are the byproduct of my attempts to consume this archetype utterly. No, this is a buffet, and the only rule of a buffet is to clear your plate of food before leaving.”

Now fully formed, the outer being’s body reared back. The lake pulsed with that same murky light again.

The greater demons burst into prismatic light, much as they did when slain inside a portal.

Only to be replaced by a far larger menagerie of beasts. Towering four-armed, red-skinned giants wielding steel clubs, hideous snake-like monsters with purple skin and white carapaces, a swarm of giant hornets with stingers the size of Nathan’s arm that dripped acid that crackled with magic, and even angels that resembled the dominions.

They might even be dominions, given who they were fighting.

“This is bad,” Artemis said, eyes wide.

“No fucking shit,” Maura said. “Nathan, we can’t fucking fight our boss. He’s literally Cthulhu!”

“Not literally,” Laura corrected. “But real bad.”

Nathan didn’t know what that was, but had gathered whatever Maura thought her old boss was, he was some sort of horrific monster. The waves of ascended magic washing over him only proved that.

The outer being needed the power of Lake Styx to offset his very presence, because otherwise he’d casually grant Omria the power to obliterate countries. Which was the exact reason they couldn’t leave.

“If we leave, we’re dead anyway,” he said. “He’s tapped into the places of power. And unlike Fyre and Sofia, I doubt he’ll be restricted by physical presence or belief. Once he claims them all, Doumahr is gone. We’re gone.”

“Then we fight,” Astra said.

Her opals glimmered as she shot toward the closest mass of monsters, and her psychokinetic blows turned a dozen hornets into green mush. Champion abilities flew thick and fast following her declaration.

Purple bolts, fire lances, force blasts, spatial slashes, azure flames—the list went on. Everything his trigems could muster tore apart the summoned monsters.

The outer being merely chuckled. His magic surged again.

Fyre screamed as the eldritch entity’s body flared with darkness. A golden barrier slammed up in front of them, and Ciana added her own behind it. Gareth followed suit, gritting his teeth even as Beth shielded him and Erica pulverized monsters alongside the others.

Realizing something was deeply wrong, Narime and Tarako spun and added force barriers to the mix. A solid wall of earth shielded Fyre’s barrier from the outside, and stood a good two feet thick. Finally, Nathan and Kadria both summoned spatial barriers at the very rear.

The attack struck, and Nathan’s head swam at the magic rushing through the air itself. A boom nearly deafened him in the instant afterward, which proved they’d lived, but hurt like hell.

Only his and Kadria’s spatial barriers still stood. Every other barrier or protective layer shattered, some still falling apart as he watched.

The outer being had unleashed a spatial slash so powerful it had created a thunderclap in its wake as air rushed into the space it left behind. Only their combined might had stopped it.

Fighting the monsters being summoned became deeply unimportant almost instantly. They couldn’t hope to survive repeated attacks by the outer being.

Ciana positioned herself in front of Nathan, fear in her eyes but expression grit in determination. His Champions never faltered.

The Messengers wavered far more, and even Kadria took a step back.

They knew their boss’s power better than anyone else. Nathan wondered if he’d been insane to even imagine fighting this thing.

Unfortunately, he had to try and win right now. No alternative availed itself to him.

Golden light shimmered on the water and his Champions braced for attack. But the magic didn’t belong to the outer being.

Their foe looked up, Sofia’s lifeless head falling to one side in the process.

A golden beam of light eclipsed the center of the shadow entity, including Sofia’s body. Reine’s duogem ability struck true. Which meant Atlas had stopped interfering with the leylines and presumably scrying, unless Sofia’s death had been what stopped the anti-scrying.

The light cleared and the entity emerged. At first it appeared unharmed, until Nathan saw the shadowy magic healing over. Sofia’s body smoked and her skin appeared to be cracked. A shadowy barrier appeared over it.

“He can be hurt,” Tarako said. “That will have to be enough.”

Her katana snapped out and her zoisites glowed. A Nine-Tail Slash shot forth, aiming to carve apart the shadow monster. Deep slashes tore into the monster, and the severed sections exploded into light.

Purple bolts slammed into the monster, then psychokinetic fists. Fyre summoned her power and hurled another wave of golden light, while Sen’s body began to transform as horns formed of red light sprang from her forehead. A searing inferno blast erased trees across the lake while emitting plenty of mist from the lake. Seraph’s energy wave blasted through an entire limb, or whatever counted as one.

Spatial slashes crashed through hastily erected barriers from the outer being, flung by the Twins, Kadria, and Sunstorm. Behind them came Siv’s hellstorm of fire and ice, and Gareth’s own ascended magic as he unleashed a surge of raw magic that tore a chunk from the outer being’s body.

The melee Champions found themselves struggling, however. Fyre screamed at Vala when she got too close to the lake, which consigned her and Artemis to dealing with the demons. Whatever the outer being had done to the lake, it was certain death for Nathan’s allies. Erica joined them.

Yet, for all the power unleashed, it amounted to little. Many attacks landed to no real effect, and those that did cause damage were rapidly regenerated. The outer being’s vast bulk meant any damage needed to be immense, and only Tarako’s Nine-Tail Slash had truly harmed the beast for any real length of time.

No, Nathan realized, that wasn’t true. Fei’s blue flames also burned away chunks of the monster, but still too slowly to make enough of a difference.

The same went for several other Champions, but it was odd which ones.

Sen’s spells were ordinarily the most powerful weapon in his arsenal, save Fyre’s attacks and his own growing array of ascended magic spells. Yet they barely fazed the outer being.

By contrast, Seraph’s energy waves vaporized chunks as if they were little more than concrete. Multiple people threw spatial slashes and other spells, but Sunstorm’s cut deeper and regenerated more slowly than even Kadria’s.

And while Reine’s golden beam of light hadn’t done a huge amount of damage, the regeneration time had been visible to Nathan, unlike some spells. Her repeated blasts continued to faze the beast and it even tried to dodge.

Something separated his Champions from each other. Learning why would be important.

Especially as his own spatial slashes lacked the impact he’d like. The outer being always guarded against them, and the barriers blocked them instantly, before unsummoning them and focusing his power elsewhere.

Those tendrils crawled around his mental wards. Nathan worried that he wasn’t keeping his thoughts truly secret.

The one true advantage of this endless onslaught is that they’d kept the pressure up, preventing the outer being from counterattacking. But a single slip-up is all it took, or for his Champions to grow tired.

Sen slowed first, as her spells took time to cast and she couldn’t unleash them endlessly, especially to so little effect. Then a tendril nearly swept Fei aside, which required Tarako to teleport her to safety. Sunstorm dashed over to keep them safe, slowing her own barrage.

And it all happened between Reine’s beams and while Nathan was preparing another spatial slash, for what little it might have mattered.

Spatial magic swelled inside the outer being’s body. Fyre screamed and the barriers went up.

Only for Sofia’s body to pivot and look directly at Nathan.

Ciana raised her greatsword and summoned her own spatial barrier. His heart leaped into his throat. A teleportation spell wrapped around his fist, ready to take them to safety.

The moment he tried to cast it, the outer being crushed his attempt. Sofia had tried this before, and he’d been able to push through it.

This was like the outer being slapped down an anti-teleportation ward and shut him down instantly. Nathan realized he was being specifically targeted and shut down. The outer being knew his magic specifically and had counterspells ready.

Which he should have assumed, as the Messengers had told him the outer being wanted him dead.

“Nathan!” Fei and Artemis cried out together, as they saw the tendrils snap toward him.

The spatial spell was focused, unlike the first one they’d blocked. It obliterated every layer of barriers, punching a neat hole in them and Siv’s earth wall. Nobody could see the spatial spear, as Nathan thought of it, but the hole it left behind made it clear.

Ciana stood there, waiting for death. It never came. Her alexandrite flickered like a sun for the briefest of instants, and then it was over.

Even the outer being appeared puzzled. “That’s an alexandrite. A channeling tool of Sofia’s power, whose magic I have in my very tendril’s. It’s impossible for you to block my magic with it.”

“This isn’t her gift,” Ciana said. “It’s Nathan’s. Given everything I’ve heard, you fear him because he’s becoming powerful enough to threaten you. Which makes me his Messenger, and this gem is the power he’s given me to oppose them and you.”

That booming laugh returned, and the outer being swiveled his bulk to face Ciana directly. “Is that so? Well, perhaps we shall test it again.”

Not if Nathan could damn well help it.

His Champions unleashed their abilities and spells again, forcing the outer being onto the defensive once more.

But he needed a plan.

One that Ciana’s words finally gave him. The solution to the pattern he’d recognized.

“Your alexandrite is powered by the void,” Nathan said. “And… so is Sunstorm’s spatial slash, and Seraph’s energy wave. Same with Reine’s. Tarako’s Nine-Tail Slash comes from another outer being. He’s immune to any gem or spell that isn’t powered by an equally strong magic, which is why he’s laser-focused on blocking my spells.”

And his own Messengers sure as shit weren’t harming him much. They appeared to be able to hurt him a little, so the outer being hadn’t coded in something like Champions had with Bastions, but the outer being had thought ahead about betrayal.

The problem was using this knowledge. Nathan had too few Messenger gems in his arsenal to do anything with it.

So he needed more.

Looking around the battlefield, he immediately understood he couldn’t do this the slow way. Once he peeled somebody away, the outer being would seize the opening and attack. Ciana’s gem might eventually fail or the outer being could find an opening.

He’d do this all at once.

Nathan reached into the mental world and found the mental tethers to all his Champions. Then he separated out those who already had Messenger gems.

Next, he tapped into the void. The outer being turned to face him in reality, ignoring the barrage unleashed on his bulk.

The final step would be the crudest. Nathan hooked up the void to the most effective gem each of his Champions had, and began channeling his magic into it in place of the binding stone power they usually used.

The effect was immediate. Most of his Champions stopped dead in their tracks, and their gems shined with darkness. Sunstorm, Seraph, and Tarako looked around in confusion.

“Don’t look around like idiots,” Nathan roared. “This is our best chance to win. Use your new abilities and kill him.”

Still confused, his Champions returned to their barrage. The outer being tried to prepare another spatial slash, roaring in defiance.

A volley of pitch-black crossbow bolts vaporized a series of his tendrils, erasing them from existence on impact. Nurevia kept firing, staring in wonder at the new color of her bolts.

Narime’s spells were now empowered with ascended magic and tore huge chunks from the beast with each cast. Ghostly gashes ripped through the tendrils as Astra’s psychokinesis gained a spatial element, while Sen’s already powerful spells now cast within seconds and prevented the foe from regenerating.

Fei’s flames dealt the finishing blow, as they turned black with an azure shadow. They consumed space itself, and when she unleashed them, even the lake water itself began to dissolve.

Sofia’s body caught fire, and the spatial barrier protecting it shattered. Within seconds, the last remnants of the woman who had played goddess for tens of millennia vanished from Doumahr.

With his host erased, the outer being lost access to the place of power. Fyre’s wings seared Nathan’s eyes with their burning light as she shot into the air like a god of vengeance. Her scimitar blazed with Omria’s true power.

“Magnificent,” the outer being boomed as his tendrils began to completely collapse. “To be able to extend your power out to so many at once, and so effectively. Yes, you are truly the individual I expected you to be. Absolutely magnificent.”

The booming laugh of the outer being chilled Nathan, even as the beast began to perish.

Fyre raised her sword, ready to deal the finishing blow. Golden light surrounded the portal’s rim, trying to push it closed.

With a single swing, Fyre erased the outer being from Doumahr. Lake Styx—what was left of it—glowed gold once more.

A thin crack of the portal remained, resisting Fyre’s will.

From it came the last words of the outer being, spoken directly into Nathan’s mind using mental magic as those tendrils crawled over his wards.

“We shall meet again, Nathan Martel,” the outer being said. “For I exist within eternity and now, so do you.”
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The portal slammed shut and silence loomed over the lake. Fyre’s glow rapidly dimmed until she returned to her normal appearance.

Nathan stood there heaving, as the void magic pouring into each gem strained his mind and body. With an effort that felt like pushing tons of weight of his chest before it crushed him, he shut off each link to his Champions. The binding stone connections took over. Their brief flirtation with the power of Messengers ended

He collapsed, and shrieks ran out. Far too many hands and arms pressed against him, rolling him over and prodding at him. He’d say something, but a tail flicked across his face in Tarako’s panic and tried to smother him.

“Back! Get back!” Ciana yelled, and he felt her about to activate her barrier.

Before she did so, most of the Champions returned to their senses. Nathan found himself free to move and speak again.

“I’m fine,” he said. “Just tired.”

Artemis remained crouched beside him, Fei kneeling opposite her. Both their bushy tails rubbed against his legs.

“If you were fine you’d stand up,” Fei said.

“I’m happy to lay here for a bit,” he said, ignoring her taunt. “And don’t you dare sit on me.”

Fei froze halfway to her feet, proving he’d seen her next move.

Now that his safety had been confirmed, his Champions split up again. Gareth and the Twins approached the lake, while Fyre floated above it. Several others wandered through the ruined forest, where the corpses of numerous monsters broke down into magic.

Numerous emotions pummeled him over his mental links. Worry and joy were the primary ones.

He couldn’t lay here forever, though. Sofia was dead, but he’d yet to confirm that her resurrection system was inoperable. Her mental magic remained in place over Arcadia, and numerous Messengers remained active. Armies moved across Doumahr, acting on both his and Sofia’s orders.

Nothing was over. He’d merely struck the blow that began the end of the war.

Pushing himself to his feet, he pinged Fyre over the mental link. She looked over at him and began drifting toward him.

“Is there anything left of the outer being in the lake?” he asked her.

She shook her head. “If there was, I’d still be receiving additional magic from Omria. Or at least, what I think is Omria.”

“We might as well call the outer being Omria,” he said. “Whatever Sofia set in motion when she came here and created the goddess system has grown beyond her. I’m guessing establishing a mass of power and goddesses across a small, self-contained multiverse does that.”

Sofia’s method to survive her employer’s retribution had been to engrave her existence into Doumahr itself. In doing so, she created a being that existed outside Doumahr and beyond the reach of the outer beings as they consumed each individual world.

Even if Sofia’s personality was built into the prophet system, the people of each world didn’t believe in Sofia. They believed in Omria, an entity greater than some former succubus.

“If he’s gone, then you can claim the lake,” Nathan said. “It might not be as important with Sofia gone, but we still don’t know if she’ll be back. Or even if she can come back after becoming a Messenger. So much of the prophet system was tied to her directly.”

“I’ll do it once Gareth and the Twins take a closer look, in case I’ve missed something,” Fyre said. “You need to rest.”

He grunted and she pressed a hand against his chest with a stern face.

“I mean it. I felt that power. It’s…” She bit her lip. “I’ve never feared you. Maybe what you might do, or that you wouldn’t forgive you, but not you. But the power you channeled through everyone else sent fear coursing through me from Omria. I…”

“She might react to me like other outer beings,” Nathan said, voice almost dull.

“I nearly severed the link when I sensed it,” Fyre said, voice quiet. “I think that stopped her. Her overriding objective is to protect Doumahr, and I think granting me the power to oppose outer beings is a way to do that. But if I’d give up the power to protect you, she was willing to accept you.”

Nathan looked up at the sky.

So, in the eyes of Omria—or the being they were convinced was truly Omria—he had become an outer being.

The final words of the monster that had consumed Sofia rang in his mind.

“I exist within eternity and now, so do you.”

Had that been recognition of Nathan’s power? Of his evolution into an outer being?

Dwelling on the thought got him nowhere. He sent Fyre back to the lake and accepted his Champions’ demand to rest.

Although he remained in communication with Reine throughout the next few hours. The sun began its lazy descent to the west.

The anti-scrying wards across Arcadia had shattered, but gave little relief. The faerie nation remained under the strict control of a cult of faeries that appeared to show no change in attitude, even with the demons assisting them missing. Sofia’s mental magic didn’t vanish instantly, as she’d permanently warped the minds of her victims.

The Den remained a bright light amid the darkness. Thousands of soldiers poured through Reine’s portal to assist the beastkin out of the squalid shithole the faeries had forced them into. With the cold setting in, mages set up barriers to keep the wind out and trap heat, while large tents were set up.

What was more important than assisting the beastkin was ensuring others saw the Den in person, however. It was one thing for Nathan’s Champions and elites to see the infamous slave hub, but they were mostly beastkin. Dismissing them would be easy.

A mixed army from across Doumahr, amassed by the archdukes, was far harder to dismiss. Nobles, Bastions, and Champions saw one of the most horrid places on the continent in person, as well as the emaciated slaves being escorted out in the tens of thousands. The caves were practically uninhabitable, yet housed more beastkin than most cities in the Empire.

Fyre eventually claimed Lake Styx, once the Twins and Gareth gave the all clear.

Gareth wandered up to Nathan while he sat on a small hill behind the lake, looking at the glittering sun on the water’s surface.

“So, how did the day pan out compared to expectations?” Nathan asked.

Gareth shook his hand from side-to-side. “We captured the Den easily. A huge army appeared with tons of Messengers, but no Sofia trying to vaporize us, so I’d say that was better than I feared, especially with the impenetrable golden barrier at our backs. Plus, your knights and battlemages could conquer most of Doumahr. This, though?” He threw his head back and laughed.

“I’m surprised you didn’t rate the whole day down just for the lake,” Nathan said. “Even I didn’t expect this.”

“No fucking shit. What even was that?”

Nathan gave the briefest explanation he could of outer beings. While the topic had come up in the past, the depths of the topic had never been explored with anything other than the Messengers.

Mostly because Nathan struggled to talk about the outer beings and his growing power with many people. Not even Gareth might be able to keep up, although he certainly tried.

“That matches the theory I’ve been developing, based on what I gathered from your magic and my own experiments,” Gareth said. “Ascended magic can rewrite the fundamental laws of reality because it comes from outside reality. But there’s a higher level of it, which is what the Messengers use. And I suppose outer beings are beyond even that, as reality creating and consuming monster. Gods, I suppose.”

“Did that look like a god?” Nathan asked.

Gareth raised an eyebrow. “It could have been one. Who’s to say what gods look like? Just because ours looks like a hot woman with wings and a propensity for orgies doesn’t mean they all have to take our shape. Especially as we know Omria has changed hers. She would have been a hot dragon goddess and a fox once, right?”

Nathan hadn’t thought of that. He rubbed his chin.

His old friend laughed. “Thinking you lucked out with Fyre?”

“Definitely,” Nathan muttered. “I’m totally not thinking of a fox goddess.”

Honestly, he hadn’t connected Mirie, the fox prophet, with Omria as deeply as he should have. Tarako spoke about her lost friend too personally for him to connect the woman to the spiteful monster that Sofia had turned Charlotte into.

Then again, he never connected Charlotte to Omria either. It had taken him some time to start changing a lot of statues of Omria to Fyre’s image.

“A question, though,” Gareth said. “Or, really, a counterpoint to your worries about becoming a strange tentacled monstrosity formed of raw void magic.”

“Does he need the counterpoint?” Erica interjected from behind them, causing both of them to turn and blink in surprise at the eavesdropper. “I bet his girls wouldn’t mind the tentacles.”

Nathan and Gareth turned away.

“So, the counterpoint?” Nathan asked.

“As I was saying—” Gareth began to say.

“Oh, just ignore me,” Erica mumbled.

Grinning, Gareth continued, “If you’re really an outer being, or something that powerful, why can everyone still call you Nathan?”

Nathan blinked. He opened his mouth, ready to throw out some arguments he’d heard from Sofia or even Kadria earlier.

Sofia had once suggested the name problem only existed if people believed in the name, but everyone knew Nathan as the true holder of his power. Many of his knights saw him as the true reincarnation of Omria, or some higher being using Fyre as his plaything. Most of Doumahr recognized him as their savior in some form.

As for Kadria’s argument, it simply required that the speaker held enough power to fear speaking the name. Except the Messengers couldn’t speak the names of other outer beings and freely said his own.

“I don’t know,” Nathan admitted.

“Well, I don’t think you’re an outer being yet,” Gareth said. “I’m betting Sofia didn’t become one instantly, either, even when she created the prophet system. It’s something that probably took time to manifest. That eternity thing the monster mentioned? Maybe that’s what he’s waiting for. If he can live forever, then he can wait for you to become one. Or maybe you won’t become one, and instead another version of you will.”

Nathan grimaced.

Just what he needed. More multiverse nonsense.

But Gareth was right to bring it up. By defeating the outer being here and saving Doumahr, Nathan had definitely splintered his world from Sofia’s repeating cycles.

They no longer existed in the same archetype Nathan had been born in. The endless multiverse of repeating doom had been defeated, and he’d won the future Kadria promised him long ago.

That also meant a new archetype splintered from this moment in time. An infinite number of Nathans would go off and do their own thing. He was one of many, and some would walk dark paths.

Perhaps it was the fate of one of those Nathans to become the thing the outer beings desired. Not that he knew what that was. It might be lunch, as the Twins had once theorized.

“If there’s one final thing I’ll mention, it’s that I don’t think you were necessarily his true target,” Gareth said. “Or his only target. Maybe I’m wrong, but the plan felt too convoluted this time. Before? Sure, a lot of Messengers went out of their way to actively manipulate events and push Sofia to him. This time he stayed out of the way and only intervened at the end.”

“I realized that. Something tells me he was happy with any outcome. A true ‘heads, I win, tails, you lose’ situation,” Nathan said. “Sofia never had a chance of claiming me, I feel. Her mental magic was too weak. So that leaves somebody defeating me and handing me over, including Sofia. Or I defeated Sofia without getting the outer beings involved. Or, what happened.”

“And that monster nearly claimed the places of power. Imagine if he could have reached Omria herself,” Gareth said.

Nathan frowned. “No. I don’t think that could have happened.”

“Oh?”

“Think about it, Gareth. If the outer beings corrupted Omria, who exists in the void beyond space and time, Fyre would know it. She’d lose her power. And if there’s an infinite multiverse, there are worlds where the outer being succeeded.”

The two of them sat there, dwelling on Nathan’s words and the fact they’d almost certainly died an infinite number of times in worlds they’d never see.

“Thinking about the multiverse hurts my head,” Gareth said. “I want to study ascended magic deeply, and Laura knows more about magical theory than I thought those…” He bit his lip. “Okay, I’m going to be very blunt here, but those succubi are amazing actors. I thought they were morons whose brains were full of cock and they were only capable because they were Messengers. Except Maura has an innate talent for dismantling and casting magic at a fundamental level, and Laura knows magical theory at a depth I’ve only started scratching at.”

“Yeah, they enjoy playing dumb, but they’re sharp,” Nathan said. “I’m pretty sure Kadria hates them for exactly that reason. She knows they’re far smarter than they act, but while she rubs her intelligence in our faces, the Twins only use it when forced to.”

“You’re a lucky bastard.”

“Oi,” Erica said. She tapped Gareth on the top of his head, exuding menace.

“Love you, Erica,” Gareth said.

“Much better.”

Grinning, Nathan nudged Gareth in the side. “Anyway, to answer he question you didn’t ask, you can work with Laura to study ascended magic for as long as she doesn’t get bored.”

“I doubt that’ll be long,” Gareth said. “They only have eyes for you. I’m pretty sure she’s interested in studying again to, uh…” He scratched his cheek. “Try to unravel how Messenger bodies work.”

Nathan sat in silence for a long while. “She’s trying to get your help so I can knock Maura up, isn’t she?”

“I wasn’t going to say it.”

Now that Fyre had claimed the lake and all appeared calm, the time to return to the Den and begin the true cleanup arrived.

Nathan had barely begun to gather everyone when he felt the presence of several Messengers nearby. Given Messengers didn’t typically give themselves away like this, it meant they wanted to make themselves known.

Waving the others away, he approached the path leading to the lake. Ciana and Artemis followed him, while the others watched him curiously.

Three Messengers stood in a small clearing, all familiar to Nathan.

Shiva relaxed on a plastic chair that stretched to match her shape. Her tails swayed behind her while a strange device extended from one arm of the chair and displayed rapidly moving images. Two white earbuds in her fox ears presumably projected sound, as he’d seen them before when the Twins used their multi-colored devices. A tall bell-shaped glass full of a yellow drink, ice, and with a fruit garnish sat on a nearby table and she sipped it through a straw. Her left arm was still missing.

The other two Messengers were more imposing. Thanatos and Atlas.

Atlas towered over Nathan in his dark suit of thick armor that made him look like a dark warlord. The Twins said he was supposed to resemble a space marine, but Nathan always thought he was some dark lord. The magically altered voice didn’t help.

“Bastion Nathan, it appears you have succeeded,” Atlas intoned.

“Is this the part where you pretend you always had my back?” Nathan asked.

“He never tells anybody anything, so he could,” Artemis said. Her tail lashed the ground as she gave Atlas an uneasy stare. “Been a while.”

“Indeed.” Atlas paused. “It will be easier if you don’t treat me as a foe. So allow me to defuse some tensions.”

The warlord raised his hands and grasped his helmet. A hiss emanated from it, and visible gas jets burst from holes around the neck. Atlas twisted his helmet slightly, before removing it.

An ordinary human’s face stared down at Nathan. Atlas looked tired and wore a pair of rimless square glasses. A thick stubble covered his face, suggesting he either hadn’t shaved or was stuck like this as a Messenger. His hair was pale blonde and balding. Nathan guessed the man might be in his late 40s.

“You’re not quite what I expected,” Nathan said.

Atlas chuckled, and voice was as mundane as his face. “I get that a lot. Beneath the armor I’m just a man. One might say the same of all heroes and villains. Beneath their layers of myth, pride, and grandiosity, there lay but a man or woman, who can achieve naught but what we allow them. To soar above that requires them to become more than human.”

Recalling his recent discussion with Gareth, Nathan frowned. “I feel you’re painting a picture here.”

“I am no deceiver.” Atlas shook his head and crossed his massive, plated arms. “While it would be pleasurable—doubly so, in fact—to deceive a deceiver like my employer, the fact is that all possibilities lay within his realm. Such is his nature. The inherent principle of chaos is that it is unpredictable, and by virtue of that fact that existence itself is unpredictable, everything, no matter how mundane or exceptional, can be foreseen.”

Nathan wouldn’t even pretend to follow Atlas’s nonsense. “I take it you’re here for a reason other than to run me in more circles than the partner did? Kadria said he spoke in riddles, not you.”

“Fair enough. My purpose here is complete, and I’m satisfied enough with what it has come to.” Atlas looked past him to the clearing where Kadria lurked. “You’ve forged a future here, and I must ask: is it what you dreamed it would be?”

Nathan didn’t even hesitate. “Of course. There’s been pain, suffering, and death. I have regrets, and have learned more. If I could go back and redo things, I’m sure I could do things better. But I don’t have to, and if I did, what if I actually make more mistakes? I got offered a chance at a new world, without the mistakes that destroyed my old one. I’ve saved this one, as much as it can be saved.”

“Even at the personal cost you’ve suffered?”

So, he had correctly surmised that Atlas was referring to Nathan’s potential ascension to outer being.

“I’m alive and surrounded by those I love. What comes, will come.” Nathan raised an eyebrow. “What about you? I’m guessing you carried out all this and hid away in order to help bring about this exact situation. I joked, but that seems to be the case. The anti-scrying and leyline disruption worked against Sofia as much as me.”

“Oh?” Atlas gave him a thin smile. It was almost mocking.

“You never left after you breached near Mortiswatch—or wherever you entered Doumahr. But you’ve done next to nothing in the past year,” Nathan said. “By blocking scrying, you forced me into a specific path. That also locked Sofia in. Without that, I probably would have intervened in Arcadia sooner. Her mental magic was too weak to stop me, but she didn’t know that until she confronted me.”

“Indeed.” Atlas inclined his head. “Sofia’s overconfidence has always betrayed her. She hadn’t used her succubus abilities for an eternity, yet felt she could control you, who had been trained by two of the most powerful succubi in my employer’s stable.”

High praise for the Twins, but Nathan had already known that. He suspected they’d be elites if they applied themselves or had more combat potential.

“And the moment you knew I was near Lake Styx, you began destabilizing the leylines, allowing Sofia to summon the portal here,” Nathan continued. “She was terrified of me. In fact, your own leyline disruption made the assault on the Den possible. It blocked rapid alert systems like the wireless.”

As fast as his methods to block the defenders had been, stopping the wireless, relay paper, and the myriad of conventional magical communication techniques would have been impossible. He lacked any leyline disruption spells like Atlas’s.

Atlas had been sabotaging both sides the entire time, while pretending he supported Sofia. That was the one thing Gareth was wrong about. The outer being had been nudging things in a particular direction.

“You said you weren’t a deceiver, which means you were following orders,” Nathan said.

“In a way,” Atlas said. “I meant that my employer wanted you, and he never intervened to stop me. In that regard, he approved of my actions.”

“That’s some logic.”

“It’s how we operate.”

They stood in silence for some time. Nathan wasn’t sure what to say or ask.

He knew little about Atlas, and had confirmed his greatest suspicions.

One thing remained. “You didn’t recognize me at first,” Nathan said. “How did that change?”

“There could only be one reason you’d be removed from my memories. It would be because my employer felt knowing about you would affect my mission,” Atlas said. “Given the nature of your power, which matched that of a Messenger despite being a Bastion, and your control of multiple succubi and a prophet, I surmised you were the primary target of interest in this cycle. My loyalty has never been questioned, but if I knew about you then it may have affected how I approached Sofia. That might have given away my role.”

“But then you knew what I was becoming.”

“Indeed, and that is why I stepped away. The seeds had to be laid in Arcadia in any case, especially now Bauer was active.”

What a mess.

Nathan disliked the amount of scheming taking place, but couldn’t be too surprised.

There was only one final question, but it didn’t come from him.

“Why?” Artemis asked, eyes narrow. “You helped me. Even between cycles you gave me advice and support.”

A genuine smile lit up Atlas’s face. “I see myself in my position for the foreseeable future—which is long indeed. But not all of us succumb to such a fate. You had a glimmer of hope to fulfill your impossible goal and secure the future you wanted. Sometimes, we must forge our life with what we are given, even if we are cast down into the pits of hell, but that is no reason the yank away the opportunity others have to escape to better fortunes.”

Artemis scratched her head. “I still hate the way you talk. It’s so unnecessarily wordy and roundabout.”

“Fine, then.” Atlas chuckled. “I helped you because you deserved the chance at happiness. Most of us signed a devil’s deal that gave that away, and Sofia petulantly resigned many of us to her prison here as jailers. But you didn’t, and I’d happily help you to freedom.”

“And what about the fox? Will you help her?” Artemis bit her lip.

Atlas sighed and shook his head. “There is no helping Inari. While your deal was impossible in the sense it was deeply improbable to find a Nathan who truly could accomplish what you wanted and who met your needs, Inari made a deal that consigns her to doom. Even if she finds a world free of Sofia and another outer being, ripe for the taking, the reality bending powers she’d need to protect and shape it can only be supported by an outer being. And that, in turn, will corrupt it. No prophet can support her, meaning any world she’ll claim will become sustenance for other outer beings.”

“I’d wondered about that,” Nathan said. “Tarako called her a failure. I felt something was deeply wrong there.”

“Her race is one that can only gain true ascended magic by betraying its very nature, and by doing so they warp their nature into something that cannot sustain life without corruption,” Atlas said. “Inari’s inherent wish is to build a world free of corruption, but can only do so with the power of corruption. Hence, she is doomed.”

That deep, visceral hatred and jealousy he’d seen from Inari when she admitted Tarako had succeeded where Inari failed made sense. Inari knew she’d given up everything for nothing, and couldn’t even succeed.

Ironic, because Nathan would still have taken her in, even after everything. Inari was her own enemy.

Atlas looked up at the sky, then replaced his helmet with a kachunk and a hiss. “I feel this has been long enough. Any longer and I’ll attract unnecessary attention. Koji, are you staying or going?”

“Hmm.” Thanatos stroked his chin. “I have no reason to linger in this farce, but there is one thing that attracts me. A request, Nathan.”

Nathan tensed when Thanatos looked him in the eye.

“Our last battle was deeply enjoyable. One of the greatest I’ve ever had,” Thanatos said. “And I’ve wanted to celebrate it over a few beers. Call it a cultural habit of mine. Interested?”

Nathan stared at the Messenger, then shrugged. “Sure, I can share a beer with you.”


CHAPTER 45



The initial months following Sofia’s defeat were as slow and arduous as Nathan feared.

Even without their prophet, Arcadia didn’t surrender. The winter faction of faeries had purged almost every non-cultist over the centuries while biding their time, anticipating Omria’s return to their side at any moment. Sofia’s mental magic therefore only affected their rivals in the summer faction and the many elves.

And neither she nor her pet succubi had been gentle. The Twins infiltrated Elysia with Kadria’s help, only to determine that the entire senate had effectively been ground back to blank slates and converted to pro-Sofia cultists. Bastions and generals alike had been treated similarly, with only those who had escaped Sofia’s net or sworn loyalty while serving in the outskirts unaffected.

While Novai and the summer queen remained stable, that left almost nothing of Arcadia’s elected rulers left. Many of the wealthiest merchants had been affected as well.

In effect, Sofia had salted the earth, ensuring that even in death, nobody could harvest her fields in Arcadia. The ground would have to be stripped bare, and new soil brought in, tilled, and sown from scratch. Doing so would take decades, minimum, given the ages of faeries and elves, and result in a deeply unstable and violent transition. Questions about the transition of power and wealth would remain.

Assuming such a thing even happened. A deep fury bubbled in the halls of power within the human nations. Images of the Den spread far and wide, alongside those of emaciated beastkin and the squalid conditions they’d been crammed into. Caves packed full of beastkin living in their own waste.

Allowing Arcadia to rule itself again required answering the question of “should it?” Even the summer faction of faeries had allowed the Den to exist, while the elves assisted. Nobody’s hands were clean.

Nathan kept his mouth shut about the fact humanity did little, either. Times had changed, and opinions on the beastkin were far less negative. The brutality acted as a hard shove needed for many, even if it might also act as a magnet to those who opposed the beastkin.

First, they needed to topple Arcadia’s corrupt government. Then the decision could be made.

Without the Den, food became a major problem for the faeries. Human armies closed from the south, while more teleported into the north and blocked off all farmland. Trafaumh sent its fleets to blockade and seize the ports by the bay, and Harrum crushed Arcadia’s fleet with Leviathan’s magic.

Eventually, Elysia fell. The Twins crippled the senate with mental magic while Fyre claimed the Elysian Tower and proclaimed Arcadia free of corrupt influence.

In truth, the purge of Sofia’s corruption only began.

The winter faction of faeries were well known both within Arcadia and abroad. Trials were held, led by a mixed team of investigators and judges from all nations, including elves that had worked tirelessly alongside Tarkan for many years. The outcome would take many more months to unravel, and was still ongoing. Facing charges of treason, heresy, colluding with demons, and many more, the results would be death, but the process was necessary.

Helping the rest of the senate was far harder. Toppling it entirely would set Arcadia back to zero, especially with so few politicians and merchants remaining. The winter faeries might not survive at all, as nobody trusted that they weren’t corrupt to the core. Novai mentioned they might bring back the ancient concept of seelie and unseelie—the faeries of good and evil—and banish winter forever.

Nathan faced a choice of whether to have the Twins turn the remaining politicians into puppets to maintain stability. But with trials about heresy underway and talks about establishing a beastkin state along the northern half of Arcadia, the prospect seemed unwise.

More than that, it was unnecessary.

For years, Nathan had batted away many political suggestions with his typical excuse: “I’m a Bastion.” He favored stability, and to fend off demons and invaders, sometimes difficult decisions were made that were bad for many, but overall the best to save everyone.

He didn’t need to make such decisions anymore. Or at least, not for a while. Arcadia could flounder, so long as he used his influence to prevent the outright vilification of faeries. Maybe they’d need centuries to find their way.

For the first time ever, Nathan realized he had those centuries. He wouldn’t age. Whether he’d remain in power, as some god-king overseeing Doumahr from a crystal throne in the Imperial Palace, was another matter. But he would see what Arcadia would become, and the consequences of his actions would be his wear.

This was his world, well and truly.

That thinking drove his decision-making in the Spires. With Arcadia’s fall, the dark elf armies returned to news that the Spires were holding elections. Each spire planned to elect an individual leader, and they’d stand as the Aurelian Council.

“Madness,” Dmitri told Nathan over vodka when he visited the week after Elysia’s fall. “But I’m listening to Astra this time.”

“Really? What did she say?” Nathan hadn’t heard of this.

“That we often came up with stupid ideas like this. The individual spires rarely got along so well as to have a single great council that represented everyone, which is why we fell apart after Varrus’s attack. We’re more like a bunch of city-states packed into a single city.” Dmitri laughed. “She’s seen so many ideas thrown at the wall, only to flame out within months or years. So long as the portals were safe, she ignored them. With so much chaos, there’s been general agreement that I’ll remain as the head of Jormun Spire, the main representative of Aurelia, and our external liaison. So Astra reminded me to sit back and watch the fireworks.”

“A wise choice.” Nathan down his glass of vodka and poured more. “I think I should take that advice myself.”

“Really?” Dmitri frowned. “I’d say you don’t have that long to live, but I get the feeling you’ll be around as long as Astra. So what’s eating you?”

“Everything. Falmir’s flailing about, Trafaumh’s inability to form a functioning government as the clergy fights the dictates of the expanded parliament, and now the Diet has splintered into a dozen factions as the Crusaders lost all meaning,” Nathan said. “Any time Alice needs a law passed, she has to enter into horse trading with almost every noble one-by-one. Even the archdukes are struggling, as Amica is bouncing back and they have limited influence there.”

“So you want to sit out that chaos. Won’t your wife be pissed?”

“Alice is angry about everything right now.” Nathan grimaced.

“Oh.” Dmitri frowned and sipped his vodka, then his eyes widened. “Oh! Holy shit, congratulations.”

“Thanks,” Nathan said drily. “But that’s not what I meant. I haven’t gotten her pregnant, as she wants to enjoy a little more time without a child of her own. Without any world-ending crises, she’s interested in whisking me away to a holiday home for a month or three.”

“Sooo, why’s she angry?”

“Because I’m getting everyone else pregnant.”

Silence. Dmitri held his glass to his mouth, then began to snicker, before letting out a booming laugh.

“It was bound to happen,” Dmitri said, grinning. “All the more reason for you to drink while you can. The palace will be overrun with children soon enough.”

Nathan finished his drinks with Dmitri before it got too cold. He stepped outside to find his bodyguards missing. Instead, Artemis lurked outside.

“Some dark elf Champions spotted them and dragged them off to chatter about their baby bumps,” Artemis said, looking up at him.

Nathan reached down and scratched behind her ears. She leaned into his touch and purred.

Summer had arrived by now, and the Spires were gorgeous. With Ciana and Tarako occupied, he took the opportunity to find a viewing corner and lounge with Artemis in his lap. She curled up across him, her tail wrapped around his waist, and stared out across the city and plains beyond it.

“Feeling alright?” he asked her.

“I’ve never felt better,” Artemis said. “I’m free. No murder. No world hopping. Amazing food, good friends, regular sex, a huge bed, and I get my tail and hair brushed the way I like it every morning. This is a dream. I’ve woken up in the night a few times crying from a nightmare, thinking it really was a dream and I’d been ripped from it.”

His hand paused and pressed into her hair. Artemis bit her lip.

“Sorry,” she mumbled.

“No. This sort of thing stays,” he said, “We both know that damn well. You’ve seen that I don’t sleep well some nights.”

“We like to cuddle extra close when you start tossing and turning. It seems to help, as if you can feel us when you’re sleeping.” Artemis reached up and stroked his cheek. “Just as I know you’re here, remember that we’re also here. None of us are going anywhere.”

“I know.” He smiled and returned the gesture. “How’s Fei?”

He’d been busy traveling recently and hadn’t been back to Aleich for a week. Such was the aftermath of conquering Elysia, even if he didn’t do much fighting himself or with his Champions. Trigems were in low demand with so few Messengers, let alone his trigems, with how terrifying they were.

A single Messenger had invaded in the months since Lake Styx. Nathan’s trigems had responded in force, worried the foe might be an elite like Bauer after so long.

Instead, it had been Phaedra, but without the immense backing of her boss. She’d taken one look at the assembled trigems and Messengers and broken down into a blubbering mess. It might have been the only time a potentially hostile Messenger had been offered a drink to calm down, simply because the Twins had been pretty sure she’d leave afterward.

They’d been right. The story had then spread, and now Nathan’s trigems were feared as being more dangerous than Messengers.

“Fei’s moody,” Artemis said with a slightly sour look. “She’s going through an ‘am I fat?’ phase, and feeling guilty about eating too much. As if going from half a cow a day to a full cow makes much of a difference.”

“She’s eating for two,” Nathan said.

“Two bottomless pits?”

“Maybe.”

They both giggled, and he rubbed Artemis’s belly while she squirmed in his lap. Her tail batted his face to make him stop.

“You don’t need to worry about me,” Artemis said. “Unlike Maura, I’m not worried about getting knocked up. Just having you is enough. I gave up on my dreams of a child long ago.”

His hand moved to rest under her head. They sat in silence for some time.

Artemis wasn’t merely a Messenger, but undead. Various spells had confirmed it.

The succubi were human-shaped demons, which made procreation difficult as Nathan required magic capable of not just knocking up a demon, but also to make their bodies sustain life. But Artemis’s internal organs didn’t even function. She could rip her head off and still talk. Inari had forced reality on her living corpse for a few brief minutes, but even that had struggled to truly kill her.

Pregnancy appeared genuinely impossible.

The same wasn’t true for the many beastkin living in the palace, as Nathan swiftly learned. The approaching Champions proved that.

Ciana and Tarako wore their usual clothes, but both had small bumps around their bellies. Nathan wasn’t entirely sure how Ciana’s gem ability or durability would work with a child inside her, but doubted it would ever matter. Her bodyguard duty was effectively ceremonial. His Champions accompanied him because it was an excuse to be with him, just as he visited them while they were working.

“Sorry we’re late,” Ciana said, trotting up to Nathan. “But I see you two enjoyed yourselves.”

“It’s a nice afternoon,” Artemis said. “And this is Nathan’s last visit before he goes back to the palace. I wouldn’t mind lazing around on his bed with him all afternoon.”

“You’ll need to fight everyone else for that,” Tarako said. “We all know he’s heading back today. It’ll be busy.”

“Oh. I guess we’ll stay here then.” Artemis stretched on top of Nathan.

He pushed her off his lap, causing her to flail about and hiss. Unlike real cats, Artemis didn’t always land on her feet.

Standing, he brushed himself off. “I wanted to check on Astra before we left.”

They took the elevator up to the reconstructed upper levels of the Jormun Spire. While much of the building still resembled the old meeting halls, an entire wing had been dedicated to the marshals.

Numerous female dark elves busied themselves in the chambers here, processing reports, checking on maps, and even using the wireless to communicate with fortresses. A familiar duogem sat behind a desk, reviewing what appeared to be a fortress layout.

“Tatia, is Astra in?” Nathan asked, ignoring the dark elves who sauntered a little too closely to him while trying to “accidentally” bump into him.

Tatia looked up and blinked several times. “Oh, Lord Nathan. Yes, she’s in her lounge. I assume you were visiting Archcouncilor Dmitri?”

He nodded. “Checking the defensive plans for the new portals?”

“Yes, sir. Our Bastions will need to construct them, but they go through us now.”

If one good thing had come of Varrus’s attack, it was the political recognition of who actually defended the Spires. Until the dark elf Bastions pulled their own weight, they’d been reduced to little more than providers of gemstones and power. The marshals commanded the military and organized defenses now, with Astra restored as grand marshal.

While nobody would confirm the rumor, Nathan had heard Astra kept the Bastions in line by threatening to get Nathan to take over the gemstones of every dark elf Champion. This, apparently, was a popular enough idea that she refused to even look at him when he brought it up.

He slipped past Tatia and entered the rooms past the offices. A small sitting area with sofas awaited him. Astra napped on one with a blanket laid across her. Smirking at each other, his other Champions remained behind.

“Working hard?” Nathan asked while standing over Astra.

She turned and blinked up at him with bleary eyes. “Nathan?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” She rolled back over and tried to go back to sleep.

Stifling a laugh, he sat next to her legs. She shifted to give him room.

“Not coming back to the palace today?” he asked.

“Mmm, need to meet prospective Champions,” she murmured. “Humans and beastkin. Expanding pool.”

He paused. “You’re recruiting from the former slave population now?”

“Yes. Champions for north-eastern forts.”

“Have the humans and beastkin heading out there decided if they want to stay part of the Spires?” he asked. “I know most of them don’t want to be part of the tower themselves, and the city is… less appealing to them.”

Many of the former slaves had begun to emigrate en masse, forming towns across the Forselle Valley and into territory captured by the Spires in Arcadia. They’d spread further, but border guards kept them out of the Empire and Trafaumh.

For political and economic reasons, accepting a large number of former slaves wasn’t viable. Some still slipped through, but the Spires needed to clean up its own mess. Especially as the dark elves still needed the humans and beastkin and were merely struggling to adapt. If everyone left, the Spires would collapse, causing untold damage to the broader economy of Doumahr that couldn’t be easily undone.

Nathan disliked the entire situation. Much of the details flew above his head, and that of Fyre’s. But he trusted Alice and Anna, so he let them handle it while he dealt with the dark elves and Fyre kept a lid on any future slave riots.

“Don’t like faeries,” Astra said. “Don’t like us. Can’t join Empire. Can’t go it alone.” She shrugged. “They need to decide.”

“So you’re ignoring them,” he said.

“Dmitri says to do that. Told him to ignore elections.”

Funny how they both gave each other the same advice for each problem they encountered.

He stood. Before he left, he bent down and pressed a kiss against Astra’s cheek. She turned and pouted at him. So he bent down again and kissed her properly.

“Better,” she said.

“I’ll see you tomorrow at the palace,” he said.

“Mmm. Yes.”

His duty in the Spires done and Astra falling back asleep, he left. While he’d only ever intended to claim her gems temporarily, he doubted her gems would ever fall into anyone else’s hands. Her immortality remained as stable as ever, too.

Once back in the palace, he checked whether the Diet was still going. He couldn’t hear any long-winded speeches, so assumed he was in the clear.

Only to run into a short little girl in a frilly dress a corridor later. Nurevia escorted her along with a mixture of Royal Knights and ducal guards wearing the crest of the von Allesburg family.

“Lord Nathan!” Lotte von Allesburg chirped. “You’ve returned. I was looking everywhere for you.”

Lotte was a fourteen-year-old girl who remained the sole surviving heir to the von Allesburg archduchy, save for Gareth’s secret connection to it. Until she reached the age of majority at sixteen, she couldn’t officially take control of her territory and Alice’s family ran it on her behalf.

But despite her youth, she did her best to look as beautiful and pretty as possible. Nathan had to admit she reminded him of Charlotte when she was younger, particularly in one area.

Lotte’s crush on him was unsubtle and hadn’t dimmed after his marriage to Alice and Anna. Probably because the Empire practiced polygamy. Also, as a teenager with boundless confidence in herself, Lotte failed to notice that Nathan saw her more as his niece or daughter. She was adorable to him, no matter how much the bust on her dresses grew or how openly she tried to flirt with him.

“How has the Princes College been, Lotte?” he asked.

The ducal guards scowled at him, but Lotte bounced up to him and took his hands. “It’s okay. I still can’t vote on anything, but my regent lets me give him my opinion. And Alice gave him a talking to this morning after he overrode my opinion yesterday on the Enclave duchy.”

“What sort of talking to?” Nathan asked, keeping his voice neutral.

“Umm…” Lotte screwed up her face, making her look her age and just as cute. “I supported the new duchy. I think it’s important that we appoint a beastkin duchess over the Enclave now, especially as several of the candidates are…” Her eyes wandered to Ciana.

Or, more accurately, the bump on Ciana’s belly.

“About to give birth to heirs who could use an uncontested title from birth,” Lotte said, smiling brightly. “But apparently there’s a lot of disagreement over the land borders, titles, and weakening of my claim and such nonsense. Which is silly, because my archduchy barely even exists after we tried to overthrow the Empire.”

“Your regent is stewarding your estate and land, Lotte,” Nathan said gently. “So he does need to ensure it’s there when you become old enough to inherit it. I’ll talk with Alice about what she discussed with him.”

Lotte tilted her head, and her pigtails fell to one side. “Really? I thought you’d like that. I’ve heard it’s causing a lot of difficulty.”

“I’m not worried about the push for the duchy, Lotte. Even with the Crusader faction in turmoil, there’s too much momentum behind the beastkin being given recognition in the Princes College. The disagreement is over exactly what that looks like. It won’t take so long that I’ll have…” He grimaced.

“That you’ll have children who can’t inherit the duchy?” Lotte asked.

“Yes, that.” He shook his head. “You should offer Alice and your regent your opinion on who you think is best. You’ve spent a lot of time here lately and I think your opinion will be valued by other nobles, even if you’re still not in control of the archduchy.”

Lotte’s eyes lit up. “Really? Then I’ll do that. I’ll let you know once I have a firm idea, Lord Nathan.” She squeezed his hands before flitting off with her guards.

Nurevia remained behind with a hand on her hip. She smirked at Nathan.

“What?” he asked.

“Isn’t the duchy down to Fei or Kara?” Nurevia asked. “You’re really getting that girl involved?”

“Lucretia’s name also came up,” Nathan hedged.

“And she’s more interested in being Lord-Mayor of Kuste, Fei’s old village.” The dark elf shook her head. “I’d say you should just marry Lotte as well and claim another archduchy, but I think you’d cause a crisis if you ended up in control of half the Empire’s land yourself.”

“Not interested,” he said.

“What if Fei becomes an archduchess? Will you marry her?” Nurevia’s eyes glittered.

He frowned. “That’s…”

Damn. She had a damn good point.

Nathan easily imagined a future where Fei became the first beastkin archduchess, simply because she was a huge symbol. Which would then lead to the question of why he hadn’t married her, when he’d married both Anna and Alice, and had children with Fei.

“Don’t you dare tell Fei about that,” he growled.

“Kara already did this morning,” Nurevia said. “It was… a scene.”

Nathan groaned. “Where are they?”

Nurevia directed him to the rear of the palace, where numerous new rooms had been added alongside his Champion’s bedrooms.

His own room had become a regular gathering spot, but that proved troublesome now more of his Champions and knights started paying him visits. Especially as he often entertained guests. He’d added larger dining halls and lounge rooms for everyone to relax in, as well as spaces he expected his children to play in.

Those chambers were especially large, because they had to be.

“I’ll leave you to take care of the two puppies,” Tarako said, leaning up to give Nathan a kiss. “I think I’ll take a nap.”

“I’d say take it easy, but half your clan is here to make sure you do,” Nathan said.

Ever since he returned, a dozen foxes had tailed them. Tarako snuck out against their wishes, and they stalked her to force their chief to retire.

Nathan crept into the quiet lounge. Sofas, tables, and open areas were well lit by the open curtains. Sunbeams spilled over a large L-shaped sofa in the corner, where Kara and Fei lay, their heads pressed together. Both women had bumps that were a little larger than Ciana’s.

Fei had waited a few weeks to confirm Sofia was gone and everything was safer before making her move. She’d become incorrigible, pressuring Nathan over her desire for kittens and how they could have them now. He’d collapsed after only a few days.

At which point she dragged Kara into his bedroom with a grin, and his most valued subordinate had begged him for puppies.

“Please, my lord, give me the greatest gift for my loyalty you ever can,” Kara had begged with upturned eyes, while standing naked in front of him.

Kara never asked for anything in exchange for all she did for him. Fucking her and Fei into the bed while both squealed in pleasure and cuddled one another, making plans for their future children, had been an easy decision to make.

Not that they always got along. In fact, they were infamously terrible with one another.

“What can I do with both of you?” he asked himself while standing over them.

Fei stirred and smiled up at him. She pawed the empty air.

Nathan bent down and picked her up, then sat back down with her on his lap. She curled up against him, purring against him while her tail wrapped around his waist. Ciana and Artemis remained in the corner, but they smiled.

“I hear you and Kara had a fight,” he said.

“It’s fine,” Fei whispered. She glanced over her shoulder at Kara and smiled. “She’ll make a better archduchess. Plus, we can both marry you once you promise to marry her.”

Wait, what?

Nathan stared dumbstruck over Fei’s shoulder as she rubbed herself against him.

Not only children, but two more wives. The next year would be taxing.

Neither beastkin appeared to be willing to move, so he deposited Fei back on the lounge and summoned blankets for both. Servants poked their heads in as he left, and he nodded at them.

Now that Nathan knew his Champions would swamp him all evening, he made a beeline for the duo with actual work. If he put things off for even another hour, he’d get sidetracked or ambushed and find himself unable to finish what he intended for the day.

Seraph’s office now matched his own in size. Alice had granted her some official position within the palace as an aide to the Empress, and it came with all sorts of responsibilities. In the past, it would have been too much for Seraph to manage alongside handling the logistics of Nathan’s armies and fortresses.

Now, she needed the extra work. Plus, the role related to the Empress’s management of the Imperial Army and its resourcing. Seraph had swiftly grown bored as the conflict wound down.

The fortresses ran too well. She and Kara had put in so much effort to turn Nathan’s network of portals into a well-oiled machine, capable of defending itself against an onslaught of demonic invasions, Messengers, and even external saboteurs during a time of ceaseless war. With so little happening, the Champions could manage everything and even find time to visit the palace and badger Nathan in person. Seraph had nothing to do.

Narime was the opposite. She’d luxuriated in the lack of work, and swiftly turned into a slothful ball of fluff. Ironic, given Tarako had been that way and now happily trooped around after Nathan everywhere. She even drank minimal sake due to her pregnancy.

And so, the two rivals butted heads. Seraph won out, and forced Narime to be her assistant.

Which is why the office was huge, and both women sat at opposite ends.

“Are you not talking to each other today?” Nathan asked as he walked in and found Seraph head down in paperwork, while Narime sipped tea and read a book.

“I’ve given Seraph my assessment on the funding shortfalls, as she asked, and that was my assigned work for the week,” Narime said. “But I’m still here.”

“There’s an entire strategy deck that needs to be prepared to present to the Princes College tomorrow so they can—” Seraph ground out, her eyes glaring daggers at Narime.

“I don’t do the paperwork,” Narime said snippily. “The agreement we forged with Alice was that I’d provide strategic advice, and nothing more. I appreciate that my input is highly valued, but I’m not sitting around to sign forms and put together fancy pieces of paper to impress nobles.”

Seraph looked like she was going to boil over, so Nathan raised his arms.

“As the Twins would say, time out,” he said. “Especially as I need Narime to provide input on the proposals for the beastkin nation above Arcadia. There are going to be nobles arguing about it for months, and we can start influencing the Diet now.”

Narime frowned. “You want me to start talking to the Diet.”

“Yes. Your opinion’s valued, and I don’t have the time to go around talking every noble’s ear off.”

Seraph hid her smirk. “Oh, in that case, take her.”

“Suddenly you don’t need me? I see how it is,” Narime said.

Nathan sighed as the two women went at it again.

They’d fallen back into a comfortable rhythm, albeit inside the palace. He should have expected as much, as both possessed far more life experience.

What changed was their daily life. Seraph didn’t live in the shadows anymore, but as a Champion that almost everyone knew as the most effective administrator and general. There were already books about her, although not particularly good ones.

Nathan expected the good ones might take some time, as they likely required actual research to be done instead of the writers just making shit up. Although one author was putting out suspiciously good stories about the Imperial civil war, even if the actions of the Champions were a little embellished and Nathan fucked his knights way too much. The author in question was almost certainly one of the retired Royal Knights, but he let her be.

He gave Seraph and Narime a few more directions, then left. A mental ping summoned him to the rear courtyards of the palace.

It came from Maura, which was unusual. The Twins were largely left to their own devices, as he was well past the time of monitoring them all the time. Even Kadria mostly did her own thing.

The Twins stood next to Siv in the mostly empty training yard. Patrols wandered past, but ignored them.

Siv gave him a lazy salute as he approached. “Figured we should talk one last time.”

Ah, so that was what this was about.

“I’m surprised you stayed this long,” Nathan said.

“Shiva convinced me to take a vacation,” Siv said. “That, and she wanted me to help build her little hot spring here. The bribe of nightly drinks was good, though. And your puppies aren’t too bad to chat with once they calmed down, so it’s been alright.”

“But you’re bored.”

“I’m very bored.” Siv shrugged. “You’re enormously powerful and have a defense network that held off my boss at his most powerful. Maybe consistent sabotage could hurt you, but with all your tricks and pet Messengers, I doubt Bauer or Atlas could make a dent. Assuming they even want to. There’s no war here, and any duel with you would be one-sided.”

“What about your memories?” he asked.

Siv tapped the side of her head. “Still been getting other versions of myself slammed into my head every so often, although it’s rarer these days. I think the boss is saying you’re fine.”

“We’re not welcome back,” Maura said.

“I mean, you’re here for the long haul,” Siv said.

“Oh yeah. Gonna work out this pregnancy thing eventually.” Laura pumped one fist in the air while gripping her biceps with her free hand. “We’ll miss ya, Siv. It’s weird knowing we won’t see you again, even if we bitched a lot about you.”

“I’ll see if I can convince the boss to give me a visitor’s pass in a century or two. Don’t have too many kids until then.” Siv held out a fist.

Maura and Laura bumped their fists against it in turn.

Then Siv turned her fist to Nathan. He didn’t know what it meant, but he copied the Twins.

“You’ve been the most interesting thing to happen to me in… too long. I’ll see if I can find more,” Siv said. “Life might not be too short for anything, but if it’s this long, I suppose I should try to enjoy it.”

She saluted once more before her body began to collapse into prismatic light.

Nathan watched in silence. The Twins leaned against his side. At some point they’d ditched their monochrome dresses and switched to frillier designs with separate tops and bottoms. Laura went with purple and black, and Maura red and black. It made it easier to tell them apart, at least.

“So,” Maura said, breaking the silence, “wanna fuck?”

“Getting in early before the others?” Nathan asked.

“Oh, hell yes. I hate it when everyone queues.”

Truly, his life had become arduous.


CHAPTER 46



Gorthal’s funeral took place only a month later.

His health had worsened drastically over winter, especially after his speech when Nathan vanished for a week to battle Sofia. The former Emperor’s obscene endurance allowed him to push through for months more than anyone expected, with Alice visiting him every other day out of fear it would be the last time she saw her beloved grandfather.

Spring and summer came, and he appeared to be getting better. It had been his final spurt of energy, as if he knew his time had truly come. Alice recalled her last time seeing him as he visited the garden he loved with Lena by his side. Gorthal had cradled his granddaughter’s cheek for what turned out to be the final time, and they’d bid each other farewell.

Later that night, Nathan had been holding his wife outside his bedroom while healers packed into Gorthal’s suite. Not even Narime’s healing could turn back the clock this time.

Nobles, merchants, Bastions, Champions, sorcerers, and anyone who could possibly make passage to Aleich turned out for the funeral. Even without the Anfang Empire’s growing influence, Gorthal had been one of the most influential Emperors in recent history. It felt as though half of Doumahr turned out to see him off, as soldiers and commoners packed into the streets outside the cemetery grounds and Royal Knights formed human walls to allow official attendees close to the burial.

The celebrations to Gorthal’s life carried on well into the evening. Alice refused to let her grandfather be buried on a day purely of mourning, simply because she viewed what he accomplished as worthy of cheering and drinking to, not crying for.

Nathan found her napping in a circle of Royal Knights in a corner of the palace. His knights raised their glasses to him, but they saw where his gaze went. Rather than invite him to join them or flirt, they rose as one and helped him carry Alice back to their bedroom.

Not everything needed to be so sorrowful, however.

Sometimes, events were plain frustrating.

Falmir’s council fell into disrepair swiftly. A border disagreement between an earl and a count spiraled out of control when the earl ignored the council’s attempt to mediate. By the new laws of the kingdom, Maxwell was required to intervene to enforce the mandate of the council.

The moment soldiers bearing royal emblems and banners showed up, half the nobility called it an attempt to oppress them. It was clearly planned, and even some members of the council appeared to be involved. Nathan suspected Adam might even be up to his old tricks.

Faced with a choice between giving up his authority as king entirely, or fighting yet another civil war that would require Maxwell to attempt to recruit from the commoners directly, the newly minted king chose a third option.

Get the Empire to flex its muscles.

“You realize this will happen every time, don’t you?” Gareth said, upon hearing of Maxwell’s request. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. Maxwell might not be as…”

“Mad?” Vala suggested, as she ate her breakfast in the same private dining hall. “Assuming you’re talking about Charlotte.”

“I was trying to be diplomatic, but yes, mad works,” Gareth said. “Maxwell’s not Charlotte, but he takes after his father. He’ll build up his authority and presence using the Empire, then being scheming to undermine you so he can extricate himself from the mess he’s in.”

“I know,” Nathan said. “It’s a smart plan for a new king. Use the Empire for power and influence, then use nationalist and populist rhetoric to cut ties once he can afford to separate himself.”

“Then why let him⁠—”

“Because he can’t escape us, Gareth. Falmir owes the Empire an absurd amount of money.”

Gareth paused. His expression turned puzzled, as if trying to process Nathan’s words. “You don’t have the authority to call in Falmir’s debts to various merchants. If you tried, it’d trigger an international crisis. The Lodges would cut Alice off from the financial system.”

“Of course. I’m not talking about that. I mean that he owes the Empire, specifically, money.” Nathan looked at Gareth with a flat gaze. “As in, me. I’m the Empire.”

It was a joke, and not one Nathan would tell outside specific company. Vala barked with laughter, while Erica and Beth cracked smiles. Ciana had heard it a few too many times to do more than look at him.

“… You’ve lent Falmir money? When?” Gareth asked.

“During the civil war. Pretty much all the funds to hire the soldiers and buy weapons came directly from the Imperial treasury. We obscured them, but once Maxwell crushed the rebellious nobles and appointed new ones, he took on the debt. The rates are suspiciously low, so I suspect he smells something amiss. But if he ever does anything foolish, there’s a pile of money he can’t pay back without crashing Falmir’s economy.”

“You know, I’ve always taken you for kind of soft,” Erica said, waving around a sausage on a fork. “But I can appreciate some good ol’ fashioned villainy like that. You should do that to more nobles in the Empire.”

“I have Fyre to do that for me,” Nathan said drily. “Anyway, leave politics to me and stick to your research. Maura and Laura are eager.”

“And I’m eager to unravel the secrets of the universe,” Gareth drawled. “Having my own atelier and a fancy Lodge membership here is nice, though. I spend a lot more time researching than defending portals and trying to assassinate people. It’s peaceful.”

In the end, backing Falmir was the obvious choice. What Nathan hadn’t expected was a brief visit from Veronica. They met at Castle Karlam, to avoid her using any public gateways.

“I didn’t expect you to return so soon after the funeral,” Nathan said.

Veronica dropped her witch’s hat on the table and shook her hair out. “That’s Adam’s choice. He’s… Well, he’s Adam. Still chewing on who you are, what he’s lost, and the outcome of the past year. You’ve given him more than he deserved, but less than he wanted.”

“In family terms or political?”

“Yes.”

Nathan snorted and leaned against the wall. “Well, that’s better than my old relationship. He at least spoke to me after the funeral. I buried too many people without speaking a word.”

Veronica bit her lip. “There’s something deeper between you and Adam, isn’t there? You said you were exiled, but…”

“I’ll simply say he got what he wanted, and it cost him everything,” Nathan said. “I’m not him, so I won’t say that losing Oliver is better, but Doumahr still exists.”

Veronica’s eyes fluttered closed and he saw the pain in them. “I’m sorry. Genuinely, I am. Ol—” Her breath caught in her throat.

Nathan sighed, then sat down. “Sit.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Veronica, sit.”

She did. He reached out and rubbed the back of her hand.

“I’m not Oliver, and I meant that,” he said. “But I do remember you. You helped raise me, and even after Adam turned his back on me, you and Lily still supported me how you could. I plan to be here for a long time. So if you want to start as friends, I’m here.”

“I’d like that,” Veronica said, but she smiled bitterly. “It’s hard, I’ll admit. Now that I know, I see an older Oliver. The man he should have become, probably because you are, even if you went through so much hell to become what you are today. Even if I didn’t raise you, it’s nice to know that I had some hand in what you are. So… even if it’s self-indulgent, I still want to be there for you. Just tell me off if I ever call you by the wrong name.”

“Deal.”

On his way back to the palace, he decided to make a detour. A friend of his ran a specialized bathhouse in a building opposite the palace, facing on to the central plaza. Although it appeared to be a simple multi-story building used as an office by many merchant houses, the interior expanded upon entering.

“Welcome to the Grand Imperial Bathhouse, sir, how may I—” said an elegantly dressed wolfgirl attendant with one of the fluffiest tails Nathan had seen. She gasped upon recognizing him and bowed. “Your Majesty, welcome. Do you want a special service, or are you here to see your pet?”

Nathan kept his expression neutral. Coming here was always an experience, in many ways.

The bathhouse here was the best on Doumahr. He’d tried replicating it using every piece of magic he knew, and even roped in Kadria and the Twins to help. No dice. Narime and Tarako lived half their lives here.

But the staff were all former Royal Knights. And Nathan’s policy toward his knights had loosened a lot with the end of the conflict.

Most of his oldest knights, particularly the officers, had plenty of wealth. They’d fought and achieved everything they wanted. With Sofia defeated, Arcadia’s fall all but certain, and Messenger invasions waning rapidly, the time came for many of his knights to retire. They began making plans, and many of those included businesses, accepting titles from nobles, or establishing themselves in the Enclave to uplift those left behind.

But one thing remained in the minds of many of his oldest and most loyal subordinates: Nathan. As they began to let him know they were leaving, he made it clear they could return at any time. Not to fight, but simply to visit. He’d miss a lot of them, even if he wasn’t as close to them as his greatest Champions.

That had broken a floodgate, and while he didn’t speak much of it, Nathan spent more than a few nights drowning in beastkin. Ciana, Fei, and Kara weren’t the only pregnant beastkin in the Empire thanks to his activities, he suspected.

A number of those knights now worked here, not for money, but because of the perks. The bathhouse provided free room and board, was across the road from the palace, and provided free access to the many baths and hot springs. And with his loosened restraint toward his knights, most of those working here had enjoyed a night or three with him.

The final reason the bathhouse was interesting to visit was the proprietor.

“I’m here to see Shiva,” Nathan said. “Is she in a bath?”

The attendant pouted, clearly unhappy she wasn’t on his menu this afternoon. “The Emperor’s hot spring, Your Majesty.”

He didn’t bother correcting her term of address. A number of the Royal Knights began referring to him as their king once they left service and didn’t have to adhere to the rules anymore.

Nathan wandered into the building. It was far larger on the inside than the outside, thanks to Shiva’s magic. Kadria had helped her as well.

To his surprise, he found the succubus in question lurking in the hot spring with Shiva. Both women sat on opposite sides of the colossal bath, which was easily the size of a house. Steam built up above them where magic conjured the image of open air.

“Oh, Nathan, come in,” Shiva said, waving him over.

“I’m not interrupting anything?” he asked.

“Hardly,” Kadria said. She stretched a long, naked leg in the air. “It’s nice to relax. This is what I wanted, after all. A world to ourselves, free of invasion. Free of wastelands.”

Nathan nodded. He didn’t see Kadria as often these days.

Their deal had been simple: she brought him back, and they’d create a world that wasn’t a ruined wasteland. Now they’d succeeded, little held them together. She enjoyed wandering and exploring Doumahr, rather than being cooped up in the palace or focusing on destroying things.

Actually, he told a lie. Kadria did have something holding her to him. Whenever she got horny, she came back for a few weeks. When she’d come back after his return from Arcadia, she’d practically lived in his bedroom for a week. He even hung her from the wall to keep her out of the way between sessions, as she could be very slothful when all she wanted to do was fuck.

“I’m busy tonight,” he told the succubus, and her eyes flared with light. “Sen, Vala, and Sunstorm have me pinned, and I’m not skipping.”

Kadria pursed her lips. “Oh. It’s toy play. I’ll pass, although I might watch. Your little sorceress might eventually take your full-size cock up her ass if she keeps at it.”

“Wait, toy play?” Shiva interrupted. “You mean anal toys, right? Can I join?”

“Nobody is fluffy,” he warned.

She bit her lip. “Not even tail plugs?”

“Not tonight.”

Shiva wavered, then shrugged. “Eh, I’m bored. If they’ll have me, I’ll join in. Choe’s cool, and that one time with Sen and her fluffy plugs was great, so I can play along.”

Nathan stripped and sloshed into the hot spring, then settled next to the fox-wolf Messenger. She pressed against him happily, humming.

“I didn’t think you’d stay this long,” he admitted. “Let alone build a business.”

“Neither did I,” she admitted. “But there are more foxes than I thought, and your beastkin are fluffy. I can spare a few decades. Or a century. Indulging in nothing but a life of relaxation, good food and booze, plus sex is where it’s at. This is the shit. And I’m sure somebody will do something dumb and I can go carve some morons up and act cool.”

“Just don’t annoy Reine and you can keep playing at being an agent,” he said.

Much like Seraph busied herself with administration, Shiva found her calling as one of Reine’s agents. She apparently found sneaking around and gathering intel fun. It probably helped that she possessed illusions and could teleport, so she entertained herself on slow jobs.

The rest of the time, she loitered in her bathhouse or badgered him for sex. Shiva was low maintenance.

She flipped a leg over him and straddled him with a grin. “Say, how about we get started on tonight’s fun now? You didn’t come here just to say hello, did you?”

He sure as hell hadn’t.

Once back in the palace, he dodged any wandering noble. The Diet wasn’t in session, but he never knew which nobles might be around.

He failed this time, but it wasn’t troubling.

“What are you sneaking around the great hall for, dear?” Anna asked as she wrapped an arm around his. “I’ve been waiting for you to get back since Gareth said you left, and now you try to avoid me.”

Nathan met Torneus’s gaze and raised an eyebrow.

“It’s about the new beastkin nation,” Torneus said. “The Amican dukes have a keen interest in it, because it will become a major trading partner eventually and sap resources until then.”

The rest of the afternoon flew past as they hammered out details, including what Nathan knew of this new nation. Anna wasn’t here to argue, but to gather as much knowledge as she could from both Nathan and Torneus, so she could help Alice and deal with the Amican dukes.

Once finished, she flounced backward in her chair. Servants brought out cake and coffee, although Torneus only accepted the coffee.

“Don’t tell Alice I said this, but I feel like I’m the second Empress,” Anna said, staring up at the ceiling. “Amica is basically my half of the Empire these days, and I don’t even rule it.”

“Being an archduchess means possessing immense influence,” Torneus said. “Each archduchy is effectively a nation unto themselves. Your situation is compounded by the fact several independent duchies then use you as a buffer and liaison between themselves and the rest of the Empire.”

“And it’s tiring.” Anna flailed her arms. “Nathan has less work than ever, other than traveling around and knocking up half the Imperial Army⁠—”

Nathan snorted into his coffee, then grabbed a napkin to clean himself up.

Unfazed, Anna kept speaking, “but the work has grown for me and Alice. Shouldn’t less war mean less work?”

“Hardly. If anything, the lack of immediate threats means there is more time for politicking and disagreement. Hence the Diet’s lack of unity,” Torneus said. “Be worried when the Diet begins to unite and factionalize again, because it means somebody has found a common cause to drive a wedge between everyone with.”

Anna nodded. “Fair. But it’s still annoying. I wanted to worry about estate planning, but I’m still nation building.”

“Well—” Torneus began to say.

“I hate to be the one to interrupt, but why not just delegate it,” Nathan said.

Anna frowned at him. “I am.”

“Obviously not well enough,” he said. “Alice is giving more work to Kara, Narime, and Seraph. And while Kara will be stepping back from her duties shortly to focus on her child⁠—”

“Your child,” Torneus corrected.

Nathan inclined his head. “Even with that, Alice still gets others to handle her work. She’s giving you so much to do because she expects you to palm it off in turn. Not just to Torneus, but to others. Develop trusted advisors, like Kuda, or tell the dukes to start handling their own nonsense. Maybe even start leaning on the same people. Seraph could easily double her workload, and Narime spends half her time brushing her own tails.”

“I asked Narime for help and she glared at me until I left,” Anna muttered.

“Work with Seraph to get Narime to help,” Nathan said.

He wasn’t offering himself as a sacrifice to make Narime get off her massive ass.

“You’re right, though.” Anna sighed. “If I don’t do this now, there’ll never be time to start cleaning things up at home and make time for our children. I haven’t even spoken to you about them or my plans. I have them, just so you know.”

“I’ve gathered.” He reached across the table and brushed her cheek. “Take your time, Anna. Alice is.”

“I know.” She smiled back, then rose and gave him a kiss. “I’ll leave you boys to chat.”

Once she left, Torneus sipped his coffee while staring up at a painting of the founding of Aleich. It was one of the paintings Nathan had modified Omria’s features to those of Fyre’s.

“You took my advice,” Torneus said.

“Children? Kind of.” Nathan swirled his drink. “You said you regretted not having them, because you always made time for something else. I… did the same thing. It’s pure fortune I managed to crush my enemies and find the time.”

“Really? Because I crushed my enemies too. But there was always something else on the horizon to distract me. A new objective, new aspiration.” Torneus smiled bitterly. “That’s why you’re being smart. You’ll find your drive again one day and do something great again. It’s in your nature. But your willingness to step back and enjoy life, and raise a family… or many families, given the rumors I’ve heard about the town of Kuste, is commendable. You won’t regret it.”

If the rumors about the amount of pregnant beastkin in Kuste were to be believed, Nathan might regret it. He still had a lot of Royal Knights, too.

Torneus raised his cup in salute. “I expected the night in Tartus to be the last time I saw you and hoped to see you off to a bright future. You aren’t my son, but I can be proud of you all the same.”

If there was any man Nathan had misjudged in his old world, it had been this old man. He thought he had known everything with his knowledge of the future, but Nathan had quickly learned he knew next to nothing.

Later that night, he lay in bed with Vala, Sunstorm, and Sen curled up around him. They’d showered after the sweaty and messy events of earlier, especially as Sen needed a cooldown period after the truly massive plug he’d put in her while fucking her. Shiva had already slipped away.

They’d been too active to sleep easily, however. They chattered over him, giggling and tapping his chest.

Nathan observed them silently.

Vala had once struggled to fit in here, battling her own self-hatred and the ghost Nathan saw in her. Her delight as she gossiped with Sunstorm and Sen warmed Nathan’s heart.

Sunstorm and Sen remained as happy as ever. His hands ran through their hair, and they looked at him, smiled, and returned to chatting. Neither had shown side-effects from what he’d done to them with Kadria’s help for well over a year now. Maybe he regretted what he had done, but they were happy now.

He loved each of them for who they were, and he had them back.

“I love you,” he said.

They looked at him, then broke down in giggles.

“Don’t be silly,” Sen said. She poked his nose. “I already told you that I’m not going anywhere. My hair might be white, but I’m doing fine. Even had Harrum check. You’re stuck with me now.”

“And me,” Vala said. “Although I was never dying.”

The next morning was typical. Ciana woke them, resisted being pulled into a fivesome, and ushered Nathan into the shower. He pulled her into it and enjoyed the feeling of her bulging belly. The sensation of new life inside her—life he’d created in her—fascinated him each morning.

Once finished, they stepped outside and Ciana helped him dress, because trying to stop her was pointless. Fei and Artemis chose to tag along with him today, and he caught them outside his bedroom. Fei had her uniform’s front up while Artemis bent down and pressed her hands to her younger self’s belly.

“Uh…” Artemis stared up at Nathan.

“I’m meeting with Alice and Reine about religious affairs,” Nathan said. “It’ll be very boring.”

“Oh.” Artemis resumed playing with Fei’s pregnant belly, eliciting giggles.

They still followed him to the meeting room. Reine, Alice, and Fyre sat inside it, with a generous amount of coffee and a machine to the side. They might need it.

The meeting was as dry as he feared. With relations repaired between the Empire and Trafaumh, the possibility of healing religious relations between the churches had been floated. Except that was a process that would take decades at best, even with Fyre’s help.

And Fyre really didn’t want to be involved with it.

“Um, can I be honest?” Fyre asked.

“Are you ever not?” Alice asked.

“Basically all the time in public?”

Alice frowned. “Fair enough.”

“I’ve achieved a lot of what I wanted. There’s a lot to do still. Slavery still exists, and my people are still building up. The new nation above Arcadia will take a century or more to establish itself,” Fyre said. “But I’m not battling demons anymore. Not like I was.”

“I don’t follow.” Reine’s head tilted to one side and her ears followed.

“Getting involved in the churches is horrendous busywork, and there’s no reward on the other side,” Fyre said. “I love Nathan, and count the two of you as close friends.”

“Really?” Alice asked.

Fyre shrunk back. “We’re not?”

“I…” Alice bit her lip. “You’re difficult to read. I like you, Fyre, but you’re, well, fiery. And obnoxious. And selfish. And… Well, a lot of things I don’t usually deal with day to day, and I have to deal with you day to day. But…” Alice sighed, and Fyre cheered up a little after an onslaught of negativity. “But, you are one of my closest confidants. I’ll also admit I don’t plan on sucking Nathan’s cock with anybody else.”

Fyre grinned wickedly. “It’s fun to do it with others, though. I’ve gotten you to admit that, at least.”

Alice’s cheeks colored. “Maybe. But I think it’s fun because… Well, because it’s with you.”

“Oh, of course. Half the fun is that it’s Nathan’s cock.” Fyre winked at him. “The other half is watching you gasp and moan as I play with your pussy while you suck on his⁠—”

“I believe you are currently trying to get Alice into the mood for a blowjob,” Reine interrupted. “Am I invited?”

“No!” Alice snapped. “I… Urgh, this is why I struggle with you, Fyre. You convinced me to join you for a threesome last week, and it was fun, but you needle constantly. I… Don’t want to share with everyone. Just some of you.”

Reine’s wolf ears twitched, as if predicting what might come next. “Before Fyre says anything, I’m not offended that you aren’t interested in sharing with me.”

“Damn,” Fyre muttered. “Well, how about sucking Nathan’s cock with me right now anyway?”

Alice opened her mouth to object, then closed it.

Except Artemis coughed. “You realize we’ve been here the entire time, right? I’m not sitting around idly while you two suck Nathan’s cock. You pull it out and you have to share with everyone.”

“That might be fun,” Fei said, her tail swishing back and forth as she grinned at Nathan.

“Let’s not,” he said.

Alice placed her head in her hands. “I’m Empress of the Empire at the peak of its strength in centuries, with Omria returned, and these are my days.”

“Would you trade them for anything?” Nathan asked.

“Absolutely not.”

Artemis’s and Fei’s hands closed on his shoulders and he looked up to see their green eyes looking down at him. Fyre slipped into his lap.

“I wouldn’t trade you for anything,” Fyre purred.

He met Reine’s eyes, which still retained the golden wings imprinted in them from Baudelaire’s experiments. She nodded at him and smiled.

You remain my true master and god, forever, Reine told him over the mental link. You removed my mask and showed me your light. I shall never regret joining you.

Nathan placed his hands on Fei’s and Artemis’s, and looked at Alice, who smiled back at him. “These are our days. I think after everything, all the Messengers, the demons, the schemes, and the traitorous goddess, we can enjoy it. Even if Fyre is a bit maddening.”

“Hey!” Fyre whined, batting him in the chest with her fists.

He allowed himself to bask in the warmth of his companions. Doumahr was safe. And even should a report turn up on his desk late at night, he knew the world wouldn’t end because he didn’t immediately read it. He could afford to sleep in with the arms of his Champions and women wrapped around him each morning.

The lingering power of the magic within him never faded, however. He’d remain here on Doumahr for centuries as its protector, with his Champions by his side.

And he’d continue to ignore the inky black door in his bedroom nobody else could see. Its invitation went unanswered. One day, perhaps, he’d see what the being behind it wanted.

Today, he basked in what he’d achieved.

Heretic or not, he’d protected everyone and everything he loved. And he’d do it all again, if he truly had to.

THE END
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