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      Life coursed through a man’s veins for the first time in centuries. The tendons in muscular arms rippled like steel cord as he pushed at the walls of his coffin. Light shined down on him. He winced at it, eyes sensitive.

      Most people thought that being put in stasis left no memories. That somebody went to sleep, then woke up an instant later as if nothing happened in the intervening months or years.

      This man was living proof of the opposite. Pulling himself out of his coffin, he briefly sighed in relief that his muscles hadn’t atrophied from lack of use.

      He couldn’t recall how long he had spent in that interminable void. There had been no sound. No sight. No people. Not even his thoughts to keep him company. He had been aware, but his mind had been incapable of doing anything for a time longer than he was capable of comprehending.

      Finally, he awoke in reality. But he found it hard to remain here.

      He felt that if he closed his eyes, he would drift away again. Back to that void. Likely forever.

      Somebody shouted nearby. The noise drew him away from his thoughts. Blood lingered in the air, or the smell of it at least.

      The words were unintelligible, but something scratched at the man’s mind. As if he should be capable of understanding what was said.

      He looked over at the source of the shout. Three armed men stood over a tied-up woman. They hadn’t noticed the new arrival. The woman appeared unharmed, and her fine clothing stood out against the rags of the men.

      The surroundings were clearly that of a castle. A ruined one. A thick layer of dust coated rubble while moss, lichen, and plants thrived. Shafts of sunlight poked in through holes in the stone roof.

      The awakened man frowned as he looked around. His memories remained jumbled, but he knew this place was unfamiliar. Somehow, it appeared different to any castle he felt he recognized. There were strange sigils etched into the walls, but time had eroded these beyond recognition.

      “Ah, you have awoken,” a voice said. “And it appears that my worries over your health were unnecessary.”

      The man looked around but saw nothing. Instinctively, he reached for a sword at his hip. His hands came up empty. He was dressed in well-tailored black silk clothes. Otherwise, he had nothing else on him.

      More worryingly, the voice appeared to lack a source or body. The men in the distance continued to ignore him, chatting amongst themselves.

      The disembodied voice chuckled. Its tone was low and had an oddly empty timber to it. A memory told the man that meant the speaker was using magic to talk. Magic produced detectable traces when used to reproduce voices, at least in those sensitive to magical energy.

      “Politesse would have us introduce ourselves to one another, given we will be working together for the foreseeable future,” the voice said. “I am Orthrus. Know that we are each the keys to one another’s freedom. I feel it’s important that I know who and what you are.”

      Wonderful. The first thing the man encountered when he woke up was a disembodied voice so formal that it used the word “politesse.”

      His name, though. The awakened man struggled to grasp it. He knew his name was important if he wanted to remember who he was, regardless of what he told the strange voice.

      His name defined him. He knew that he hadn’t forgotten everything while in that void. Instead, his identity had drifted away from him, just like his body. He needed to reconnect to himself.

      So, he focused himself with every ounce of concentration he had. He took back his name, and with it, everything that he was.

      “Talarys,” the man said aloud after several long seconds. “My name is Talarys.”

      He rolled his shoulders as his memories flooded his mind. Centuries of warfare, bloodshed, and the collapse of the world.

      In his memories, Talarys had been a general for one of the greatest of infernals: the archdevil Malusian. He had been born a human and lived in servitude to them for most of his life. Despite that, he had gained immense power and become free when the Infernal Empire collapsed.

      None of that explained how he had ended up here. The castle still looked unfamiliar, but now he understood why it bothered him. The architecture reminded him of one of the ancient divine races that had occupied one of the western continents. Said race no longer existed, but it was a curious connection.

      “Talarys. I see. We have much to discuss,” the voice said. “We should head below and leave these men to their plaything.”

      Talarys ignored the voice. He had spent most of his life in service to demons and devils, which were collectively known as infernals. Whatever this voice was, it didn’t matter. Talarys had no intention of obeying it.

      He was his own master now.

      Even if Talarys couldn’t recall why he was here or where he was, he remembered who he was. He felt his power creeping back into his muscles, heating them up from the inside. His body ran on magic, as it had been so corrupted by infernals that it barely qualified as human anymore.

      Speaking of his body, he quickly checked that he had come out of the coffin in one piece. He patted down his chest, arms, and legs. Nothing seemed out of place. The magical nature of his body prevented him from aging. On the other hand, he’d spent a thousand years in a coffin. That might test his durability a touch.

      He still had his jet-black hair and was clean shaven without a speck of stubble. Even under his clothes, his muscles rippled.

      His body had been crafted by a powerful succubus, and she had a particular taste in men. Fortunately, that taste had been rather normal. He knew a few slaves who had been turned into rather horrific beasts by their succubus owners.

      In the distance, the men raised their voices again. This time, Talarys understood them. With the restoration of his memories, he had regained the ability to use his magic, which included translation.

      “We can’t kill her yet,” one of them said. “If we chop her head off, then we can’t get her to sign over everything she owns. How else does she make good on the family debt?”

      “Good point,” another said, rubbing his crotch. “Plus, with tits like those, I can think of a good way to convince her to sign the documents. It’ll be fun for us too.”

      Ah, debt collectors. This trio was a truly wonderful specimen of…

      Not humanity, as it turned out. Horns protruded from each of the men’s heads, no longer than an inch or two in length. Despite the clearly non-human appearance of the men, Talarys failed to sense any magic around or within them. They appeared to be humans with horns.

      Talarys had never seen a race like them, and he’d seen every race that had ever walked the planet in recorded history. Or at least, history recorded while he had been walking the planet. Clearly, he needed to brush up.

      One of the men turned around, a leer on his face. He froze when he saw Talarys.

      “Holy hells, the corpse is alive!” the man shouted, pointing at Talarys.

      The other two men jumped, their hands falling to axes at their hips. Their weapons looked crude, almost as if they had simply grabbed whatever they had lying around. Or perhaps they were using weapons that could pass as work tools.

      “About time you noticed me,” Talarys said, crossing his arms as he sized up the men. “I think it’s best if you leave. Just looking at you makes me want to turn you into ash.”

      Each of the debt collectors hesitated as they raised their weapons. They looked at each other, a hint of fear passing through their eyes. Their clothes were simple brown cloth, and they looked like typical malnourished farmers.

      In other words, they were simple rural folk that shouldn’t pick a fight with a man who could incinerate them all with a wave of his hand. Talarys felt it only fair to offer them the opportunity to walk away.

      “Fucking foreigners,” one of them spat. “Bringing necromancy here. We’ll burn this talking corpse, then chop this fucking merchant’s body up into pieces. To hell with her money and her body. She’s tainted.”

      The others muttered agreement, tightening their jaws as they stared at Talarys.

      “Well, I gave you a chance,” he said, then shrugged.

      Talarys raised a hand. Nothing happened.

      He frowned. Odd.

      Grins spread across the faces of the debt collectors.

      “You’re a fucking corpse. Your magic doesn’t work anymore,” they yelled, taking steps toward him.

      Talarys ignored them and tried something else, twisting his wrist this time.

      The wrist-twist didn’t do anything, but the effect looked nice.

      Shadow erupted from his hand, driving away the sunlight. Lines of red light ran along his arm and chest, like veins of infernal energy protruding from his skin and visible through his clothes.

      The jaws of the debt collectors fell. One of them turned and tried to run, but he only made it a step before Talarys finished casting his spell.

      An explosion of blood red fire consumed all three men. Pitch black shadow rose from the flames instead of smoke, and there wasn’t a hint of white flame within the magical blaze.

      As quick as it came, the fire vanished. It left no remains. Not even ashes.

      “I’m not even sure that counts as a warmup,” Talarys said, frowning. “But at least I learned something important.”

      Said important thing being that he had lost one of his most important powers.

      An Infernal Gift. The primary means by which demons and devils gave other races magical abilities, and the source of much of Talarys’s magical power.

      He flexed his fingers, staring at them in a mixture of confusion and worry. While he had worked out how to use his infernal sorcery, his missing Gifts concerned him.

      “Your powers are sealed, great one,” the voice from earlier said. “You may be awake, but much of what you are capable of is beyond you. Only by working together will we be able to become what we once were.”

      Unlike before, the voice was no longer disembodied. With some focus, Talarys saw a glowing golden wisp hovering near him. There was no face or discernable shape within it.

      Perhaps ignoring the wisp was unwise, but there was another reason not to respond.

      Said reason lay on the ground nearby, gagged and tied up with rope. The explosion of fire left her unharmed, but she looked worried. She wore finer clothing than the debt collectors, namely a combination of leather and silk, and a black weatherproof cape. Her pants and tight-fitting top emphasized her bountiful curves and suggested she had been travelling. Her silky long black hair was messy and full of sticks and leaves.

      The woman looked young, at least by Talarys’s standards. Mid-twenties at the oldest. More than beautiful enough to earn unwanted attention, even without the debt collectors.

      With a snap of his fingers, Talarys destroyed her restraints. She jumped as they disintegrated into light. The hellfire that he cast didn’t leave ashes behind.

      Talarys held out a hand after crossing the hall. Taking it, she let herself be pulled up. She then brushed herself off and gave him an uncertain grin. Her face bled from a few scratches, and the gloves on her hands were torn, but she looked fine otherwise.

      “Well, it seems I’m secretly a master necromancer. I can raise a powerful sorcerer from the dead without even casting a spell,” the woman said, still grinning at him.

      But her eyes wavered and her hands shook despite her light words. The brush with death had rattled her, but she put on a brave face for him despite that.

      “I’m Vallis Tornnes,” she continued. “I’m assuming you’re not going to turn me into… whatever the debt collectors became. What’s somebody of your talent doing here? Assuming you, uh, didn’t rise from the dead.”

      To tell her the truth or not, Talarys wondered. What was there to lose by being honest, given how vast the gap in power was and how much he needed to learn?

      “Are you asking what I’m doing in this castle, or in this area in general?” Talarys asked.

      Vallis laughed. “Both. No mage with your ability would live here. We only get the hacks and petty mages who think being able to blow up a house means you should be able to rule a village.”

      An archipelago? Talarys blinked, then frowned. The last he remembered, he had been on the continent of Gauron and there were precious few archipelagos of interest there.

      “I’ll level with you,” Talarys said. “I did climb out of that coffin, but I’m not undead. The last thing I remember was being in Basette to deal with some personal business. I thought I got used to things being strange after the Cataclysm.”

      Frustratingly, he couldn’t remember what that personal business involved. He simply knew he wanted to visit somebody there, but couldn’t remember who or what.

      Now it was Vallis’s turn to blink in confusion. “Basette? That place is a legend. It was a ruin even when my grandfather came here. The history books talk about it a lot, though. And the Cataclysm is literal myth, isn’t it? People talking about how the world nearly ended two thousand years ago and such.”

      Two thousand years ago? A pit formed in Talarys’s stomach. How long had he been in that coffin for?

      The voice, Orthrus, spoke again, “You are far from your time, infernal one. We have that in common, at least. The Infernal Empire fell 1600 years ago. The Cataclysm was over 1900 years ago. I can’t help but wonder how old you are, if you talk about such an event as if it were recent history?”

      As old as a fossil, as it turned out. He had been asleep for over 1500 years.

      And while he was now awake, everything felt different. He had already seen an unfamiliar race. Vallis spoke about an archipelago that he didn’t know about. His power was sealed and other things felt very off about his infernal magic.

      This wasn’t the greatest morning that Talarys had ever had, to put it bluntly. He held a hand against his temple and resisted the urge to groan.

      Life contained challenges. This was a new one. An exciting one. And Talarys had never shied away from whatever punches life threw at him.

      This punch felt particularly vicious, however. If only there was someone he could complain to about how unfair life was, but he’d met a lot of the most powerful beings in the world. Slept with a few, even. None of them felt particularly godlike, and some of them might even be responsible for his current predicament.

      With a sigh, Talarys abandoned his thoughts and returned to reality. Vallis continued to give him an odd look. Orthrus’s voice appeared to be inaudible to the merchant, which raised questions that Talarys chose to ignore.

      “Well, this is awkward,” Talarys said. “See, I brought those up because I thought they might help you give me some sort of indication of where I am or something I could use as guidance. Instead, it’s only made it clear that I’m very lost.”

      “How lost?” Vallis asked.

      “About 1500 years lost. Give or take a century,” Talarys said, waving a flat palm in the air. “I lived through the Cataclysm, you see. Felt two of the world’s continents be destroyed. Understood how small we are compared to the obscene power of demigod-like beings.”

      She stared at him.

      “I’m Talarys. You would have heard of me if we were in my time period, but I doubt that’s the case now,” Talarys said. “Call me Rys for short. I was a general in the Infernal Empire, before it went pop along with all the infernals.”

      “Talarys,” Vallis said, sounding out the name. “You know, I actually do recognize the name. I come from a family of merchants and studied history. You’re named after a city.” She paused and her eyes lit up. “Or a city was named after you, actually.”

      “Yes. That,” Rys said. “You mentioned we’re on an archipelago. Which archipelago?”

      “The Tolaran Archipelago.” Vallis grimaced. “You, uh, probably haven’t heard of it. It was only discovered a century ago. It’s in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Northern or southern hemisphere?” Rys asked. She was right. He hadn’t heard of it.

      “Northern. East of Pharos, north of Gauron,” she answered.

      Pharos and Gauron were the two remaining continents on Harrium, which was the name of this world. Rys had grown up on Gauron, and it had been ruled by the Infernal Empire for most of his life. It was in the southern hemisphere. By contrast, Pharos was in the northern hemisphere and was a much different country. A lot more rice, for one thing.

      But knowing the rough location of the archipelago only told Rys he was very far from home. He gestured for Vallis to follow him as his mind churned.

      Rys walked toward the castle entrance, or what was left of it. The entire front of the keep had caved in long before he had awoken. Outside stood a grassy meadow lush with unkept greenery. There were few trees in sight, but Rys doubted anybody lived nearby given the state of the meadow. Mountaintops were visible in the distance, along with clouds.

      They were high-up. The castle must be up in the mountains.

      Vallis followed behind him as he approached that meadow.

      “I think we can help each other,” Rys said, keeping his stance relaxed and hands behind his back as he walked.

      “Planning to take over the world?” Vallis asked glibly.

      “No. That attracts unsavory interest. My aims are simpler for the moment,” he said. “But I don’t like doing things without a power base. You remain free by being strong enough. Right now, I’m alone. Given what nearly happened to you, you don’t seem any better off.”

      Vallis scratched the back of her head and looked away with a wince. “I’m surprised you’re asking for my help after what you saw.” Her eyes lingered on the spot where the debt collectors had been vaporized by Rys.

      “Sometimes we have to work with what we have,” Rys said drily. “And I consider myself a fairly good judge of character.”

      “Do you consider yourself bad at anything?” Vallis asked, before her expression froze. “Uhhh…”

      Rys rolled his eyes. “Punishing the insubordinate. I was the ‘soft one’ by infernal standards.”

      “You catch more flies with honey?” Vallis smiled.

      “No. You deal with the fly problem by training spiders to eat them for you and to stay in their corner, because there are bigger spiders that will happily eat them if they don’t,” Rys said with a smile.

      Vallis’s smile stiffened, then relaxed. “Yeah, okay. I can work with that. Worse things get done for stupider reasons. My family history is full of that. My grandfather came here to try to rebuild the family fortune after it was lost due to annoying the wrong people.”

      Rys opened his mouth to respond, but was interrupted as he slammed into something solid as steel. He swore as pain flared in his head, even though it vanished just as quickly.

      “Are you alright? Did you hit a piece of rubble?” Vallis asked, looking at the air and scratching her cheek in confusion.

      Rys looked at the place where he had ran into something. His eyes saw nothing. Only empty space. But his hand touched something solid.

      Once again, Orthrus made himself known. The glowing orb had followed him. “Your seal is not fully broken. Your powers are sealed away and your movements are restricted to this castle.” The orb’s voice lowered, and he hissed, “We need to speak of important matters. Worry about your schemes for power later.”

      Rys waved Vallis off, trying to hide his annoyance at Orthrus’s attempt to order him around. “Wait here. I need to…” Rys trailed off, fumbling for an excuse to find some privacy. “Just wait here. I’ll be back in a second.”

      “Forget something in your coffin?” Vallis asked with a crooked smile.

      Rys rolled his eyes, but took the excuse. The merchant’s eyes watched him like a hawk. She leaned against a wall, her arms crossed beneath her impressive chest.

      The moment she thought he wasn’t watching, she slumped against the wall and closed her eyes. Her body shook, despite her earlier efforts to hide her fear.

      Rys decided to ignore her. If she ran off, then he’d make do without her. While a local merchant was useful, a lot had changed in the space of a minute.

      Mostly because he was now trapped inside this stupid castle. The idea of taking over the neighboring lands and building a kingdom became less appealing.

      Once convinced he was deep enough in the hall that he couldn’t be heard, Rys took additional measures. He drew a ritual circle around himself to block out sound. He then turned to face the wisp, which remained inside the circle.

      “Talk,” he said.

      “Quite the impertinent one, aren’t you?” Orthrus said, before making a clicking noise. “But I can work with that. As I said earlier, I am Orthrus. I am sealed here, the same as you are. Ever since I regained my awareness, I have been eroding your seal in the hopes that I might give you enough autonomy to free the both of us. That objective is within reach now, after far too many centuries.”

      “And what exactly are you, Orthrus?” Rys asked, crossing his arms.

      “I do not know,” Orthrus responded. Before Rys objected, the wisp continued, “Surely you’ve noticed the gaps in your own memory by now? The seals actively prevent us from escaping. That includes removing memories that would make it easier for us to escape.”

      Rys frowned. He had noticed a few gaps. The most notable being that he didn’t remember how he wound up here. To say nothing of his inability to recall what he had been doing in Basette.

      And it wasn’t as though he could simply comb his memories and find the holes. Trying to remember what he couldn’t remember was nonsense.

      “I take it you know how to break the seal?” Rys asked.

      “In general terms.” The wisp floated around, as if attempting to wave a non-existent hand in the air. “There are two seals. Each is powered by three power conduits within a Labyrinth beneath the archipelago. That Labyrinth is connected to this castle, which is known to most as Castle Aion and is older than you can possibly imagine.”

      “I can imagine a lot,” Rys said. Then he frowned. “Are you talking pre-Emergence?”

      Orthrus chuckled. It was a strange, hollow sound that gave the impression of bones clacking together. “Sharp, aren’t we? Yes. The Creator of this castle and Labyrinth is beyond ancient. Truly pre-historic. He predates the Emergence of the angels, infernals, and other beings that your memories are so full of. That makes this place special, but also immensely dangerous.”

      “Right. So I need to dive into one of the oldest, most dangerous places that exists on the planet, destroy three power conduits, then shatter both of our magical seals. Then I’ll be free to roam the world again and have all of my power back?” Rys smirked. “I know you tried to make this sound hard, but you don’t know the things I’ve done.”

      Another chuckle from Orthrus. “True. I look forward to our alliance, young Talarys. There are things I need to show you. But first, I think you need to deal with your ally. Although I don’t see the purpose in wasting time on her.”

      “If I’m stuck in this place, then she might prove useful,” Rys said.

      As if he cared about the approval of the glowing orb. This entire situation was strange. Why could Rys break the seals from within them? How did Orthrus know so much about the seals but nothing about himself?

      Only an idiot would trust this orb further than he could throw it. And given the orb was intangible, that wasn’t very far. Rys needed to tread carefully around Orthrus.

      “Wait, he said to give him some privacy,” Vallis shouted from the castle entrance.

      Rys looked over to see Vallis and another woman walking toward him.

      That woman looked nothing like anyone Rys had seen in his long life. She had four massive black fox tails, a pair of fox ears on top of her head, and wore a tight-fitting black and white outfit that looked like something from the rice-growing continent of Pharos.

      She stopped short of Rys and glared at the magical circle around his feet. Her jet-black hair fell down to her shoulders and her piercing blue eyes burned into him with unexpected fire. Her outfit was short enough to reveal muscly pale-skinned thighs. Thick black-leather combat boots covered her calves, and a pair of black socks extended farther over her knees. She’d be intimidating if Rys didn’t have a foot on her.

      Her race was unfamiliar to Rys. Maybe it had something to do with why she glared at him so ferociously. Her exotic beauty shined through despite her attitude, and he felt a strange urge to plunge his hands into those massive fluffy tails of hers.

      The fox-lady prevented Vallis from getting close to Rys by physically holding her back.

      “You told me he was an infernalist, Vallis. Not a literal infernal. Who and what are you, devil?” the fox-lady spat, glaring at Rys as blue flames flickered along her fingertips.
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      “If you have a bodyguard like her, how did you nearly get killed by thugs?” Rys asked Vallis, ignoring the implied threat from the fox-lady in front of him.

      Vallis winced and rubbed the back of her neck. She had cleaned out the grass and twigs from her hair since they last spoke.

      “Don’t ignore me,” the fox-lady said, her black fox ears twitching. The flames in her fingers grew, covering most of her hands.

      Rys frowned, realizing that whatever relationship Vallis shared with the fox, it wasn’t a subordinate one.

      He still didn’t know what she was. The flames in her hands were magical, but they weren’t the sort of magic that most races could use. Unlike the horned humans from earlier, her body exuded magic, particularly those big balls of fluff sticking out from her ass.

      “I’m not an infernal. I’m human, in fact. I’m Rys. Are you going to introduce yourself or continue to threaten the person who saved Vallis’s life?” Rys said.

      The fox winced and looked away. The flames vanished a moment later.

      “Fara, Rys saved my life,” Vallis said with a huff. “Try to be a little nicer.”

      “Your life wouldn’t have needed saving if you let me protect you,” the fox, Fara, growled as her fierce gaze turned on Vallis. “I swore to protect your family after your grandfather saved my life. You can run around and turn yourself into this infernal’s pet in a few years, after I get my fifth tail, but until then I’d prefer if you were less of a brat.”

      Vallis glared back at Fara. Both women showed no signs of backing down. When Vallis remembered Rys’s presence, she even walked around Fara and stood next to him.

      “This is an opportunity,” Vallis said, puffing out her chest. “I’ve spent my entire adult life buried under my father’s debts. Rys incinerated those debt collectors. You should have felt his power.”

      “I can feel his power,” Fara muttered, her eyes flickering between Vallis and Rys. “That’s the problem.”

      Vallis faltered for a moment, before looking up at Rys. She licked her lips, then stared back at Fara in defiance.

      “You still haven’t told me your name,” Rys said, aware that he’d overheard Fara’s name.

      The fox rolled her eyes. “My name is Fara, as Vallis said. And I’m unconvinced that you’re human. I can sense your soul and the horrendous state it is in. Plenty of infernalists have come to the archipelago over the decades, and none have felt as tainted as you.”

      “You explained my background, didn’t you, Vallis?” Rys said with a raised eyebrow.

      Fara interrupted before Vallis said anything, “She did, and it makes no sense.”

      “Then humor me,” Rys said.

      Frowning, Fara fell silent.

      “Well, uh, how about we talk about the current situation?” Vallis said with a cough. “You walked off earlier.”

      Fara raised an eyebrow but said nothing. She merely crossed her arms.

      “We were talking about working together. It sounds like you’re interested,” Rys said.

      Vallis frowned. She opened her mouth to say something, before closing it. A regretful expression crossed her face, before changing to resignation.

      Her earlier spat with Fara had given away Vallis’s intentions. A good merchant wouldn’t show her hand so early, and it did make Rys hesitant about a deal.

      On the other hand, he found himself lacking options. The seal bound him to the castle. If he refused Vallis, he might not receive friendly help from a local for a long time.

      Or friendly-ish help, in the case of Fara.

      “I am interested,” Vallis admitted after a long pause. “I have investments and a business, but they are…”

      “Collateral for a debt?” Rys suggested.

      “Yes.” Vallis said. “As I said earlier, my grandfather came here to rebuild the family fortune. He succeeded, but my father inherited the family stupidity. Now I’m trying to dig myself out of a hole I was thrown into. Fara usually deters the violent debt collectors, as mystic foxes terrify most people.”

      “What makes an alliance with me special, then?” Rys asked. “I have my own ideas, but tell me yourself.”

      Fara’s eyes narrowed. All eyes and ears focused on Vallis, who rubbed the back of her neck.

      “I don’t know if I should believe your talk about being from a thousand years ago,” Vallis said. “I don’t think it matters. You killed the debt collectors without blinking. Your magic is at least as powerful as Fara’s, which makes you the most powerful mage for hundreds of miles.”

      That fact nearly raised Rys’s eyebrows, but he maintained a neutral mask. The point was to test Vallis and see if she was more than a pretty face with a dangerous bodyguard.

      “I’ve tried a lot of things to pay off these debts,” she continued. “But the people my father took loans from want me out of business. They don’t want my money. With your help, I think things will be different.”

      “In other words, you want the backing of somebody powerful,” Rys said.

      Fara scowled at the summary and was about to say something.

      “Yes,” Vallis said, ignoring her bodyguard. Fara stared at Vallis.

      “That’s smart. When the odds are stacked against you, there’s no shame in accepting help,” Rys said. “I needed a lot of help to rise to power. Nobody is weak because they received a helping hand in life.”

      A smile rose on Vallis’s face. She raised a hand, palm open.

      Rys stopped her. “We can shake on it after I tell you what I’m after. You might not like it. I mean, look around you. It’s not like I have a palace or anything.”

      The ruined castle loomed over them. The layers of dust reminded him that nobody had been here for months, save for the debt collectors. Had they decided to use this place on a whim, knowing that nobody came here? A great place to hide a body, or some misdeeds.

      “I’d be happy if you offer an awful deal,” Fara said.

      Vallis jabbed the fox in the side. Fara’s tails whirled about wildly as she jumped, as if they helped her maintain her balance.

      “My interest is simple: the Labyrinth. There’s power down there that I want. You can worry about outside. I’ll deal with the castle and everything below,” Rys explained. “Given the age of this place, anything we find will be worth its weight in gold.”

      “More,” Vallis said, raising an eyebrow as she gave Rys a lopsided smile. “You realize you’re trying to sell food to the hungry, don’t you? I’ve wanted to break into the artifact market for years. The Labyrinth is the most dangerous place in the archipelago, and nobles from the continents buy everything brought up from it.”

      “Then why haven’t you? You have her,” he said, nodding at Fara.

      “You have no idea how dangerous the Labyrinth is,” Fara said sharply.

      Rys frowned. “I’ll see for myself later then. But I’m going down there.”

      “I believe you,” Vallis said, before Fara sniped at him again. “Do we shake now? Because if you’re supplying me with artifacts, then this is probably the best deal I’ll make in my life.”

      Fara glared at Vallis. “It might be the last deal. Shaking hands with an infernal will bind you to its will for life.”

      “For the last time, I’m human,” Rys muttered.

      He shook hands with Vallis. No eternal contract bound her to his will for all eternity.

      Rys could have done that, but he chose not to. Fara was already suspicious of him.

      “Great,” Vallis said. She jumped back and the motion did interesting things to her chest. “I’ll head into town and grab my things. This place could use some sprucing up, and I need to quell any rumors about my untimely demise.”

      “We’ll be back—” Fara began to say, following the other woman.

      “Fara, you stay here,” Vallis said, pushing the fox away.

      Fara blinked at her in confusion. When the fox looked at Rys, he shrugged in response.

      “You’re heading into the Labyrinth, aren’t you?” Vallis said with a raised eyebrow. “Take her with you.”

      “You’re going back alone?” Fara growled.

      “The debt collectors are gone. Nobody will touch me for a while,” Vallis said. “And I’d rather you prevent my new investment from getting lost down below. See you soon.”

      Vallis ran out the front of the castle. Still in the castle, Fara fumed. Her tails fanned out behind her.

      Several long moments passed. Rys waited for Fara to run after her friend, but that didn’t happen.

      Instead, Fara huffed and turned to face Rys. “Well?”

      “Not going after her?” Rys asked.

      “No. I’ll give her a slap when she comes back, but I know better than to chase her,” Fara said. Her tails curled around her body as she sighed. “Today happened because I’ve been mothering her too much. Things have become more dangerous since her father died, but I forgot how young she is.”

      Vallis looked plenty old enough to Rys. Somehow, he suspected saying that aloud wouldn’t go down well with Fara, for a variety of reasons.

      But her comment raised a good question.

      “How old are you? I’m unfamiliar with your race,” he asked.

      “Nearly 150. I won’t give you a better estimate than that,” Fara said with a smirk. “I’ll receive my fifth tail soon enough.” Her chest puffed out in pride, or as much as she could manage given its size.

      “That wasn’t a metaphor?” He’d assumed she hadn’t been serious when she brought up getting an extra tail.

      “It wasn’t. Mystic foxes grow additional tails as we age and grow in power. The most we have ever recorded is nine. I expect to gain my fifth tail within the next few years,” Fara said.

      “I take it you have some reason for your confidence?”

      “It’s simply what happens.” She shrugged. “Most foxes receive their first six tails at predictable ages. I received my fourth shortly before my sixtieth birthday—right before my adulthood ceremony. That means I should receive my fifth tail shortly.”

      The dwarves and elves must be lining up for the secrets of immortality if mystic foxes could live long enough to casually speak of adulthood at sixty.

      “So that means you came here while fairly old,” Rys said.

      “Old,” Fara said flatly.

      He rolled his eyes. “Yes, old. By the standards of most living beings, we’re old. Get used to it, old lady.”

      She snorted and flicked her hair with one hand. “To answer your question, yes. I came here as an adult.” She stressed the term, her eyes flashing. “Vallis’s grandfather, Gregory, saved my life. To repay him, I came here and helped him establish his business. Spending a few decades protecting his family seemed like a good deal.”

      Fara’s eyes became distant, and she sighed.

      “That seems like anything but a good deal,” Rys said. He stared at the castle entrance, where Vallis had ran off earlier.

      After following his gaze, Fara frowned. “She takes after him a lot. Vallis, I mean.”

      “She’s like a daughter to you.”

      “Yes. If you touch her, there won’t be a corpse left to find,” Fara growled, her eyes glowing bright blue. “But I want what’s best for her. Many things could have been different with her if I hadn’t…” Fara trailed off.

      Rys waited.

      “Speaking of mistakes, do you actually plan to head into the Labyrinth right now?” Fara asked, deliberately changing the subject. “I was serious about how dangerous it is. You’ll die.”

      Somebody didn’t believe how powerful he was.

      But she had a good point. The Labyrinth was a goal, but he had no reason to head down there right now. Orthrus had said that the seals had power conduits inside it, but that was it.

      A smarter plan was to build up his strength before diving into the Labyrinth. Gather allies, forge weapons, learn about his surroundings, and discover the limits of his power.

      He opened his mouth to express his thoughts, when a forgotten friend spoke up.

      “Normally, I’d agree with her,” Orthrus said, “but there’s something we need from the upper levels of the Labyrinth. With the fox’s aid, you can claim this castle’s power as your own.”

      Fara’s ears pricked up the moment Orthrus spoke. “What was that?” she snapped, looking around. Her eyes passed right over the golden wisp.

      Rys withheld the urge to whistle. Her senses had to be sharp to she detect Orthrus.

      Unfortunately, that meant he needed a cover story.

      He took some comfort from the fact she confirmed that he hadn’t gone insane. If she sensed Orthrus, that meant the voice hadn’t his imagination. It had been a real possibility, given all the things that the infernals had done to his body and soul over the centuries.

      “I’m communing with my adviser,” Rys said, picking something truthful but fairly bland.

      “Through an astral projection?” Fara said flatly.

      She sensed that much? Being able to detect anything in the astral plane meant having a magical affinity for souls—hence the term “astral.”

      His eyes narrowed. Her appearance and age had been strange. He had even wondered if those blue flames from earlier had been a form of astral power. What even was a mystic fox?

      “I’m a man of many talents. Care to believe that I’m from the ancient past now?” he said.

      “I’ll believe that you’re human. Infernals can’t use astral energy. I know that much.” Fara clicked her tongue. “What is your ‘adviser’ telling you?”

      Rys wondered the same thing.

      Orthrus spoke up again, “This castle is special. It has magic within it that has remained unused for millennia. One requirement to reactivate it is a power source, and one is close by.”

      “He’s an expert on the Labyrinth and this castle,” Rys said. “With his help, I plan to turn the castle into my own fortress. But I need to head into the Labyrinth to do so.”

      Expecting the fox to argue with him, Rys turned and walked toward a staircase he had spotted earlier. It led downward and was remarkably intact.

      Fara followed him. “That increases my confidence in you.”

      “It does?” Rys asked.

      “The locals consider this castle to be holy. I’ve always felt that something must be special about it,” she said. “If you have somebody who can help turn it into a fortress, maybe you can help Vallis.”

      Ah, so that’s what this was about. She only cared that he might be able to make himself useful.

      On the other hand, the source of her improved judgment was highly questionable.

      “You like me more because I spoke with somebody you don’t even know exists,” Rys said. “Should I start talking to more imaginary friends?”

      Fara rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say I liked you. But you’re useful enough to be worth protecting in the Labyrinth. At least so long as nothing too big tries to eat you.”

      “I won’t need protecting,” he said.

      Orthrus led Rys through the sub-levels of Castle Aion. At first, he assumed this was a basement, but those weren’t usually three levels deep.

      The golden wisp bobbed along in front of Rys. Blue balls of fire circled around them, lighting up the dark hallways. He frowned at them.

      “I’d prefer if you don’t trip over in the dark and die an embarrassing death,” Fara said.

      He rolled his eyes. “I can see in the dark.”

      “How very human of you.”

      While they descended to some unknown destination, Rys analyzed Fara’s blue fire. He was rusty after centuries in a void, but his magical senses sized them up quickly enough.

      “You don’t use sorcery,” he said.

      “I do not. Foxes use spiritualism,” Fara said, as if that explained anything.

      Fortunately, Rys didn’t need an explanation. He knew magical theory better than almost anybody in existence, even when the Infernal Empire had existed. That was part of what made him a master infernal sorcerer.

      There were only three true methods of using magic in the world, and two types of magical energy.

      The methods were known as sorcery, spiritualism, and astral power. The types of energy were sorcerous and astral. Sorcery used sorcerous energy and was the weakest form of magic. Astral power used astral energy and was the strongest. Spiritualism was an odd middle ground, best described as a form of sorcery that used astral energy as its power source.

      Most people referred to sorcerous energy as magical energy for a wide variety of reasons.

      The simplest of which was that almost every single race on Harrium used sorcery, and therefore used sorcerous energy. To them, sorcery was magic. Hence, sorcerous energy was magical energy.

      That Fara’s race used spiritualism made them extremely strange by the standards of Harrium. Rys felt his urge to learn more about her and her kind grow with each passing minute.

      Orthrus led them down a stairwell far deeper than any of the others. It was easily three stories deep. An empty landing sat at the bottom. Unlit torches lined the walls. Hundreds of people could stand here without touching one another. The perfect location to prepare for a Labyrinth dive.

      The cracked steel door at the far end of the landing confirmed Rys’s suspicion. A thick iron bar held it shut. Unlike the door, the iron bar looked relatively new. Everything was coated in a thick layer of dust. No signs of rust on the bar, but its shape was warped.

      Something had tried to get into the castle from whatever was on the other side of that door.

      “A Labyrinth entrance,” Orthrus said.

      Rys raised an eyebrow. “If this is sealed up, how do all of those artifacts get to Gauron and Pharos?”

      Fara answered him, “Hundreds of entrances dot the mountains. Some of them open up for a few weeks. Or maybe a day. Others are permanent.”

      “Only in the mountains?” he asked. That seemed odd.

      “I’ve been here for fifty years and I’ve never heard or seen of an entrance anywhere else. The Labyrinth runs across most of the archipelago. Rumor has it that you can use it to cross the islands, but I’ve never met anybody who’s done it,” Fara said. “Or even a friend of a friend.”

      Orthrus muttered something, “Most of the archipelago? Peculiar.”

      Rys ignored him, but made a mental note to raise the topic later.

      For now, he walked up to the steel door and tugged at the bar. Instinctively, one of his Gifts activated.

      Without meaning to, Rys froze. The power on the other end of this particular Gift was orders of magnitude greater than he remembered.

      “What’s wrong?” Fara asked.

      With a grunt, Rys hefted the steel bar off the gate with a shriek of metal against metal. Fara’s ears flattened against her head. He tossed the bar aside.

      “I realized how long 1500 years is,” Rys said.

      “Really?” Fara asked sarcastically.

      He sighed. “I rely on Infernal Gifts for my power. Those are connected to individual infernals in Hell. One of those is a strength Gift that increases my physical strength to be great enough for whatever I’m doing—combat; arm wrestling; or even lifting an iron bar stuck in place against a door.”

      “And?”

      “The infernal who gave this to me is a devil named Krisanem. She was somewhat capable. I liked her, but she got banished a lot, along with her sisters. Her species were known as Arcas devils, and they’re considered weak noble devils,” Rys said.

      “I feel you just said an oxymoron,” Fara muttered. “‘Weak’ and ‘devil’ shouldn’t be spoken together. So, what, she’s not weak anymore?”

      Rys grimaced. “There’s only one Gift I have that is anywhere near as strong. It belongs to one of the most powerful succubi to ever live.”

      Fara remained silent.

      Maybe she understood his concern. Maybe she didn’t.

      But the true weight of time finally came down on his shoulders.

      He already knew that a lot of the infernals from his time were dead. Now he knew that the few survivors were enormously powerful.

      In the past, he had used a wide variety of Gifts from dozens of infernals. Most powerful demons and devils refused to give him their Gift, or their price was too great. He only laid claim to a couple of truly powerful Gifts.

      Now every Gift he had felt immensely powerful.

      Well, except one. His translation Gift hadn’t changed. And the infernal on the other end felt almost unchanged, even after all of this time. Given how lazy that particular succubus had been, he felt comforted by that fact.

      For now, he needed to test out his remaining Gifts. He didn’t know what impact the seals had on them, other than the change to his infernal sorcery.

      “Let’s go,” he told Fara.

      Rys didn’t know what he expected from the Labyrinth. Maybe narrow stone hallways. A maze. Minotaurs. Something intimidating and claustrophobic.

      Instead, he found a remarkably open space full of signs of life. Sure, there was still plenty of stone everywhere, but vines and moss grew on top of it. Insects buzzed about. Water seeped through cracks in the stonework. Magical torches glowed on walls and ceilings.

      “We’re at least six or seven stories underground, but this looks like we walked into a cave,” he said. Then he corrected himself, “A dwarven cave.”

      “The Labyrinth has always been a strange place,” Fara said.

      Orthrus said nothing and instead went ahead.

      The first few rooms were empty and connected by simple stone hallways.

      Rys felt immense magical power around him. The sensation was almost crushing. Even the pebbles were magical.

      The feeling that he was walking into a trap grew as Rys followed Orthrus deeper into the Labyrinth.

      Eventually, they reached a room with a stream running through it. A stone bridge crossed it. Orthrus hovered over the far side.

      “Here,” the wisp said. “The floor is hollow.”

      Rys failed to discern any pattern in the stone flooring. The sheer amount of magical energy in his surroundings prevented him from detecting anything that might be beneath the stone. He had to trust Orthrus.

      When he crossed the bridge, he learned why the Labyrinth was dangerous. Gnashing teeth leaped from the river.

      Cursing, he rolled backward to avoid the shark’s maw. The beast missed him by inches.

      Then the shark rolled on the bridge and bestial arms and legs burst from its body in a shower of gore. It stood up, sinewy muscles and tendons oozing blood with every movement.

      “What the fuck,” Rys said.

      “Welcome to the Labyrinth,” Fara said. Her tails fanned out behind her and she nodded her head behind her. “We have company.”

      He clicked his tongue as he saw the smaller monsters coming through the hallway behind them. They looked like goblins, but with ashen skin and misshapen limbs. Where had they come from? There had been no other paths or entrances.

      So, this had been a trap.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      Reflexively, Rys reached for his most powerful Gift. The one given to him by his former mistress, the Succubus Queen, Lacrissa. It granted him the power to manipulate the minds of others—or at least emotions related to anger and fury. For monsters like these, that should work extremely well.

      He hit a mental wall as he tried to use the Gift. Although he knew he had the Gift and felt Lacrissa’s immense power on the other end, it remained unusable.

      This must be the power of the seal. Of course, it prevented him from using his most powerful ability.

      “Rys!” Fara snapped. Her tails whirred behind her, drawing a complicated pattern. One of the tiny goblins blew apart.

      Rys blinked. He barely caught her technique, but it looked like a blast of raw force. As if she had hit the goblin with an invisible anvil, and the beast’s tiny body had exploded from the impact.

      “I’ll handle the goblins,” he said. “Deal with the shark.”

      “Fine,” she snapped. Her body blurred and she appeared behind him.

      The shark-beast swung at Fara. Her tails continued to move, weaving two separate patterns. She dodged a couple of swings. Then she blinked forward, almost too fast for Rys to follow. Her fist crashed into the shark’s body. It flew across the room from the impact and slammed into the wall, dust billowing out.

      Rys briefly wondered if his strength Gift would work against that. She had used two spells at once. One to increase her speed, and another to increase her strength.

      It seemed Fara was a fox of many talents, given her ability to summon that blue fire.

      For now, he had his own enemies to worry about.

      Rys quickly checked his Gifts. He had four important Gifts available to him. His translation Gift. His strength Gift. His fury manipulation Gift.

      Finally, he had one remaining knowledge Gift. He had used this to cast infernal sorcery earlier, but was loath to draw on it too much. Knowledge Gifts were traceable by the original infernal, unlike other Gifts.

      Right now, Rys didn’t want any infernals to know he was alive. For all he knew, one of them was active in Harrium and could track him down while he was weakened. That would be bad.

      A goblin got close to him. He snapped out a punch and knocked its head off. He didn’t even need his strength Gift to do it, as the magic in his body empowered his muscles naturally.

      The dead goblin’s weapon clattered to the ground. Rys kicked it up into his hand.

      Instantly, his strength Gift activated, but in an unexpected manner. The power from Krisanem flooded through his body and into the iron sword. Within a second, its surface gleamed black and red light shined along its edge.

      “That’s new,” Rys said aloud.

      The remaining goblins froze, staring in confusion at Rys’s glowing black and red sword.

      Rys stepped forward and sliced through one with the black blade. It cut clean through flesh and bone. The Gift had magically enhanced the iron sword, making it a powerful magical weapon.

      Well, maybe not powerful. But it turned even a basic weapon into something useful. Rys imagined that the power of the weapon grew as his magical power did. Right now, it cut through bone. At his full strength, it might cut through angelic barriers.

      One Gift down. Two actually, given he couldn’t use his fury manipulation Gift.

      Rys tilted his head. The goblins gibbered nonsense at each other.

      Three down. The translation gift didn’t work on whatever garbage they spoke. It either didn’t count as a language or the Labyrinth was too strange to be captured in the Gift’s library of languages.

      That only left his infernal sorcery. He reached for the knowledge Gift again. This time, he was more careful while drawing on the Gift. The owner of the Gift was a knowledge devil known as the Darus Twins. With any luck, she wouldn’t notice him siphoning energy through their Gift.

      He was careful not to use the Gift itself, however.

      Shadow and red light appeared in his hand, just like when he destroyed the debt collectors. But no ball of hellfire appeared in his hand. This time, his hand glowed.

      The goblins charged at him, thinking his spell failed.

      Except then another flash occurred. A blast of wind blew the goblins to pieces. The glow in Rys’s hand grew brighter.

      “What was that about?” Fara asked from behind him.

      He let the spell drop and turned to face her. He’d killed the remaining goblins with his wind spell, so no threats remained. On her end, the shark monster had been pulverized into the stonework. Water coated her hands. She dried them off using her oversized sleeves.

      “Testing out my sorcery,” he said.

      “I thought you were more powerful than this,” she said.

      He shrugged. “Imagine that you went to sleep for a really long time. Then you woke up and all of your magic was different. Sure, it’s more powerful, but that doesn’t help you learn new things faster. I’m a fast learner, but I still need to learn.”

      It was a convenient lie, and not too far from the truth. He was learning his new Gifts, but his sorcery was unchanged. The change to using a knowledge Gift affected how he cast, while the seals affected what spells he could use.

      “So you’re actually weakened?” Fara asked, her eyes narrowing. Her tails fanned out behind her for a brief moment.

      Seconds passed as Rys and Fara stared each other in the eye. Then she lowered her tails.

      “You did a lot better than I expected,” she said. “How does your magic work?”

      “It’s infernal sorcery. It uses infernal energy.”

      “Amazing. I use spiritualism. It runs on the power of spirits,” Fara replied with a roll of her eyes.

      Rys led her to where Orthrus continued to hover. The wisp had ignored the battle.

      “Unlike your answer, I was being serious. Infernal energy is a type of magical energy. It comes from Hell. In order to use it safely, it needs to be processed or else it kills humans,” Rys said. “Hence my need to relearn a few things.”

      Fara frowned. “Your magic literally runs on the power of Hell?”

      “Yes. Great, isn’t it?”

      “No.”

      Rys ignored her, and continued his explanation, “Most infernalists use magical artifacts. Rings, staves, amulets. Those work, but not that efficiently. I used infernal Gifts specifically intended to convert the energy for me. But the devils who gave me those Gifts are now long dead. I’m hijacking another Gift to do the conversion right now, which isn’t ideal.”

      Eventually he’d need to find a new Gift to do that. Or maybe he’d actually invest in the artifacts, so that he wasn’t reliant on his knowledge Gift to cast his sorcery.

      “Your spiritualism is much more powerful than I expected. You’re channeling your spells using your tails. Which means you hold your astral energy in them as well, until you need to convert it into magical energy for spellcasting,” he said.

      Fara blinked. “What?”

      “You… don’t know that?” he asked.

      “I use my tails to cast arrays, which is what foxes call our spiritual techniques. I don’t understand anything else you just said, other than the words,” Fara said. She frowned. “I’m not sure if you’re trying to confuse me or sound smart.”

      He let the topic pass. If Fara didn’t understand her own magic, it wasn’t worth raising.

      But he was very curious about how her magic worked. If she were an enemy and this were his original time, he could have dissected her and worked out how she ticked. But she wasn’t, so that was off the table.

      For that matter, her hostility had drastically reduced in the space of a few short hours. That brought a smirk to Rys’s face.

      “You said I did better than expected. I told you that I could handle this place,” Rys said.

      Not that he felt so confident given how much of his power was missing, but only an idiot showed weakness in front of someone like Fara.

      “Most people don’t come down here bare-handed and unarmored,” Fara said. “So yes, I’m impressed.”

      Fair point. Rys tugged at his silk clothing and grimaced. Not exactly what he usually wore to a fight.

      “I’m a sorcerer. I’ve trained to fight without equipment,” he said. “But I’ll forge some weapons and armor once we’re back and I have some tools. There wasn’t the time. I should have asked Vallis to bring some.” He stroked his chin.

      “Forge?” Fara raised an eyebrow. “Vallis said you claimed to be some famous demonic general. Why would you know how to forge anything?”

      “I grew up on the streets of Ruathym—that was the capital of the Infernal Empire, by the way,” Rys said. “Humans were the lowest of all races. Little magical ability. Short lifespans. Weak physical ability. That made us expendable in a society that ran entirely on the individual power and whims of various infernals.”

      Fara scowled. “How could a race as infamously evil and capricious as devils and demons rule an entire continent?”

      “By beating rules and order into everybody and teaching them that the only way to improve things is to either become more powerful or work for somebody who already is.” Rys shrugged. “But we’re digressing.”

      “It is an interesting digression,” Orthrus said, hovering nearby. He remained near the same stonework as earlier, still indicating for Rys to uncover whatever lay beneath.

      “True,” Fara said. “So, what? You started as a lowly human and… became a general that knows how to forge weapons?” She looked skeptical.

      Rys chuckled. “It sounds stupid, but that’s because you don’t know the time span involved.”

      His gaze became distant. Many of his oldest memories were foggy at best. That wasn’t due to the seals. When his body had been reconstructed, not everything had been brought across perfectly. He had been an ordinary human once, and that meant his memory had been less than perfect at that time.

      “I got off the streets by becoming a smith,” he said, flexing his fists. “Then I learned rune-crafting. I needed something to make me different from the thousands of other weaponsmiths in Ruathym. Unfortunately, that attracted attention. Exactly what you shouldn’t do in Ruathym. A succubus took an interest in me. Over the decades, history played out.”

      Fara frowned. “That’s awfully vague.”

      “Are you going to tell me everything about your past?” he asked. “Is that what we’re doing now? Swapping life stories? You wanted to know how I can claim to be a famous general and a blacksmith. The answer is that I was a smith long before I got pumped full of infernal energies.”

      Looking away, Fara rubbed her arms. Her tails lowered behind her. Rys suspected the movements of her tails might not be entirely random or driven by emotion. Did they indicate something more and he couldn’t understand them?

      “The stone,” Orthrus said, drawing Rys’s attention back to his objective.

      Nothing about this patch of flooring looked different. Rys looked at it from a few different angles, suspicious of Orthrus’s intentions. The attack from earlier had thrown him, even though it hadn’t been too serious. Fara might be impressed, but Rys wasn’t. The goblins moved quickly and were numerous, but they were no stronger than your average lesser demon.

      Rys reached down and slipped his fingers through the cracks between the stonework. Immediately, he knew this flooring was off. This wasn’t a block of stone, but a thin plate. His Gift kicked in and he hurled the stone plate to one side.

      A circular panel of steel lay beneath it. Glowing lines of energy crisscross it and met in the center. Strange symbols were etched into the steel. His translation Gift didn’t work on written languages, so it couldn’t help here.

      An indent in the center held what appeared to be a long black slate of either steel or stone.

      Rys gripped the slate and pulled on it, but it was stuck fast.

      “Twist it first, then pull,” Orthrus advised.

      Rys followed the instructions. The entire steel panel turned along with the plate, drawing heavily on Rys’s Gift and causing the muscles in his arm to bulge. Fara gasped, then covered her mouth with her hands. She looked away with a blush and flattened ears when Rys looked at her.

      Once the panel turned ninety degrees clockwise, it stopped moving. Rys tugged on the slate and it pulled free. The lines of energy vanished. Nothing else changed, however.

      Standing up, Rys looked over his prize. It was roughly two feet long and an inch thick. It also weighed as much as an adult man, if not more. If dropped from a height, it would crush somebody flat.

      But it felt inert. The material was unfamiliar to Rys and seemed far denser than any stone he had handled.

      “We have what we need. Let us leave before anything else finds you,” Orthrus said. He left the way they came.

      Or at least, it should have been the way they came.

      “What the hell is this?” Rys asked.

      The room they entered looked unfamiliar to Rys. They had backtracked, but entered an entirely different room. This chamber had only a single entrance and exit. The same had been true of every room he had been in so far.

      “It’s the Labyrinth,” Fara said. “We’re only a few rooms in, so the exit can’t be far.”

      Rys frowned, then it clicked. “The magic in every wall. It’s because the entire Labyrinth is changing, isn’t it? That’s how we were ambushed from behind even though we were in a one-way passage.”

      “Indeed. The Labyrinth is ever-changing. An entity beyond the restrictions of time and space,” Orthrus said. “The fox’s comment about passages across the archipelago is true. The Labyrinth stretches across every island in the archipelago—it is a part of them.”

      Aware that Fara was here, he remained silent. But he had many questions.

      Fortunately, Orthrus anticipated the most obvious one. How had he known where this stone slate was?

      “I have considerable knowledge of this place and how to navigate it. But my methods are imperfect. Fortunately, we didn’t need to descend past the first floor. But my senses tell me that we will need to go deeper if we wish to find the power conduits for the seals.”

      This explained a lot. Fara’s fear of the Labyrinth. The weakness of the beasts here. How entrances cropped up across the entire archipelago at random.

      But it raised so many questions that it left Rys hungering for answers. He needed to wait, for now.

      Orthrus led them back to the castle. After sealing the gate up again with the iron bar, they ascended the staircase to the third level.

      Once there, they followed Orthrus to a hidden chamber behind a false wall. Despite its hiding place, others had clearly found it since the castle had been abandoned.

      The chamber looked vaguely similar to an office. Rotted desks occupied much of the room. A cracked dais sat in the corner and had been stripped of its decorative lining. Little else had survived centuries of looting. The walls were filled with holes and unreadable markings, just like the rest of the castle.

      What drew Rys’s eye were specific holes near the dais that looked far larger than those elsewhere. Long, flat hollows in the walls and floor that looked suspiciously similar in size to the slate that Rys held in his arms.

      Rys slid the slate into a hollow and twisted it. It locked in place. At that moment, Rys felt the slightest twinge of something brushing against his mind. Before he could respond to it, it vanished.

      Then his attention was captured by everything around him.

      The room burst into light. The power slate lit up with white veins of magical light, which then stretched across the stone walls. Rys felt magic thrum in the air and even within his bones. Something pushed into his mind and flooded him with power.

      Every object in the room began to restore itself as the magic touched it. The rotten wood regenerated. Unrecognizable piles of black matter unraveled into paper. The stonework gleamed as if it were brand new while gold and silver decorative trimmings appeared out of nowhere. More furnishings constructed themselves from nothing.

      Rys remained dead still, afraid that he might be caught up in this madness if he moved. Orthrus buzzed about excitedly. With a squeal, Fara leaped out of the chamber and watched from outside, peeking from around a corner while her blue flames hovered above her head.

      After several long minutes, the magic receded back into the stone slate. The veins of light vanished. Only the slate itself remained lit up, continuing to emanate magical energy.

      The room now looked like a control room or an extremely fancy magical atelier. A glowing magical image of the ruined castle hovered above the dais in soft white light. Elsewhere, Rys saw more hollows within the walls and floor. Places for more slates to be inserted.

      “I’ve seen a lot, but this was impressive by itself,” Rys said. “I can definitely believe this is pre-Emergence magic.”

      Orthrus chuckled. “It’s different, isn’t it? Even if you’ve played with a worldstone, you must know that this is far superior.”

      “Pre-Emergence?” Fara asked, creeping back into the chamber.

      Oh, right. She was still here.

      “You know what the Emergence is, don’t you?” Rys asked.

      Fara rolled her eyes. “It’s when the divine races first arrived in Harrium—the angels and the infernals. Not that I’d call any of them divine.”

      The continued use of the term was curious to Rys. Races who came from other worlds were called “divine” and he thought it was because they had ruled the world. But people still called them divine, even though it had been over a thousand years since the last great divine empire collapsed.

      He gestured to the restored room around him. “This is the work of a divine race. But not one I recognize. On top of that, the power is obscene. The angels were the only race I knew of that could manipulate time and space easily, and they never did it on this scale.” He chuckled darkly. “I plugged a stone block into a hole and undid millennia of decay. The Labyrinth recreates itself within minutes and extends across an entire archipelago. So, yes, this is pre-Emergence.”

      More to the point, this was astral power.

      There was a lot more separating the three methods of magic than the types of energy they used.

      Astral energy was the stuff of souls and far more powerful than sorcerous energy. Any being strong enough to work with astral energy directly had the ability to manipulate reality itself. An angel might not cut an arm off with their sword, but instead sever the very idea of the arm being connected to the arm. Regeneration or healing became impossible.

      With enough power and talent, sorcery could mimic astral power, but that was it. The greatest Infernal Gifts only scratched at what was possible with astral power, because infernals relied on sorcery.

      Fara’s use of spiritualism attempted to bridge the gap between sorcery and astral power, because she had the raw power of astral energy at her disposal. Her disadvantage was that she couldn’t directly use that energy. That was why she used spiritual techniques—they were a way to safely use the astral energy without harming her.

      In a way, spiritualism was similar to infernal sorcery. The energy source was lethal to the user, but it granted far greater power if used correctly.

      Rys abandoned his thoughts. Instead, he looked at the glowing blueprint of the castle that hovered above him. Fara followed his eyes.

      As if responding to their gaze, the image began to shift. The ruined exterior morphed into an ordinary keep and turned blue.

      “I’m scared to think what that means,” Fara said.

      Rys felt power pulse within the castle. He didn’t feel it through his magical senses, but deep within his mind.

      During the chaos, something had connected to his mind. He reached for it and found a massive wall of power, too vast for him to comprehend. But he sensed something beyond it.

      He decided not to find out what it was. It felt dormant.

      Whatever it was, its raw power dwarfed even Lacrissa’s by at least an order of magnitude, and anything more powerful than the Succubus Queen wasn’t something he wanted to disturb right now.

      But that connection allowed him to sense the state of the castle. Something was moving within it.

      He stared at the blueprint. The sub-levels of the castle shifted now and turned blue.

      Suddenly, Orthrus broke his silence, “You are the master of the castle now. I am heartened to see that I was right to awaken you, after centuries of effort. That leaves you with complete control over the castle, including its ability to remodel itself.”

      Fara raised an eyebrow and looked at Rys questioningly. Presumably, she had sensed Orthrus’s speech, if not the content.

      “This allows me to change the castle’s exterior and interior,” Rys said. “Just like the Labyrinth.”

      Fara’s eyes widened. “That stone block allowed you to do this?”

      “I did say this was pre-Emergence,” Rys said.

      “I… Sorry,” Fara muttered, her tails falling low.

      The two of them exited the chamber. Outside, the sub-levels already looked better. The stonework repaired itself as they walked upstairs, and dust vanished. Magical torches sprung up along the walls and lit themselves.

      Fara remained silent, but her demeanor said plenty. Her ears remained flattened against her head and her tails hung low against the ground. She rubbed her hands against her arms as she looked around.

      Shortly afterward, the two of them stood in the empty hall. Just as occurred below, this place was being repaired as well. The plant life vanished into motes of prismatic light as the castle destroyed it using magic. Even the ceiling repaired itself rapidly, blocking out the sunlight. Here as well, torches appeared to provide light.

      The architecture was very simple, he realized. Probably because he hadn’t actively thought of much when he looked at the blueprint. It had simply tried to become a “castle” or something similar. The hall lacked any furnishings inside it.

      “It might be awhile before Vallis returns,” Rys said. “Why don’t I fix up the sub-levels and give us somewhere to rest?”

      “Alright,” Fara said.

      Creating the bedrooms didn’t take long. The blueprint responded eagerly to his thoughts. But his mind was uncertain when he tried to change the castle. Probably because he had no idea what to expect from his surroundings.

      Which brought him to a major problem.

      Knowledge. More specifically, his lack of it.

      The simplest solution was to raid his remaining knowledge Gift. That was why he had it. Knowledge Gifts were like a library of information, where the user had access to the information that the owner provided them.

      In Rys’s case, his knowledge Gift gave him full access to the Darus Twins’ library.

      But, as he had worried about before, he had a problem. Darus felt exponentially more powerful than she had before. Which was unheard of for a Calosceme knowledge devil like her. The idea troubled Rys.

      If Darus became aware that Rys was alive, he might be in danger. But he needed to use that knowledge Gift.

      It was a fine line he needed to tread. He hadn’t risen to power in the Infernal Empire without taking risks, but he also wasn’t an idiot. Pissing people off by being an arrogant jackass with nothing to back it up was the definition of stupidity, not strength.

      He planned to take back all of his power and then build a new empire. He already measured his age in centuries. What were a few more years? Rys loved delayed gratification.

      There was nothing sweeter than enjoying something he had been looking forward to for months or even years. Whether it be women, conquest, or even a simple steak.

      Rys left the control room. If he wanted to enjoy those future women, conquests, and steaks, he needed more allies than a fox and a merchant.

      Fortunately, Rys knew a few friends in Hell that might enjoy a fun vacation.
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      Fara spotted Rys heading down to the entrance to the Labyrinth and chased after him. He didn’t tell her what his plans were, but he let her follow him. The space down there gave him plenty of room to do his work.

      Drawing up a summoning circle took only a few minutes. Rys didn’t need any magical catalysts. He used raw magic to draw glowing red lines on the ground.

      “This looks ominous,” Fara said, her tails curling around her. She remained close to the stairs.

      “It’s a summoning ritual,” he said.

      “Like I said. Ominous.”

      “They’ll be under my control. And I’m sticking to simple demons. Only a few noble demons and their commander,” he explained as he straightened up and admired his handiwork.

      Even after 1500 years of stasis, he still had it.

      Fara giggled nervously. “A few noble demons, you say? I’m sorry, but you keep doing it.”

      He looked at her, this time in genuine confusion. “I don’t get it.”

      “Wow. I’ve done demon hunting before. Noble demons are considered the most dangerous of all. One of them can take out an entire company of knights or mages. They’re effectively impervious to non-magical attacks. Their blows go through magical plate like it’s made out of paper. Each of them towers over any man, even one of your height. The worst of them have specially crafted runic weapons,” Fara said, ticking off her fingers as if she were going through a checklist.

      “You’re saying that like you can’t fight a noble demon,” Rys said. He placed his hands on his hips.

      “I can, but I’m a mystic fox. Spiritualism is the counter to sorcery, and infernals run on it. We’re almost tailormade to slay them.” She frowned. “But we’re also far more powerful than humans. Only the most capable of knights and mages consider themselves the equal of mystic foxes.”

      Rys filed away that knowledge, although he wondered if he needed to. The amount he didn’t know about this time period was practically insurmountable. He needed to consult his knowledge Gift, even if it was dangerous.

      If noble demons were considered that powerful, it was a good thing he had chosen to keep his initial summon simple. He imagined Fara’s reaction if he summoned a bunch of devils capable of hurling hellfire.

      The primary reason he had chosen this particular summoning was simple: risk. Without consulting his knowledge Gift, he didn’t know the state of Hell. Most of his former allies were dead, which meant he needed to summon unfamiliar allies.

      But he had two allies whose status he could check on and whose loyalty he could guarantee. The means by which he did this was true name summoning.

      An infernal’s true name was their very being. For a demon, it guaranteed their loyalty. For a devil, their true name was so important that many would kill themselves rather than give it out.

      Rys knew the true name of two infernals. One was too much trouble right now, as she hated his guts and would actively try to screw him over. A true name guaranteed loyalty, but it still allowed wiggle room with orders. Rys didn’t want to spend half his life sitting on a pouty infernal who tried to disobey him at every turn.

      So he had one option. Fortunately, it was a good option. And a quick check of the true name using a spell confirmed that it remained active.

      With a flash of red light and shadow, Rys activated the summoning circle. Fara cursed and jumped backward, her tails whirring behind her. A flash of astral energy centered on her, but it vanished just as quickly and she didn’t cast any spells.

      When the shadows cleared, roughly thirty demons stood in the summoning circle. Less than he’d hoped for, but still plenty.

      Of those thirty, four of them were noble demons. Their massive physiques stood out from the animal-like visages of the mixture of greater and lesser demons around them. Each of the noble demons stood nearly ten feet tall and had solid white skin that looked like bone at a glance.

      But none of them mattered. Not really.

      The demon who mattered stood in the center of the crowd of unruly, chattering beasts. He remained dead silent as he towered over all of them. While the other demons gibbered excitedly and pointed at Fara, he locked eyes with Rys.

      This demon was part of a species known as Kashlovians, and he was a particularly big one. He stood over thirteen feet tall, putting him at twice Rys’s height. His skin was a charcoal black and hidden underneath a thick layer of white bone armor and ash-colored fur. A stone mask in the shape of a dragon’s skull covered his head and four glowing red eyes leered out from underneath it.

      In short, Kashlovians were the stuff of nightmares. They were demonic hunters, stronger and faster than other demons and built to slay almost anything in close combat.

      The demons began to move forward, leering at Fara. The fox scowled and her tails moved again. That must be how she casts her spiritual techniques, Rys realized.

      The Kashlovian demon slammed a gargantuan axe into the ground, hilt-first. The sound reverberated in the chamber and stopped the demons dead. Then he waved in the air with one arm, as if dismissing the other demons to a corner.

      They grumbled and wandered off, chatting to each other as they went.

      “Rys…” the Kashlovian breathed out, his voice so deep and booming that it shook Rys’s bones. “You’re alive. After all these centuries.”

      “It’s been a while, Grigor,” Rys said.

      Grigor let out a bark of laughter. After a few moments he threw his head back and it turned into an uproarious peal.

      “Yes, it has been. But that doesn’t matter now, does it?” Grigor said.

      The demon strode forward until he stood in front of Rys.

      “As I served you in the past, General, so I shall serve you again. This time, it will be until death separates us,” Grigor said.

      He held out one muscly arm, easily as thick as Rys’s body. Realizing Grigor’s intent, Rys grasped Grigor’s open palm with his own.

      The two of them gripped each other’s fists with all of their might. Rys’s strength Gift kicked in, but it flailed in short order. Grigor’s hand was like a vice.

      No, a vice would probably be more pleasant.

      “Well, you certainly kept up your training,” Rys said, shaking feeling back into his hand.

      “No, I apologize,” Grigor said, shaking his head and looking back at the demons he brought with him. “If I had known you would return, I would have maintained a position suitable for a demon prince such as myself. You gave me that rank and power for a reason and I let it rot. I could only bring these few demons with me when you called.”

      “Demon prince!” Fara squealed, interrupting the conversation.

      Rys and Grigor looked over at the fox. Every hair on her body stood on end, including her tails. She stared at Grigor in some strange mix of terror and fascination.

      “That’s him, yeah,” Rys said, jabbing a thumb at Grigor. “Demon Prince Grigor. Appointed by the Demon Lord Argran some… fuck, you were like fifty when I bullied him to do it. So, what, nearly 1800 years now?”

      “That sounds correct,” Grigor said. “I assume this is one of your new allies, then?”

      Fara opened her mouth to say something, presumably some acerbic or witty remark about not being an ally.

      Rys beat her to the punch, “Close enough.” He gave her a warning look.

      Grigor was many things. One of those was a person who sometimes took things too literally if he didn’t feel like reading between the lines. A mystic fox with mixed feelings about working with Rys might not bring up a strong desire to care.

      The glowing red embers within Grigor’s mask bore down on Fara for several long seconds. She straightened her back, her tails flaring up behind her in a signal that she wasn’t backing down.

      Then Grigor chuckled and slammed his axe into the ground. Fara jumped at the noise and the other demons looked over in curiosity.

      “Any ally of Rys is welcome,” Grigor said. “Especially when he is weakened like this.”

      Rys nearly slapped himself in the face. He wanted to slap Grigor, but knew that would only hurt his hand. The huge demon prince didn’t know better and was honest almost to a fault.

      Actually, it was a fault given he was an infernal.

      Fara said nothing, but her ears twitched as she glanced at Rys.

      “I don’t plan to stay like this for long,” Rys grumbled, then changed the topic. “There’s plenty of room for the demons in the sub-levels. I don’t know where they’ve been staying in Hell, but it might be a step up.”

      “We wandered the independent wastelands of Hell. A solid roof above our heads is very welcome. And once you…” Grigor paused and his maw twisted. It was the only part of his face visible beneath the mask. “Attract enough succubi, shall we say, they’ll never want to return.”

      “It’ll be a while before I summon many succubi. Don’t build expectations.” Rys rubbed his chin.

      Succubi came in many variations, but they were all forms of noble devils. Even the weakest of them required substantial power from Rys. And true succubi required a level of power and skill that Rys didn’t have available right now, due to the seals.

      Even if he did have the skill, he’d be wary. Succubi excelled at both physical combat and mental influence. While Rys knew how to dominate them, he wasn’t foolish enough to let them into his new home until he had the power to keep them under his thumb. They were a flighty lot.

      “I don’t intend to,” Grigor said, his disdain for the sexual proclivities of the succubi oozing from his voice. He sighed. “I shall move them to their quarters and set boundaries. It would be a shame if I had to banish any to Hell so soon. We shall speak soon, Rys.”

      Grigor strode off to the other demons and changed languages. He snarled at the demons in a guttural demonic language which Rys spoke natively, allowing his translation gift to remain inert.

      Once the demons left the chamber, Rys and Fara were alone. No signs of the summoning circle remained, as it had burned away after serving its purpose.

      Fara edged closer to Rys, her tails lowering.

      “Weakened?” she asked, sounding doubtful. “You summoned a demon prince while weakened?”

      “Do you believe my story now?” he asked.

      “I don’t know what to think.” She shook her head, her tails flat against it. “I felt his power. Even brushing against it was like hugging a mountain. Even with every technique I know for slaying monsters, and my specialized anti-sorcery abilities, I don’t know if I’d stand a chance against him.”

      “Grigor’s more of a general than a warrior. Kind of unusual for his race,” Rys said. “But he is still a demon prince.”

      “And you summoned him. That doesn’t scream ‘weak’ to me.”

      “He was a special case. I’m the best infernal summoner there’s ever been. I invented half of the summoning techniques used by the Empire post-Cataclysm. But I can’t use most of them right now.” Rys clenched a fist and glared at it. “So, yes, Grigor is right to say I’m weakened. If you call Grigor a mountain, I’d be the entire mountain range.”

      “Oh.”

      Fara looked at him uncertainly, as if weighing up something in her mind.

      Rys had a pretty good idea what that “something” was. Anyone with an ounce of intelligence would consider killing a potential enemy while they were weak enough.

      “You’re helping Vallis. For now, that’s enough for me,” Fara said, her tails hanging low behind her.

      For now, she said.

      Amusing, Rys thought with a smirk, as he watched her walk up the stairs. His gaze fixed on the shapely ass he saw beneath her black combat robe.

      The cute little fox had changed her tune rather quickly. Rys imagined the sort of fun things he might be able to do with her, and the sounds she might make.

      But those fantasies could wait. He had time to bring her around, and he knew he had the ability to convince her that he was worth serving. Something complicated lurked behind those piercing blue eyes of hers. There was more to her story.

      And besides, Rys preferred his women to enjoy his company. Fara’s sniping was fun, but if he wanted women to insult him, then he could summon devils to do that any time he felt like it. He knew entire strains of succubi that got off on it.

      Rys retired to his own bedroom, which consisted of little more than a large wooden bed with a mattress. He planned to spend minimal time here, so elaborate furnishings were unnecessary until he had company.

      Which was code for women.

      Right now, he needed to take care of something he had put off all day.

      It was time for Rys to delve into his one remaining knowledge Gift. He needed to learn more about this world, but without alerting the owner of the Gift that he was alive.

      Normally, this was a simple task. Rys mentally tapped into his knowledge Gift as he had thousands of times before.

      He should have felt the mental equivalent to an index. Knowledge Gifts weren’t that different to reading a reference book. The user looked through an index, found the “page number” of what they were looking for, then looked up the actual information. This took place effectively instantly, as it was a mental task.

      Rys had avoided this so far out of caution, not because he needed time. But now he needed information, and his Gift was the main way to get it.

      But instead of receiving the information mentally, Rys felt the knowledge Gift pull at him. Instinctively, he tried to retreat from it. He failed, and the Gift captured him.
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      A dark room greeted Rys when he opened his eyes. Lavender drapes surrounded him. He looked up and saw that the curtains rose as far as his eye could see.

      An illusion.

      Rys focused inward, then relaxed. His body lay on his bed. Only his mind had been pulled into the knowledge Gift. This place was a mental construct, built by the knowledge Gift.

      A small round table sat in the center of the room. Three tiny stools surrounded it. Rys sat down and a teacup appeared in front of him. The cup was made from fine china and decorated with gold and silver.

      “Tea? Really?” he said, raising an eyebrow.

      The cup vanished and was replaced by a different one, this one suited for coffee.

      “Much better,” Rys said. He placed his hand around it.

      A glass jug full of brown liquid appeared in the center of the table, emitting steam. Smaller glass containers with sugar, salt, and other substances appeared next to it. Rys felt magic within the jug, which amused him.

      This place wasn’t real. The coffee would stay hot because it was coffee. There was no need to make the jug magical, other than to complete the illusion that he had been transported somewhere.

      He sipped the coffee and was transported back in time. It tasted like Ruathym, the city of his childhood. And much of his adulthood, for that matter.

      “Hell, this does take me back,” he said. “It’s like the Empire never fell.”

      “I’m glad you approve, darling,” a female voice said from behind the curtain.

      “Oh, yes. So very glad. It’s been far too long since we’ve heard you speak,” an identical voice said from a different location.

      Two women slipped through the drapes, and Rys caught a glimpse of a luxurious bedroom through the gap. He doubted it existed, but the sight was a key part of the illusion.

      Each of the women looked identical. Probably because they were identical. They were one devil with two bodies, and they acted like it. They had long purple hair tied up in twintails and matching purple eyes. Their lithe bodies and skin shined a ghostly white and were somehow paler than the extravagant frilly white dresses they both wore.

      To the average man, the Darus Twins would be the most beautiful women they would ever lay eyes on. They’d always had an ethereal beauty that stood out from their race, but the centuries had been good for them.

      Rys rated them a nine out of ten. He was a tough customer, although he definitely appreciated them.

      “Darus,” Rys said, lowering his coffee.

      “Rys,” the Darus Twins breathed out. They stepped up to him and ran their hands through his hair while trying to inhale his skin with their faces.

      They weren’t real, he reminded himself. His memories reproduced the physical sensations of their touch.

      When they leaned against his body, he held himself in check. Their dresses were cut open at the top to reveal the frilly black lingerie they wore. His mind reproduced a memory in bed with them, and the scent of their shampoo and scented soap. He remembered the sweet moans they made in bed when he pressed their bodies together while thrusting into them.

      As much as he wanted to relive those memories, he suppressed the desire.

      Something told Rys that fucking mental reproductions of the knowledge devil in charge of the Gift might allow him to be detected. Because these twins weren’t the real thing, even if they did a fantastic job of making Rys rock hard.

      “I’m here to ask questions. You know, the usual thing people use knowledge Gifts for,” Rys said, ignoring his libido.

      Darus pouted at him, but they pulled away. Their scent lingered in his nose long after they sat down opposite him.

      “You like the change?” they asked, gesturing around them.

      Teacups appeared in front of them and filled with a lilac-colored tea.

      “I’m impressed at the quality of the illusion. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were really here,” he said.

      The Twins smiled at him. Desire oozed from their eyes.

      “We’d love to devote all of our attention to you, darling,” one said.

      “Forever and ever,” the other muttered.

      “But we have a lot to do these days. Lots of infernals use our knowledge Gift. Of course, only you have full access, but it’s too much work to pay attention to every request for information. We created this to improve the customer experience,” Darus said.

      “Not that you’re a customer,” the other Twin added hastily, and both nodded rapidly.

      Had they always been this desperate for his approval and affection?

      Rys had the impression he might have fucked up somewhere in the past. To him, the Darus Twins were a footnote in his past. A curiosity because of their intelligence, ambition, and the fact they were twin devils. He had seduced them, gained their Gift, then moved on, other than a visit every so often.

      Like every infernal, Darus had been banished to Hell when the Infernal Empire collapsed. The portal that sustained the existence of almost every infernal in Harrium had been destroyed along with Ruathym. It led to what the infernals called the “Forever Banishing.”

      “Being here reminds me of a lot of knowledge Gifts from before the Cataclysm,” Rys said, as he drank from his endless supply of coffee. “Knowledge devils used illusions like this to create a better experience than trying to read a book in your head. Helped justify the extortionate fees some charged.”

      Infernals never gave anything away for free. Most knowledge devils sold access to their Gifts in exchange for an annual fee.

      Said annual fee was payable for the rest of the customer’s life. And an infernal contract signed with a devil was non-negotiable and magically enforced. Refusal to pay meant death or slavery, and running wasn’t an option.

      Darus’s eyes gleamed. All four of them. Rys suspected she had taken on a similar racket in Hell.

      “Ask any question you like, darling,” the Twins said together, their voices turning husky. “Our mind is an open book to you. As are our bodies.”

      They ran their fingers down the front of their dresses, revealing their lingerie again.

      Rys reminded himself of his objective, which didn’t include screwing Darus.

      The Twins in front of him had confirmed they were mental constructs, and that the real Darus was too busy to pay attention to her knowledge Gift. That gave him the leeway he thought he had. He had worried when they had pulled him into this world, but everything was fine.

      Fine, he thought, as the Twins stared at him with raw hunger.

      If he alerted Darus to his survival, how long would he have before she used every scrap of information she had to track him down and satisfy that hunger? Because these constructs looked like they wanted to fuck him for a year straight.

      Rys tried asking the obvious question. What happened to him?

      The moment he formed the question, something stopped him. His mouth opened, but the words wouldn’t come out.

      He tried again.

      Damn. Of course, it couldn’t be that easy. Any attempt he made to ask a question about his disappearance or anything related to his missing memories produced that same mental block.

      Darus stared at him with curiosity. They swirled their tea, fiddled with their clothes, licked their lips, and let their hands linger below the table for too long.

      He decided to stick with the most relevant topics for the time being. That meant he needed to skip a lot of what he really wanted to learn about, but asking too much would tip Darus off.

      If somebody used her knowledge gift to ask about the last 1500 years of history, what had happened to every major infernal, and an archipelago in the middle of nowhere, then even the busiest knowledge devil would notice.

      “Tell me about the Tolaran Archipelago,” Rys said. “Briefly.”

      A flickering image of a map appeared in midair next to him. He raised an eyebrow.

      “Why is it flickering?” he asked.

      “It adds to the realism. Lots of infernals feel that static images are fake. If it moves or flickers, it tricks their stupid little minds into thinking that they’re in a real place instead of being trapped inside their mind,” Darus said.

      Rys wondered what it took to not be considered stupid by Darus.

      The map stopped flickering. Rys raised an eyebrow as he noticed there was a lot of missing detail on it, but certain areas were very well populated.

      “I take it you don’t know much about the region,” he said.

      “It’s a tiny set of islands with little of importance. We only know this much because there are knowledge devils currently active there, and we have their Gifts,” one of the Twins said.

      One of the most common ways for a knowledge devil to enhance their own Gift was to acquire the Gift of other infernals. Darus appeared to be the veritable queen of knowledge devils right now, which would make it easy for her to bully weaker devils into giving her their Gift.

      “Do you know where they are?” Rys asked.

      “No. They’re not stupid enough to let me know that. But somebody has summoned a few permanently, I believe,” Darus said.

      Fara had mentioned that other infernalists came to the archipelago. That wasn’t an exaggeration. A permanent knowledge devil summon meant that Rys had some competition, even if they likely weren’t anybody too dangerous.

      He moved on, standing up and analyzing the map.

      The archipelago consisted of four large islands plus several smaller islands. The larger islands were called Kavolara, Gorgria, Dalyros, and Kinaria. The smaller islands appeared to be unpopulated according to this map and lacked names.

      “There isn’t much detail here,” he said.

      “Like I said, a tiny set of islands with little of importance,” Darus said. She pouted at Rys’s annoyed expression.

      Then she brightened up. One of the Twins stood up and wrapped her arms around him, nuzzling her face into his back.

      “There’s a special piece of information about this archipelago that only you can access,” the seated Twin said, her smile turning wicked. “Only your knowledge Gift can see it. We’d love to read it out for you, darling. To feel you tap into a part of our mind that nobody else can touch.”

      “Absolutely not,” he said flatly. If there was ever a way to be detected by Darus, that was it.

      Information that no other knowledge Gift could access? Tempting to learn about, but stupid. At least right now.

      The Twins pouted at him.

      “What about the Labyrinth in the Tolaran Archipelago?” he asked, choosing to focus on something closer to home.

      “We don’t have any information about it.” The Twins frowned and their eyes darkened.

      Rys hadn’t expected that. Given how impressive the magic behind the Labyrinth was, he expected Hell to know all about it. Then again, he had known nothing about it when he had been around.

      The mystery of this archipelago deepened.

      “I don’t need to know about history, but who are the major powers right now? Who do I need to worry about?” he asked.

      “Humanity, mostly,” Darus said.

      An image of a city replaced the map. It began to move, racing across the cityscape.

      Hundreds of spires reached for the heavens. A massive sprawl of buildings stretched out for miles. Tens of thousands of people clustered into the city streets like ants.

      “This is a human city?” he asked.

      “This is Ahm, the largest metropolis on Gauron. It’s a royal city-state and represents the most advanced magic on Harrium. At least, the most advanced magic known to humans.” Darus giggled, raising their hands to their mouths. “We’ve helped them along a little, but it’s amusing to watch humanity rediscover so many ‘secrets’ of magic.”

      He frowned. “So they’ve gone backward.”

      “Oh, no. Humanity is far, far more powerful than ever before.”

      The city vanished, and in its place appeared what appeared to be a graveyard of dragons. Massive bones littered a wasteland.

      “A human mage called Kushan invented a new type of sorcery, called evocation. Only humans can use it. It changed the world. You should learn it,” Darus said. “It’s less powerful than infernal sorcery, but far more flexible. And almost every human can use it.”

      “Quantity over quality,” Rys said. “The opposite of dragons. This is metaphorical then?”

      “Oh, no. Dragons are all but extinct.” Darus smirked. “Kushan overthrew their kingdoms. Humans practically hunt the remaining ones for sport whenever they show up. Those that survive are immensely powerful, however.”

      Rys really wanted to ask about Kushan, but he felt that was a deep rabbit hole to go down.

      “And the angels? The Infernal Empire might have collapsed, but the angels still remained,” he said.

      Dragons might be practically extinct, but if there was one threat that could crush him in an instant, it was a host of angels. All it would take is a single Primum to learn he was alive. The Primum were the champions of the angels. They could teleport to where he was and obliterate him, given how weak he currently was.

      “Not to worry. They’re gone now,” Darus said.

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      “They’re gone. Or missing, at least.” She shrugged. “There was an invasion by a new divine race 130 years ago—we call them the shadowbeasts. The angels threw everything they had at them, but it wasn’t enough.”

      Once again, a moving image appeared in midair.

      This one horrified Rys to look at.

      A black mass covered the entire ground. A glowing barrier held it at bay, but the mass pushed up against the glimmering shield of light. Lumbering beasts formed from pure darkness waded through the endless horde and slammed into the barrier. It shimmered in response, then vaporized the larger monsters with a blast of blinding light.

      But more shadowbeasts replaced the losses. They stretched out to the horizon. No life could be seen on the far side of the barrier. Only endless monsters.

      “What the everloving fuck is that?” he asked.

      “That is what remains of the northern half of Gauron,” Darus said. “We don’t know for sure, but we believe that the angels sacrificed themselves to build the barrier. The archangels are still around—sort of, given two of the three are now missing—but all the ordinary angels are gone.”

      Fantastic. A world-consuming threat had appeared and nearly caused a second Cataclysm while he had been sleeping.

      Then something slowly occurred to Rys. Very slowly.

      “So, what you’re saying is all the ancient powers are gone,” Rys said. “The Infernal Empire has vanished, along with all the infernals. The angels are missing. The other divine races were destroyed in the Cataclysm. And they’ve been replaced by humanity, who still haven’t rediscovered things that I learned as a child. There aren’t even many dragons left.”

      “That’s right,” Darus said.

      Rys carefully returned to his seat and sat down. The Twin who had been hugging him nestled herself against his neck. Her arms remained locked around his waist.

      No wonder Fara had freaked out when he summoned Grigor. The world had changed. He had grown up in a time when demigods lived in his home city.

      But to Vallis and Fara, those demigods were practically mythical. While those shadowbeasts scared the crap out of him, the barrier kept them locked away. Had there been a major threat to Harrium since, if somebody of Grigor’s power terrified Fara?

      Maybe Rys could take over the world once he got out of the castle. The idea of building an empire became much more appealing, but he would need a way to manage it despite being sealed. Or he’d need a way to leave the castle.

      Problems for him to ponder over.

      Which left one final topic.

      “What can you tell me about the Tornnes family?” Rys asked, curious if there was anything in Darus’s knowledge Gift about Vallis or her family. It was a longshot, given how minor a player she was in the world, but knowledge devils knew all sorts of weird things.

      Darus raised an eyebrow. He suspected the one buried in his neck did as well, but didn’t check.

      “A once-wealthy noble family from Blacktaffe,” Darus said, mentioning a city in south-western Gauron. At least, it had been a city in Rys’s time. “They failed to fulfill certain martial duties of their title and were stripped of it, along with all of their wealth.”

      “That seems rather mundane,” Rys said.

      “I left out the part where most of the family were killed in a failed attempt to reclaim their fortune,” Darus said with a cruel smile. “I don’t have much on them until Gregory Tornnes turned up in the Tolaran Archipelago nearly fifty years later. Even that is quite boring. One of my connected knowledge Gifts suggests that Vallis Tornnes is the sole surviving member of the family.” Darus’s gaze turned stony. “But you don’t need to know about that empty-headed harlot, do you?”

      He kind of did, but something about Darus’s expression made him wary of asking.

      Rys decided to ask about his other ally. “What about a fox named Fara? She works with Vallis Tornnes.”

      The Twins scowled at him. It was the first time they had shown open displeasure with him.

      “Do you really need to know?” the one buried in his neck asked.

      “Yes, darling. You don’t need to know about that whore,” the other said.

      That escalated fast.

      “This is a knowledge Gift. I’m asking for knowledge,” he said flatly.

      The friendlier twin rolled her eyes and huffed. “Fine. She’s a flat-chested hussy from Pharos. She arrived on the archipelago with Gregory Tornnes. Minimal connections with the fox clans of Pharos. The sort of woman that would barely catch the eye of a slave trader, let alone a man who will conquer the world.”

      “Her head might look good mounted in our palace,” the other Twin said, a rictus grin frozen on her face.

      Whatever had happened in the last 1500 years had changed Darus. They had been clingy and jealous before, but not like this.

      “Let’s change the subject,” he said.

      “Yes, let’s not talk about that slut,” the Twins said in unison. Their expressions returned to normal.

      The friendlier one returned to massaging him, her hands exploring more and more of his torso until they were only inches away from his crotch. The other rubbed his calves with her bare feet, smiling at him from across the table.

      He half-expected them to try to please him sexually here, but the constructs likely had orders not to do things that might trouble customers. Time passed very slowly while Rys was in this mental world. Enjoying Darus might cause some physical difficulties when he returned to reality.

      He was still wearing pants in the real world, for one thing. Darus might receive some complaints if her customers soiled their clothing in public while consulting her knowledge Gift.

      “Do you do this sort of thing with your other customers? Make them feel at home?” he joked.

      The Twins froze. Their eyes narrowed. The one buried in his neck stood up, walked over to her stool, and sat down.

      “Never,” they said. “Only for you, Rys. Darling.”

      Okay. That got weird.

      Before he could say anything, expressions of hurt crossed their faces. “This is all for you. Nobody else can dream of touching us. We sit on the other side of the curtain and answer their questions. The idea that any pathetic human or infernal would feel our touch is—”

      “I get the point,” Rys said hurriedly. The Twins went off the deep end fast and he had no interest in entertaining them.

      At least not while he couldn’t do anything with them for real.

      Darus pouted. “All you need to do is tell us where you are. Then we can make a note and—”

      “No!” Rys roared.

      The Twins shuddered. Their eyes rolled up into their heads, tongues lolling out of their mouths. A pair of sweet sighs escaped their open lips.

      “Say that again, darling,” they moaned. “Like that. So forceful.”

      He stared at them.

      He was a man of many talents, particularly in bed. Trained by the Succubus Queen, he knew how to please women in ways they barely understood.

      But he had never had the ability to make women orgasm with only his voice.

      Something was very, very wrong with the Darus Twins. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know what that something was, or how he had managed to make them so enraptured with him.

      “It’s been a pleasure to see you again,” he said, rising from his seat.

      They whined and shot toward him, their hands pawing at his chest. Their eyes were full of need. Too much need.

      He left without another word or even a look back.

      When he returned to reality, he sat on his bed for a solid thirty minutes. Eventually, Grigor entered.

      “You look disturbed,” Grigor said.

      “I spoke with Darus,” Rys replied, his voice hollow. “Or copies of her, through her knowledge Gift.”

      Grigor frowned, his maw taking on a strange appearance as he did so. Only long familiarity with Kashlovians allowed Rys to make out his old friend’s expression.

      “Many things have changed in your absence,” Grigor said. “Darus in particular changed during her apprenticeship to the archdevil Kauros. She is one of the greatest of powers in Hell now. Possibly the greatest, besides the Devil Queen and Malusian themselves.”

      Rys grimaced. That explained a lot.

      There were only three archdevils alive, at least in Rys’s time. The Devil Queen Ariel, who technically ruled all infernals. Malusian, who refused to recognize Ariel’s rule and believed she had stolen the throne from him.

      And Kauros. A knowledge devil who had become an archdevil. His rise to power was so famous that Ariel and Malusian had wiped out his particular species of knowledge devil. Everybody knew about Kauros.

      Rys knew the bastard personally. The archdevil creeped him the fuck out. There was a reason that Rys had never accepted a knowledge Gift from Kauros. The likelihood that it was a trap was too high. Letting somebody like Kauros touch his soul could have destroyed him.

      “We’ll need to speak about this in the future,” Rys said.

      He stood and brushed himself off.

      “For the time being, let’s see if Vallis has returned. She might have brought something to drink,” Rys said.

      Grigor’s eyes glowed at the idea of drinking with Rys. The two of them wandered up to the castle’s hall and traded small talk as they walked.

      For a moment, it felt like old times.
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      Vallis returned not long after midnight. Rys had installed windows and a skylight in the main hall of the keep, allowing him to keep track of the time from inside.

      The hours before Vallis’s return passed quickly as Grigor and Rys chatted at a long table. They mostly spoke about recent events in Hell. Grigor’s mind seemed consumed by the last few years in particular. Little was said about their old comrades, and Rys let the topic lie for now.

      Fara joined them at some point. She produced a comb from within her outfit and ran it through her tails. Although she didn’t join in the conversation, Rys and Grigor still turned to invite her.

      “I definitely made the right call,” Vallis called out from the entrance upon returning. “You rebuilt the castle in an evening. How impressive, right, Fara?”

      A flat look crossed Fara’s face as she stared at Vallis. Rys and Grigor stopped talking and looked over.

      Vallis stood in the entryway, struggling to carry a wooden crate. The crate contained a random assortment of objects, including what looked like a rolled-up length of parchment. Her arms shook with the effort it took the hold it up and every step took effort.

      Glaring at them over the top of the crate, Vallis said, “A little help?”

      Rys and Grigor looked at Fara. She stared blankly back at them and continued to comb her tails.

      “Allow me,” Grigor said, rising from his stool.

      Vallis froze. Her eyes widened as she watched the demon prince walk over to her. She wasn’t short, but any human—particularly a woman—looked tiny next to Grigor.

      He reached down and plucked the crate from her arms with one hand. She stumbled backward, barely preventing herself from falling over. When a giggle escaped Fara, Vallis shot a thunderous scowl at the fox.

      Ignoring their antics, Grigor brought the crate over to the table.

      “I assume there are more outside?” Grigor said.

      “What?” Vallis said. Then she blinked, a silly smile crossing her face. “Oh. Yeah. There’s a cart full of supplies outside. I brought a bunch of things that I thought might be useful.”

      Her face lit up in expectation, eyes glittering at the idea that Grigor would carry everything inside for her.

      Then Grigor turned toward the sub-level staircase and let out a guttural shout in demonic. Vallis covered her ears. Once again, Fara giggled, not even trying to hide it this time.

      A few demons jogged up the stairs within moments. Their eyes locked onto Vallis instantly.

      Or more accurately, one particularly large part of Vallis.

      Grigor’s eyes shined within his mask. The demons stopped leering at Vallis’s breasts and fell into a line. After a few more barked orders, the three lesser demons were carrying the cart’s supplies into the sub-levels.

      “Shouldn’t you do something about them?” Vallis said with a pout.

      Rys didn’t know if she was pouting because the demons leered at her or because Grigor didn’t personally unload her cart. It didn’t matter.

      “That’s what Grigor is for. It’s called delegation,” Rys said.

      He gestured for her to sit down. She did, deliberating sitting away from Fara.

      “What happens when you need to order them around yourself?” Fara asked, looking up from her grooming. “If they don’t respect you, they might ignore your orders. Or worse, rebel.”

      “Have you noticed any attempts by them to rebel? Or any resistance at all?” he asked.

      Fara bit the inside of her lip. “No. They leer at me, but they completely ignore you.” Her eyes narrowed. “No, they avoid you. How is that good?”

      “Because Rys intimidates them,” Grigor rumbled as he returned to his seat.

      Vallis jumped at the sound of his voice, but quickly calmed down. “Really? Huge demons with biceps as thick as his chest, the heads of birds and goats, and probably enough strength to bend steel?”

      “They can feel my power through the summoning connection,” Rys said. “When I summon infernals, they’re tied to my magical essence.”

      “And they know who he is. Malusian’s lost general. I sometimes tell them stories of our battles in Harrium,” Grigor said. “Demons learn at a young age to avoid attention from powerful infernals.”

      Fara looked at Rys. “You said something like that before. That attracting attention was a mistake.”

      “If a powerful infernal takes an interest in you, it’s usually for their own amusement,” Rys said. “While I sometimes lucked out, Lacrissa turned me into her pet for decades.”

      “Pet?” Vallis asked, tilting her head.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said.

      That length of parchment bothered him, so he pulled it out of the crate for a change of subject.

      It turned out to be a large piece of vellum.

      “A map,” Rys said.

      “Figured you might like it,” Vallis said. “My father commissioned it just before his untimely death—for reference, the untimely part is that he didn’t die sooner. Would have saved me a lot of grief if he’d fallen down a flight of stairs sooner and not buried me in debt. But at least you can use one of his follies.”

      “It’s a fairly good-looking map. What makes it a folly?” Rys rolled it out and gave it an appraising eye.

      It had more detail than the one that Darus showed him earlier. The smaller islands were named, and the countries were marked on this one.

      “It has no use to anybody,” Vallis said with a dark laugh. “So it ended up being an expensive vanity project. Paying cartographers to sail around the entire archipelago wasn’t cheap. It’s the best map I’ve seen, but nobody needs this. Naval charts look entirely different. Most people want something with more detail for their local region. I’m pretty sure half of it is out of date, given the coastline changes due to the foul wind that blows in from the south-east.”

      Rys had a pretty good idea what that foul wind was, but it didn’t impact him right now.

      “Vanity.” He smirked. “Is that why you brought it for me?”

      “Maybe.” Vallis tried not to smile.

      He’d already gone over most of the important details with Darus, but he made a show of analyzing the map now. Most of the additional details weren’t important right now. He couldn’t leave his castle. How could he sail across the archipelago?

      Suddenly, Orthrus spoke up, “The archipelago has changed too much for the cause to be natural. Something is very wrong.”

      Fara looked at Rys expectantly. He focused his attention on the islands.

      “Well?” Fara asked Rys when he didn’t say anything.

      “The archipelago has changed at some point,” he said.

      “Your adviser,” she said. “I’d ask how he knows, but he somehow figured out how to get this castle up and running.”

      Orthrus grumbled, muttering to himself. Eventually, he spoke loud enough for Rys to make out what he was saying, “The south-eastern islands were not here when I was… active. The appearance of several islands requires an immense amount of power.”

      That was a stretch.

      Then something clicked with Rys. He recognized one of the smaller islands, the one named Malovik. It had been an angelic fortress during the Cataclysm.

      The problem was that it had been destroyed along with a continent during the Cataclysm, because that island had been just off that continent’s coast.

      “I thought these islands were destroyed in the Cataclysm,” Rys muttered. He traced a line around the islands that Orthrus identified.

      Everything south-east of Dalyros didn’t belong to the original archipelago. Malovik, Sevriada, the Catic Crescent, and even half of Tarashu. Rys wondered how half of an island had ended up combined with another.

      “This is a problem,” Orthrus said.

      Rys remained silent, even as the others around him chattered about the map. They had moved on when he hadn’t said much. Instead, Grigor had taken a keen interest in the immediate area.

      “The fox mentioned that the Labyrinth only extends to some of the islands. This must be the cause. The Labyrinth can’t appear on the new islands.” Orthrus made a strange clicking noise. “If any of the power conduits have been taken to these islands, then you won’t be able to reach them from the Labyrinth.”

      Rys wanted to shout at the stupid wisp for talking about this near the others. Then again, Grigor had them distracted. He took the opportunity to slip away. Fara watched him, but didn’t follow.

      “How?” Rys asked. “You sounded confident that they would be in the Labyrinth.”

      Orthrus didn’t answer for close to a minute. That did not improve Rys’s trust in him.

      “The power conduits draw on the Labyrinth to operate,” Orthrus eventually said. “But you were sealed here not long after you say the new islands were moved here. There may be a connection.”

      That was horrifically vague. Orthrus knew more. Rys was certain of that.

      But getting more out of the wisp was impossible. For whatever reason, Orthrus preferred to say as little as possible. He made for an irritating partner to work with, but an easy one to ignore. If Rys weren’t trapped in a horribly complicated magical seal he knew nothing about, he wouldn’t care.

      But he was, and Orthrus’s attitude irritated him.

      “Fine. Keep your secrets,” Rys said, choosing to avoid confrontation. “That means I’ll need an army to handle matters outside the Labyrinth, won’t I? Otherwise, I’ll never be free.”

      “That’s correct. We’ll be trapped here forever,” Orthrus said.

      That only subtly changed Rys’s objectives. His original intentions had been to ignore the world around him and focus entirely on the Labyrinth, at least until he had his power back.

      Now that seemed impossible, or at least unwise.

      A grin crossed his face as he returned to the table. This felt like the perfect excuse to create an empire.

      No royal devils to boss him around. No angels to stop him. No dragons to mount a rebellion.

      “You seem happy,” Fara said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Rys said. “Vallis, I’ll be working more closely with you than I expected.”

      The merchant blinked, turning toward him. “Okay? I thought you were going to ignore me and focus on the Labyrinth.”

      “Maybe for a little while. But then we’ll be working closely together,” Rys said.

      All he needed was some of his power back and he would feel more comfortable.

      The impromptu meeting broke up shortly afterward, after Vallis let out a yawn. Fara ushered her away.

      A bottle of spirits shined from within Vallis’s crate. Grigor and Rys helped themselves to it. They continued to trade stories throughout the night.

      It felt like old times. But the Labyrinth beckoned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      Morning arrived. Rys and Grigor had long since gone their separate ways.

      Grigor surveyed the area outside the castle, sending a messenger back to Rys every so often to inform him about of what he found. Which was a lot of nothing, but Grigor knew that Rys valued knowledge.

      Knowledge was power, and power was everything.

      Rys cloistered himself inside the control room. Earlier in the night, he had spared some time to summon some imps. They were a servile species of infernal that helped with menial labor. Normal demons would probably put holes in a wall if they tried to clean it.

      The glowing blueprint of the castle hovered over the dais. It shifted and changed according to Rys’s will, and he muttered to himself as it did. Every so often, part of it changed from blue to red.

      Hours of experimentation had taught Rys many things about this method of castle construction.

      First, he had a hard limit on how much space he had access to. Orthrus had hummed when this pointed out, then said something about how the castle had seemed much bigger when he was around.

      Assuming the glowing orb hadn’t become senile, that likely meant that Rys needed more slates to use all the space around the castle.

      Second, he had the ability to freely transform the terrain within that space. The clearing around the castle almost certainly wasn’t natural. He’d found a nearby spring within the mountain, but he doubted if it even that belonged here. Everything about this place seemed off.

      Rys felt as though he had found a lost artifact of a god and was now fumbling about without any awareness of the damage he might cause. He’d never been this concerned about what he might be able to do with his power before. The world had a knack for putting itself right.

      Magic was called magic because it didn’t belong in Harrium. Magical energy and anything created by it was forced out of the material realm over time. Rys knew techniques to slow that process, but he considered no magic to be truly permanent. Given the chance, the world would banish the magical creation back to wherever it came from.

      Castle Aion didn’t care about the rules of the world. It did the magical equivalent of beating the world into submission, then simply did whatever it wanted.

      The third thing Rys found out was that he could lock the castle’s design into place. Ordinarily, he changed things with a thought. Created new furniture. Extended a room. The castle defied spatial norms, he learned. A room could be larger on the inside than it was on the outside. But once locked down, Rys needed to unlock it in order to alter anything. Anything locked down glowed red in the blueprint. Blue meant it had been altered. Presumably, a white glow meant it had been unaltered, but nothing was white anymore.

      Finally, the fourth thing was that there was an overall limitation to what he could create within the castle itself. The power slate appeared to be an immensely powerful source of energy, but the single one he had powered a lot of the castle. Rys suspected the other hollows were intended for slates that powered other aspects of the castle.

      He didn’t know what the other hollows did. Which bothered him. The castle felt like an extension of his mind. Shouldn’t he know what each power slate did before he put them in? Something to worry about later.

      For now, he redesigned the castle.

      Now that Rys knew a little more about his immediate surroundings—thanks to Vallis’s map—he knew what attributes he needed to balance out.

      Namely, he had to choose between building a defensible and intimidating fortress or something that blended in and felt welcoming to the locals.

      When he had been a general in the Infernal Empire, Rys had built a gargantuan fortress into a mountain. It had oozed the atmosphere of an evil overlord. But that worked at the time, as he both had the power to back it up and the responsibility to keep the local elven and draconic rulers in line.

      Gigantic obsidian towers that poured lava down their walls might lead to swift downfall. Better save that for later.

      Rys decided that blending in worked better for now and chose to construct a manor house. The closest nation on the map had been a hundred miles away. The nearby towns weren’t much of a threat. Grigor and his demons could likely handle any bandits or debt collectors.

      The final design he wanted was far more grandiose than what he could currently build. He recalled some of the fancy manor houses in central Gauron that had doubled as offices. They had been shaped like hollow squares, with a large central courtyard. Each side of the building stood as a separate wing, and people could swiftly move between wings using the central courtyard.

      Efficient. Rys liked efficiency in his designs.

      Most castles and manor houses had lots of winding passages and odd corridors to confuse intruders and spies, but he wouldn’t need those. Once he grew in power and summoned succubi, they would be able to detect unwanted guests instantly.

      For now, Rys built one of the manor wings. It had two levels and was opulently furnished. The blueprint had some additional capacity, so he built a small, detached building at the rear. It might prove useful for guests, or maybe even Fara.

      Rys leaned away, looking up the finished blueprint. The entire thing glowed red.

      “It will be a few weeks before everything is complete,” Orthrus said, startling Rys. “With only one power slate, it will be spread thin building such a large design.”

      “And here I thought I was being restrained,” he said.

      “I’m surprised that it let you do so much so fast,” Orthrus muttered. “I expected we would need more slates.”

      “That sounds like a good reason to get more then,” Rys said.

      But first, he needed weapons and armor. That meant a forge. Rys had cleaned up the sub-levels and added furniture to most rooms already, but now he converted one into a forge. The castle’s power let him create forging materials as well, but he wasn’t entirely certain if they’d last outside the field.

      “Orthrus, what happens if I create something in here and take it outside?” he asked.

      The wisp chuckled. “Ah, thinking of crashing the local economy with wagons loaded down with precious metals, are we?”

      “Yes, because that won’t attract a fleet full of mages from the continent.” Rys rolled his eyes. “Vallis thinks we can manage with the Labyrinth artifacts. I just don’t want to create weapons or armor, only for them to vanish when we leave.”

      A long pause.

      “While it is possible, anything created using the castle’s power will be a permanent drain on it.” Orthrus said. “Any created objects will turn back into magical energy without active support from the castle.”

      Rys raised an eyebrow. “The castle was still standing when I got here, despite being unpowered.”

      “But a power slate was active in the Labyrinth, was it not? As are many others. Plenty to keep the castle running in maintenance mode.”

      “So the castle and Labyrinth are connected? That’s interesting. I wish you’d said that earlier,” Rys said. He crossed his arms. “Hmm. But that means the power of the castle isn’t limited to this blueprint.”

      He gestured to the glowing image in front of him. When he had built the castle, he hadn’t been able to build farther than a certain distance away from his current location.

      Orthrus made a noise. “I’m not sure I follow.”

      “The castle’s power runs through me. I had figured that the construction power being limited to a certain radius meant its power was restricted in distance.” Rys smiled. “But if the castle is connected to the Labyrinth, then doesn’t that mean I should be able to project its power across the entire archipelago, at the very least? That means I might be able to use that power to escape this stupid seal. I just need to find a way.”

      “Oh? I am exceedingly curious to see what you come up with,” Orthrus said, followed by a hollow chuckle.

      For the time being, Rys raided Vallis’s supplies for anything he might be able to use for forging. No dice. It made sense she wouldn’t have brought anything that heavy.

      The merchant wandered past him while he poked through her crates. She let out a yawn and stretched her arms.

      “After some food?” she asked. “Pretty sure the demons moved those crates somewhere else.”

      “More like something I can use to forge some weapons and armor,” he said.

      Then something occurred to him.

      “You said that artifacts sell to the continent, right?” he asked.

      “That’s right. Pretty much everything pulled out of the Labyrinth gets shipped to Tarmouth, then to either Pharos or Gauron,” she said.

      “Tarmouth?” He recalled the name from the map. It had been the town furthest to the west on the map, on an island just off the coast of Kavolara.

      “It’s the largest port in the archipelago. The ships from the continents hate sailing into the archipelago, so they stop at Tarmouth. Smaller ships ferry everything between ports on the other islands to Tarmouth,” Vallis explained. “Tarmouth is run by a collective of independent trade guilds and mage towers. It’s probably the only place with real influence from Gauron. They don’t want their trade partner to run into issues.”

      Rys made a note of that knowledge. Angering Tarmouth might be a bad idea, at least in the foreseeable future. But they could be a great source of wealth.

      “So the artifacts leave the archipelago without any trouble? For that matter, what do you even mean by artifacts? We wandered down to the Labyrinth and didn’t see much of interest,” he said.

      Vallis scowled. “I knew you went down there. And you didn’t bring anything back. Fara refused to say what happened.” She huffed. “Artifacts are anything interesting that is clearly from the Labyrinth. Stones with strange markings or sigils. Weapons made of odd metals. Pots and vases that glow in the dark. I think a lot of the monsters are fashioned into jewelry as well.”

      “So it’s just random crap from there,” Rys said flatly. “But the Labyrinth creates that stuff out of magic. It should…”

      He trailed off. Anything made by magic should vanish once it loses its supply of magical energy. If that wasn’t happening to Labyrinth artifacts, didn’t that mean they lasted longer than anything made by the castle’s power?

      That damned wisp. While anything the castle created was a permanent drain on its power, the same wasn’t true of the Labyrinth. The two were connected, but one was far more powerful than the other.

      Rys had known he couldn’t trust Orthrus, but this reminded him of that fact.

      Vallis stared at him, and he waved her away.

      Confronting Orthrus wouldn’t help, but Rys knew that he could secure a permanent supply of materials from the Labyrinth. Maybe he could melt down weapons that he found?

      For now, he created some steel ingots using the castle. The drain was tiny. He had experimented with creating fancier metals, such as magically active ones, but they drastically increased the burden on the castle. Retrieving those from the Labyrinth was far smarter.

      Rys whiled away the morning forging himself a set of equipment and crafting runes into it.

      He kept his weapon simple. His Gift of strength converted any weapon he carried into a magical implement of destruction, capable of cleaving through steel and flesh. So he gave himself a simple battle-axe.

      His armor was steel plate and heavily enhanced with runes. He removed the shine, as he had always hated the look of new armor. The runes he added made it far more durable and lightweight, as well as resistant to heat. He sewed some protective runes into a padded gambeson that Vallis had brought with her.

      Compared with his old equipment, this was rather pathetic. Grigor’s axe and armor was unchanged from the old days, and far better. Rys had forged them himself. But the knowledge and ability to create equipment that powerful were sealed away for now.

      Frustrating.

      Rys felt ready to head into the Labyrinth now and let everybody know the plan for the day. He ordered Grigor to send the demons to the Labyrinth entrance.

      The demons murmured excitedly as they gathered, talking about their first battle in Harrium.

      First battle, huh?

      Rys pulled Grigor aside. They watched the other demons head downstairs. Fara and Vallis were down there already.

      “These demons are green, aren’t they?” Rys said.

      “They are veteran warriors by the current standards of Hell,” Grigor replied. “But that says very little. Very few infernals remember the Empire. Many of us have been lost to either machinations in Hell or wars here. Even my oldest comrades have fought beside me for mere decades.”

      “The noble demons?”

      Grigor nodded.

      Rys bumped a fist against Grigor’s massive arm. The demon prince looked down at him in return.

      “Comrades are comrades. I guess I was surprised at how they reacted to the idea of their first time fighting here,” Rys said. “I still remember when you first rocked up here. All of six years old. A tiny little Kashlovian, all eager to serve the glorious Empire.”

      “Tiny,” Grigor said, his eyes receding to tiny dots. “I recall towering over you even back then.”

      “You were like half your size back then,” Rys said with a grin. “Relatively tiny.”

      Grigor shook his head and returned the grin. “Do not tell the others that story.”

      The two of them headed down the stairs and joined everybody at the Labyrinth entrance. The noble demons stood shoulder-to-shoulder in front of the repaired steel door, bodily blocking entrance to the Labyrinth. The other demons glared at them.

      “Such troublemakers,” Grigor muttered and wandered into the mass of demons to keep order.

      Vallis and Fara stood to one side. A conversation took place between Vallis and one of the demons, so Rys joined them.

      “I’m not going in there, Terry,” Vallis told the demon. “But it is interesting to see all of you together.”

      The demon grunted and crossed his arms. He had a birdlike appearance, deep violet skin, and wore bulky iron armor. His eyes shot over to Rys for a moment, before returning to Vallis’s and pretending his summoner wasn’t standing next to him.

      “Didn’t think you were,” the demon grunted. Vallis had called him Terry, but Rys knew his proper name was Terrailin. “But you shouldn’t stay here alone.”

      Vallis scowled. “The little demons are here.”

      “Imps aren’t demons. I wouldn’t trust them to fight off a baby throwing a tantrum,” Terry said. “You mentioned something about people trying to kill you over breakfast. Doesn’t seem safe to leave you alone.”

      Rys raised an eyebrow. Terry was a greater demon and from one of dozens of bird strains, which put his intelligence well above most demons. But this was surprisingly astute for a demon.

      “Is there a problem?” Rys asked.

      The muscles in Terry’s arms and legs strained as the demon held in his panic. He looked down at Rys, his beady black eyes blinking in surprise. The demon stood at some eight or nine feet tall, but his terror showed in his body.

      “Uh,” Terry tried to say.

      “The demons bitched about breakfast after those… imps, I think they’re called?” Vallis said, giving Rys a questioning look. He nodded, and she continued, “The imps burned breakfast, so I was going to hunt down a chef in the closest town, Anceston. Figured it would be a great opportunity to find some contacts to sell artifacts to.”

      Terry remained silent but his expression spoke volumes.

      Rys sighed. “And what’s your opinion, Terrailin.”

      The demon coughed. “Uh, I think she needs guards. I want to try some of this human food out, but not if she gets herself killed. Dunno if we can take her into town, though.”

      Vallis opened her mouth to say something, only to let out a cough as Fara jabbed her in the ribs.

      “You’re right,” Rys told Terry. “And not just about protecting her. We need to leave guards behind here. From now on, you’re in charge of castle security and report directly to Grigor. Talk to Grigor and work out how many demons you think you need.”

      Terry’s beak fell open. He snapped it shut a moment later. “I… Thank you, boss!”

      The demon slammed his fist into his chest, but then paused and looked at Vallis.

      Rys wasn’t finished. “Vallis, wait until we’re back before heading into Anceston. Like it or not, you nearly died yesterday. You need guards, and I’ll need to organize some that can blend in.”

      “Alright,” Vallis said, a small pout on her lips. “But bring back some artifacts. If I have some merchandise, it’ll be easy to find some contacts.”

      That dealt with that matter. Terry spoke with Grigor, his hands moving excitedly while Grigor rubbed his maw. Fara and Vallis remained in the corner, watching the antics of the demons.

      When Rys approached the Labyrinth entrance, the noble demons separated to let him through. The other demons cleared a path around him, careful that their roughhousing didn’t get in his way.

      “I can sense the power conduits below us,” Orthrus said, suddenly emerging from the other side of the door.

      Rys grimaced and held back his annoyance at the wisp. “Multiple conduits?” he asked. The noble demons would hear him, but he didn’t care about that.

      “Yes. The design of the Labyrinth makes it difficult to know where they are for certain, or how far away they are.”

      Lovely. “What about the slates?”

      “Those are easier to detect. One isn’t too far in, and I can sense more even deeper,” Orthrus said.

      That worked for Rys.

      He turned around and raised his axe in the air.

      The demons fell silent. All of them stopped whatever they were doing or saying and turned to face Rys.

      “Gather your weapons,” Rys said. “It’s time to loot this place and kill everything that gets in our way.”
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      “What exactly are we searching for?” Fara asked Rys.

      “Lots of things,” he answered. “More of the power slates from yesterday. Loot for Vallis to sell. I’m also on the lookout for something special.”

      Fara raised an eyebrow. The two of them led the group into the Labyrinth. Well, almost. Orthrus hovered ahead, sometimes pausing for a few moments. Grigor took up the rearguard. Fortunately, the Labyrinth’s ceilings were massive enough that he didn’t need to stoop despite his height.

      This was only the third floor of the Labyrinth and not much had changed. Rooms of gray granite blended together. Water flooded some rooms, forcing them to wade through it. Other times they crossed bridges. Huge halls full of strange traps slowed their passage occasionally.

      Despite the obstacles, their path had been a straight line, only broken up by the stairs down. Rys felt like they weren’t getting anywhere, but he had no choice but to rely on Orthrus here.

      Most of Rys’s demons were with him. Grigor had given Terry a dozen lesser demons to use as guards and kept the rest. That gave Terry enough strength to beat up any locals, while keeping the best fighters with the Labyrinth group.

      Not that Rys felt there was much difference between the greater and lesser demons. The difference between the two was that a greater demon had a Gift of some sort, but demons relied almost entirely on physical strength and skill. Lesser demons often gained Gifts as they grew older, or they purchased them from devils.

      And the noble demons could mop the floor with every other demon anyway. But Rys wouldn’t turn away fighters right now.

      Given Fara’s reaction to them, every demon was worth their weight in the skulls of future enemies. If he gave them a chance to improve their combat skills, they’d be an elite fighting force that could wipe out whatever threats lurked outside the castle.

      “I take it you won’t tell me what that ‘something special’ is?” Fara asked, pulling Rys back into the conversation.

      “You’ll know it when you see it,” Rys said. Maybe she wouldn’t, but it seemed like a good guess.

      “Is your adviser guiding us?” she asked.

      “Yes.” He paused. “I may need to talk aloud with them from time to time. The Labyrinth seems to make it difficult to contact them.”

      Fara raised her eyebrow again. “I’m surprised you can talk with them at all. I don’t know of any method of communication that works down here. Both sendings and teleportation are impossible.”

      Well, wasn’t that convenient? Nobody could teleport in or out of the Labyrinth.

      “Sendings?” Rys asked, unsure about what those were.

      “How do you not know about those?” Fara asked. “They’re the primary method of communication for human mages. They use evocation to instantly communicate with one another mentally.”

      “In case you forgot, I predate the invention of evocation,” Rys said drily.

      Instant mental communication, huh? Devils had a method of doing that, but it was a racial thing. Maybe Rys should take Darus’s advice and learn evocation after all.

      Unearthly screams interrupted them. Instantly, the demons charged forth. Labyrinth monsters met demons in a bloody melee. Rys stood back and watched.

      Grigor joined the two of them, hefting his axe over his shoulder. His eyes glowed dimly as he surveyed the battle.

      Although the Labyrinth hadn’t changed in appearance, the monster had. Shark-beasts continued to burst from within whatever water was nearby. In this room, there was a large pool in one corner from which a dozen sharks leaped out from.

      But six-armed lizard monsters had joined the fray. They showed genuine intelligence and tactics, unlike the misshapen goblins. Each of their arms carried either a bronze weapon or buckler. Their surprising ability to attack with six arms at once would have made them deadly to humans, particularly as they always attacked from multiple directions and in large numbers.

      For the demons, the lizards made great punching bags. The bronze weapons of the lizards bounced off the armored hides of the demons. But the demons cut through two or even three lizards with a single blow, sending rainbow scales clattering everywhere.

      The noble demons didn’t even use their runic axes. They instead made sport out of the lizards and beat them to death with their bare hands. Every time a noble demon punched a lizard’s head off, the demon shouted out a number. They were keeping count of how many lizards they each killed.

      Fara watched with a dull gaze, her tails curled up close around her.

      “Dangerous place, huh?” Rys said.

      “Don’t start,” Fara muttered.

      “it is good practice for them,” Grigor said. “And good fun. I believe Lady Vallis will be pleased with our haul.”

      A few handcarts were loaded up with whatever loot looked valuable. The bronze weapons of the lizards sometimes carried interesting inscriptions, and some rooms had some interesting pottery. But a lot of the “artifacts” were junk. Vallis could use them to guide the demons on what was valuable and what wasn’t for future reference.

      After the current group of enemies was defeated and their corpses picked clean of anything valuable, the group continued on.

      On the fifth floor, they came to a crossroads. An enormous hall stood at the bottom of a long balcony staircase, shrouded in darkness. Two other staircases stood in the far corners. In the center, four pillars rose up to the ceiling, each the width of a small house. The ceiling rose two or three times the height of the previous rooms.

      “Can you make out what’s down there?” Fara asked.

      “No. The darkness is magical,” Rys said.

      “A trap. The moment we walk down into the hall, the foe will descend on us,” Grigor said.

      The demons looked over the edge of the staircase, murmuring to each other.

      Orthrus hovered down there. After a few minutes, he returned.

      “There is a power slate here,” he said. “But it’s a trap.”

      “Of course it is,” Rys said, ignoring the looks he received. “The moment we take the slate, enemies will attack us, right?”

      “Most likely. There are many monsters down here already, but their numbers will only swell once you take the slate.”

      Rys sighed. “Business as usual, then. There’s a big prize here. Lots of enemies in the darkness. When we take the loot, more enemies will come. Fara, can your flames light things up? I’ll try the same.”

      Both of them hurled balls of fire below. The light they projected fought against the magical darkness and won. Well over a hundred lizards awaited them. They were joined by dozens of four-legged beasts covered in bony spikes but which lacked heads.

      “Nobody punch the spiky dogs,” Rys said.

      The noble demons grumbled but complied, unslinging their weapons for the first time.

      Below them, the monsters began to stir. The flames awakened them and they howled up at the intruders.

      “Let’s go,” Rys said.

      He held up a hand. A ball of hellfire appeared in it, and he launched it at the base of the staircase. The blast of flame incinerated a dozen lizards, the hellfire consuming even their screams.

      Grigor vaulted off the staircase. His bulk crushed two of the lizards upon landing, and his axe scythed through a dozen others. The dogs leaped at him. He grunted and smashed them aside, sending pieces of bone flying everywhere. Several lizards were impaled by the projectiles, but the mass ignored this fact.

      For whatever reason, the Labyrinth monsters didn’t feel fear. They hesitated in shock or surprise, but they never ran away. Grigor’s raw power startled them, but they threw themselves at him regardless.

      The demons poured down the staircase, shouting as they went. A great melee ensued. The entire hall filled with the echo of battle. Blood and gore seeped across the floor and ran across the grooves between the stonework.

      Rys’s eyes focused on the prize in the center, now visible in the darkness. A small shrine housed a black power slate within glass windows. Unfamiliar runes were etched into the glass. The moment Grigor had landed on the ground, the runes lit up.

      This trap couldn’t be any more obvious. Rys wondered if the glass could even be broken, or if simply walking close to the shrine triggered it.

      “I take it we want that?” Fara said. She had held back her true strength, although her tails weaved patterns behind her.

      Rys felt magic emanating off her and knew she was ready for combat. Most likely she had cast her physical empowerment spells. If an enemy got close, she could pulverize them with her fists.

      He frowned. Had Fara decided she was his bodyguard or something? That fact annoyed him, given he could easily take care of himself.

      “Yes,” he said. “Let’s crack open the glass vault and see what greets us.”

      The demons had cleaved apart a lot of the monsters by the time they descended the steps. Fara’s tails moved and the glass exploded, blown apart by her force blast.

      Nothing appeared.

      Rys stepped up to the shrine. As he had suspected, the trap sprung and a rumbling sounded throughout the entire chamber.

      Grigor froze where he was and looked up. Following his gaze, Rys saw the source of the sound.

      Dust poured down from a circular section of the ceiling. It gradually separated from the rest of the ceiling, revealing a large platform connected to the chamber by hinged arms. Glowing veins of energy ran along those arms.

      On top of the newly revealed platform were dragons. A dozen of them.

      “Is that bad?” Fara said, her tails standing on end.

      Rys frowned. “Unless my eyesight has gone, those are baby dragons.”

      Each dragon couldn’t be bigger than a large horse. Even teenage dragons were larger than that. Rys knew from experience.

      In the Infernal Empire, knowing the rough size of dragons was both common knowledge and important. Especially for succubi. They had a particularly special reason to know the size of dragons, given their depravities.

      The Labyrinth dragons took off, and Rys got a better look at them. Their scales were rotting, their heads dripping with pus and rotting flesh. Their eyes glowed a sickly green from within empty sockets.

      Fara’s eyes bulged. Her tails whirled and blue flames burst from her hands.

      One of her fireballs crashed into a dragon. It exploded and crashed into the ground, turning into a pile of ash within seconds.

      “Nope,” Fara said, jumping away from the flaming undead corpse. “Nope. Nope. Absolutely not.”

      She summoned more fire and Rys helped her, but the dragons began their strafing run. Grigor bellowed out for the demons to scatter, but many were caught in combat.

      A dragon opened its maw and black light burst from it. One of the demons rotted away on impact, his flesh flaking and turning to dust. Rys felt the connection with the demon break.

      More streams of that eerie black light filled the room. Most of them missed, as the demons ran and rolled away from the dragons.

      One of the dragons homed in on Rys. He blew it apart with a stream of hellfire, before turning to face another.

      He saw a noble demon shove a pair of smaller demons out of the way. Lizard monsters surrounded them, and the huge pale demon cut them down with a single blow. But a dragon hovered right above them, opening its mouth.

      Readying a spell, Rys prepared to blow it away. Grigor beat him to it. The demon prince crashed down and cut through the dragon with his axe, killing it in a single blow. The dragon’s undead body collapsed in a pile of rotting bones and dust.

      Rys lowered his arm. The dragons retreated back to their platform, trying to avoid Fara’s blasts.

      At least half of the dragons were dead. Rys had only lost a single demon.

      “Grigor, send the demons back,” Rys shouted.

      Grigor nodded and ordered them out.

      By the time the demons had retreated up the stairwell, the dragons had licked their wounds. They peeked their heads over the platform’s edge and stared down at them. Those glowing green eyes glowed in the darkness above them.

      “Creepy fucking things,” Fara said, shuddering. “Why do they have to leak pus everywhere?”

      “Your fire works well on them,” Grigor said, standing next to both Rys and Fara.

      “It’s spiritual fire. They’re undead. It’s supposed to work well. If it didn’t, I’d be a pretty awful mystic fox,” Fara replied.

      The dragons came at them again. This time, they were ready.

      Three of the dragons exploded before they got close. Grigor hurled his axe at another and blew it apart in midair.

      But the other two landed on the ground, surprising the party. Before they could react, the dragons looked at Grigor and unleashed their breath attacks.

      “Grigor!” Fara screamed. Her tails stood on end and weren’t casting a spiritual technique.

      Rys scratched his cheek. He felt Grigor’s power rising through the connection they had.

      When the demon prince let out a defiant roar, the strength along the connection peaked. Grigor’s form surged through the stream of black light. One of the dragons stopped attacking, and the other followed suit shortly after for a different reason.

      Grigor stood over the first dragon, holding its rotting head aloft. He hurled it to the ground and stared at the other dragon. Not a single scratch lay on Grigor’s body, and every fur on his body looked untouched along with his armor and mask.

      Before the dragon attacked again, Rys incinerated it.

      “But… how?” Fara asked, staring at Rys.

      The demons streamed back into the room, cheering at their leader’s show of power. They surrounded Grigor, each taking the opportunity to slap him on the back and bump their fists against his.

      Fara turned her face toward Rys, her question outstanding.

      “Grigor has a few Gifts. One of them is a revival Gift. It allows him to restore his body and magical power to his peak once every twenty-four hours,” Rys said.

      Fara stared at Rys. “He’s immortal? Literally immortal?”

      “Not quite. But it’s a very powerful Gift. I got it off another of Malusian’s generals, the Demon Lord Argran.”

      “You mentioned him before, back when you introduced Grigor. Who is he? And Malusian?” Fara asked.

      “Malusian is one of the three archdevils. I used to work for him, back when the Infernal Empire was a thing,” Rys explained. “He’s one of the oldest infernals around. Dates back to the Emergence. He thinks he should have become the Devil King, instead of Ariel, and has refused to recognize her authority as Devil Queen since she took the throne.”

      Fara stared at him. “And Grigor has a Gift from one of Malusian’s generals?”

      “You’re forgetting that I’m also one of Malusian’s generals,” Rys said drily. “But yes. Argran also appointed Grigor as demon prince. My opinions of infernals vary a bit, but Argran’s a fairly decent guy. I’ve spent a lot of nights drinking with him and Araunth.”

      “Don’t,” Fara said flatly. “Do not tell me you know who Araunth is.”

      Rys smirked. “Know who he is?”

      “Everybody knows who Araunth is. I used him as a bedtime story to scare Vallis.” Fara groaned. “It’s becoming a lot harder to write you off as a pretender now. Grigor shrugging off literal death. Crushing five floors of the Labyrinth like its nothing. The demons being terrified of you. The raw power of your infernal sorcery.”

      If she was impressed by this, he wondered how she’d feel about what was to come.

      “We’ve retrieved the slate,” Grigor said to Rys, approaching him. “We lost one of my comrades. No body. Was he banished?”

      Rys nodded. “The magic in their breath was powerful, but nothing too special. We’ve seen worse during the dragon rebellions that took down the Infernal Empire.”

      Infernals didn’t die in Harrium. Instead, their physical bodies were destroyed and they reformed in Hell. How long it took depended on how powerful the infernal is.

      The lesser demon who had died would reform within weeks. Rys would feel it happen and could resummon the demon immediately.

      Killing an infernal permanently required specialized magic or weaponry. Somebody like Fara, for example.

      With the slate added to their haul, Rys watched Orthrus bounce back and forth between the two exits. They now had two paths to take.

      “I feel the seals in both directions,” Orthrus said. “To make matters worse, I believe there are more power conduits in one direction than the other.”

      Rys raised an eyebrow. The others had formed small groups and were relaxing across the hall. The demons roughhoused and exercised. Grigor meditated. Fara combed her tails and pretended she wasn’t watching Rys.

      “Do you know what that means?” Rys asked.

      “Most likely one direction leads to the Labyrinth on other islands,” Orthrus explained. “The other direction leads to a power conduit within this island.”

      “You mentioned that the Labyrinth extended between the islands. But Fara thought that was a myth. Why?” Rys asked.

      “Because those connections are closed. You can reopen them, however. But it involves certain complications,” Orthrus said. “You will need to reactivate certain mechanisms within the Labyrinth that have lain dormant for millenia.”

      “I’d rather avoid complications right now. If we go down one path, we’ll stay within the Kavolara section of the Labyrinth and won’t need to reactivate anything, correct?” Rys asked.

      “Ideally.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      The path they took ended up being long. They didn’t descend any farther, and the Labyrinth grew greatly in complexity. Many of the rooms had multiple exits. Several times, Orthrus paused and pondered the route for several minutes.

      “Are we certain we’re not going in circles?” Fara asked.

      “Would we know if we are?” Rys replied.

      “Ha. True.” She sighed. “I think some of these paths are entrances from the surface, or they at least lead there. The beasts we’re fighting match the descriptions I hear from some of the hunters. They don’t like going this deep. Most likely this is the true Labyrinth, and everything above us is a distraction.”

      That made this place sound like a playpen to keep people busy.

      Rys genuinely wondered what this place had been built to do. Why would somebody even need a gigantic underground complex that randomly changed its layout and spawned an infinite supply of monsters? Leaving aside the economic issues it might cause, it lacked any real utility.

      The only reason it hadn’t shattered the world economy was likely that the monsters in here were too dangerous for most warriors to handle. They had barely scratched the surface of the place and already it had thrown undead dragons that literally spewed death at them.

      Rys already believed in the dangers of the Labyrinth before they found the next room.

      He called everybody to a stop.

      “I think this may be a dead end for the day,” he said.

      The stairs led down into another hall filled with darkness. At the far end stood a steel door twice Grigor’s height.

      Unlike the previous hall, this one didn’t need lighting to see the dangers within it. The spine of a dragon poked up out of the darkness, clearly curled around a shrine hidden within the darkness. Rotten scales and flesh ran along its backside, and huge pools of pus and goo shined in the dim light.

      Fara closed her eyes and stepped away.

      “I believe that is the size of an adult dragon,” Grigor said, staring down at the enemy below them.

      “A small one. But yes.”

      The dragon would barely fit inside the hall of the castle. That’s how big it was.

      If this thing breathed death at them, it would kill everything on one side of the hall.

      Rys stared at Orthrus, who hovered in the air beside him.

      “I am less certain of my earlier conclusion,” Orthrus said. “This is one of the Labyrinth’s defense mechanisms. I had thought them all disabled, but somebody must have reactivated them at some point.”

      “How?” Rys asked.

      Orthrus remained silent for some time. “Most likely for the same reason you are sealed here, if I were to hazard a guess.” That was more honesty than Rys expected. “But I do not know where we are now. I will need time to ponder this.”

      Shit.

      “A problem, General?” Grigor asked aloud, reading Rys’s expression.

      “Our guide is lost,” Rys said flatly. “He didn’t think this thing should be here.”

      Rys eyed their haul, as well as the exhausted demons. They’d been exploring the Labyrinth for hours now. For that matter, he wasn’t sure how Fara felt. She hid any exhaustion, but hadn’t fought outside of the encounter with the dragons.

      “Let’s head back. I think we have enough. A power slate. A bunch of trash for Vallis to hawk to dumb nobles. And, most importantly, knowledge about the Labyrinth,” Rys said.

      They headed back up to the surface. As with their last trip, the Labyrinth had completely changed. All of the monsters reappeared, and they needed to fight their way back.

      “I can’t believe you thought you’d do better than this, and go even deeper,” Fara said when they took a break, her tails nearly flat against the ground behind her. “You’ve been here a day and have gone deeper than I’ve been in fifty years. I bet there’re things in those carts that haven’t been seen since this place was discovered.”

      Rys cracked a smile. “There’s a lot about me that hasn’t been seen in a long time, Fara. I’m glad you appreciate that. And there’s plenty more to see.”

      Fara gave him a flat look and her tails curled around her. “Maybe. I’m sure some parts are worth seeing more than others.” She smirked at him, her eyes darting lower on his body for a moment.

      Silence reigned for a minute. A trickling sound filled the room they were in, as a fountain dominated the center of it. The demons huddled together and chatted. A few sharpened their weapons or cleaned their armor.

      “This may sound odd,” Fara said, then trailed off.

      Rys waited.

      “You’re clearly used to this,” she continued. “You don’t even react to ambushes or even the dragons appearing. But don’t you worry about what happens if something goes wrong and the worst happens?”

      Her gaze became distant. Was she thinking about Vallis?

      “I said before that I let Grigor deal with the demons. That’s not because I’m lazy, it’s because I have faith in him. Over time, that becomes faith in those demons,” Rys explained. “If I spend time worrying about all the little things, then I’ll question every decision I make or try to do everything myself.”

      “Does that faith extend to me?” Fara asked.

      “Until you give me a reason not to trust you, yes,” Rys said. He smirked at her incredulous look. “Despite your attitude, you’ve been surprisingly helpful. And your love for Vallis is plain as day. The most surprising thing you’ve done was let her head home by herself, but even that was to avoiding smothering her.”

      Fara let out a shuddering sigh. “Supreme confidence. I should have guessed.” Despite her words, her expression was uncertain. “How do you do it?”

      “Are you asking me that question, or yourself?” Rys asked.

      Wincing, Fara looked away. “You don’t know me.”

      A chink in her emotional armor.

      “I asked if we were swapping life stories yesterday. I’m happy to do that if it helps,” Rys said.

      She remained silent. But her expression twisted in frustration.

      “I swore an oath to protect the Tornnes line,” Fara said eventually. “But once I get my fifth tail, I need to return to my clan. They approved my oath, which allowed me to avoid fulfilling my duties to the clan for the last fifty years. But I’ll need to go back to them.”

      “I take it you don’t want to do that?” Rys said.

      “It’s not that. But…” Fara scowled. “My clan let me wander off for fifty years. That’s how little they care about me. And they’re right. Vallis nearly died yesterday. That would have been three times I’ve failed in my oath to protect her family.”

      “Have you ever thought about doing something for yourself?” Rys asked.

      Fara blinked. “What does that have to do with my ability?”

      “We’re talking about confidence.” Rys gave her a small smile, but his mind churned as he searched for the right words. Her emotions were on full display, but he barely knew her. “People bring out their best when doing what truly motivates them. Are you doing that right now?”

      Fara stared at him. “Given I’m surrounded by a bunch of demons, clearly not.”

      “Why not?” he asked, ignoring her jibe.

      “Because I value my honor. I want…” She sighed. “I wanted to see Gregory succeed. It had been years since I met somebody with his drive. I love Vallis like a daughter, but she doesn’t motivate me the same way. But you…”

      Fara’s tails curled around her. “You have a charisma I don’t fully understand. That confidence of yours, where you seem certain that you’ll succeed no matter what action others take. Vallis was taken in instantly by it.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “It’s attractive, like you,” Fara said. She rolled her eyes at his smirk. “You’re practically sculpted from marble. Any woman will find you attractive. But we’ll see about anything more.”

      She stepped away from him and no more words were said between them. The rest of the trip back was relatively uneventful.

      Rys’s first Labyrinth dive was over. He hadn’t succeeded at everything he wanted to, but it was his first day. Once he regained some of his power, he’d turn that undead dragon into a proper corpse.
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      “I continue to be amazed at my own decision-making skills,” Vallis said. She excitedly rifled through the carts full of trash they’d brought back from the Labyrinth.

      No, not trash. Awkwardly shaped gold. Somebody was apparently going to pay good money for this random crap, if Vallis’s glee was any measure. Rys didn’t know why, as none of it was magical or even particularly exciting. The Labyrinth was a source of endless wonder to him, but none of that lay inside these carts.

      “How can you possibly take credit for any of this?” Fara asked.

      “Because I’m the reason you’re even here. Thank me for once.” Vallis glared at the fox. “I was right about Rys.”

      Fara opened her mouth to argue, but decided against it.

      The group stood inside the landing just inside the Labyrinth entrance. Grigor had intended to send most of the demons upstairs, but they had other ideas.

      Namely, erecting grisly totems built from the corpses of Labyrinth monsters.

      Vallis followed Rys’s eyes and grimaced. “I told them they couldn’t do this upstairs and definitely not outside. So they started doing it down here. Terry said something about how it keeps morale high.”

      “Demons have only a few things they like to do at home,” Rys said. “Fighting, resting in their dens, and admiring their trophies.”

      “What about eating?” Vallis asked. “They seemed really keen on trying out the local cuisine.”

      “That, too. They don’t need to eat, as demons literally run on magic, but it’s like sex to them. It feels good, so they’ll do it for pleasure,” Rys said.

      Vallis and Fara stared at Rys.

      “Was that comparison really necessary?” Fara asked.

      Rys raised an eyebrow. “If that bothered you, then you’re going to find things deeply uncomfortable once I start summoning succubi. They come in a lot of shapes and sizes.”

      Given some of the demons were now setting up a barbecue for the monster meat, Rys decided now was a great time to leave. He ordered a few demons to pull the carts up the stairs and made a mental note to install some sort of lift system here. If they were going to be hauling heavy things up and down, it made sense to automate it.

      Once upstairs, he left Vallis and Fara to the artifacts. His interest was purely in the power slate. He slipped away with it to the control room.

      Orthrus was already there.

      “Do you know what these hollows do with each slate?” Rys asked.

      “Things that may not be entirely relevant anymore,” Orthrus said slowly. “This room was restored to its original state, but it does not control everything it once did.”

      Rys frowned. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “When the Labyrinth’s Creator resided here, he used Castle Aion as his abode. But that time has long since passed. The castle and the Labyrinth are separate entities now, even though they are inextricably linked,” Orthrus said.

      “Is that why the Labyrinth can create things that don’t disappear outside the archipelago but the castle can’t?” Rys said.

      Orthrus remained silent for some time. Clearly, he hadn’t expected Rys to ask that.

      While the golden orb threw his silent tantrum, Rys looked around the room. There were so many vacant holes for slates. Each grouping of holes formed a module in the room and was surrounded by different furnishing. But while his mind was connected to the castle, he sensed only one of these modules.

      Did that mean the others had no purpose anymore?

      Rys suspected he needed to alter the control room and the slates if he wanted to maximize his control over Castel Aion. Bend the place to his will, so to speak.

      Orthrus interrupted Rys, finally speaking again, “That appears to be the case. For some reason I had thought otherwise. Hmm.”

      “A memory issue?” Rys asked, skeptical.

      “Most likely,” Orthrus said. “For the time being, know that the castle’s link to the Labyrinth works both ways. It draws power from the Labyrinth, but can also extend that power over it. The power slates do not actually generate power. Rather, they are a conduit.”

      Rys blinked. “Wait, like the ones we’re searching for?”

      “Indeed. Those are far larger and have a specific purpose, but their design is the same. They channel a far greater power into this world,” Orthrus said. “What it is, I don’t recall.”

      That explained why Rys didn’t sense magic from the slates themselves.

      At the same time, countless questions rose within Rys. Namely, what power could possibly be so great as to power the Labyrinth and castle? And how had the Creator drawn on it and controlled it with these slabs of stone?

      Orthrus drifted away, leaving Rys to his thoughts.

      Realizing his questions were unproductive, Rys refocused himself on how to use the slate. That meant rebuilding this control room.

      After several hours, he felt that he had a suitable solution.

      There were now only four modules in the control room. The dais in the corner remained untouched, along with its four hollows. These slates controlled power for the entire castle.

      The other three power modules had been adjusted, however. One of them had extended its power to the Labyrinth, but felt off. Rys fiddled with it until it felt right, but he still didn’t understand it. Most likely this had something to do with controlling the Labyrinth.

      Another power module supported the entire castle. If Rys put a slate into it, it enhanced his ability to construct the castle. That should reduce the burden on the central control system.

      The final power module was a custom one that Rys had built from the remaining modules. Rys felt the castle’s power in his mind but he couldn’t use it directly. Why not change that?

      That seemed quite dangerous, so he kept the amount of power available highly limited. The castle’s power altered reality in seconds. A surge might obliterate Rys if he wasn’t careful. He’d spent centuries mastering his own magic. He knew he could safely use this to summon additional infernals, but using it for other spells was dangerous. Despite that, he did have some ideas boiling in the back of his mind.

      Summoning was a good enough use for now, Rys decided. He slotted a slate into the power support module. His mind felt the extra reserves become available to him personally, requiring only a thought to tap into.

      Rys did exactly that. Reaching out for the immense mass of power that lurked on the outer edges of his mind, he prepared himself for any backlash.

      He fumbled the connection, his tired mind unable to grasp onto such an immense amount of power. Rather than risk another attempt while he was this tired, given how dangerous it was, he chose to leave the power alone for now. He’d have to summon additional infernals after some rest. Any future testing would also need to wait.

      Rys continued to sense that strange presence within his mind, farther beyond the castle’s presence. Given Orthrus’s explanation, that must be the Labyrinth itself. Connecting with that monstrous presence was extremely dangerous. Rys didn’t want to risk alerting it to his presence.

      Stepping out of the control room, he saw Fara and Vallis had moved the carts. The halls were empty, save for a single patrolling demon.

      Rys wandered into the hall above. It hadn’t changed yet, although the rest of the castle was deconstructing itself. For the time being, everybody would need to stay below ground.

      Nobody else was here. The stars shined in the night sky above him.

      The empty hand carts sat at one end of the hall. Presumably Vallis had loaded whatever she wanted from them into her own cart. Rys walked up to the castle entrance, going all the way up to the invisible barrier around the edge of the hall.

      A single demon patrolled the grassy plateau outside. No sign of Fara or Grigor. A large wooden wagon with a canvas cover sat nearby, its rear full of large wooden crates. It lacked any horses to draw it.

      Rys raised an eyebrow at the wagon. There was a large metal box built into the front of it, below where the driver presumably sat. A short pole stuck up on one side of the seat, with a leather knob on one end. Small amounts of magic dwelt within that box.

      Frustrated at his inability to investigate the contraption, Rys pressed a hand against the invisible barrier.

      His hand went through it and Rys stumbled forward. He blinked in surprise.

      Was he free?

      No, he quickly found out. The invisible barrier had moved outward. Rys could explore the full grounds of his estate before running into it. If his memory was correct, the barrier had extended as far out as his castle construction radius did.

      Now that Rys was free to investigate the wagon, he did. Not that he properly understood it, at least not without pulling it apart. He suspected it was some sort of engine that moved the wagon.

      The metal box contained magic, but it was something he didn’t properly understand. It used the ambient magical energy in the world around him. Rys had always thought that it was impossible for devices to draw on magical energy by themselves—everything in the Infernal Empire had been fed refined magic from crystals or other fuel sources.

      Was this the power of this new method of magic called evocation? Had humanity come this far?

      Maybe the world had improved enough to be interesting to Rys as something more than a target of conquest.

      He wandered back inside and collapsed on his bed.

      It turned out that after centuries of doing nothing, spending a day burning magical energy like crazy exhausted Rys. Sleep came easily to him.

      Snow fell in his dream. That instantly told Rys when this took place.

      Gauron was in the southern hemisphere. That made snow a rare event unless you were on a mountain. At least, natural snow was rare. In all of his centuries in Ruathym, it had snowed twice.

      Rys sat in an alleyway. A cold, blue haze hung over the tall brick buildings around him. Everything felt crushed together like a child had slapped down a bunch of blocks, then pushed them together with his bare hands. Guttering ran into other roofs. Buildings leaned into one another. Windows opened against solid walls.

      Ruathym had the city sprawl to end all sprawls. Darus had shown Rys the modern day Ahm, but Ruathym dwarfed it by far. Millions lived in Ruathym. Infernals, humans, elves, dragons, elementals, djinn—even angels lived here at this time. Whatever the race, it called this shithole home.

      People crept out into the alleyway to stare up at the sky. Behind Rys, the sound of the road came to a halt as snow fell. Workers and traders from all walks of life snuck breaks from their work and dull lives to see the only snow they would ever see.

      Rys knew he would see it many more times. But his young self didn’t know this, sitting in this alleyway, rubbing his hands together, and staring up at falling flakes of snow.

      The cause of this snow was a duel between the archdevil Kauros and one of Ariel’s pet demon lords. Kauros had used some insane piece of infernal sorcery that altered the climate for half of Gauron.

      In the coming months, the marvel regarding the snow would turn to terror and anger. Winter crops would freeze and die, as it wasn’t expected to get this cold in the sub-tropics. Rivers and dams that froze would rapidly melt and flood towns and villages. The railriders broke down, forcing the Empire to upgrade them and reinforce them against extreme temperatures.

      Economically, food prices rose drastically. Refugees and homeless flooded cities. Infernals warred with each other and argued in courts. Malusian attacked Kauros, angry that his territory had been impacted. The Infernal Empire filled with war and conflict.

      But that was in the future of this dream. Rys enjoyed the falling snowflakes for what they were.

      A door opened behind him. A moment later, a steaming hot mug of cocoa hovered near his face. He took it and shot a smile at the woman who gave it to him.

      Her face was a blur in this dream. He barely remembered who she was.

      What was her name? Nissa? Nima? Nila? Rys only remembered that it had started with a “Ni—” sound and ended with an “—a” sound. The rest was blurry, like so many of his memories of life before Lacrissa reshaped his body.

      “It really is snowing,” Nissa said. “You always say that you want to see and do impossible things like this.”

      “Some big time infernal or angel must be responsible,” an excited Rys said, his voice low and much younger. He was in his early twenties in the dream. “Maybe one of the other races that some of the devils mention. I can’t imagine ever being able to do this myself.”

      Nissa smiled and sat down next to him. She leaned against him and he leaned back.

      “Really? I thought you had endless ambition,” Nissa teased. The dream blurred for a moment, as if to signal the passing of time. Noise increased behind them. “There’s so much happening here in Ruathym, Tal. You don’t need to chase it. Settle down with me. Work at my father’s forge full-time instead of just doing piecework for large orders. He could help you get your own forge within a few years.”

      Tal. That name was a blast from the past. Nobody called him that anymore. It was either Talarys or Rys.

      He drained the dregs of his cocoa. The mug no longer steamed with heat. “That wouldn’t be enough. I just need another year. Then I’ll have enough money to set up my own forge.”

      Nissa let out an exasperated sigh. A smile became visible through her blurred face. When Rys had been young, he thought she was forgiving him with that smile. Now he saw the condescension in it.

      “Okay, but you’re still going to help us with this next big order, right?” she asked.

      Rys nodded, then stood up and slipped back into the blacksmith’s forge. He left the gawking crowd behind him, ignoring the marvel of the falling snow.

      The dream shifted. Rys stared down at a huge wooden crate from Nissa’s family forge. Long black pine boxes were stacked wall-to-wall within the crate. Reaching down, Rys cracked open a box.

      Inside it was one of his finest longswords, surrounded by finely milled woodchips to protect it from damage. Rys had crafted these only weeks ago. Deftly removing the hilt, Rys saw that his maker’s mark had been crudely removed with magic and replaced with the mark of Nissa’s father.

      Fortunately, the buyer had been suspicious. Almost everybody in lower Ruathym knew about Rys’s rune-crafting. The buyer told Rys, and he took extra precautions when he made this batch of longswords.

      Over a year had passed. The bitter warfare and conflict within the Infernal Empire had increased the demand for weaponry. That proved beneficial to Rys. Wealthy infernals had flooded the market with cash after agriculture began to fail. They lent money to anybody with even the slightest chance of success in the weapons market.

      For Rys, that let him start his own forge and get into rune-crafting far faster than he ever expected. Business was flourishing.

      But, smitten with Nissa, he had stupidly continued to work for her father’s forge. What kind of idiot helped his competitor for next to nothing?

      This idiot. The one staring into a box full of his own weapons, which were being passed off as being forged by somebody else.

      Rys’s hands balled into fists. Even now, he felt the rage boiling in his younger self. This had been a harsh lesson in life.

      Fortunately, Ruathym had strict rules regarding trade fraud. The infernals that ran the city encouraged people to bend the rules and see what they could get away with, but once caught, the penalties were harsh.

      Rys walked out of Nissa’s home a few hours later, his sword and body covered in blood.

      A greater demon stood outside. He wore a sergeant’s uniform and held a spiked mace as large as Rys.

      The demon gave Rys a grisly grin. “Heh. I always love these cases. Bunch of devils are gonna have a ball tracking down all the fraud and theft over the years.”

      Rys stared at the demon, expecting something else to happen. The demon simply continued to grin.

      “Some bean counter devil will visit you within a few days to talk numbers. You’ll get back your money.” The demon’s eyes shined. “But I bet you don’t give a shit about that, do you, sir? You already got the most important thing.”

      Vengeance. The demon left it unsaid, but they both knew.

      That had been the first time an infernal had ever called Rys “sir.”

      It had felt damn good.

      “—Rys. Rys!” a female voice said. Fara’s.

      Rys opened his eyes and sat up in bed. He rolled his shoulders and looked around.

      Back in the present day, almost 2000 years after his dream had taken place.

      Fara stood just inside the door of his bedroom. Her expression showed concern, and she licked her lips when he looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked.

      “I was…” Fara began to say, then stopped. “Nevermind. Vallis and I are heading into Anceston. Did you need anything?”

      Rys hid a frown. He suspected Fara was concerned about him.

      That was good, but also a problem. The fox was useful, but the more she prodded and poked at him, the more trouble she might become. Trusting her wasn’t easy, especially until he regained more of his power.

      Shoving his thoughts away, Rys answered her question, “Pick up some books on evocation if you find any.”

      Fara raised an eyebrow. “Sure. We’ll see you tonight.”

      After she left, Rys turned his mind elsewhere. No reason to worry about women he couldn’t control.

      He had infernals to summon and an empire to build.
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      A flash of red light filled the castle’s main hall. Rys walked over to a second summoning circle before the first ritual finished, as he knew it had succeeded. He’d never failed a ritual this simple.

      A second flash followed the first.

      Now that Rys had gotten some rest, he was able to easily harness the power of the castle. These summonings relied on the power slate that Rys had retrieved, rather than his own strength.

      In the future, he’d look into more experiments with the castle’s power and using it with his own spells. But for now, using it for summoning was plenty useful.

      “Where in tarnation are we?” a gruff voice asked as the shadows from the rituals disappeared.

      Two groups of humanoids stood within separate ritual circles. Each circle was roughly fifty feet in diameter and continued to glow bright red. Unlike with Grigor, Rys didn’t trust these summons immediately.

      After all, they were devils. The humanoid appearance was part of what gave devils their reputation as deceivers. Many species of devil could blend in with the mortal races, although there were countless others who couldn’t.

      One group looked like albino dwarves. Beardless albino dwarves. They were known as the Ashen, and Rys struggled to imagine a situation where they blended in with an ordinary dwarf. Pale skin, red eyes, and no beard? Dwarves were a communal society that disliked those that didn’t fit in, and the Ashen offended every basic rule of dwarven appearance. They wore fireproof robes, rather than the workmanlike gear that Rys recognized.

      The other group was something else entirely. In the Infernal Empire, the Malakin had been devils that took on the form of monks and priests. They specialized in stealth, spying, and assassination.

      For whatever reason, the Malakin now wore loose-fitting black cloth across their entire body, leaving only their eyes visible. They appeared to have taken on a Pharosian form.

      Rys scratched his head. While his summoning had succeeded, he felt that the results differed from expectations.

      The Ashen had been slightly more dwarven in the past. And the Malakin were just strange.

      Shaking his head, Rys responded to the confusion of the devils. “You’re in Harrium.”

      The devils ceased their muttering and stared at Rys.

      “And who the fuck are you to summon two groups of devils at once?” the voice from earlier asked. One of the Ashen. He wore a big flat cap over his head that covered his eyes.

      “That kind of speaks for itself, doesn’t it?” Rys said. “The conditions of your summoning are built into the circle. I’m not wasting my time on separate contracts for you. Serve me unconditionally or go back to Hell.”

      As if they had a choice. These were common devils, and although they were powerful compared to most mortals, they were far weaker than Rys. If he wanted to, he could bind every single one of them to his will in a heartbeat.

      But people loved the illusion of choice. It built loyalty. So Rys gave it to them and figured he’d deal with any consequences if some of them refused—which he doubted would happen.

      The devils muttered to each other in Low Devil. Infernals had a half-dozen different languages, and Rys spoke all of them. His translation gift remained dormant.

      “How long?” the Ashen asked.

      “Forever,” Rys said.

      “Ah, one of those.” The Ashen stroked his beardless chin, which was notable because he was supposed to look like a dwarf. “Normally this is where I’d say ‘thanks, but no thanks’ as I’ve seen what happens with sorcerers like you too many times but… you’re different. I’ve only seen summoning circles like these when I visited the palace.”

      “Which palace?” Rys asked.

      The Ashen nodded slowly. “Right. Not many sorcerers would ask that question. You humans tend to think that Malusian is some sort of rebel. Who are you?”

      “My name is Talarys.”

      “Ah. Well then. We accept. I’m Margrim. Looking forward to working with you, boss.”

      The other Ashen looked at their apparent leader, then murmured agreement. Rys looked over at the Malakin.

      “And you? You’re Malakin, although you’re dressed differently than I expected.”

      One of the black-swathed devils stepped forward and spoke in a horrendous Pharosian accent, “I am Tarasu. Your name is unfamiliar to me, but your power is great. We will serve. May we achieve many great things together.”

      Tarasu? Rys blinked.

      “How do you write that in Low Devil?” Rys asked.

      A long pause. The Malakin looked at each other and muttered things.

      Margrim chuckled. “You’re asking the wrong question, boss.”

      Holding back his annoyance, Rys checked his connection to the Malakin. There he found the names of the devils he had summoned—not their true names, but the common names that he bound them to his will with.

      “I’m happy to have you on board, Taras,” Rys said, using the devil’s actual name.

      “Tarasu,” the devil corrected.

      Rys narrowed his eyes. What even was wrong with the Malakin?

      “I know what your name is. It’s Taras,” Rys said. “Now, you might feel a slight itch.”

      The circles glowed bright red as he snapped his power in place around each devil. With the summoning finished, Rys introduced them to Grigor. Once the shock of Grigor’s presence wore off, the devils settled in fairly quickly.

      “I take it you know what we’re good for?” Margrim asked as the Ashen claimed beds in their dormitory. Unlike demons, devils liked their creature comforts.

      “Hellfire,” Rys said. “It’s why you’re called Ashen. You burn things.”

      Margrim grinned, and his red eyes practically glowed. “Damn straight. We’re popular with every two-bit infernalist who wants to blow shit up and doesn’t want a bunch of demons raping and pillaging the neighborhood.” A ball of hellfire hovered in Margrim’s hand. “Count on me to get shit done.”

      “You’ve been around for a while? It’s not often that a common devil’s been to Ariel’s palace,” Rys said.

      “Eh, only a couple of centuries. Child’s play for you. But I’ve been to Harrium a few times. Heard a few things from devils who can’t keep their mouths shut. You’re a popular folktale among bigshots.”

      “Two centuries is pretty old for Ashen. Most of those in my armies were younger than you,” Rys replied.

      “Tell that to your demon prince. Guy’s got hair on his balls that’s older than most infernals.” Margrim chuckled before joining the rest of the Ashen, breaking up an argument about a corner bed.

      The rest of the day passed uneventfully. Rys avoided using any more sorcery, wary of pushing himself too far until his body and mind adjusted to being awake again. The infernals began to create their own order, and Rys kept an eye on things.

      Grigor didn’t need any help. He’d served under Rys for over 200 years. But it was nice to see that the experience had stuck with the big guy.

      Dusk arrived and Vallis returned with Fara. The exhaustion on Vallis’s face caused Rys to leave her alone. He caught her in the makeshift cafeteria that had been set up.

      Vallis glared at her blackened sausages and runny eggs. Beside her, Fara settled on a sandwich that looked messy but probably tasted a lot better.

      “I swear these imps could burn porridge,” Vallis muttered. Her gaze turned to Rys’s perfectly cooked meal of the same food. “Why does your meal look so great and mine like they dropped it in the fire?”

      “Dunno,” Rys said, cutting into the food.

      Fara rolled her eyes. “Well, at least we know that the imps aren’t as stupid as they act. They know which way their bread is buttered.”

      Rys smirked. “You’re learning.”

      Vallis began to carve the charcoal off her sausages. The inside was cooked through at least, and juices poured onto her plate every time she cut into the meat.

      “So, how did yesterday go?” Rys asked.

      “Really good and really bad,” Vallis said.

      “Happy that I stopped you from going the day before, without guards?”

      A grimace crossed her face, and she ceased her sausage butchery. Fara leaned against Vallis, her tails rubbing against the other woman’s back.

      “Yeah. I am,” Vallis muttered. “Anceston has always been so safe. I grew up there and it’s one of the oldest settlements from when continental trade was established.”

      “I don’t know much about the archipelago, but shouldn’t that make this place dangerous?” Rys asked. He took a bite of a sausage and considered how little he knew of the region. “What even happened to the locals here? I saw that some had horns, but that was it.”

      “Those are demihumans,” Vallis said. “And those are the locals. They’re native here. They have horns, tails, wolf ears and the like. Tend to be really strong, too, and good at magic.”

      “And they’re fine with all the continental settlers?” Rys asked.

      “It’s complicated.” Vallis grimaced. “Especially as there isn’t one unified group of native people. They form what are called ‘dains,’ which is their term for tribe.”

      “I can tell. My translation Gift translated ‘dain’ to ‘tribe.’ I’ll see if I can’t change that if it means something important,” Rys said. Only long experience with many languages allowed him to understand what was being said despite his Gift’s attempt to make his life easier.

      Vallis continued, “These dains are split into two groups: the Ariadain and the Kinadain. The Ariadain are the humans that lived here originally. In Kavolara, their reactions have been a mixed bag. Around Anceston, they’ve worked with people from Gauron.”

      “And the Kinadain?” Rys asked.

      “They’re demihumans that live in the mountains. Some demihumans live elsewhere, but there’s some weird cultural thing I don’t really get even though I grew up here. The Kinadain live off hunting and are powerful warriors—they actually do almost all Labyrinth hunting and sell most artifacts in the region,” Vallis said. “That’s where things got a bit odd yesterday.”

      “The Kinadain didn’t appreciate that you were selling artifacts?” Rys suggested.

      Trying to break into a monopoly market was a dangerous idea. Especially if said monopoly happened to be powerful warriors. Rys might want to improve his defenses.

      “I’m not sure. They took a keen interest in me and at least one of them pushed me out of a deal I nearly closed.” Vallis scowled. “The real problem are Compagnon.”

      “Who?”

      Vallis blinked. “The people my father owed money to and are trying to kill me?”

      “You never told me who they are. Mind you, I never asked and don’t especially care,” Rys said. “Unless they’re dangerous.”

      “They’re a merchant league from Gauron that is trying to take control of this part of Kavolara. They’re trying to crush all of their competitors by burning huge amounts of money, and then using force if that fails,” Vallis said. “The Lord-Mayor of Anceston has been keeping them at bay for years, but they’ve become more aggressive recently.”

      “That’s because they think the new Lord-Mayor is weak,” Fara said. “The old one was forced out and his daughter stepped up in his place. Compagnon see that as their opportunity.”

      “I take it that’s connected?” Rys asked.

      Fara shrugged. “No way to know. Politics is complicated, and the Jarsil family has governed Anceston since before I arrived here. Maria Jarsil is young, but there’s nothing to suggest she’s controlled by Compagnon.”

      “Let’s look into it,” Rys said. He turned to Vallis. “But let me get this straight: you owe a large amount of money to a merchant league that is trying to take over the region. They tried to kill you, using the debt as an excuse to eliminate a potential competitor. Now you’ve returned and are breaking into a highly lucrative market. Compagnon are furious.”

      “That sums it up,” Vallis said. “I received a lot of interest when I turned up. Needed a good cover story for how I had a wagon full of artifacts. We might get some visitors.”

      “That will draw some attention to us, but I think we’ll be fine. You see the devils here. They might look a little odd, but they can pass as human or similar to most people,” Rys said.

      The next few weeks passed swiftly. Rys studied evocation. Vallis made trips to both Anceston and Port Mayfield to establish her new business. The Malakin protected her from the shadows, along with one or two of the Ashen that rode along with her whenever Fara couldn’t. New raids into the Labyrinth failed to find slates, but Orthrus became more confident about where the power conduits were.

      Vallis wanted to hire mercenaries, but Rys knocked her back. If Compagnon had a bottomless supply of funds, any mercenaries could be easily bought.

      But she kept an ear to the ground regardless. Rys understood Fara’s frustration with Vallis, but that was part of what it was like to raise and teach a subordinate.

      The exterior of the manor was finished well before the interior. That kept any spies from realizing how it might be built. But it took over two weeks for the entire thing to be constructed and furnished. Longer still to move in and fix up minor details.

      Little complaints about furnishings. Coats of paint missing from random walls. Adding tunnels for the imps to move around the manor. Hidden staircases to the sub-levels.

      Finally, Rys had his mansion. He spent most of his time inside it now, rather than in the sub-levels. That meant a lot of time with Fara and Vallis. He bided his time until Orthrus became confident enough to find the power conduit, or the Malakin returned with a lead on Compagnon.

      During one of his quiet days, Rys sat in his study. He had plans to turn this into something more impressive, but for now it simply contained a long sofa in the corner and several bookshelves. Without any paperwork to do, he lacked any reason to put a desk in the room. He expected that to change soon.

      A bulbous red head poked out of a false floor in the corner. It blinked its massive solid black eyes at Rys, who glanced at it.

      “Carriage approaching, bossboss,” the imp said. “Can we eat it?”

      “No. And don’t eat the people inside it,” Rys said, aware of this trick question. “Tell Vallis and Fara to meet me in the foyer.”

      “Got it, bossboss.” The imp vanished, replacing the false floor as he left.

      Well, at least it wasn’t the word “boss” repeated five or six times over.

      Imps struggled to understand hierarchy. To them, anybody who had authority over them was “boss,” so they tended to repeat the word to represent relative levels of status.

      “What’s going on?” Vallis asked when they met in the foyer. “The imp didn’t tell us anything.”

      “That,” Rys said, pointing through the windows at a large silver carriage approaching them.

      The double door entrance was surrounded by floor-to-ceiling windows, and a fine brass trim ran around the edges. Rys had etched runes into the glass to turn them into one-way mirrors. The inhabitants could see out, but could not be seen from outside.

      “That’s the Lord-Mayor’s carriage,” Vallis said, holding a hand over her eyes to block out the afternoon sun.

      “An emissary?” Rys asked.

      “Unlikely. Anceston is a large town, although some people call it a city. There’s not enough for her to do to need emissaries,” Vallis said. “Most likely it’s just her and her bodyguard.”

      “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      “If you anger her bodyguard, then yes,” Fara said.

      That explained a lot about how Anceston had kept Compagnon at bay for years then. If not why Fara felt the new mayor was weak.

      “We should meet her outside. The infernals should keep a low profile until we know what she’s like,” Rys said.

      Vallis nodded and her arm moved. “I’ll let Grigor know with a sending.”

      How convenient. Vallis was no mage, but Darus had said that almost any human could use evocation. That allowed Vallis to use sendings, and she could contact almost anybody instantly using them. Presumably that’s how Fara knew where she was on the first night he met them.

      They stepped out onto the manor drive. A long gravel road led down the hill, although it quickly turned into a dirt road. The road formed a large circle in front of the manor, leaving plenty of room to park a carriage.

      The Lord-Mayor’s carriage pulled up in front of them. Rys remembered that her name was Maria.

      As with Vallis’s wagon, no horses pulled the mayor’s carriage. Rys spotted the same large metal contraption on its underbody, but there was no driver at the front. He was curious how it was steered.

      The door opened and an attractive young woman stepped out onto a small set of steps that deployed itself from the carriage.

      Cute, was Rys’s first thought. His next thought was that her tits were some of the largest natural ones he’d seen. Vallis had been impressive, but Maria’s chest looked genuinely painful to carry around.

      She wore a simple black one piece dress made of thick cloth that covered her arms. Her clothes gave her an almost homely appearance, in contrast to her attractive curves and cherub-like face. Rys suspected she was intentionally underdressing.

      Curly silver hair fell to her shoulders and nearly hid her slightly pointed ears. She clearly wasn’t human, because she had a large pair of black goat horns. Between her chest and the horns, he’d make a crude joke if he were a lesser man.

      Suddenly, the peace of the region with the native inhabitants made a lot of sense. The Lord-Mayor was one of the Kinadain, and her family had governed the largest town in the region for generations.

      Her amber eyes focused on Rys and she curtsied. “You must be the lord of the manor. I am honored that you came out to greet me in person.” She hesitated and a gentle smile crossed her face. “I do apologize if I am mistaken. I have not had the chance to speak with Lady Vallis about her new business associate.”

      Maria’s eyes bounce between Vallis and Rys.

      “You’re correct,” Rys said. He withheld his name for the moment.

      Another person stepped out from the carriage. His magical presence belied why Fara warned Rys about him.

      The bodyguard towered over Maria and glared at Rys. Two bladed horns protruded from the bodyguard’s head and a long, bladed tail covered in scales remained close to the ground. Scales covered his cheek and chin. A large red coat swathed his entire body, but Rys saw a long scabbard sticking out from it.

      This man exuded magic. And one that was far too familiar to Rys to ignore.

      The Angelic Arts.

      If the angels had supposedly vanished centuries ago, how did this random Kinadain in the middle of nowhere know them? Or at least give Rys an extremely similar magical impression?

      Despite his concerns, Rys quickly checked his knowledge gift. Darus knew nothing about this. The last time the angels taught humans how to use their particular form of magic had been when the Infernal Empire had been around. They had been known as the Angelic Adepts, and Rys had personally killed countless numbers of them.

      Had the bodyguard detected Rys’s infernal nature? Had the Kinadain in general, if there were more like this warrior?

      Too many questions. Too much danger. Rys kept his cool but prepared for the worst. He might need to conquer this little mayor by force.
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      “Allow me to introduce myself. I am the Lord-Mayor of Anceston, Lady Maria Jarsil. This is my fiance, Barul,” Maria said after she approached Rys and the others. Maria curtsied to Vallis and Fara, who returned the gesture.

      Rys blinked. Fiance?

      “I am the Lord-Mayor’s bodyguard,” Barul said, stressing Maria’s title. He spoke in a deep baritone, but with a sibilant edge. The scales weren’t just for show.

      Of more interest was the fact that Barul’s speech was stilted. He seemed unfamiliar with the common language spoken here.

      “A pleasure. I am Lord Talarys,” Rys said with a bow to Maria.

      Barul squared his jaw and glared at Rys. He received a bland stare in return.

      “Why don’t we step inside?” Vallis suggested, her eyebrows shooting up as she stared at Barul. “We can prepare some refreshments in one of the receiving rooms.”

      Maria’s face flickered, but settled on a polite smile. She seemed practiced at hiding her emotions, but Rys had spent decades dealing with far better poker players. Most infernals quickly learned that it was hard to pretend to always be faintly amused or happy, unless their grip on reality was questionable.

      Fara leaned over his shoulder and her tails masked her mouth from view of Barul and Maria. “Should I prepare something? I can probably make something better than the imps.”

      “It’s fine. Our servants can prepare a simple spread this quickly,” Rys said loudly. Very loudly and with a stare full of intent at windows he couldn’t see through.

      Maria paused outside the entrance and looked around. Her eyes took in the exterior of the manor house, her fingers picking at her dress.

      “This is a very impressive home, Lord Talarys,” Maria said quietly.

      “I’m used to bigger, actually,” Rys said. He stroked his chin. “I have considerably more impressive plans, but they’ll need to wait for some time. I don’t have everything I need yet.”

      “Truly?” Maria’s tone was closer to wonder than disbelief. “This might be the largest manor I’ve seen on Kavolara. Larger than most I’ve seen on Dalyros, even.”

      It was fairly big. While it was only two stories, it contained a small throne room, multiple bedrooms, a large hall, receiving and dining rooms, and countless empty rooms that Rys planned to convert into offices and dormitories in the future. The square footage was immense.

      The building itself was built from a mixture of stone and wood. He’d carefully chosen both to match local rocks and trees. Rather than using gold or silver, he’d chosen brass to highlight trims and edges. It suited the more muted appearance of the estate, while still adding to its appearance and opulence.

      Once inside, Maria marveled over the interior decorations as well. Rys accepted the excuse to take her on a long detour to the receiving room.

      “I take it you like water features, Lord Talarys,” Maria said as she ran her hand through one of the fountains built into the wall. “I must admit that you have plenty of quiet, meditative spaces in here. I would love to install so many in my own home, but magitech is exceptionally expensive out here.”

      Magitech. That was what they called the magical devices that powered everything that humanity built these days. Magitech provided an immense level of automated comfort for wealthy humans: carriages; heating; cooling; locks; lighting. Almost everything that Rys did using mechanical systems or traditional magic could be done with magitech.

      According to his knowledge Gift, they had even started building magitech factories on Gauron. Automated production of high-quality steel and weaponry. The idea fascinated Rys. While Darus indicated that Dwarves still held a monopoly on the best quality steel, human mages were transforming the world.

      But, like Maria said, getting that out here was next to impossible. He was in the middle of nowhere. Older inventions, such as magitech carriages, had become commonplace, but anything without economic value was slow to be shipped out here. Especially if nobody wanted to ship it to Pharos and drop off a few here during the journey.

      These fountains were powered using mechanical mechanisms that drew on tiny amounts of the castle’s power. Not that Rys would tell Maria that. Why break the illusion of wealth?

      Eventually, they entered the receiving room. A large platter of fruit, cheese, and cold cuts sat on a side table. Simple magitech kettles full of coffee and tea stood next to the platter.

      Fara stared at the food in disbelief. Rys smirked.

      Imps might not know how to cook, but they knew how to avoid angering their masters. Nothing here needed any real preparation. Except the coffee, but imps lived off the stuff, so it was usually pretty good.

      “Where are your servants?” Maria asked. “I wanted to thank them for imposing on them so suddenly. It must have been difficult to prepare all of this so quickly.”

      “They’re used to this sort of thing.” Rys eyed one of the false panels in the wall, aware that an imp lurked behind it as he spoke. “They prefer to stay out of the way. It’s a cultural thing.”

      Maria frowned as she poured herself a cup of tea. Rys nearly her missed her muttered, “Damaged, maybe?”

      Leaving the mayor to pick at the platter, Rys sat on one of the natural leather seats. His gaze wandered across the room while he enjoyed his coffee.

      Fara and Vallis made small talk with Maria over the food. Over to one side, Barul glowered at everybody. His gaze darkened when he noticed Rys looking at him, then shot back over to the women.

      Rys kept his face expressionless and made a show of turning away, but his eyes remained on Barul. The bodyguard’s gaze focused mostly on Fara. On one part of her, for that matter.

      If Barul weren’t already engaged, Rys would suggest he was leering at Fara. The fox ignored him with practiced ease, but her tails shifted subtly to cover her breasts and rear from his view. The tiniest grimace rose on Barul’s face, but he didn’t move or redirect his attention.

      Vallis walked over and tried to start a conversation with Barul. Rys doubted she saw what he was doing. But it didn’t matter. Barul grunted out one or two-word answers and refused to look at her.

      While Barul’s attitude might be annoying, Rys ignored him for now. His behavior might prove useful in the coming negotiations.

      Rys still didn’t know why Maria was here, or what Barul’s connection to the angels was. That strange magical connection remained. Neither had taken aggressive actions, if Rys ignored Barul’s glares.

      “Shall we get down to business?” Rys asked Maria when she approached him. She held a cup in one hand and a plate in another.

      “No pleasantries? Did I interrupt something?” Maria’s eyes shot to Fara and Vallis, and Rys didn’t need to imagine what her thoughts turned to.

      He chuckled. “You didn’t. But I figured you’re here for something important if you didn’t have the time to let Vallis know with a sending.”

      Maria’s expression didn’t shift, but she took a seat. She nibbled on some cheese.

      Continuing, Rys said, “Vallis mentioned that your family has run for Anceston for generations and that it’s doing extremely well. Particularly when it comes to relations with the native people and the Kinadain. But I am surprised to see that you’re Kinadain yourself.”

      Annoyance flickers across Maria’s face. Barul turned away from his full-time leering duties and glared at Rys.

      Obviously, that had been the wrong thing to say. Vallis had said something about how she didn’t fully understand the cultural situation of the Kinadain. That might have been a polite way to say that she avoided it because it was troublesome.

      “Thank you for your kind words regarding Anceston, Lord Talarys,” Maria said, her tone almost overly polite. “But I’m not Kinadain. My horns and ears do mark me as a demihuman, and I am originally descended from the Kinadain, but I am not actually part of a dain. That is a complicated process that I have not undertaken.”

      Rys felt this lecture had only just begun. He searched for a way to cut her off before it was too late.

      “Descended?” he asked.

      Maria paused, then tilted her head. “Did Vallis not tell you? I’m used to everybody knowing about my family, given… my position.” Her tone grew irritable and she looked to one side.

      “All I know is that your family has been the Lord-Mayor of Anceston for at least fifty years.”

      After a sip of tea, Maria explained, “My great-great-grandfather was one of the sailors aboard the first ship that found the archipelago over a century ago. The ship was one of many traveling the new route between Pharos and Gauron. It became lost and landed where Port Mayfield is now. A common story, but one that ended happily for my family.”

      “Yes. Sailing too far east tends to end in a swift death,” Rys said.

      “Indeed. The wind that makes the oceans so dangerous and cut off Pharos and Gauron can be felt in the south-east of the archipelago,” Maria said.

      Rys knew what caused that wind. One of the vestiges of the Cataclysm. When one of the continents had been destroyed, it had left a mark. Huge stretches of Harrium became uninhabitable, and it seemed that remained unchanged even now. In fact, it seemed worse. Nobody even knew why they shouldn’t try to circumnavigate the world, other than the fact they’d die.

      “My ancestor took a liking to the island and settled down earlier than most. He met my great-great-grandmother, who was Kinadain.” Maria smiled, and it was her first genuine smile of the visit. “I have some pictures of them, stored in a memory crystal at home. They look very sweet together. Her horns are like mine, but slightly larger. Some of the older residents of the archipelago tell me that I take after her in a few ways.”

      “It sounds like it was something special,” Rys said.

      Maria laughed. “Wow, Lord Talarys, you almost make me think that you don’t believe in love with such a cliched line.” Her eyes lit up. “But yes, it was. In more ways than one. When the settlers arrived years later, their marriage helped him mediate.”

      Sitting down next to them, Vallis leaned in, “Oh, I hadn’t heard about that. My grandfather told me when I was young that your family were the oldest ones in Anceston, but I didn’t realize you were that old.”

      “You’re older than I am. Don’t say I’m old,” Maria said.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Vallis said. The two women smiled at each other.

      Rys waited for the tale to resume. In the corner of the room, Barul continued to glare at him.

      “But yes, my family helped found Anceston. When the position for mayor came up, my great-grandfather took over. Then the position became Lord-Mayor due to some political interference from Gauron that doesn’t matter anymore.” Maria shook her head. “The position is hereditary, but also not.”

      “If the only people who become Lord-Mayor are in your family, it sounds hereditary,” Rys said.

      She frowned. “Perhaps, but times are changing. Anceston has always been the hub for trade between northern and southern Kavolara. But that is becoming less important every year, although that’s a topic for later. Then there’s the matter of my horns.”

      The original topic. Before the long detour.

      “Your physical appearance has something to do with your position?” Rys asked.

      “Not officially.” Maria drained her tea and set it on the table, before folding her hands neatly in her lap. “But in truth, my father was ousted as Lord-Mayor because he was human. Only the female side of my family has inherited the demihuman traits recently. My aunts and female cousins have horns, but none of my uncles do.”

      “And your mother was also human?” Rys asked, his interest piqued. He leaned forward. “Has anybody else in your family been demihuman other than your great-great-grandmother?”

      “No. She is the only source of blood in my family. The size of my horns and”—Maria rolled her eyes—“other assets alleviated concerns briefly.”

      “Because you look like your ancestor,” Rys said. “That’s really strange, actually. Normally, you’re either an elf or you’re not. There’s no such thing as half-elves or half-dragons. But demihumans are different.”

      “And Kinadain are different again,” Maria said, bringing the conversation full circle. “All demihumans are originally descended from Kinadain. But if I want to be part of a dain, I need to undertake specific steps in order to regain the status that my ancestor had.”

      Rys finished his coffee, although it had gone cold by now. Too interested in his current conversation to get up, he set the cup down.

      “I think I get it. The simplest version is that demihumans are the race, and Kinadain is a specific culture,” Rys said, trying to unpick this. Maria mixed the two up for whatever reason, but it sounded a lot simpler to him.

      A snarl sounded at his side. Turning, Rys saw Barul step forward, hand on his sword hilt. The Kinadain bodyguard glared at Rys.

      “You don’t have even an ounce of the knowledge necessary to speak of our people, you foreign ass. Know your place!” Barul snarled.

      “Barul! Language!” Maria snapped, her expression turning taut and eyes glaring at Barul.

      Barul had changed languages in his anger. His eloquence had increased drastically in what was presumably the native tongue of the Kinadain.

      Although Rys questioned the accuracy of his translation gift. “Foreign ass” was awfully literal, and Maria’s eyes had practically popped out of her head when Barul had said it. Rys had a feeling it was a slur against foreigners.

      Evidently, the topic of the Kinadain was a sensitive one. But Barul had been angry from the moment they arrived. Something more was going on here.

      Maria turned to Rys with a thin smile on her lips. “My apologies, Lord Talarys. Let’s move onto a different topic.”

      No, Rys didn’t think he would. His mind raced as he worked out how to use this situation to his advantage.

      The gap between Maria and Barul was the key. Maria had been unfailingly polite, almost to a fault. While Rys suspected she had told her family’s history many times, several of the details and the way she told it were far friendlier than it should have been for a random noble that Maria had never met.

      Maria wanted something from Rys. That much was obvious. But Barul hated Rys, possibly because he knew something that Maria didn’t. Or maybe Maria was like Vallis and didn’t care.

      No, if she knew, then there’s no way she would have brought Barul here. He glared at Rys constantly. Maria had no leash on her dog to keep him under control. The moment he barked, she tried to calm him down by taking away what she felt upset him.

      Rys knew how to make this work then. It was time to stop being a welcoming noble to Maria.

      “I don’t appreciate being screamed at in my own home. Especially by an uninvited guest. While I could be more sensitive about the Kinadain, I don’t think that’s the problem.” Rys locked eyes with Barul. “Without an apology, there’s nothing more for us to discuss.”

      Maria’s smile vanished and she frowned, her poker face shattered. “I am deeply sorry for Barul’s behavior, Lord Talarys. And the insult he said. He knows better than to speak like that.” Maria shot a glare at Barul. “Trust me when I say that I can more than repay you if you overlook his disrespect. You’ll understand once we talk business.”

      “You don’t need to apologize to him,” Barul snarled, still speaking in his native tongue. The expression on Maria’s face made it clear that he’d managed to say some insulting words again, even though the translation Gift failed to pick them up.

      “No, Lady Maria, I don’t want you to apologize.” Rys pointed at Barul. “I want him to apologize for everything he’s done since he arrived. Leering at Fara. Interrupting our conversation. Dismissing Vallis. And, of course, his incessant screaming. He’s your future husband, not some lowly henchman.”

      Barul’s knuckles whitened on his sword. Realizing that this might escalate into a fight, Rys reached for his magic, preparing to cast a spell. Fara pulled Vallis away, but her tails weaved a spellcasting array in the air.

      Maria stared at Rys. Slowly, her expression shifted from shock to anger, then to resignation as she realized what he was doing. Her eyes closed and she rubbed her forehead.

      Normally, this was when Rys would use his fury manipulation Gift and claim ultimate victory. Turning the budding flames of anger between Maria and Barul into a fiery blaze of fury could shatter their relationship instantly.

      And at the end of it, make it easier for Rys to deal with Maria by herself.

      But he didn’t have that Gift and needed to rely on mundane means to get his way. Fortunately, Maria’s and Barul’s relationship was weak. Probably because Barul was an asshole.

      “Barul, apologize,” Maria snapped.

      “Maria—” Barul tried to say.

      “Enough!” Maria glared at her fiancé. “We had an agreement. Apologize. Now!”

      Fury bubbled within Barul’s eyes. Only an idiot thought he was going to apologize. But he took his hand off his sword, straightened up, and faced Maria directly.

      “My deepest apologies, Lady Maria. I meant no disrespect to Lord Talarys—such a deeply important and sensitive matter requires equally thoughtful words,” Barul said, his words slow and stilted as he returned to speaking in the common tongue.

      Rys nearly laughed. It took almost all of his willpower to keep his expression stony.

      What balls on the man to pull that off after pissing off everybody in the room. A shame he was such an asshole. Rys imagined the ways he could use a warrior like him, if he was as brave in battle as he was when facing down his future wife.

      Maria looked as if she was going to incinerate Barul through sheer fury. Her hands balled up into tiny fists. “Barul. I will not repeat myself.”

      Although he winced, Barul turned to face Rys, then spoke quickly in simple words, “If you want me to say sorry, then we do this the Kinadain way. You talk a lot with words. Kinadain talk a lot with blades.”

      That was as close to a death threat that Barul was going to make, Rys felt. The Kinadain had been burning to pick a fight since he arrived, and now he had.

      Maria’s face had run out of expressions to go through. She looked at Rys with a pale and lost expression. Presumably, her “agreement” with Barul had failed utterly to stop this from happening.

      Rys stood up. Barul’s hand fell on his sword. Infernal energy rushed through dozens of holes in Rys’s soul as he prepared his spells. The seals might restrict his power and ability, but he was more than capable of putting Barul in his place. Rys had been nice enough so far, but allowing a death threat to slide was too much.

      If the stupid bastard wanted a fight, Rys would give it to him.
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      Rys and Barul stared each other down. Infernal energy simmered within Rys, waiting to be unleashed. He felt Barul activate a spiritual technique within his sword.

      The first move would be some sort of draw-slash technique. The angels loved those tricks, given they specialized in spatial manipulation. The winged bastards could cut an entire platoon in half with a single slash by controlling the size or position of their blade during the swing.

      But Barul wasn’t an angel and couldn’t use true astral power. Whatever technique he used would be a poor imitation of the real thing.

      Fara tried to catch Rys’s eye. Her stance shifted, and he realized she was about to interfere. He ignored her.

      Right before fighting erupts, the door opened with a click. A giant of a man stooped through the doorway, grimacing as he pushed his arms together to fit through. He was a genuine giant, standing over eight feet tall. An enormous runic greataxe followed him into the room. He was bare-chested but wore a thick steel helmet.

      The giant stopped behind Barul, before pausing and looking down at the much smaller man, as if in confusion. Two glowing embers stared out from within the helmet.

      Barul turned around, face pale, and stared up at the towering giant. Although the bodyguard was only several inches shorter than Rys, that mattered little compared to the newcomer.

      “My captain of the guard, Grigor,” Rys said blandly, trying to hide a grin.

      Grigor had collected many Gifts over the years. For a demon operating in Harrium, a Gift that allowed them to blend in with mortals was a necessity. Many infernal courts even considered them a necessity at formal events, as some devils disliked the monstrous forms of demons. Only Grigor’s axe remained unveiled and stood nearly as tall as he was.

      “Am I interrupting something, Rys?” Grigor asked, playing dumb. Those glowing eyes seemed to twinkle. No doubt the demon prince had sensed Rys summoning his power through their connection.

      “Nope. Barul was in the middle of apologizing for his insolence toward Lady Maria and me,” Rys said. He fixed his gaze on Barul but kept his expression stony.

      Barul turned to Rys, terror spread across his visage.

      Oh, how badly Rys wanted to break out in a shit-eating grin and laugh at Barul right now. But that would ruin the effect.

      Fara had described Grigor as a mountain when she met him. Even behind his Gift, Grigor’s raw magical power roiled off him. Barul must have sized him up the moment Grigor stepped into the room and realized how massive the gap was between them. To Barul, Grigor’s mere presence was like a half-ton weight crashing down on his shoulders.

      “Barul,” Maria said, her earlier anger missing from her voice.

      Barul licked his lips. A long pause. “I am sorry for my actions, Lord Talarys,” he uttered in slow, stilted words.

      Victory felt sweet.

      “Barul, please join Captain Grigor outside. I will finish my discussion with Lord Talarys in private,” Maria said. Her tone brooked no argument.

      Barul’s face looked as if Maria had rammed a whole lemon down his throat, but he obeyed. Grigor looked at Rys.

      “Help yourself to a plate of food, Grigor,” Rys said.

      Once they left, Rys settled back in his chair. While he couldn’t enjoy a triumphant grin as Maria still sat across from him, he internally enjoyed his victory.

      Weren’t subordinates great?

      Maria’s expression said that while she might not like what had happened, she held some grudging respect. The women in the room retreated to the refreshments table to refill their drinks and plates. At some point, a full coffee appeared in front of Rys. It was poison-free, for what little that mattered given his unique constitution.

      “Remind me why you’re engaged to him?” Rys asked. “And don’t say love, please.”

      Maria laughed again. “I was right. You genuinely don’t believe in love. I’m guessing you’ve never married, Lord Talarys? I didn’t spot a ring, but I’ve learned that often doesn’t mean much.”

      Rys didn’t bother to answer, despite her apparent interest.

      “I’m engaged to him for the same reason that you made me look like a fool just then,” Maria said, her tone lighter than her words suggested. “Politics. The Kinadain influence in my family is fading, and it has been vital to the Jarsil family’s influence in the region. My father arranged the marriage with the Kinadain.”

      “Why Barul? You’re a noble and he’s clearly not,” Rys asked.

      Maria shrugged. “The elders of the local dains chose him.”

      A low whistle escaped Vallis. “I bitch about my father, but that’s something else. I don’t need to fuck an asshole who stares at another woman’s tits, at least.”

      Fara glared at Vallis. “Was that really necessary?”

      “Would you prefer if he stared at mine?” Vallis asked.

      The muttering from Fara suggested that Barul wouldn’t have escaped the room alive if he had done that.

      Maria coughed. “Things haven’t progressed anywhere near that far. Barul is… a gentleman. He serves as a bodyguard dutifully and is exceedingly respectful of me and my position.” She frowned. “Usually. He’s never been this hot-headed.”

      “Wait, ‘anywhere near that far?’” Vallis asked. She cocked her head. “Have you done anything with him? He didn’t even want to be called your fiancé when you first arrived.”

      Maria shrugged. “As I said, it is an arranged marriage. Perhaps after we actually marry, he might show interest but…”

      So a loveless arranged marriage where the husband showed literally zero sexual interest in his wife. Barul wasn’t even asexual, given his apparent interest in Fara.

      “It’s not a cultural thing, is it?” Rys asked.

      Maria rolled her eyes. “If it is, then somebody needs to tell the Kinadain hunters that make extensive use of Anceston’s seedier establishments.”

      “Yeah. They have a bit of a rep,” Vallis said, nodding. “Good for the economy, though.”

      Rys leaned back and let the women loosen up. Maria’s stuffy exterior received some treatment through Vallis’s bluntness. Maria certainly was no sheltered princess.

      Which, again, made Rys curious about why Fara had thought she was weak. She seemed aware of both her situation and what was happening in Anceston. A ruler that understood the importance of even a city’s red-light district when it had a lot of young fighters around was far sharper than those in denial of its existence.

      “I believe we have two major topics left,” Rys said. “What do you want from me, and why did you choose to come to me?”

      Maria grimaced and took a long slurp of her tea. “Given earlier events, can I assume you are largely unaware of local politics?”

      “I’d be interested in your side of the story,” Rys said, refusing to give her a straight answer.

      The sides of Maria’s lips lifted. “I’ll set the scene as I go. For the benefit of anybody who may not understand the full picture.” Her gaze fixed on Rys and he returned it blandly. “The short version is that you’ve built a manor practically overnight. That speaks volumes about your resources, and this visit has only proved that. I want to work with you to solidify my rule over this region of Kavolara and drive out Compagnon.”

      Rys blinked. He hadn’t expected that, or at least not presented so bluntly.

      People didn’t normally walk up to others and say, “Hey, you, help me conquer this land and kick out my competitor.”

      On the other hand, it did capture Rys’s interest. He wasn’t a normal person. Maria had said she’d repay him if he overlooked Barul’s behavior. Giving him the opportunity to rule part of the island was considerable repayment.

      “Is this because you want to control the region, or because of Compagnon?” Rys asked, curious about her motivations.

      “Both,” Maria said. “But Compagnon is the root cause for both. Allow me to explain.”

      Rys, Vallis, and Fara settled in for a long explanation.

      “The colonization of the archipelago by the continents has split it apart. Some regions are controlled by influences from Gauron. This is the case for the island of Gorgria as well as the Malus League, who control the southern portion of Kavolara. Other regions are still in control of the natives, but these are few: namely the island of Kinaria, and the northern-most regions due to how cold they are. Finally, the central island of Dalyros has become a mixture, as the Tolaran Federation is led by a coalition of former dains but is run using practices from Gauron.”

      Rys wondered who had convinced the natives to do that. It sounded like a plan ripe for disaster. But he held his tongue.

      Maria continued, “Kavolara is split between all three styles of governance. The Malus League rules the south with an iron fist, enslaving demihumans and destroying every dain they encounter. To the north, the dains remain in control, but have grown in size and created their own city called Avolar. And here, my family has mediated between the dains and continental arrivals for a century, creating Anceston in the process.”

      “Until Compagnon arrived?” Rys asked, then frowned. “No, you indicated that Gauron had been interfering earlier.”

      “That’s right,” Maria said. “We’re close to Tarmouth. Plenty of nobles, mages, and merchants have arrived here in the past and tried to take over the region. Most fail swiftly and move on. Their interference sometimes lives on, as seen in my title. But Anceston has seen off hundreds of pretenders.”

      “I’d call them powermongers,” Vallis said. “Any hick mage or dickhead strong enough to kill a knight can take over a town, but they can’t force farmers to sell their crops there. Then they get bored or somebody stronger puts them in their place, and they fuck off.”

      “Powermonger is an overly simple word for them,” Maria said. “Most of them came to the archipelago to escape from their past. Usually, some form of dead-end drudgery or a mistake they made that limited their advancement. They don’t want to conquer the island. Instead, they want to rule their own little corner and do whatever they want.”

      Rys tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair and stared out a window. Lots of dumb warriors constantly trying to take over villages and towns. Local Kinadain politics interfering in the largest town in the region. An artifact trade that is monopolized by said Kinadain. A plan formed in his mind, but he was aware of something else.

      “This is where Compagnon comes in, isn’t it?” Rys said. “If I had unlimited funds and wanted to take over a region, I’d start with a bunch of easily controllable pawns. Then I’d move on the largest trade in the region. Finally, I’d start pushing out all competition, both political and financial. Once that’s done, who is left to oppose me?”

      “Did you need to sound like the villain?” Fara said. “Because you did a great job.”

      “He is right,” Maria said, eyes twinkling as she leaned forward. “Although he’s missing a few steps. Compagnon first established their own city and port to compete with the locals. Aretiers allows them to bypass the markets in Anceston and the harbor at Port Mayfield, limiting my family’s influence. Afterward, they followed Lord Talarys’s plan. Support the largest powermongers with soldiers and money and drive out everybody else. Then they crushed most competing merchants and are trying to force everybody else to trade in Aretiers, rather than Anceston.”

      “Which means minimal tax revenue for you, so no way to maintain the town or keep it safe,” Rys said. He leaned his head on one fist and stared at her. “Then all of those soldiers can threaten the town and neighborhood. You take the blame and they take over.”

      Maria grimaced. “That is correct.”

      “Good plan. I give it an eight out of ten. It’s vulnerable to financial disruption or anybody with an actual military, but probably works in this tiny place,” Rys said. “What happened to the artifact trade?”

      “The Kinadain are loyal to Anceston and my family. My father was at least able to maintain that relationship,” Maria said.

      Vallis raised an eyebrow. “Sure, but Compagnon were buying a lot of artifacts in Anceston. It’s why I’m taking mine to Port Mayfield myself. All of my contacts in Anceston were selling to Compagnon or refused to trade with me.”

      Maria stared at Vallis. “That’s… I had been told otherwise.”

      The entire situation fascinated Rys, despite the relative simplicity of it. He thrived on this sort of stuff. Unraveling the schemes of others, pulling at the weaknesses he found, then crushing the schemers utterly.

      “That’s a creepy grin,” Fara said.

      Oops.

      “I may be interested,” Rys said.

      “I assumed as much,” Maria said drily, unable to hide her smile.

      “Let’s talk about what I get out of it.” Rys placed his hands together and leaned over the table. “I’m curious what you mean by solidifying power over the region. Getting rid of Compagnon is easy enough. They’re a merchant league. Money only gets you so far in a game of empires. At some point, the exchange rate of money to power becomes extortionate and you go bankrupt.”

      Maria stared at Rys and slowly lowered her cup. “I feel that you’ve done this before.”

      “He’s not some hick powermonger, that’s for sure,” Vallis said. She grinned at Rys.

      “I can tell. Most of them would pale in comparison to your guard captain, Lord Talarys,” Maria said. “Can I assume that you have more warriors, even if they’re not as powerful?”

      “Soldiers, spies, mages—you can assume I’m self-sufficient for the purposes of dealing with Compagnon,” Rys replied. “The same goes for wealth.”

      Maria nodded, but a tinge of panic crossed her face. “Then I was correct to approach you. People powerful enough to oppose Compagnon are few. The fact you’re working with Vallis is fortunate, as I trust her judgment. It allowed me to risk approaching you directly. I don’t know if I would have done so otherwise.”

      Vallis shot Rys a triumphant look. He ignored her, but made a note to thank her later.

      “While I may only be a Lord-Mayor, I’m the most powerful and influential person on Kavolara outside of the Malus League,” Maria said. She puffed out her chest and Rys wondered if she was going to topple over. “I can offer the support of the locals, connections to the Kinadain, political knowledge, and I know rulers outside of the island. The two of us can jointly share the results.”

      Cute. She called conquering the region “the results.” Rys wondered if she was unwilling to admit to herself that she was basically taking over the region because the past century of decentralized governance had allowed a train of random people to terrorize everybody.

      In his mind, her decision was right. But he didn’t really care. If he used her to take over the region, then it greatly increased his power base.

      But that was the problem. He needed her under him if he wanted to control the region. This little idea of “joint control” couldn’t work. Unless it involved removing Barul from the picture and doing a particular form of “joint control,” but he doubted that would work for long.

      Rys sent Maria on her way, promising to meet with her once he had investigated the matter himself. While her words sounded convincing, he needed to confirm them first. That was a task for the Malakin.

      “She seemed to like you,” Rys told Vallis. “Do you have a history?”

      Vallis shrugged. “I tutored her before my father ruined everything.”

      “She was a lot smaller back then,” Fara added. Her hands rose up and pushed her breasts together. “And she didn’t have these back then. I can’t believe they’re bigger than yours.”

      Vallis stared at Fara in disbelief. The fox huffed.

      “Well, it’s true. Don’t pretend you didn’t notice,” Fara muttered.

      “Do not concern yourself with your body, young fox,” Grigor boomed from outside. “Your martial capabilities outweigh any physical shortcomings you may have.”

      Fara looked mortified, but she found herself unable to bite back at Grigor’s well-intentioned words. Instead, she muttered, “They’re not shortcomings.”

      “There, there, Fara,” Vallis said. “Maybe somebody will appreciate them.”

      “I will slap you.”

      Vallis shut up.

      “Her family also was in a much more certain position,” Fara eventually said, after she calmed down. “I can’t say I liked what I heard about the Kinadain.”

      “They’re her blind spot. And not because of Barul,” Rys agreed. “We have a lot to investigate before we agree to work with her.”

      “You’re going to accept?” Fara asked, eyebrows shooting up.

      “In a manner of speaking,” he said.

      “Ah, with conditions.” Fara nodded. “I should have known better. At least in this case, it might be smarter.”

      Had Fara come around to Rys’s way of thinking?

      Whatever the case, the road to an empire lay before him. It was covered in thorns, hidden traps, and false paths, but he felt confident that he could navigate it.

      First, he needed to find out how to turn Maria’s idea of joint control into one where she was subservient to him.
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      After Maria left, they argued over how to respond to her proposal. Grigor remained transformed for the discussion, just in case.

      Or more accurately, Rys listened while Fara, Vallis, and Grigor argued. He had opinions on the situation, but they were talking about a tiny merchant league trying to take over a town that Rys had never heard of a week ago. Letting his subordinates run the show let him determine their ability and improve their capability.

      Instead, his mind focused on how to convince a certain noble to join him.

      Vallis leaned back after a long run of talking. The imps brought her a tall glass of water with sliced lemons and limes in it. Her throat thanked them, even if she forgot to.

      “I haven’t done something like this for months,” Vallis said. “Probably longer. Compagnon has spies everywhere in Anceston these days. Having a fun argument about how to overthrow them is liable to land you in a creek, and I came a little too close to that a few weeks ago.”

      Fara scowled at Vallis’s casual mention of her near-death experience.

      “You’re taking this better than I expected,” Rys said, realizing that the argument had paused for the moment. The imps brought some burned cookies out.

      He really needed to hire a chef. Or somebody who could at least remove things from an oven on time. Imps weren’t stupid, but they focused their intelligence on the important things in life, like not dying. Actually doing a good job was low on their list of priorities most days.

      “The last time Compagnon sent an assassin after me, an Ashen flicked his cigarette at him and turned him into a pillar of flame,” Vallis said drily. “I’m the best protected merchant on Kavolara right now. My guards are hellfire-throwing dwarves who are happy to laze around on my cart and creepy ninja-like devils running behind me in the forests.”

      “Ninjas?” Rys asked.

      “That’s what the Malakin resemble,” Fara asked. “I tried asking them why they dress that way, but they mumbled some nonsense and ran away.”

      “That’s because they’re creepy as shit,” Vallis said. “I mean that in the nicest way. They don’t leer, but the way they look at Fara is goddamn weird. If they could, they’d frame her tails on their walls.”

      “They were always pretty weird in the Infernal Empire.” Rys stroked his chin. “But so is every species of devil involved in intelligence gathering. The head of the Empire’s intelligence before the Cataclysm was called the Pharoah, because he dressed up as a pharaoh for no discernable reason. By contrast, the Malakin worshipped angels. Nobody batted an eye.”

      “Sounds useful,” Fara said.

      “No,” Grigor said. “All infernals and angels possess soulsight. We can understand the nature of a being at a glance. No devil could hide from an angel’s soulsight.”

      Vallis’s mouth hung open. “Holy fucking shit. The rumors are true?”

      Rys raised an eyebrow. “They’ve become rumors? How many people did the angels murder to bury that truth? They can tell truth from lie with their eyes. It makes them terrifying to negotiate with. Trust me, I know. It doesn’t work on infernals, so they only negotiated with humans. That meant me.”

      “That explains a lot of weird shit they’ve done in history,” Vallis said. “Azrael’s a touch stab-happy. Likes to teleport into palaces and kill rulers.”

      Because it’s her job, Rys imagined.

      Something about that story bothered Rys. He knew about Azrael’s habit of teleporting into fortresses and killing everything he saw. A lot of powerful infernals died in the Cataclysm that way.

      But there was something more. Rys felt a mental block that prevented him from accessing his memories.

      He made a mental note but moved on.

      “We’re becoming distracted,” Rys said, burying his frustration. “I’m glad you’re settling in, Vallis.”

      She beamed at him. “I’m not just settling in. My debt worries are history. I’m doing things I only dreamed of doing and learning all sorts of stuff I only touched on when I was younger.” She sighed. “I feel I wasted a lot of time. My father wanted me to become a mage, but I dropped out of the mage tower apprenticeship right at the end to help him run the family business. For the first time, I feel that I’m living for myself, and not to fix my father’s fuckups.”

      Fara looked away, her face downcast.

      “We should settle the plans for Compagnon,” Rys said quickly.

      All eyes focused on him, their expressions turning serious.

      “How certain are you that the plan you said is what they’re doing? Maria agreed, but that doesn’t mean much if she missed the artifact trade,” Vallis said. “You were pretty flippant about the whole thing.”

      He shrugged. “There are only so many ways to skin a cat. A bunch of merchants are pretty limited in how they can realistically take over the region. When all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail. When you’re a rich bastard, that hammer is a gigantic sack of gold and you use it to flatten those nails.”

      “You don’t like the wealthy, do you?” Vallis asked. A grimace crossed her face.

      “It’s not that. My issue is that people with extreme wealth and little else tend to be small-minded. They try to solve every problem with money, and when that fails, they’re swiftly crushed by a better prepared opponent,” Rys said. “Money is only one form of power. They’re going to learn how poor their preparations have been.”

      A series of expressions distorted Vallis’s face, before she finally settled on grim comprehension. “You don’t care what they’re doing here, do you?”

      “Should I?” Rys asked, leaning back in his chair. “I don’t know anything about Compagnon or their situation on Gauron. For all I know, they have some horrible sob story about being oppressed by evil monarchs or vampires over there. The same goes for the powermongers you hate. Even Maria admits they’re here for personal reasons. Sure, they do horrible things, but in their lives, horrible things might have been done to them.”

      “What if they’re just assholes?” Vallis asked flatly.

      “No shortage of them,” Rys said. “But my point is that I don’t know. And I don’t need to know. The world isn’t going to change because I make a moral judgment of my opponents. I can cry and scream about how awful everything is, or I can do something about it.”

      Vallis opened her mouth to protest, then closed it. After several long seconds, she asked, “Then why help everybody? Why help me, when I was just some random merchant about to be killed?”

      Fara glowered at Vallis.

      “Because nobody gets anywhere in life without working with others,” Rys said. “That means helping others, often without the expectation of anything in return. I gained my closest allies that way.”

      Grigor nodded at Rys’s words.

      “You make helping others sound so transactional,” Vallis said. “I am a merchant, but…”

      “I’m not here to preach at you,” Rys said. “You asked. I’m telling you why. There’s often a lot more to gain by helping potential allies and saving your vicious side for your enemies. Because there will always be more enemies.”

      “Carrot and stick,” Vallis said. “I’ll think on it.”

      Rys turned to Grigor. “Let’s actually discuss our plan. I liked what you brought up earlier. Then again, I always like your plans.”

      Grigor let out a snort. “You flatter me, Rys. It is simple enough. This Compagnon’s power comes from their network of allies. There is no need to face their full might head-on if we instead crush each of their weakest links one by one. Then, once they are weakened and flailing with terror, we will rip out their heart with a decisive strike.”

      “Simple, but effective,” Rys said. “Use the Malakin to identify the best targets. I reckon Margrim has a lot of experience with this sort of thing, too, given he’s been summoned to Harrium before.”

      Grigor nodded.

      “We’ll need an economic approach as well, in order to really weaken Compagnon,” Rys continued. He turned to Vallis. “I know you’re busy with your new trade route, but—”

      “We need to dig up more on what’s going on with the artifacts,” she said. “I can do that. The merchants in Port Mayfield were relieved to see me turn up with so many artifacts. I reckon they’ll prove trustworthy sources.”

      That left Fara. Rys turned to her and she ducked her head, her tails hiding most of her body from view.

      “I’m a fighter,” Fara muttered. “I don’t know much about spying, especially given how good the Malakin are. And even Margrim has more experience giving orders than me.”

      “Don’t say ‘even Margrim,’” Rys said. “He’s older than you are.”

      Grigor held his chin in one massive hand. “Your skills will be needed, Fara. My plan can only succeed with the help of talented warriors such as yourself. And there is always need for you on the home front and in the Labyrinth.”

      Fara gave the demon prince a small nod and a blatantly fake smile.

      Rys remained silent as the session broke up. His thoughts turned to his conversation with Fara in the Labyrinth weeks ago, and her confidence issues. While Grigor’s heart was in the right place, simple platitudes couldn’t solve Fara’s concerns.

      That evening, as the sun began its slow descend past the horizon, Rys poked around the detached building behind the manor. He searched for a bottle of liquor. Vallis had brought back plenty of food and drink during her trips to Anceston and Port Mayfield.

      Rys only wanted something to sip at while he digested the evocation books. Instead, he found empty shelves and hiding places. The infernals loved their booze. They’d pilfered every drop in the main building, so he’d hoped to find something out here.

      The rooms here were empty—the guest room and kitchen contained nothing but dust. Fara had chosen a bedroom next to Vallis’s, which was next to Rys’s. These were temporary quarters, as Rys had plans for the bedrooms to face the central courtyard eventually, but their choice to stay close to him was an important one.

      An empty study held Rys’s prize, tucked behind a false wall inside a desk cabinet. Grape spirit, if his spell didn’t lie to him. He replaced the false wall and turned to leave, a triumphant smirk on his face.

      Fara stared at him from the entrance, leaning on the door frame. “You didn’t strike me as much of a drinker. You value clear thinking too much.”

      “Alcohol is an old comfort,” Rys said. “The weaker stuff doesn’t affect me like it once did, but the nostalgia helps. Sometimes it even tastes good.” He paused and looked back at the desk. “Was this yours?”

      “That depends on whether you’ll share it,” Fara said.

      “Ah. Care to join me for a drink?”

      The two of them sat together on a bench in the central courtyard. Only a small garden occupied the space for now, lit by the twilight rays of the sun. A magic lamp flickered to life next to them before it became dark enough for Fara to summon balls of flame.

      Fara placed two small glasses on the stone bench. One of her tails shifted, and the cork untwisted itself from the bottle. Rys raised an eyebrow.

      “That seems like the most useless technique I’ve seen,” Rys said. “Spiritual techniques take years to learn. They’re not like spells, where you can alter one on the fly. Unless it’s different for a fox?”

      “No, you’re right,” Fara said. “But I spent a couple of decades monster hunting up in the mountains of Pharos. Plenty of quiet days and nights with nothing to do. That’s a lot of time to spend mastering useless skills.”

      Fara poured the grape spirit into both glasses. A soft “cheers” rose from both of them, followed by silence as they enjoyed the spirit.

      Perhaps “enjoyed” was too strong of a word.

      “This is foul shit,” Rys said.

      “I think it’s from a merchant’s personal still. Strong, though,” Fara said. She maintained a slow and steady pace of drinking.

      Rys supposed it was grape spirit. He’d had worse, so he accepted what he had. The bottle’s contents dwindled.

      Eventually, Fara broke the silence that settled. “How do you do it?”

      “Gonna need to be more specific.”

      “Everything.” Fara waved her glass in front of her. “Bulldoze Barul. Make a plan to dismantle Compagnon. Not care about what anybody thinks of you. And all of this even though you’ve woken up after a couple thousand years of sleep. I don’t get it.”

      “If I say experience, will you hit me?” Rys asked.

      Fara batted him with one of her tails. He didn’t feel that was punishment.

      “I’m used to being in shit situations. After crawling my way out of so many, I don’t think too hard about them,” he said.

      “But wouldn’t you have been working for somebody else most of the time?” Fara asked. “You were a general of this Malusian. Surely, he gave you orders. Or others did. I get the impression that you were powerful, but the Infernal Empire was ruled by infernals.”

      “Hence the name,” Rys said drily.

      He drained his glass. Fara topped him up. Her tails tickled his neck and chin as she leaned over. Redness filled her face, but she sounded sober enough.

      “‘General’ is a pretty inaccurate title,” Rys explained. His gaze turned distant. “By the end of everything, I helped run the damn Empire. There were a few of us that worked across both Ariel’s and Malusian’s courts to keep the whole thing together. When you have that much authority, it doesn’t matter if somebody else technically holds your leash.”

      “But what about before that?” Fara pressed. “How did you even get to that point? You’re so confident about it now, but I can’t imagine giving somebody like Grigor orders.”

      He frowned. That was a complicated question. And one that took Rys back in time.

      “Do you know what the difference between infernals and every mortal race in Harrium is?” Rys asked.

      Fara blinked. “They don’t have souls. It stands out to somebody like me. Makes it easy for foxes to detect infernals.”

      “That’s right. Infernals come from a world without an astral plane, so they don’t have souls. But the soul is an important part of a person. There are four intrinsic parts that make somebody what they are: their body; their mind; their magical essence; and their soul. If you lack one of these pieces, you become fundamentally different.”

      “I’ve heard this before,” Fara said. “My soul guides me and determines my goals in life. My magical essence represents my raw desires and instincts. My mind is my personality and combined memory of life. My body is only a physical representation of everything else, and is the least important.”

      Rys raised an eyebrow. “I’d question the ‘least important’ part for your body, but that’s mostly true. Mere mortals can’t survive being disintegrated like divine beings. If Grigor dies, he’ll reform in Hell. Same goes for angels, who are gigantic balls of astral energy in the astral plane. But we’ll die if our bodies are destroyed, which makes it important to me.”

      Fara smirked. “Ah, so you can die. Good to know.” Her smirk vanished. “So demons lack a true goal in life? That means they’re driven by their desires and instincts. What does that have to do with what we were talking about?”

      “Everything,” Rys said. “I told you that the infernals ran their Empire by beating rules into everybody. Well, that’s only half true. The reality is that the infernals ran their Empire using a standard currency for everything. And I agree with that idea.”

      Waiting patiently, Fara refilled both of their drinks. The sun had long since set. Fireflies emerged from the surrounding darkness.

      “Power is the only currency of value in the world,” Rys said. “Money, political influence, physical or magical strength—those are forms of power. Each of them held value in the Infernal Empire, but the greatest infernals had many ways to stay on top. It didn’t matter who was right, only who could win. And once you were on top, you set the rules.”

      “That’s why you don’t care about whether Compagnon or Maria are right,” Fara said. “Because it won’t matter after you pick a side and take over.”

      Rys tipped his glass toward her, careful not to spill any alcohol. “Don’t tell Vallis that. I want her to realize on her own.” He chuckled. “I spent most of my life under others. But the more power I gathered, the less that mattered. I reshaped huge swathes of the Empire. And when it collapsed, I was truly free and could do what I wanted.”

      Until he somehow got sealed away in a coffin, lost his memories, and ended up in the middle of nowhere 1500 years later.

      But Rys didn’t focus on his problems. He was alive and free.

      “That confidence of yours. I want it,” Fara muttered. She turned away and leaned against him.

      “This is about your clan,” Rys stated.

      He didn’t know that for sure. But Fara’s emotional walls were down, and he took an educated guess while he had the chance.

      “You really don’t know much about us, do you?” Fara asked, amused.

      “I could find out if I wanted to, but I’d like to hear it from you.”

      She clicked her tongue and hit him in the face with her tails. “Flatterer.” But she continued to lean against him. “We’re from the northern reaches of Pharos, near Hellgate Pass.”

      “I’m familiar with it. The Hellgate region was created during the Cataclysm,” Rys said. “So you’re mountain-dwelling?”

      Fara gave him an odd look when he explained the origin of Hellgate, but continued, “We have a lot of important sites in the mountains, but only my clan still lives up there. Most of us dwell in low-lying villages. It affects the color of our tails.”

      “Go on,” Rys said.

      “At birth, a fox’s tails are colorless. We also start with a single tail. Depending on where we grow up in our first year as a fox kit, our tail changes color. Most colors are meaningless. But white, black, gold, and silver are special.”

      Fara topped up her glass and grimaced as the bottle ran dry. Her face was completely red, and her eyes were troubled. “White means the fox grew up in the mountains. Gold and silver tails indicate high magical power.”

      A long pause.

      “And black?” Rys asked gently.

      “It means some sort of foreign or foul magical energy has affected the fox,” Fara said. She closed her eyes. “Almost no fox on Pharos has black tails. They’re common on Gauron for some reason. But I spent most of my life being ostracized, until we regained contact with Gauron in my youth. Called fox-killers, because our tails grant us powerful disruption abilities that allow us to counter the magic of other foxes.”

      She laughed bitterly. “My entire clan specializes in intelligence operations. We’re called the Garrote Clan because we’re a clan of spies, assassins, messengers, and infiltrators. But I’m a stupid enforcer, who spent decades killing monsters in mountains alongside other clans.”

      That explained a lot. Especially her foul mood after the earlier meeting.

      Rys grabbed her glass, ignoring her squeal. He poured its contents into his glass, before giving it back to her. Her glare threatened to melt his face off, but he ignored her.

      With a loud slurp of liquor, he stared her down. Her tails curled around herself.

      “Last time we spoke, I asked you whether you ever thought of doing something for yourself,” Rys said. “Well?”

      Fara’s ears flattened against her head and her tails drooped. She leaned against the bench and looked up. Emotion shimmered in her eyes.

      After a long, long wait, Fara said, “I have two sisters. Both with white tails. One’s my twin, which is common for foxes, and the other is thirty years younger than me.” A pause. “My twin sister became a mother and joined me out here, which caused my baby sister to join us out here. They live in a fox village up north, near Avolar.”

      Fara sighed. “Seeing my cute twin nieces grow up made me wish I was a mother. But that never came to be. I dreamed of it, but there were always reasons to let it remain a dream. I needed to go back to my clan. Or that I was a fighter, not a potential wife. Or that the man I loved didn’t look at me that way.”

      Rys wasn’t stupid. He knew who she had been interested in.

      “And now? Will it remain a dream?” Rys asked her. He ran a finger beneath her chin.

      Fara’s breath hitched. Her eyes widened and she stared at him.

      “Now…” she trailed off. After a deep breath, she smiled at him and took his hand. “Now, I think you’re right. I need to do something for myself. What that is, I don’t know. I think I wanted children because I wanted the simple happiness my sister had. My nieces are cute, but they are terrors. Mina in particular is a chronic overachiever, but the tantrums she throws are legendary.” Fara giggled, but part of it came out as a sob.

      Leaning forward, Fara pressed her forehead against Rys’s chest. Her tails wrapped around him. They sat in silence.

      “This feels silly,” she said. “I don’t even know why I’m here. You told me that you think the only thing that matters in life is power, and here I am pouring my heart out to you.”

      “I seek power because I want freedom,” Rys said. “But I don’t think it’s wrong to live for whatever reason you choose. Grigor knows what he wants in life.”

      “Ha. True. You’re such a selfish bastard that you end up sounding wise to me, because I’ve spent my whole life being the opposite,” Fara said.

      Fara stood up and looked at him with a cute smile. Her tails swayed behind her slowly, diffusing the light of the lamp. It was a picturesque moment for Rys, and one he filed away mentally.

      Then, rather than walk away, Fara darted in again. Her lips pressed against Rys’s. He grabbed her arms instinctively, but returned the kiss. Her mouth remained closed, but she pressed against him earnestly. The warmth of her body seeped into his.

      After several long moments, she pulled away. “Maybe this is a mistake, but it felt good to do,” Fara said. She giggled before running off.

      Rys watched her leave with narrow eyes. Claiming that fox might be a longer journey than he planned, but he knew it would be worth it.
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      Explosions awakened Rys a few mornings later. He muttered a curse and rose from bed. His senses determined that the magical barriers around the manor remained intact, so he took his time getting dressed.

      The door burst open and Vallis rushed inside. Her soft blue nightgown did a lot to emphasize the raw size of her chest, but otherwise showed little skin. She stared at Rys in shock.

      “How can you waste time getting dressed? We’re under attack!” she spluttered.

      Another series of explosions crackled outside. Light shimmered beyond the windows of the manor, and Rys looked over Vallis’s shoulder to check. A few moments later, great thwooms rumbled throughout the walls and floor. Plumes of smoke rose into the air.

      “You really need to learn how delegation works,” Rys said. “The barriers are intact and we have a bunch of Ashen on night patrol. We can wander out and see what remains of the attackers. Hopefully, Margrim took some prisoners.”

      He walked past Vallis, but paused at the door. “You might want to put some clothes on. I doubt you want to show the infernals your nightie.”

      Vallis’s face turned into a tomato and she ran back to her bedroom down the hall.

      Outside, Fara stood next to the windows, wearing her robe loosely over her nearly naked body. He hadn’t seen this much of her skin before, and she rolled her eyes when his eyes immediately focused on the fleshy gap in her robe. Unless he was mistaken, she wasn’t wearing a bra.

      “I know it’s early, but try not to think with your morning wood,” Fara said.

      “Good to see you’re not worried about the attack,” Rys said.

      “The defenses here are something else. I was awake and felt the first spells. Powerful stuff, by my standards,” Fara said. She leaned closer to the windows, her eyes tracking something in the distance. There was too much smoke for Rys to bother trying. “I panicked. Then the spell hit the barriers and I remembered who I’m working with. Made me feel a little stupid.”

      Vallis came out a few minutes later in a simple set of clothes. She scowled at Fara and fetched the fox’s sash, then did it up for her. Fara rolled her eyes, but let the merchant take care of her for once.

      Finally, the three of them exited the mansion. Terry stood in the foyer holding a plate of eggs and bacon. The demon captain nodded at them as they approached.

      “Morning, boss,” Terry said. “Had a bit of fun this morning. A shame most of the boys missed out.”

      “Who and what are they?” Rys asked.

      Margrim pushed the door open. “Thought I sensed you. Really should start using mindspeak, boss. Would make things a lot easier. You’re used to it, right? You’d have to be, given your history.”

      “I’m feeling very lost,” Vallis said, staring at the blazing fires visible through the door and windows.

      “Mindspeak is how we devils talk to each other mentally,” Margrim explained. “They’re like sendings, but entirely mental. Only devils can use it, though.”

      “Non-devils can initiate mindspeak with devils, however,” Rys added. “But they need to have formed a connection to the devil in the past, and there’s a range limitation of a few hundred miles. No mindspeaking with anybody on the continents.”

      “So you do know it, boss. We should set up a connection with you and the ladies so that we can stay in touch. Sendings are nice and all, but nothing beats mindspeak,” Margrim said.

      Vallis frowned. “The name freaks me out a little. I’m not sure I like talking to devils using my mind.”

      “They can’t read your thoughts or anything,” Rys said. “We’ll talk about it later. For now, tell me about the attackers.”

      Margrim and Terry nodded.

      “Bunch of demihumans—maybe fifteen? Hard to say for sure given we toasted so many in the first volley.” Margrim shrugged. “Only interesting one was the mage at the back. She had fluffy ears and a tail, whereas the rest had horns.”

      “Prisoners?” Rys asked.

      “A few women from the vanguard. We questioned them plus a couple of guys with feathers tied to their horns. Said they were mercenaries from a town near Anceston,” Margrim said.

      “Did the mage spot any demons? I’m assuming she got away?” Rys asked.

      “Nada to both,” Margrim said. “She bailed the moment I turned her bodyguard into a pillar of ash, so she missed Terry. Then Louie dropped a burning tree on her as she tried to flee into the forest. We’ve put out the fires, but we can’t question a mangled corpse.”

      Grimacing, Vallis looked away. She might be used to the Ashen’s casual disregard for life, given she’d seen them kill bandits and assassins before, but she was still young.

      Rys let Margrim and Terry finish the cleanup. He ordered them to keep all of the prisoners alive.

      “What’s the bet that somebody watched from nearby?” Fara asked, after the infernals left.

      “No bet,” Rys said. “Which is concerning, given Terry went outside. It’s safest to assume that somebody saw a demon, but they likely can’t do anything about it yet. I should get him a transformation Gift, so he can take on a human form like Grigor.”

      “That’s easy?” Vallis asked. “Somebody big and strong would be nice to have on trips. And Terry’s pretty good for conversation.”

      “Human transformation Gifts vary in quality. Grigor’s is one of the very best. It hides his infernal nature but lets him use his Gifts and power at close to his full potential,” Rys explained. “The only Gift he can’t use is his revival Gift.”

      “But most are worse,” Vallis said. “Drat.”

      “It’s not that bad. But any Gift I get for Terry on short notice would weaken him. Although he could probably still flatten any human knight with his bare hands.”

      “This attack is more concerning than any potential demon sighting, however,” Fara added. “The timing is too suspicious.”

      “I agree,” Rys said. “Vallis, I think it’s time you focused your efforts on the artifact trade.”

      She blinked. “You think the local Kinadain attacked you?”

      “It’s a strong possibility, given Barul’s animosity toward me. If I’m wrong, then no harm done. But if I’m right, I’d like to know before I meet with Maria to seal our deal,” Rys said.

      The three of them went their separate ways, leaving Rys to focus on his broader plans.

      Within the sub-levels, he found Grigor gathering the demons for a trip into the Labyrinth. A few Ashen stood near a dozen demons, while two of the noble demons checked the equipment of their subordinates. One of the noble demons saw Rys watching and snatched a greatsword off a demon, then walked over.

      “Morning, boss,” the white-armored demon grunted out. “You deal with that fun upstairs?”

      “Margrim and Terry did. Just some locals,” Rys said.

      “Heh. Figures it wasn’t anything serious.” The noble demon grinned. “I know you’re busy as shit, but you upgraded our equipment recently. The monsters down here are nasty fucks. Wearing down our weapons and armor.”

      The demon held up the greatsword. A pair of familiar runes were etched into the blade, but Rys’s attention was drawn to the sheer amount of wear on the steel. Scratches and even a chip on side of the blade.

      Rys stroked his chin. “I’ll try a better durability rune for the next batch. Any idea what’s causing it?”

      “Heat, I think. Last few times the lizards have started breathing fire and their weapons glow red hot.”

      “That would do it. I’ll work on something. Should be ready for your next dives,” Rys said.

      “Thanks, boss. ‘ppreciate it.” The demon slammed a fist into his chest before returning to the rest of the group.

      While Grigor and the noble demons had better equipment, the other demons didn’t. Rys had spent some time over the last few weeks upgrading it. It seemed he had underestimated the monsters in the Labyrinth, however.

      On the plus side, the noble demons had grown confident enough to talk to him.

      Rys left the infernals to their own devices and entered the control room. Inside, he found Orthrus hovering, doing nothing of note.

      “Keeping yourself busy?” Rys asked.

      “Amusing,” Orthrus replied. “But yes, I am. Watching your infernals has been very interesting. While they haven’t gone past the fourth floor of the Labyrinth, their recent explorations have helped me unravel the mystery of what is taking place.”

      Grigor had refused to go any deeper for a simple reason. The Labyrinth remained a one-way path until the fifth floor, at which point it turned into a true maze. Supposedly, the Kinadain had some method of navigation in the Labyrinth, but the infernals could become easily lost.

      Backtracking didn’t work. Rooms changed shape the moment they were empty, preventing any reliable method of navigation other than relying on Orthrus.

      “Have you found a power conduit?” Rys asked.

      “So single-minded.” Orthrus chuckled. “Not yet. But I am close. The undead sleithneir we saw defended what a path to the Gorgrian section of the Labyrinth. I believe another path can lead me deeper into the Kavolaran section and lead us to a power conduit that we can easily access.”

      Rys didn’t know what a sleithneir was, and neither did his translation Gift. He assumed it was the name of whatever that dragon had been.

      “So we went the wrong way,” Rys said. “But that’s good news.”

      Afterward, Rys focused on the power slates. The demons hadn’t found more, which proved that the Labyrinth likely couldn’t create new ones at will. Rys needed to explore new sections of the Labyrinth to find more.

      That meant he needed to eke out every drop of power he could from those he had.

      What Rys wanted to do was summon additional infernals. He had left himself excess power within the power slate he had, but he was wary of drawing too heavily on its power. Who knew what it might do to him?

      But the cost of not using it might be too great. Rys had done horrific things to his soul in the search for power. Things had worked out somehow. He’d manage this time.

      Unfortunately, his next summoning ritual required more effort. He wanted to summon a knowledge devil to help him manage things.

      Vallis was sharp, but her attention was focused almost entirely on the world outside the castle. Once Rys brought Maria and other leaders under his thrall, Vallis would find herself even busier, as she found herself managing other leaders on Rys’s behalf. A central administrator was a vital role, after all.

      But Rys needed somebody to handle more mundane work, and who also understood infernals intimately. There was a more delicate matter he wanted to handle with Maria. Knowledge devils were experts in paperwork and administration. They primarily worked as clerks, librarians, solicitors, analysts, and any job that required handling large volumes of paperwork or numbers.

      Darus and Kauros were the exceptions rather than the rule. Most strains of knowledge devils were viewed like imps: convenient underlings that shouldn’t get underfoot or they’d be crushed.

      But that was why Rys needed to put in more work. His previous summonings had involved either summoning an infernal he knew personally, or summoning a group of random infernals whose identities didn’t matter. This time, he needed somebody with a very specific set of skills and who wouldn’t be missed in Hell.

      The only way to identify a devil like that was using Darus’s knowledge Gift. Rys very carefully trawled through it for a knowledge devil he could use.

      Very, very carefully. The type of knowledge devil he was after would almost certainly be female. Given Darus’s reaction to simply bringing up Fara and Vallis last time, he knew this was liable to attract attention.

      That took him a couple of days between other matters. He forged new weapons and armor, had a drink with Grigor, and studied some evocation. Vallis contacted him using sending with some intelligence as well, which he passed on to Grigor.

      Finally, he drew up the circle and summoned the knowledge devil. After a flash of shadow and light, a young woman appeared inside the circle.

      Her figure was petite, but flared out at the hips. She wore a tailored black suit jacket that fit her arms and body very snugly, a black button-up with a v-cut and several missing top buttons to show her near-complete lack of cleavage, and a black miniskirt.

      Fairly conservative dress, by the standards of Hell. She looked like any other Calosceme knowledge devil. All-in-all, a cute little thing. If Rys changed the color of her hair and did it up in pigtails, she could pass as a Darus triplet.

      Except for two important differences.

      The knowledge devil cocked her head at Rys. Two large black and white candy-cane horns stuck out from the top of her head, and a pair of massive bat wings flapped behind her.

      Rys stepped into the circle, causing it to stop glowing. He grabbed her by the horns and yanked her toward him.

      “Ow, ow, ow, ow—stop, stop! That hurts,” she whined, tears welling in her eyes as she grabbed Rys’s hands.

      “The whole point of having a human form as a devil is that you blend in,” Rys growled. “And Calosceme knowledge devils are literally indistinguishable from young human women. Why would you waste that advantage?”

      “Because it makes me look different,” the devil wailed. “I work with ten other Caloscemes who look like my twin sisters. Please! If I get rid of the wings, can I stay? Please?”

      Rys let her go and she fell to her knees. Her face shot upward, puppy-dog eyes directed at him.

      He rolled his eyes. “The horns are fine. But if I spot you using the wings again, you’ll wish that I sent you back.” The horns would hopefully allow her to pass as a demihuman who painted them.

      The knowledge devil nodded several times, then stood up. She snapped her fingers and her wings vanished in a puff of prismatic light. They had turned back into magical energy, which then vanished from the material plane.

      “I’m Tyrisa,” she said. “I guess you already knew that, given you summoned me by name.”

      “You’re greener than I thought you’d be,” Rys mused. “You’ve been working in one of Ariel’s courts since you were ten. I figured you’d be a little more polite.”

      Tyrisa glared at him. “You tried to rip my horns off the moment I appeared.” Then she hunched her shoulders and added, “Master.”

      The urge to roll his eyes was strong. But Rys felt that he’d be rolling his eyes every time she spoke if he gave in.

      “I don’t care what you call me. But yes, I’m your master,” he said. “Your job will be to help with administration, which requires you to pass as a human. Your other duty is to help me with infernal contracts.”

      Tyrisa blinked, then tilted her head. “Huh. I’ve done a lot of contracts in Hell, but never any for humans.”

      “I already know you haven’t been to Harrium. Don’t try to pretend.”

      She blushed and looked down. A moment later, she bounced back with a smile. “Well, I don’t think you’re human anyway. Your soul feels so strange and your emotions are… odd.”

      Rys raised an eyebrow at that response. The soulsight of every divine race was different. Angels told truth from lie. Demons could see the general level of magical power connected to a soul or magical essence. Devils saw emotions and emotional connections.

      Dismissing her words, Rys continued, “The most important thing is that I don’t want to cover for your mistakes. Act however you want around me. But you’ll be dealing with rulers and powerful infernals. I don’t want to waste time covering up the faux pas of my office drones.”

      “I’m not an office drone,” Tyrisa muttered. “But fine. This should be fun.” She looked around. “I don’t see a contract on you. Did you want me to draw up my own contract?” The smirk on her face indicated her opinion of that.

      Rys stared at her but remained silent.

      After several long seconds, Tyrisa’s face fell. “Wait, when did you…? How am I already bound? What is this?”

      “I am a human. My name is Talarys,” he said. No recognition in her eyes. “The method I’ve used to bind you is an old one, but it means you can’t disobey me. It happened the moment I stepped inside the circle to grab your horns.”

      He probably shouldn’t have done that, but they had annoyed him so much.

      She winced and gripped her horns with her hands, as if to try to hide them from sight.

      There was more to do today, so he led her into the manor itself. She stared at the demons as she followed him, her eyes turning into saucers when she spotted a noble demon.

      Eventually, they entered a room that Vallis had dubbed the war room. A large table dominated the space, and it contained the map that Vallis had brought here. Brass and wooden figures were arrayed on top of it. A globe sat in a corner, next to bookshelves full of encyclopedias and other books of varying value.

      Rys felt that Tyrisa would have gravitated toward the bookshelves in a normal situation. Instead, she froze on the spot the moment the door opened. Her jaw dropped, and she stared at the massive figure who bent over the central table.

      “Ah, a knowledge devil? Well met. I am Grigor,” the demon prince said, using his human form.

      Tyrisa bowed so fast and hard that Rys swore he heard her spine snap. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir!”

      What a difference in attitude.

      “Grigor handles my military affairs,” Rys said. He then gestured to Tyrisa and spoke to Grigor, “This is Tyrisa. She’ll be my secretary. Or close enough. We can’t run this like a court or even a small kingdom, and I think that’s the right approach in any case.”

      Grigor nodded, ignoring the bowing devil in the doorway. “I assume you have a plan in mind for our Lady Maria. Allow me to brief you on the intel we have received from the Malakin and Vallis,” he said.

      Rys stepped up to the table. Tyrisa eventually followed him and shut the door after a glance. She bustled around the room, gathering some paper and a pen to write with. Her face glowed bright red, and she refused to look Rys in the eye.

      “Your suspicions have proven correct,” Grigor said. “Although we do not know the full extent of the problem or what is the cause. The Malakin have recordings of meetings between Kinadain traders and Compagnon’s liaisons in Anceston.” Grigor’s massive fingers brushed a few multi-colored recording crystals on one corner of the table.

      “Is it enough?” Rys asked.

      Grigor grimaced. “I… am not an expert in this area. In the old days, this would be Asa’s field of expertise.”

      Asa had been Rys’s head of intelligence. She was the source of his translation Gift and one of Lacrissa’s succubi lieutenants. Lacrissa had originally used her to spy on Rys, but Asa had always been reliable for him. Despite her perennial laziness, she proved a highly capable succubus and an excellent spymaster.

      Or maybe that was because she was lazy. She disliked when her subordinates forced her to get her hands dirty. And Asa was very good at getting her hands dirty. She could flatten Grigor without breaking a sweat, and she could control an army with her mind.

      Rys wondered what she was up to these days.

      “Um,” Tyrisa tried to say. She ducked her head when both men looked at her, then looked at Rys. “I can go over them later and record transcripts. If that’s useful?”

      “It is. Do that. It’s faster for me to skim a transcript than listen to hours of recordings full of dead space,” Rys said.

      Grigor pushed the crystals toward Tyrisa, who tidily organized them on her side of the table.

      “I assume Vallis has confirmed the same thing?” Rys asked.

      “That is correct. Between the Malakin and Vallis, we have confirmed Compagnon’s plan, Lady Maria’s story, and the Kinadain’s collusion with Compagnon.” Grigor then tapped a set of wooden figures south of Aretiers. “Which is the problem.”

      “That’s a lot of soldiers,” Rys said.

      “The Malus League is a powerful nation to the south. These fortresses guard the only pass between here and them,” Grigor said. “Fort Foret belongs to Compagnon on the northern side, and Gravuskeep to the Malus League on the south. We haven’t found any connections between the two yet, but if I were them, then I would be watching closely.”

      Rys nodded. “If Compagnon falls, it would be a power vacuum they might try to fill. If we overstretch ourselves, then the Malus League might try to mop us up. The name doesn’t make them sound very nice.”

      There was more to the Malus League than their name. The nation consisted of rogue mages who had fled Gauron in order to study whatever they wanted. Their mages studied everything from the forbidden—such as necromancy and infernal sorcery—to schools of sorcery that were considered uneconomical or useless—such as summoning and rune-crafting.

      Rys didn’t care what they studied. Modern politics regarding magic was the last thing he gave a damn about.

      But he did care that his southern neighbors were a nation of outcasts. Everybody hated the Malus League. And the mages reveled in the hatred they received. Their name literally meant “Evil League,” after all.

      Tyrisa scribbled away rapidly while they spoke, and she even sketched down the position of the figures on the map.

      They talked for a little while longer, but the bulk of the planning had been done. What Grigor awaited was the go ahead to attack.

      That couldn’t happen until Rys met with Maria. If she caught wind that he was already attacking Compagnon, she’d be less amenable to his terms.

      “Now that the serious talk is over, I wanted to ask for some advice on infernals back in Hell,” Rys asked.

      Tyrisa looked up, eyes wide. “Um, not to interrupt, but…” She took a deep breath when they both looked at her but managed to not shrink in terror this time. “Did you want copies of the meeting notes? Or just the transcripts of the recordings?”

      What a dutiful secretary she was.

      “Make a spare copy of the meeting notes. You’ll need to give them to Vallis, who I’ll introduce you to later. Leave the transcripts in my bedroom,” he said.

      Tyrisa’s eyes widened at the mention of his bedroom, but she nodded.

      Turning back to Grigor, Rys continued, “I’m wary of using Darus to ask about people that I’m connected to. So tell me what happened to Asa and some of the others.”

      Grigor nodded, and his expression appeared grim. “It has been a long time, and much has changed. Asa is alive, as I’m sure you know. But her laziness finally got the better of her. She fell swiftly in the ranks of the Succubus Queen now that she didn’t have you to cover for her. Most of her time is spent lazing about in the independent regions of Hell.”

      Given the satisfied twinkle in Grigor’s eyes, Rys suspected that his friend was privately happy to see Asa taken down a peg or three.

      But what Rys took away from this was that his favorite succubus was a free agent now. Once he weakened his seal and gathered enough power to summon her, he’d make good use of her talents.

      “What about ol’ Ironspike?” Rys asked.

      “Fallen. Your old rival was sent by Ariel to support her contract with Kushan, and died like so many others,” Grigor said.

      Kushan. Rys remembered that name.

      “Wait, wasn’t he the human mage that invented evocation? Why would he have a contract with the Devil Queen?” Rys asked.

      Tyrisa stared at Rys in disbelief.

      Grigor chuckled. “Because he wanted power, and quickly. Ariel sent her most powerful handmaiden, Ferra, to help him conquer Gauron. He succeeded, but eventually was slain. Most of Ariel’s best demons were depleted by the battles necessary to defeat the nations of Gauron—the great magical empires of elves; the underground chasms of the dwarves; and the draconic kingdoms atop the mountains.”

      Rys realized he needed to brush up on his history. Something to ask Darus soon.

      “I’m surprised they died, instead of being banished,” Rys said.

      “As was I, and I think even Malusian was,” Grigor rumbled, and he closed his eyes.

      No wonder so many of Rys’s Gifts were inactive. Ariel had helped conquer Gauron while he had been asleep—and failed. One of his Gifts had been from Ferra, back when they fought together after the Cataclysm. She had become Ariel’s right hand, only to die on Gauron.

      One of Rys’s friends, a demon lord named Araunth, had once told Rys something he kept in the back of his head.

      That even the most iconic of memories became a page in the great book of time. Those pages might become dog-eared and reread billions of times. But, eventually, they would be buried by countless other iconic memories. Then almost nobody remembered what had once been common knowledge, and legends faded into obscurity.

      Better still to never become a memory.

      “What about Araunth?” Rys asked.

      “Still the greatest of all demon lords. He is the unofficial fourth archdevil,” Grigor said. “His feats have only grown.”

      Tyrisa’s jaw dropped. “You know Araunth? How?”

      “Old drinking buddies,” Rys said.

      “Bullshit.” She blushed when Grigor looked at her.

      “No, really, we were,” Rys said. He smiled fondly at the memories. “There were three of us that used to drink in a VIP lounge in a city on the border between Malusian’s and Ariel’s territory. Duar, Araunth, and I would get together and make plans over drinks.”

      “Duar…” Tyrisa breathed. “You’re talking about the Infernal Empire. Who… Who are you?”

      “Talarys, Malusian’s lost general,” Grigor said.

      One day, the reaction of the summoned infernals might get old. But not today.

      He left Tyrisa to grip onto the table and stare at him in bewilderment, and resumed his discussion with Grigor.

      “Well, who actually is alive? I get the feeling almost everybody I know is dead,” Rys said.

      Grigor remained still for some time, and Rys wondered if he’d touched a nerve.

      But then, the old demon said, “Frederick.”

      Seriously?

      “Fred. Fat Fred? That lazy, fat demon prince is alive when nobody else is?” Rys asked.

      Did the last 1500 years selectively choose laziness as its preferred personality trait?

      Grigor looked at Rys and chuckled. “Indeed, although I still question your belief that he is lazy. Or fat. But he is more powerful than ever. He holds a comfortable position in one of Ariel’s outer courts.”

      That might make it harder to summon him without being noticed. But Rys knew Fred, and that made him a better candidate than almost every other demon prince in Hell.

      “Well, that gave me a few ideas,” Rys said. “Thanks for the trip down memory lane. Sorry if I brought up anything you preferred to forget.”

      He bumped his fist against Grigor’s arm and the demon prince chuckled in return.

      “It was pleasant, Rys. I do hope that the old times might return,” Grigor said.

      Rys held his tongue. In his mind, he doubted that could ever happen. Too much had changed.

      But that was a conversation for another day with Grigor. For now, he left the demon prince to finalize his plans and carried a catatonic knowledge devil to her new bedroom.

      Vallis should return within a few days. Once that happened, Rys would set his plan in motion.
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      “I really hope I’m not interrupting something,” Fara said as she cracked the door open.

      “Fuck, Rys, you’re so fucking big,” Vallis shouted suddenly.

      Fara froze, then glared at Vallis, her tails weaving a pattern behind her. The merchant laughed and danced behind the desk in Rys’s study.

      Rolling his eyes at their antics, Rys tried to maintain the fireball in his hand. It wobbled in the air, shifting in size rapidly every second. A loud slap filled the room and Vallis swore.

      “So, rather than having sex, you’re practicing evocation,” Fara said a moment later, leaning over his shoulder.

      “I can have sex anytime, but the sooner I learn this, the better,” Rys said.

      “Ah, I had been wondering about the lack of wild orgies,” Fara said.

      Rys finally lost control of the flame and it went out. He sighed. Leaning back in his chair, he rubbed the bridge of his nose. He must be doing something wrong. While he had the basics of controlling the energy down, he couldn’t maintain a spell to save himself.

      “Is that something you really wonder about?” he asked Fara to take his mind off his failed attempts at evocation.

      “You’ve brought up succubi before. I expected a harem of beautiful devils rotating through your bedroom by now. Isn’t that what the soundproofing is for?” she asked.

      “You noticed that?” he asked.

      “The massive magical wards around every bedroom in the manor? No, never noticed them,” Fara said sarcastically. Her tails hit Rys in the head. “I’m a mystic fox. I reckon I can sense a lot of things you can’t, no matter how much secret, ancient knowledge you have in your head about magical theory.”

      “I don’t recall keeping much secret magical theory to myself,” he said.

      Vallis wandered up to him, rubbing a reddened cheek. She kneeled next to the desk and put her elbows up on it.

      “Bullshit,” Vallis said. “When I first started helping you with evocation, you were saying nonsense about planes, sympathetic connections, and the origins of energy. I still can’t believe I’m teaching you this.”

      “You nearly became a mage. That’s something,” he said.

      In truth, Rys wanted to learn evocation on his own, but it had proved harder than he expected.

      He had spent weeks poring over books on evocation to no avail. Even Darus’s knowledge Gift hadn’t been enough.

      Rys knew the theory inside and out. In fact, he arguably knew the theory better than the man who invented the damn thing. Darus’s knowledge Gift was the equivalent of Kushan’s original notes but with annotations from somebody who knew magical theory from the Infernal Empire.

      But something was missing. So Rys had asked Vallis to help him. Surprisingly, that had helped. But results were slow.

      “You’re learning faster than I ever did,” Vallis said. “I spent eight years as an apprentice. And that was after seven years of learning magic at home.”

      “I take it that becoming a mage is a slow process for most humans?” Rys asked, curious.

      “It’s a lifetime’s work. You don’t decide to become a mage—somebody decides you will become one, usually when you’re very young,” Vallis said. “I showed magical talent when I was five. Set a merchant’s stall on fire when he didn’t give me free candy.”

      “That was awful,” Fara muttered.

      “Greatest achievement I had for years,” Vallis said. She shrugged. “Once you show magical talent, it’s then a matter of money. Or connections. We had both, so I was sent off to Tarmouth when I turned twelve.”

      “Then you spent eight years as an apprentice?” Rys asked.

      “Pretty much. There are three stages of apprenticeship, with the final one involving a proper thesis and assessment to determine that you’re fit to be a mage,” Vallis said. “After that, you become a proper mage. The ranks within the mage towers are: adept, journeyman, magister, grand magister. There’s also archmagister and archmage, but those are special.”

      “You compared my magic to Fara’s when we first met. Where would that put me as a rank?” Rys asked.

      Vallis’s eyes widened. “Uh…”

      Fara chuckled. “Somewhere extra special. Mages are researchers for the most part. A magister spends most of his time in a research lab. The ones who fight are few and far between. They call them combat magisters, because they’re given the rank for political reasons.”

      Rus supposed that nobody wanted a bunch of pipsqueak mages bossing around the security, just because they weren’t researchers. But it raised major questions about how mage towers worked.

      “Your evocation isn’t great, though. You’re definitely still an apprentice,” Vallis said.

      “Thanks,” Rys said drily.

      Vallis winked at him and waved her head back and forth.

      Raising an eyebrow, Fara asked the obvious question, “Why bother learning? I feel that you’ve forgotten more about magic than almost anybody I’ve ever met.”

      “I didn’t learn all of that through osmosis,” Rys said.

      “Through what?” Vallis asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Rys said. “Staying up-to-date on magical theory is a constant process. Infernals constantly thought they knew everything. They were wrong about a lot of things. The angels knew a lot more, but getting knowledge from them is like getting blood from a stone. The very concept of evocation contradicts a fundamental magical ‘law’ I accepted.”

      “Which is?” Fara asked, her eyes narrow.

      “Evocation uses the ambient magical energy around the user. That’s fine. But it also allows something without a magical essence to manipulate magical energy outside of itself,” Rys explained. “That’s what magitech does. Non-living things can manipulate magic. The possibilities that allows are mind-boggling. You could build an army of self-powered constructs capable of conquering the world.”

      “Of course, your first idea is to use it to conquer the world,” Fara muttered.

      “Pretty sure that already happened,” Vallis said. “It’s called the Golden Age of Magic. Mages invented a ton of stuff, but things got out of control. A lot of cities were destroyed and I know that Azrael got involved at some point and fought a huge dragon.”

      “That’s less impressive than it sounds,” Rys said. “Fighting the dragon, that is. I’m very impressed by the part where human mages invented a lot.”

      A quick check on his knowledge Gift confirmed that the Golden Age of Magic was one of the most significant events in history. Getting Darus to shut up about it was hard, particularly given they’d played a key role in the events. Vallis likely didn’t know much about it, beyond the basics.

      “But I’m curious,” Fara asked. “About magical energy. I think I know how it works, but I want to hear you explain it. All of it. Because you said something about my tails before that confused me.”

      Ah, so that was her interest in this. Rys had wondered why she had hung around.

      “I can’t promise you’ll follow everything,” he warned.

      “Try me,” she said.

      After both women pulled up chairs, he settled in for an explanation.

      “I’ll start with some knowledge that has been lost over the centuries: basic planar theory,” Rys said.

      “Really? That’s where we’re starting?” Vallis asked with a groan.

      He ignored her, noting Fara’s interest.

      “We exist on the material plane, but there is also the magical plane—sometimes called the sorcerous plane—and the astral plane. The material plane is where everything interesting happens. The other two planes are basically gigantic blobs of energy.”

      He drew a glowing circle on the floor between them. “Imagine that this is Harrium. The first thing you need to realize is that Harrium has its own material, magical, and astral planes. These are the local planes. All magical and astral energy in the world manifests locally. Our magical essences exist in this world, because we are native to Harrium.”

      “So a divine being is one from planes that aren’t local?” Fara asked.

      “That’s right, but we’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Rys said.

      He then drew a dozen other circles around the first one. “These are the magical planes of other worlds. Collectively, we call these the ‘greater magical plane’ because they’re not ours. Hell is one of these. Magical energy from any plane other than the local one needs to be processed, or else bad things happen.”

      “So infernal energy isn’t unique?” Fara asked.

      “Nope. We just know a lot about it because Hell is one of the few worlds connected to Harrium, due to the Emergence,” Rys said. “The Emergence caused a ton of portals to connect several other worlds to Harrium. Those worlds aren’t even connected to Harrium anymore, but because we know about them, we can still connect to them using magic.”

      The same could happen with other worlds, but finding other worlds was harder than it appeared. Rys had found that out the hard way. The greater planes were vast, and mostly empty. The same could be said of the space outside the planet, apparently. It was mostly void.

      He got rid of the circles. “The other major plane is the astral plane, which is the plane of souls. It works differently. Our souls don’t exist in the local plane. They exist in the greater plane, which is basically a huge space somewhere.”

      Rys drew a bunch of circles close together, connected by lines to elsewhere. “Imagine the greater astral plane as a gigantic mass of balloons. It’s infinitely large and the souls of every world connects to it. The only reason this matters is because the relative location of a soul affects a person. A soul in the ‘justice’ location of the astral plane will be more likely to want to see justice done. Same can be said for concepts like ‘order’ or ‘chaos,’ and some souls have more complicated concepts.”

      Fara and Vallis looked at each other.

      “Is that really how my soul guides me in life?” Fara asked, troubled. “I have a more orderly soul, so I obey others?”

      “I mean, it’s a ball of energy,” Rys said, amused. “How did you think it guided you? You are your own person. What you are can affect your decisions, but you make the final call in the end. It’s different for beings like angels, though. But even they can do more than they choose to.”

      “Really? Like what?” Vallis asked.

      “Sex, for one,” Rys said. “But the angels did rule a continent once. They did some questionable things.”

      After erasing the glowing diagram of the balloons, Rys leaned back. “Anyway, you asked about your tails. Planar theory matters for one reason: when you’re trying to use magic, you need to use magical energy. Whenever you use a spiritual technique, you first convert astral energy into magical energy, then cast the technique.”

      “That seems inefficient,” Fara said.

      “It is for everybody else,” Rys said. “It’s why spiritualism is usually awful. Astral power cheats by bitch-slapping reality with astral energy directly, but this directly overwrites reality. There are side-effects, and using astral energy is lethal for most races. So us mere mortals have to convert astral energy first.”

      “But foxes are better at it?”

      “Maybe? I don’t know. Your tails look like a gigantic ball of astral energy. I’d love to get a look at one, but you seem attached to yours,” Rys said.

      Fara hugged her tails and glared at him. “You’re not touching my tails.”

      “I don’t plan to do anything to you,” he said, raising his hands. “I can learn enough from seeing you cast magic.”

      That was a lie, but Fara was far more valuable as an ally. Plus, there was an entire race of foxes. Surely, he could get his hands on one eventually.

      “Gonna admit, I didn’t follow half of that,” Vallis said with a shake of her head. “But I can tell that you can’t use evocation still. How about we get back to your practice?”

      Vallis grinned at him, and he resisted the urge to glare at her.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to it,” Fara said, rising from her seat. “Thank you for the explanation. It was surprisingly illuminating.” She gave them a look. “Maria is coming tomorrow. Don’t stay up too late.”

      “I’ll only ride his cock until midnight,” Vallis said with a wink. “You can trust me to be responsible.”

      “Don’t make me slap you again,” Fara warned.
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      When Maria arrived in the morning, it was by horseback rather than carriage. Rys had asked her to leave Barul behind, so she brought two other guards. They wore guard uniforms of Anceston and had horns protruded through their helmets.

      Maria dismounted at the entrance of the manor, waving off the guards who tried to help her. She wore riding clothes, with her only nod to fashion being a frilly skirt. Uncapping her helmet and pulling it over her horns, she gave Rys a bright smile.

      “Lord Talarys, what a surprise to stumble into you on my morning ride,” she chirped, blatantly lying.

      The guards looked to either side, their expressions stony.

      “Grigor, why don’t you join Lady Maria’s guards in one of the break rooms?” Rys suggested.

      Grigor nodded and led the guards away, who tried not to stare at his bulk too much. He had covered his chest this time at least.

      “I take it that we’re going to discuss final terms?” Maria said as they entered the manor.

      Rys led her directly to his study. A plate of pastries sat on the table, along with a carafe of water and some leaf teas. Nobody else was present, as Rys wanted to discuss matters with Maria in private.

      Picking at the refreshments, Maria smiled. “I recognize all of this. These are my favorites.” She held up a danish. “They’re even freshly baked, aren’t they? Did you send somebody to my favorite bakery first thing this morning? I’m surprised you found out about the leaf tea, as I buy it so rarely through Tarmouth.”

      Rys settled in on his sofa and stretched out his arms. “I figured a demonstration of my intelligence assets would help.”

      Maria gave him a sidelong look as she nibbled on a danish. “I see.”

      He allowed her to putter about for a few minutes to make her tea and put together a small tower of pastries. Afterward, she pulled up a chair opposite him.

      “You move swiftly, Lord Talarys,” Maria said, a smile plastered on her face.

      “This is fairly important. I wanted to give it my full attention,” he lied. “Last time we met, you said you wanted to solidify your rule over the territory and we’d share the results. I have an alternate proposal.”

      Maria’s smile didn’t shift and she stared at him.

      “Any split of power needs to be honest about what we each bring to the table,” Rys said, undeterred by her behavior. “You came to me. I’d say that’s for good reason. Compagnon are a merchant league with effectively infinite wealth compared to you. But I have military assets that cannot be bought, intelligence capabilities, my own merchants, and more magical ability than you know.”

      “I can imagine your magical ability,” Maria said. “Mansions don’t appear overnight through normal means.”

      Rys inclined his head. Fair point.

      He noted that she hadn’t responded to his point, however. Her smile remained firmly in place.

      “By contrast, you’re the Lord-Mayor. You might have political influence, but everything else could be taken by force. Compagnon proves that,” Rys said. Maria’s smile flickered, but only briefly. “That influence and your connections do make you valuable. But they also come with baggage, such as—”

      “The Kinadain,” Maria interrupted. “The tensions with them are strong and have worsened since Compagnon arrived. I looked into what you mentioned. Fortunately, the Kinadain have promised to help against Compagnon.”

      “Have they now?” Rys asked.

      Maria hesitated, but pushed ahead, “The elders promised Barul they would send additional warriors to free the villagers around Anceston. That will reduce the amount of work you need to do.”

      “That’s it?” Rys said. He sighed, then plucked a pink crystal from his pocket.

      The crystal shimmered in the light from the windows as he placed it on a coffee table between them. With a tap of his finger, Rys activated it. The crystal played the audio recording stored within it.

      Several voices filtered out into the study. They spoke for close to fifteen minutes. Rys stood up and walked over to his desk while they did, allowing Maria to stare in shock at the crystal. Within his desk was a sheaf of papers—the transcription of the recording that Tyrisa had produced.

      The recording stopped. Rys dropped the transcript on Maria’s lap and she jumped a foot in the air with a squeal.

      “That’s a transcript of the recording,” he said.

      “But…” Maria licked her lips. “That was the liaison for the largest dain in the region. Why is he speaking with that Compagnon bitch?”

      “Because they’re colluding with them to control the artifact market here,” Rys said. “The Kinadain have a monopoly on collecting artifacts, but that’s only in this part of the archipelago. The artifact market is larger than this slice of Kavolara, so they can’t mess with prices much. But if you control both ends of a supply chain, you can squeeze the middle like a sausage.”

      Rys did a charade of him pressing together an invisible sausage from both ends. “The Kinadain only sell their artifacts to merchants who sell to Compagnon. Compagnon then buy at rock-bottom prices from those merchants and sell the artifacts for massive profit to traders in Tarmouth. This pushes all of the costs onto the ordinary merchants, and those who don’t play along are crushed. The profits are then split between Compagnon and the Kinadain, leaving Anceston and Port Mayfield in ruins.”

      Maria stared at him. “You… know a lot about this sort of thing, don’t you?”

      Rys shrugged. “It’s more complicated than I expected. I’ll upgrade my assessment of Compagnon’s plan to a nine out of ten. Maybe even a nine and a half. Hard to fuck this one up, save for extreme bad luck.” Like Rys waking up from a 1500 year coma and ruining their plans.

      “I had thought…” Maria closed her eyes. “I was so caught up in my family issues that I blamed everything on them. My father felt that everything was tied to the loss of our heritage. I believed him. It seemed so easy to believe. That the Kinadain were reluctant to help because they didn’t trust my family anymore. This is just greed.”

      Tears welled up in the corners of her eyes. Maria wiped them away, then bunched her skirt up in her fists.

      Rys resisted the urge to make a snappy misanthropic remark. This wasn’t the time.

      Slowly, Maria regained her composure. “Do you have more?” she asked.

      “Several more recordings and transcripts,” he said. “But with less important Kinadain.”

      “I’d like them, please.”

      “After we finalize this matter.”

      She nodded and glared at the transcript in her lap. After several seconds, she refocused herself on Rys.

      “I take it you don’t trust the promise that Barul received? Or even Barul?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Barul wanted to kill me the moment he saw me. But I’ll admit that the Kinadain’s attitude toward Compagnon is off. They supposedly hate foreign invaders, so this is out of character for them.”

      “It is. If I hadn’t heard that recording…” Maria bit her lip. “Barul dislikes you because this castle is sacred to him. He is a Sword-Slayer, an elite warrior within the Kinadain who holds a special status. He knows things that other Kinadain don’t. When he learned that you had turned this castle into your base, he flew into a rage. I had never seen anything like it.”

      Yet she brought him here?

      “I think we need to finalize our deal,” Rys said.

      Maria nodded, face grim. “You want me to…” she trailed off. “Your captain called your Rys, correct? You want me to be on the bottom of our relationship, Rys? To be the one who begs for aid and assistance from you?”

      “That’s not how I’d put it,” he said drily.

      “But you want me below you.” Her tone turned sultry. Wasn’t she engaged?

      Rys stood up and walked around the table. Maria stared up at him, her eyes widening.

      “I don’t need you below me,” he said. “You already are.”

      A long pause. Maria’s breathing turned short and rapid, and he felt it on his legs. Her eyes turned downward, focusing on a particular part of him.

      Her eyes lidded and she licked her lips. She opened her mouth.

      “But now we’re going to formalize that,” Rys said, before she did anything. “You’re going to sign a contract.”

      Maria blinked. “Wait, that’s where this is going?” Her voice was a plaintive whine, as she realized she wasn’t getting into his pants just yet.

      “It can still go somewhere else if you like, but not until you sign the contract,” he said.

      There wasn’t a chance in Hell that he was sticking his dick in Maria before he ensured her loyalty. That was the path to pain and betrayal.

      She pouted. “You ruined the mood.”

      “I take it you’re not very interested in Barul,” he said as he sat down.

      Internally, he contacted Tyrisa using mindspeak. She let him know she’d be over within a few minutes, once she gathered her materials.

      Maria rolled her eyes. “It’s hard to be interested in somebody who isn’t interested in you, other than as an idolized statue far above him. If we’re talking contracts, does it include anything about my needs being met? Because I have those, and you’re being rather mean right now.”

      “We’re not getting married,” Rys said.

      “Not yet,” Maria said cheekily. “But I’m certain that there’ll be an opening shortly, once Barul finds out about this and you need to remove him.”

      Ice cold.

      “Let’s talk about that in a moment,” he said. “What I want from you is simple: I’m in charge. King, emperor, supreme ruler—I don’t care what you call me. But you run the day-to-day affairs of the region and Anceston. You have the trust of the people here and know how things are run. But I have the army, wealth, and power.”

      Maria cocked her head. “I believe I’ve read about that in Gauron. It’s a form of delegated governance. The lower nobles rule provinces or cities, while the king oversees the overarching kingdom and deals with underperforming nobles.”

      “If you get it, then it saves me the trouble of explaining,” he said. “In my experience, local rule is always superior to some dumb foreigner trying to force the locals to adhere to a lot of rules and laws they don’t understand. My goal is to keep things peaceful and efficient so I can do other things. I don’t care what they do in their villages and towns so long as they don’t get in my way.”

      “What if I disagree with you?” Maria asked. “Now that I know what the Kinadain are up to, I might be able to change things.”

      How cute. She thought she had leverage. Rys had the power to conquer Anceston, but he doubted threatening her was necessary.

      “Once you sign the contract, you have autonomy so long as I don’t take it away. I doubt that will be necessary,” he said. “As for not signing the contract, you can say no. But then nothing changes. The Kinadain only want you for your demihuman children. Your town kicked out your father because he didn’t have horns. Is that the future you want? To be viewed as a pair of horns by your town, and as a womb by the Kinadain?”

      Maria winced. Her face flushed red, and she glared into her lap for several long seconds. Her silver curls blocked Rys’s view of her eyes, so he couldn’t see if she was holding back tears.

      The door opened and Tyrisa walked in with a silver tray. It contained paper and writing materials.

      “Did I interrupt something?” she asked, looking between Rys and Maria in confusion.

      “No,” Maria ground out. “I was simply given a harsh reminder of my situation.”

      Perhaps too harsh. Rys made a note to go a little easier on Maria in the future, and probably other people around him. While he had grown up in the shithole that was the Infernal Empire, this world appeared better.

      “So, is this like the contract we discussed, or do I need to write up something new?” Tyrisa asked.

      “Like we discussed. We’ll make some variations as necessary,” Rys said.

      Tyrisa picked up a pile of papers from the top of the tray. The contract was fifteen pages long and full of legalese, clauses, exceptions, and all sorts of extra things.

      “I thought this would be a spiritual contract, not an actual contract,” Maria said, bemused as she flicked through the document.

      “What kind of idiot uses a spiritual contract for something so important?” he asked.

      “I didn’t know there were different types,” Maria said. “So I don’t know why it would be stupid. Please enlighten me.”

      “Spiritual contracts magically bind you to the spirit of the contract. Hence the name. The wording isn’t that important, so much as what everybody felt was the intent of the contract. These contracts bind you to the letter of the contract. Go nuts if you find a loophole,” he said.

      Naturally, Rys didn’t call it an infernal contract.

      Creating this one had been a pain.

      Tyrisa had lectured him about all sorts of things. Like how he needed to specify what “poor performance” meant, or else he would have difficulty punishing her. Or the several pages about how to vary the contract variation, so that they could increase or decrease her responsibilities as she aged or Rys’s empire changed.

      And, the most important one, which Maria picked up on.

      “Are the pages about children necessary?” she asked, cheeks reddening.

      “They’re extremely important. Some ensure that the children are bound by the contract until they come of age, in order to protect Rys’s secrets. Otherwise, you might use your children as a loophole.” Tyrisa looked really proud that she had thought up that part of the contract.

      “Yes, but none of these require them to serve Rys,” Maria said, carefully reading each page. “That seems odd given the strict requirements elsewhere.”

      “Wouldn’t that be slavery?” Tyrisa asked. “Can’t do that unless they sign the contract themselves. The contract only restricts them from doing stuff like blabbing about stuff they only know because of their privileged position. They can fuck off when they’re of age. Or, uh, get fucked, technically. I think it might be unwise to say no to a contract.”

      Tyrisa winced at the sharp look she received from both Rys and Maria.

      “Well, I’m glad you think I’ll be useful enough to be around long enough to have some children that come of age.” Maria’s eyes twinkled as she stared at Rys.

      “It’s standard to include in contracts,” Tyrisa snapped. “Rarely ever matters.”

      Maria glared daggers at the knowledge devil, who returned the look smugly.

      Despite a bumpy start, Tyrisa was settling in well enough. She knew when to bow and scrape to Rys, and when she could get away with talking shit to everybody in earshot. Fara found her incorrigible.

      After some discussion and a few minor variations and additions, Maria and Rys each signed the contract. Immediately afterward, Tyrisa produced two copies with magic. She stamped all three copies and doled one out to each of them, keeping one for herself.

      “Triplicate. Really?” Maria said flatly. “I thought that was a joke.”

      Tyrisa stuck her nose up. “I don’t know how you do things, but I run a professional office.”

      The knowledge devil bounced off, a skip in her step.

      “So, that’s it? I’m bound to you for life?” Maria asked. She moved her arm around. “It doesn’t feel any different. If you tell me to jump, do I need to ask how high?”

      “You read the contract. It doesn’t work that way,” Rys said.

      “True. It’s so different to the one I made with Barul.” Maria smiled at Rys, and it was full of razors. “Now, perhaps I should reveal that to you?”

      Rys blinked, feeling as if he had missed something major. She had wanted to discuss the Barul situation earlier and had brought up spiritual contracts.

      Shit, he had missed some major red flags.

      “I walked into this one, didn’t I?” he asked aloud. “It can’t be that bad if you signed the contract.”

      “Oh, it’s not bad. But it does require you to deal with a problem that’s bound me for years,” Maria said. “Shortly before my father was ousted as Lord-Mayor, he forged a spiritual contract with the Kinadain elders. Unfortunately, I was part of it. It restricts me from giving control of Anceston over to anybody except in specific circumstances.”

      “What happens if you break it?” Rys asked, concerned that he’d already done that and now needed to sweep up the mess.

      “I die.”

      Unless Maria had always been a talking corpse, Rys assumed her spiritual contract didn’t think he had control over Anceston yet. Presumably, it would once he formally took power over the region.

      “Only my children, somebody I’m engaged or married to, or somebody chosen by the Kinadain elders is acceptable,” Maria said.

      “That’s a very specific list,” Rys said. “And this happened just before your father was ousted?”

      “Yes. It was his attempt to keep control of Anceston within the family. If it looked like I wouldn’t become Lord-Mayor, or if my position was in danger in the future, I would always have a ‘secret weapon,’ in his words.” Maria shifted uncomfortably. “His bitterness toward the city after they turned on him was immense.”

      For good reason, Rys felt. But Anceston might have also had good reason to kick him out.

      “So, before I announce myself as the king of the region, I need to resolve this,” he said, musing about the problem. “I could marry you.”

      Maria perked up.

      “But Barul will still try to kill me.”

      Maria frowned. “True. And a sham marriage would cause problems later.”

      “How do the elders choose somebody? Was it specified?” Rys asked.

      “No, but the elders aren’t dictators. They need the approval of the other Kinadain,” Maria said. “Barul became my fiancé because he was the greatest warrior in Kavolara. No other Kinadain hold the rank of Slayer on the island. If you defeated him in a duel, it would be difficult for the elders to deny your eligibility.”

      “These are the same elders that are conspiring with Compagnon,” Rys pointed out. Then he grinned. “But it does give me a great idea.”

      Maria’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh?”

      “We know the elders are corrupt, but our problem is revealing that to others. The recordings implicate their subordinates, but they can weasel out of it,” Rys said.

      “True. I know how close the elders are to their liaisons, but most won’t,” Maria said with a grimace.

      “What we need to do is arrange a situation where the elders out themselves. Even if Barul is innocent, he hates me. In a duel, he’s liable to do something foolish. The elders might then try to go back on any deals they made beforehand,” Rys explained. “That’s our leverage.”

      Maria gulped, her eyes wide. “I feel I really have made a deal with a devil.”

      “They’re not exactly innocent,” Rys said.

      “No, but…” Maria gave him an odd smile. “That doesn’t make this right. This isn’t something I can walk away from once it’s done.” She appeared hesitant, then said, “I know a Kinadain who can help us, as the elders have ostracized her for opposing them, but she is well regarded despite that. I can pass on her details later.”

      Maria then paused, her eyes flickering low on Rys’s body. Her cheeks flushed. “I… I believe you promised a later, Rys.” She whispered his name at the end before licking her lips.

      Rys chuckled and stood up. “You’re such a naughty mayor. The moment business is concluded, all you can think of is your reward. And you even have a fiance.”

      He towered over her. Her eyes gazed up at him, shimmering with desire. He pressed his crotch against her face, and she responded with steamy breaths that hardened his cock.

      Maria pressed her lips against his pants, her amber eyes focused on the bulge hidden behind the cloth. Her hands flipped up her skirt and slipped inside her riding pants. Wet noises filled the room as Maria pleasured herself.

      Holding her head by a horn, Rys undid his pants. His partially erect cock flopped out onto her face. Her eyes crossed as they stared at the fat rod of flesh slapped across her skin. Warmth and a wet sensation tickled his balls as Maria suckled on them, creating obscene sounds that intermingled with those from her own pleasure.

      He rubbed her face along his shaft using her horns as handles. Her eyes curved as he took control of her and she moaned against his balls. Precum dribbled into her curly hair as his tip slipped inside them and he pleasured himself by moving her head against his cock.

      She gasped as the hot liquid drooled down her forehead, nose, and cheeks. Her tongue futilely tried to lap it up, but couldn’t reach.

      When Maria tried to move herself to suck directly on Rys’s tip, he crushed her against his shaft. She gasped, then moaned with a broad smile.

      “You like this, don’t you?” he asked her.

      “Are you going to fuck me, Lord Talarys?” she gasped out, the words partially muffled by his cock.

      “No. I’m going to feed you,” he said. Her eyes glazed in response and her tongue lolled out of her mouth. “One day I’ll take you. But you’re savoring every second of this.”

      “Yes,” she breathed.

      Rys carefully moved her away from his cock. Her eyes focused on only one thing, and her tongue tried desperately to reach it.

      He held her with one hand and moved his rock-hard prick into place against her lips with the other. Her eyes widened as she finally tasted her prize. Maria flicked, sucked, and licked his tip, while pushing her head against his strength.

      Then, when she finally stopped trying to push herself down his length, he rammed her head down the entire thing in one go. Her eyes rolled back into her head. She gagged. Drool poured from her mouth and dripped from his balls.

      Maria screamed in ecstasy, the movement tickling his cock inside her throat. Her juices poured onto the chair and her legs raised in the air as she climaxed. Her fingers ran along her clit rapidly as she pushed herself to the peak of pleasure.

      Rys joined her by using her horns to move her head. He scraped her throat with every motion of his cock. When he came, he poured rope after rope into her stomach while he pressed her against his crotch.

      Afterward, he pulled out and held her face against his length. She moaned against him as streams of white poured along her face and from the edges of her mouth.

      “It seems we have an agreement,” Rys told her. “And you have what you want.”

      “Yes,” she moaned. She took his balls into her mouth.

      Maria left after she cleaned up, but the look in her eyes changed completely. Her desire to be dominated screamed to Rys whenever he met her gaze. She knew what she wanted, and he had it.

      For now, he needed to order Grigor to get started. It was time to crush Compagnon.
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      Rain bucketed down around Fara in the dead of the night. She pressed herself against the tree trunk but did little else. If she used magic here, she’d give away her position. She stood on top of a tree branch, hiding within the forest canopy.

      Far beneath her, a caravan rode into a town. A hundred soldiers ran alongside it. Horses pulled the carts, as magitech wagons were too expensive to use on most trade routes out here. Wheels bounced over muddy potholes. Mercenaries swore as mud splashed over their armor and into their faces.

      As the wagons rolled toward the warehouses at the back of the town, the townspeople watched. They peeked out from their windows or from covered porches. Drunks yelled insults at the mercenaries when they passed the inn.

      Fara kept a close eye on every wagon, just in case any peeled away. None did. They maintained their breakneck pace.

      Privately, Fara was impressed by the drivers. None of the wagons crashed or slid into the muck. Compagnon brought the best.

      Bought the best, Fara corrected.

      The caravan pulled up outside the warehouses. The moment they did, the doors slammed open and workers rushed out. Despite the awful weather, they loaded up everything they had. Overseers shouted orders at the workers.

      More mercenaries joined the caravan, along with several more wagons. Then Fara spotted the man she was looking for.

      A mage wearing an ostentatious robe of ivory and gold trim. It glittered even through the pouring rain and terrible lighting near him. His head was bald, but he had a beard that fell almost to his waist.

      Robert Hamperstill, a combat magister from Ahm who left his tower for reasons unknown. He was one of Compagnon’s pet powermongers and ruled this town with an iron fist.

      Once Rys agreed to destroy Compagnon, he had put Grigor’s plan into action immediately. The first step was to target their allies. By removing the petty powermongers who threatened the towns and villages around Anceston, Compagnon would lose a lot of their ability to project power in the region.

      Grigor slew a dozen of them in the first three days.

      The result was pure panic from Compagnon. Their mercenaries streamed north. Many of the powermongers fled, returning the stolen land to the people.

      But Rys needed to keep the pressure up, and Grigor swiftly ran out of soft targets. Those that remained were backed up by more of Compagnon’s military strength than before. And Compagnon swiftly reorganized how they operated. They tightened their control over the region.

      This caravan had rolled through a lot of Compagnon-controlled towns and villages to the south-east of Anceston. Robert’s town was the last stop, as he was Compagnon’s lieutenant in the region.

      Each wagon was loaded with artifacts, cash crops, tools, and crafted goods. The rain might damage some of it, but Robert clearly felt that getting the caravan out of the region was worth the risk.

      He feared Rys.

      Good, Fara felt. He should.

      She fumbled for the mindspeak connection with the Malakin. After a few attempts, she found it.

      “Taras, can you hear me?” she asked using her mind.

      “It’s Tarasu,” the Malakin commander complained.

      “That’s a yes, then,” Fara said. “The caravan is almost finished loading. I count nearly over two hundred guards. Robert’s with them and appears to be joining them. He’s brought a bunch of horses, so there’ll be a vanguard.”

      “Understood. The Prince-General is in position at the ambush point. We shall see you there,” Taras said, before closing the connection.

      “Prince-General” was what the infernals called Grigor. Apparently “General” was too confusing, as that was what Grigor called Rys. And “Prince” wasn’t good enough for some reason. Fara had suggested “boss” but they said that was Rys’s title.

      Infernals deeply confused Fara. All her life, she had learned they were the most unreliable and capricious monsters to walk Harrium. Now, she lived and worked with them, and they were the exact opposite. Hierarchy mattered more to them than it did to almost any human she had ever met.

      She had thought the Imperial Court of Pharos was bad, given how bureaucratic and hierarchical it had been. Now, she wondered if Hell had been inspired by it, then made it worse.

      By leaping across the treetops, Fara reached Grigor and the rest of the ambush team in record time. She took a brief detour to monitor the caravan and spotted Taras in the process.

      Grigor stood in the shadow of a tree. If Fara didn’t recognize him, she’d think the woods had summoned a great spirit beast to consume her. His appearance was like a monster spawned of darkness. He towered over the noble demons next to him.

      “Fara,” he greeted her. “Taras indicates they will be here in thirty minutes. Be ready.”

      He didn’t give her any orders. She assumed that was because he thought highly of her.

      There were less than thirty infernals present. Rys had summoned more demons to help Grigor, including a few more noble demons, but they were still massively outnumbered.

      Six Ashen grizzled beneath a tree. Fara half-expected them to use magic to smoke, but they obeyed orders. Any use of magic could tip off Robert. He still might sense the demons if he was expecting them, but without any active use of magical energy, it was much harder until he got close.

      Close enough to spring an ambush.

      Minutes passed. The rain made a tinny sound as it pattered against the weapons and armor of the demons. Water dripped from Fara’s sodden ears. She looked forward to the long bath she’d take when she returned to Castle Aion.

      Despite the awful weather, Fara felt in better spirits than she had for years. If she closed her eyes, she imagined herself back in Pharos. She wasn’t preparing to ambush a caravan of mercenaries, but a group of monsters. This wasn’t a forest in the lowlands of Kavolara, but the dry plains of Hellgate.

      And she wasn’t surrounded by the very monsters she had been trained to kill, but instead other mystic foxes.

      Fara let out a sigh and steeled herself. One of the Ashen gave her a salute when their eyes met, and the rest raised their hands in greeting. Shortly afterward, something moved above her and she heard Grigor stir.

      “Five minutes,” Taras’s voice murmured into her head.

      The patter of hooves cut through the sound of the rain. Grigor raised his arm high, and every infernal fell silent. Horses whinnied as the Compagnon caravan approached.

      The advance riders rode into the clearing. A few of them appeared to be battlemages, using magic to keep cigarettes lit or the rain off them with protective bubbles. Other mercenaries glared at the mages while rain poured down their coats and helmets.

      They were completely oblivious to the infernals lurking in the shadows. Chatter reached Fara’s ears, some of it in an unfamiliar language. A few of these men and women had come from very far away.

      Not far behind the riders came the first of the remaining guards. Fara counted maybe thirty riders, and perhaps fifty soldiers in front of the caravan. She relayed these numbers to Taras, who would tell Grigor.

      Behind the soldiers came the caravan itself. It moved slower now, as there wasn’t really a path, so much as a suggestion of where to go. Robert had chosen to go this way to avoid an ambush.

      A shame he didn’t know about the invisible Malakin lurking in his ceiling when he discussed this in secret.

      Speaking of Robert, Fara spotted him sitting on one of the wagons. He didn’t waste energy protecting himself from rain, but he didn’t walk with his mercenaries, and the roof of the wagon kept him drier than most.

      The mage had a grim expression on his face. He looked to the side, troubled by something.

      He was very close to them. Did he…?

      Robert’s eyes widened. Fara mindspoke with Taras to warn Grigor. Robert shot up, one hand crackling with energy.

      Grigor roared.

      That was the signal to attack.

      Fire rippled along both sides of the caravan as the Ashen summoned hellfire into their hands. The demons charged forward, brandishing their weapons but remaining silent. Screaming in the dark would give away their position.

      Fara cast two quick arrays, enhancing her strength and speed. Then she darted forward, making a beeline for Robert.

      A monstrous mass of darkness flew through the air. It crashed down in front of the caravan. A moment later, Grigor’s axe slammed into the ground and Fara felt a surge of magic tear the ground asunder.

      Massive spikes of earth burst from the ground in front of Grigor for well over a hundred feet. Men and horses were sent flying or were torn to pieces. Caravans exploded, sending their contents everywhere.

      The clearing filled with screams and shouts as Grigor split the battlefield in half in one go.

      That had been another one of his Gifts. The demon prince had gathered several in his long life, Fara had learned. This one allowed him to conjure a line of earth spikes in front of him.

      “Demons!” somebody screamed. “They’re fucking monsters! Run!”

      The panic grew. Many of the mercenaries didn’t try to fight. They simply ran. Horses charged off into the forest. Many of them slammed into trees or tripped over on the brush.

      The demons didn’t care. They cut through every enemy in their path. Their runic weapons sliced through steel plate like butchers’ knives cutting up meat. Hellfire gave the forest an eerie red glow as the Ashen lit everything up.

      Fara felt a snap of magic. A spiral of golden light split the air a second later, flying toward Grigor. Fire and ash split apart in the path of the magical blast.

      The demon prince raised his axe. The blast slammed into it and exploded.

      Looking for the source, Fara saw Robert standing on top of a burning wagon. The mage’s robe was charred and burned, along with his beard. Magic crackled along his arms and his eyes glowed with fury. Several heavily armored knights stood around him, weapons raised in defensive stances.

      Fara’s tails moved. All four of them. The number of tails she used to cast an array determined its strength. The power rippling off Robert indicated that she needed to make this count.

      Instantly, the mage spotted her. His eyes widened and he scowled.

      “Retreat,” Robert shouted. He leaped down from the caravan, then darted away several times faster than any human could possibly run.

      His guards attempted to follow him, but he rapidly outpaced them. Fara caught them within seconds. She brought them all down with a series of quick blows, shattering bones and armor alike.

      Her array finished, and she sighted Robert in the distance. Focusing her attention, she fired her spell at him.

      Again, the mage sensed her magic. He turned at the last second. Her force blast struck him at the same moment that a spiral of magic burst forth.

      Fara had a moment to react before the spiral struck her. She dove to one side. Her tails tried desperately to deflect the spell. Pain blossomed in her side as the blast shredded her side, as she only stopped the worst of it.

      In the distance, Robert bent over double. He vomited up blood and the contents of his stomach. Fara had hit him with a solid blast of force, capable of shattering steel and turning stone blocks into dust.

      But the mage rose despite how bad his internal injuries must be.

      Fara grabbed her side. It felt warm. Blood, she confirmed. Lots of it. But she was good enough to keep fighting.

      A crash behind her.

      Looking up, Fara saw Grigor standing over her. His axe practically glowed with blood. As did his entire body. He was a vision of death, standing in front of burning wagons and dozens of corpses.

      “Fara, you are hurt,” Grigor said. His maw twisted.

      “I’m fine,” she said. “He’s a combat magister. I’ll need to disrupt his magic, then take him out.”

      “I am done here,” Grigor said, clearly referring to the caravan. “We shall finish him together.”

      His tone brooked no compromise.

      Robert ran into the forest. His expression was one of pure determination. He refused to die here and had the strength to nearly pull it off.

      Fara raced behind him and watched as Grigor leaped across the trees. Branches exploded as he crashed into them. The demon prince swung using the trunks themselves, as nothing else could reliably support his weight. Grigor didn’t need to use magic to run really fast if he could leap hundreds of feet at a time.

      The worst part was the silence. Grigor didn’t scream or roar. His four eyes glowed beneath his mask as he relentlessly pursued his prey.

      Not for the first time, Fara was reminded of the immense power that Rys had under his command. Grigor followed Rys without question, and the two were thick as thieves.

      Grigor got close enough, so Fara began casting an array. This one was a disruption array, which was one of the specialties of black-tailed foxes. Disruption magic interfered with the magical energy of other spellcasters. It was one of the few things that Fara felt she was genuinely talented at.

      With a truly massive leap, Grigor flung himself at Robert. As before, the mage sensed Grigor and turned.

      Robert’s magical senses were frustratingly sharp, but that wouldn’t matter this time.

      Grigor hurled his axe at Robert as he descended. Robert let out a bloodcurdling shout and slammed his fist into the axe. A blast of golden light nearly blinded Fara and knocked the axe aside. Robert’s hand exploded in a shower of gore despite his spell, causing him to scream in pain.

      Then Grigor landed just short of Robert. The mage turned and tried to run, but Fara’s spell snapped into place. The mage ran, but at normal speed as his physical empowerment failed. He tripped, expecting to move far faster than he did.

      Rolling over, Robert tried to gather energy for another spell. Fara batted that aside as well.

      She watched as Grigor stepped up to Robert and turned him into a stain on the ground with his bare fists. Afterward, the demon prince straightened up and let out a long sigh.

      Rain drizzled down Grigor’s body and mask. It intermingled with the blood covering him.

      Fara left him alone for a few moments. Then she approached him, her muscles straining as she carried his axe. Her magic helped her, but it was still obscenely heavy.

      “You dropped this,” she said, holding it up.

      Grigor looked down at her for a moment. She tried not to feel small.

      “Thank you,” he said. He reached down and hefted it over his shoulder. “We need to report our success to Rys.” He began to walk away.

      Fara bit her lip. “Grigor, I’m sorry.”

      “For?”

      “I didn’t help much this time,” she blurted out. “You even had to kill Robert.”

      Grigor turned and faced her. He stared at her for several long seconds.

      “I chose to help you defeat him. But I have faith that you would have succeeded,” he said. “It was your disruption magic that allowed me to defeat him without a scratch.”

      Fara looked away. Were those platitudes? She’d waited for the chance to finally fight, and it had come, but was she really necessary?

      “Victories should be celebrated,” Grigor said, standing right in front of her. “Perhaps we should join Rys for a drink when we return. He will enjoy hearing you tell him about this.”

      Fara blinked. That was a first. Grigor and Rys always drank together, but never with others.

      Before she could answer, the demon prince strode away, carrying his axe over his shoulder. The caravan burned in the distance, smoke and steam rising into the air. The cheering of the infernals filled the night.

      Maybe they weren’t her kin and this wasn’t Pharos, but Fara supposed she could get used to this.

      She ran to catch up to Grigor, and they walked back to the rest of the group. Once they returned to Castle Aion, she had some drinks with Rys and Grigor. Too many, in fact.

      But she refused to tell anybody that Rys carried her to bed that night, or that she remembered it. Vallis would never let her hear the end of it.
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      “I feel this is becoming a habit,” Maria said as she greeted Rys in front of the manor. “Perhaps I should move in after this is over.”

      She arrived in her carriage this time, but Barul was still absent. No nonsense about going off on a ride and running into Rys. She had simply left her fiance behind and come here.

      The increase in her confidence was an improvement. If Maria had still been unwilling to push back against Barul, it might make Rys question his choices.

      They stepped inside the manor. The guards joined them, but were led to a break room by one of the Ashen. Same guards as last time, Rys noted. They accepted cigarettes from the Ashen and made small talk as they walked away.

      Rys led Maria to the war room this time. They spoke on the way.

      “I knew you worked fast, but this is beyond all of my expectations,” she said. “I’m receiving word that most of Compagnon’s holdings east of Anceston have been freed. And there is panic to the west, although they never held much there in the first place.”

      “They never had much reason to control Port Mayfield, so we’re lucky there,” Rys said. “But they still have a lot of territory remaining. This is only the beginning. We’ve stirred up the hornet’s nest, so to speak.”

      Maria shrugged and beamed at him. “They are still the greatest victories since Compagnon arrived. And the rumors certainly emphasize their greatness. An enormous magical inferno consumed a manor fortified by former adventurers. Hulking beasts have torn apart Compagnon’s caravans. Shadows stalk those loyal to Compagnon and cut them down when they’re alone.”

      Her eyes bore into Rys, but he ignored her. Those stories were true.

      But it spoke volumes about Compagnon’s control that he needed to go this far. He had thought that the region was a tiny one, and he was right. But even a small region had dozens of towns, forts, and important villages. Every time he sent somebody to strike down one of Compagnon’s lackeys, they found another.

      “I am curious where you found the strength to do so much damage to Compagnon so quickly,” she continued. “I had assumed you had your own elite company of soldiers, but the speed that you strike at suggests something far more powerful.”

      She was fishing. Her eyes glittered as she waited for a response.

      Well, Rys decided to give her one. He reached out to Tyrisa using mindspeak and asked her to take care of something.

      Then he took Maria on a small detour. If she noticed, she didn’t let on.

      When they finally reached the war room, Rys opened the door. “Ladies first.”

      After giving him a look, she stepped inside. Then froze in the doorway.

      “I knew it,” she whispered.

      She what?

      Rys checked that everything had gone to plan. Terry stood next to Grigor in the war room. While Grigor was in his human form, Terry was not. Vallis and Fara lounged on a sofa, ignoring the glare that Tyrisa gave them. The knowledge devil’s bat wings had returned, although they vanished in a burst of light after a glare from Rys.

      “Heh. Letting her in on the secret, boss?” Terry asked. “Should I head back down?”

      “No, you’re the head of security. Stay,” Rys said. He turned to Maria. “You don’t seem surprised.”

      Maria regained her composure and stepped inside. Rys closed the door behind her and walked up to the table.

      “What little Barul told me about the castle’s past was that the original master was a creator of monsters—namely the Labyrinth’s,” Maria said. “You built this mansion so quickly and Barul hated you so much that I knew you were special. You’re connected to the Creator of this mansion, aren’t you? Was he some sort of archdevil?”

      Rys stared at her. She’d become suspicious of him for an entirely unrelated reason?

      On the plus side, her gaze filled with awe as she looked up at him. That was nice.

      “No,” he said. She blinked in surprise. “I don’t even think infernals have ever been here before the continents discovered the archipelago a century ago.”

      “Then… who are you? What are you?” Maria asked, blinking rapidly in confusion.

      “A fossil,” Fara said from the far side of the room.

      “Thank you, Fara,” Rys said. “But she’s right. I’m from the Infernal Empire and was sealed away here. Summoning a demon prince like Grigor is trivial for me, and the same goes for using infernal sorcery.”

      Maria’s eyes widen and she stares at Grigor. “Oh.”

      “That’s right. Rys was one of the most powerful officials in the Infernal Empire,” Tyrisa said, puffing out her chest as if she was talking about her own accomplishments. “He even fought in the Cataclysm.”

      Several minutes passed as they got Maria up to speed and calmed her down. The contract prevented her from telling others about this, so the secret was safe. But he hadn’t been sure she would react positively until she teased him about his victories against Compagnon.

      With that dealt with, Rys drew everybody to the table.

      “Our initial push has gone well,” Rys explained. “Most of Compagnon’s allies are either dead or fleeing. They’ve expended a lot of resources trying to hold on to their territory. The artifact trade is also in turmoil, as we’ve stopped every caravan going to Aretiers. But our next three steps are more complicated.”

      Grigor folded his arms and nodded. “Indeed. We must capitalize on their weakness and strike at their heart when the time is right. But they still have considerable resources. Their next bastion is a large town called Harpiscon. Most of their mercenaries are massing there.”

      “That’s a problem, but only one issue,” Rys said. “The other two steps are to establish a proper nation and to deal with the Kinadain elders.”

      “Do we really want to get involved with the Kinadain?” Vallis asked. She tapped on the mountains. “They have a lot of warriors. Once we take back the artifact trade, they won’t be a threat. We can bully them about the shit they pulled, but I don’t know why we’d pick a fight with them. Er, with respect.” She blushed at the looks she received.

      “No, you’re right to question me,” Rys said. Maria and Tyrisa looked at him in surprise. “The reason is that I have a plan to deal with the elders without pissing off the Kinadain themselves.”

      He briefly explained his plan to duel Barul.

      Fara scowled. “Forget respect, have you gone insane? Barul’s far more powerful than you know. The Slayers are genuine monsters themselves. He can’t take Grigor, but I’d need another tail before I even thought about fighting him.”

      “Then I’ll become more powerful,” Rys said. He crossed his arms. “Luckily for me, my adviser has found something that will help me in the Labyrinth.”

      Maria stared at him in confusion. She clicked her tongue when she noticed everybody else knew what he was talking about.

      “So, we’re going deeper?” Grigor rumbled.

      “Yes,” Rys said. “That’s our immediate plan for the Kinadain. Preparing to go as deep in the Labyrinth as we can.”

      Grigor, Terry, and Fara nodded, although the latter’s expression remained thunderous.

      “I have an idea for establishing a nation,” Vallis said, taking control of the discussion. She stroked her chin. “Now that Compagnon’s pulling out, a lot of their land goes back to the villagers. But for how long? Many of them were driven into the ground by Compagnon. They’re poor. Lots of nobles and merchants in Tarmouth, Anceston, or even Avolar will buy the land.”

      “It’s their land,” Maria said. Fara nodded, her face troubled by Vallis’s words.

      “I know. But given the choice between starving or selling their land, they’ll sell,” Vallis said. “Or maybe they get greedy in the future and sell to an enemy. We’re flush with cash. Why don’t we give them a good price, instead of the fire-sale prices they’ll get from others? That’ll make it easier to claim that we have a right to rule the region, too. We’ll already own a ton of land.”

      Maria’s face became thoughtful. “I hadn’t thought of that. Do we really have that much money?”

      “Not on hand, but we have a secure source of income and our great lord and master Talarys backing us,” Vallis said with a wink. “I’ve been approached by some big lenders from Tarmouth with some very good deals.”

      “Vallis…” Fara warned.

      “This is different,” Vallis said. “For one thing, I had Tyrisa go over all the paperwork. None of this is tied to me personally. I’m not loading myself up with debt. The other thing is that this isn’t a normal loan.”

      “Tarmouth is backing us,” Rys said, a smirk rising to his face.

      “Yeah. I don’t know why and nobody will tell me, but some major players are pissed at Compagnon,” Vallis said. “I’ll keep an ear to the ground and let you know what’s going on.”

      “Do it then. I’m not refusing an ally,” Rys said. “Especially one with more money than Compagnon probably has.”

      After a short discussion, the meeting ended. Vallis and Grigor led Maria out of the castle. Tyrisa slipped out, but not before telling Rys that she’d drop a copy of the meeting notes on his desk. Naturally, Terry returned to the sub-levels.

      Once only Rys and Fara remained, the fox winced. She collapsed onto the sofa she had been lounging on when he entered.

      “Do you think anybody noticed?” she asked.

      “I doubt it. Is it still that bad?” He approached her and sat on the arm of the sofa.

      Her hands pulled her robe open, allowing him to see the bindings she wrapped her chest in. Actual bandages covered a bloody bruise on her right side. She winced when she touched it.

      When Fara attacked a caravan, the mage in command had injured her. Only the day after the battle had any of them realized how bad the injury was.

      “It feels like everything beneath the skin was torn apart, and is still in pieces,” she said. “I thought I was a decent healer, but I can’t do a damn thing about this.”

      “Your healing is regeneration-based. Most likely the spell that the mage hit you with counters regeneration,” Rys explained.

      “I know. You said that before,” she said. “I just… I’ve never scarred before. Up in the mountains, none of the Pride Clan foxes carried scars. It’s a sign of incompetence to be scarred. It means you were injured so badly in battle that you can’t heal it.”

      He didn’t know what the Pride Clan was, but he assumed they were another of the mystic fox clans in Pharos.

      “Can’t say I’ve heard that take before,” Rys said. “For most, they become badges of honor. Surviving an injury bad enough that magic can’t heal means that you were strong enough to overcome whatever tried to kill you.”

      Fara frowned. “Or I was weak enough to let it nearly kill me.”

      “Then become strong enough that it can’t kill you in the future,” Rys said. He sighed and flicked one of her ears. She yelped and stared up at him, her tails curling around her in panic. “If your scars aren’t a badge of honor, then they are a reminder of what you’ve overcome. Lots of things beat the shit out of me in the past. Then I got stronger, and they were the ones who cowered in terror.”

      “As if you ever cowered in terror in the first place,” Fara muttered.

      “I spent a lot of my life avoiding punishment from very powerful beings,” Rys said. “Remember: my first infernal master was one of Malusian’s generals. If she wanted to, she could have burned my mind out and turned me into a husk in an instant. Or splattered me all over the walls. Or told somebody else to murder me horribly.”

      Fara grimaced.

      Eventually, she asked, “How? How do I become more powerful?”

      “More tails. More experience. I can probably come up with other ways over time. But that means you need to stay with me and not go back to your clan. That’s your decision, not mine,” he answered.

      She smiled. “Ha. And here I make fun of you for lusting for power. It’s all I’m thinking about right now. The things I’d do to get my fifth tail right now and never have to worry about being hurt like this again…”

      Rys let her be. While he might be able to heal the wound with his infernal sorcery, the pain might be even worse than keeping the scar. Not to mention that he had no way to know how his sorcery might interact with her strange physiology.

      But, speaking of healing, he had a simpler solution to this problem. Because it had become a problem. Many infernals were being injured during the attacks. Only a few demons had been banished, plus a single Ashen, but the war had only begun.

      Why take avoidable losses when there was an alternative?

      Rys descended to the sub-levels and drew up a summoning circle. He was using the last of his summoning power from the castle’s power slate. This needed to count.

      Shadow and light signaled the success of the ritual. Eight beautiful women stood within the circle. Each had long, dark pink hair, pale skin, and wore an identical pink leotard and patterned pantyhose that matched their hair. At a glance, the women looked almost like sisters, but their faces and physiques differed in subtle ways. But every one of them were short, lithe, and modestly endowed.

      These women were Lilim, a strain of succubi that specialized in healing.

      Healing with sex, specifically. They were succubi, after all.

      Lewd grins rose on the faces of the Lilim. They tried to cross the circle and quickly found it impassable. Their chattering and cooing noises as they tried to convince Rys to strip and join them for an orgy threatened to deafen him.

      “Be quiet for five seconds,” Rys snapped, rubbing his temples. “I’m not letting you blow my brains out. At least not literally.”

      The Lilim shut up, eyes wide.

      “Right. Which one of you is the chief nurse? Or whatever you call yourselves these days? I never kept up with whatever lewd title you gave yourselves each week,” Rys said.

      Giggles erupted amongst the Lilim. One of them stepped forward, her spaded tail swishing behind her. She placed a hand on one hip and cocked her head to one side.

      “I’m Mary. I’m not actually the Chief Demonrider,” she said.

      How amazingly blunt of a title.

      “But you’re close enough?” Rys asked.

      “I’m the deputy.” She shrugged. “Amelia’s the chief, but she’s not here. I think she was busy with an important prince who insisted he see the best.”

      Rys blinked.

      “Amelia?” he asked. “As in, that Amelia?” His tone said something special about Amelia that anybody who knew her recognized.

      The eyes of every Lilim widened.

      Mary let out a whistle. “Never met a human who knew Amelia. She’s old, but I didn’t know she’d ever been to Harrium.”

      Rys felt that he’d dodged an arrow. No, not an arrow. A storm of arrows. He’d nearly summoned Amelia. That could only have ended badly, for many reasons.

      “I’m Talarys,” he said. “I knew Amelia a while ago.”

      A hush fell over the giggling Lilim. Their wide eyes spoke volumes.

      Mary licked her lips. “Ah. That explains why you feel so odd. It’s an honor, sir.” A pause. “What you said earlier—you didn’t mean you weren’t going to let us blow you at all, right? Because we’d really like to do that.”

      Seven other heads nodded enthusiastically.

      When Rys dragged them out of the room an hour later, it was with a much emptier feeling in the bottom half of his body. The Lilim giggled and clung to him, attracting stares from the demons. Although many of them grinned knowingly.

      The sexual healing service had arrived. The downside was that the Lilim were thirsty, thirsty girls.

      Rys didn’t intend to pay too much attention to the Lilim. Like most succubi, they were man-eaters. In Hell, they got their fill by fucking infernals for “health check-ups” and other nonsense reasons. They were some of the best healing infernals there were.

      So long as the patient didn’t mind losing their dignity and sometimes their chastity. For many soldiers in the Infernal Empire, getting their cock sucked to survive a lethal wound wasn’t a story they told their grandkids.

      Or at least, Rys hoped it wasn’t.

      Regardless, he planned to keep them away from Fara. While her injury gave him the idea in the first place, he didn’t want the Lilim near her given her current state of mind.

      “I’ll organize things with them,” Grigor said when Rys introduced Mary to him. “But I’d prefer not to rely on them. We’ll need to keep them safe in the Labyrinth, given they’re non-combatants.”

      “Realistically, we’ll need a few more days to prepare,” Rys said, thinking of Fara’s wound. “But assume we’ll head into the Labyrinth any day now.”

      Grigor nodded.

      Rys tried not to dwell on the Labyrinth. Finally, the time to regain some of his lost power had arrived.
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      Fara recovered after only four days. The magic in her wound eventually faded enough that her healing technique worked, and she bounced back the next day. She gave Rys a cheeky smile when he asked if the wound scarred, but he knew he’d find out first-hand one day.

      They dived into the Labyrinth the morning after Fara dueled Grigor and confirmed her return to good health.

      Orthrus led the way, bobbing along. As always, he was visible only to Rys.

      Grigor played rearguard again. But their numbers had swelled since Rys’s last visit, with the Ashen joining them. The Labyrinth responded in kind, creating larger rooms and corridors.

      “On the one hand, it’s less claustrophobic,” Fara said as she watched the demons finish off a group of fire-breathing lizards. “But these larger rooms are full of traps and surprises. False walls, monsters hiding behind pillars, and constant ambushes.”

      “Complain after some of you get hurt,” one of the Lilim said. “We’re so bored. And horny.”

      Some of the demons overheard. Rys saw an odd expression cross their faces, and the demons looked at each other.

      “The first few floors are always fairly safe,” Fara said. “It’s once we get to the fifth floor we need to be careful.”

      Rys watched as the demons nodded to each other. None of them spoke, but he knew that they had formed some sort of plan.

      When they arrived at the fifth floor, they found a crossroads again. This time, it had four paths but no undead dragons. Despite the lack of a real challenge, the demons put their plan into action.

      The demons missed their swings and took return blows from the lizards. Sometimes they took more than one, allowing the monsters to find a chink in their armor.

      “They’re getting sloppy,” Fara said.

      They were, in more ways than one. The Lilim were thrilled.

      Grigor wasn’t. He loomed over the offending demons, his axe gleaming. They stopped screwing around afterward.

      “That cannot be a healthy way to heal someone,” Fara said, her face red.

      “I thought you were fine with this sort of thing?” Rys asked as they began to descend even lower into the Labyrinth. The infernals were still more than strong enough to handle the challenge, and he needed to save his strength for real threats.

      “There’s a difference between casual nudity and watching the Lilim suck somebody’s cock in public,” Fara said. “The same goes for Vallis’s crude jokes. You become desensitized to that sort of stuff when you spend decades in the mountains with the same people, day after day. Foolish things are said and done.”

      “But not in public,” Rys said.

      “Not unless they were very drunk,” Fara said. “And nobody ever let them forget it if they did.”

      They descended rapidly. Orthrus never wavered, no matter how confusing the rooms became. Not even an entire floor full of identical rooms, each with eight exits, slowed him down.

      Until they reached the ninth floor. A vault door stood at the far end of a large chamber. The rest of the chamber was filled by a huge pool of water. A timer written in an unfamiliar language slowly ticked down as the Ashen continuously heated the water, but it constantly reset itself.

      While the demons hunted the endless supply of shark-beasts within the water, Rys poked and prodded at the runes. While he couldn’t read the runes, he recognized the magic connecting the runes to the door.

      “Fara, can your disruption techniques affect the runes?” he asked.

      She stared at him. “Those are runes?”

      “Magical runes, yes. They control the door. I’ve seen similar mechanisms in the Infernal Empire, as well as some older ruins.” He frowned. That made him think.

      “I might be able to,” Fara said. With a few swishes of her tails, she cast a spiritual technique.

      The vault door hissed, then slid open with a boom.

      Rys stepped through the door. What lay beyond it was completely different to every previous Labyrinth chamber.

      A gargantuan cylinder had been carved out of dark granite, creating a cavernous room. Descending walkways spiraled around the length of the room’s interior wall. Steel doors of varying shapes and sizes dotted the walkways.

      Rys looked over the edge of the closest walkway. The bottom was easily fifty stories down.

      Had they left the Labyrinth?

      More disturbingly, this room seemed familiar to Rys. He drew a blank when he tried to remember it, and not even Grigor recognized it, but something tugged at Rys’s memories.

      A raised platform sat at the very bottom.

      “The power conduit lies at the very bottom, beyond another door,” Orthrus explained. “Be wary. This room is a defense mechanism. Its form changes based on the people who trigger it.”

      Naturally, Orthrus provided no real advice. Rys suspected the wisp would lose no sleep if he failed.

      Reaching out magically, Rys made his first useful discovery. The walls were loaded with infernal and dwarven runes.

      “Look alive, people,” Rys said. “Unless I’m wrong, this is some sort of dwarven fortress. No other race builds stuff this massive within rock. That means it’s built to favor a bunch of stubby bastards in heavy armor who know their way around the business end of a pike.”

      “Close-quarters combat, limited maneuverability, restricted ranged and magic support, and no ability to use numbers to our advantage,” Grigor summarized.

      “Yup. But the place is also full of wards. Infernal ones, too.” Rys frowned. “Dunno why. Maybe this is based on a dwarven fortress from the Infernal Empire.”

      “There are many to use,” Grigor said. “Perhaps that is why it is familiar to you?”

      Maybe, but Rys remembered all of them. Dwarven citadels were some of the most majestic creations in existence. Digging out mountains and underground chasms required serious dedication. The dwarves did insane shit like building upside down ziggurats off cave ceilings. Then they lived in them and laughed at people who suggested it was unsafe to do so.

      “I can’t sense a thing,” Fara complained. “Is that normal? The walls are so full of magic that everything else is just noise.”

      “Dwarves can’t use much magic other than rune-crafting, so they rely heavily on wards that counter it,” Rys explained. “We’re going in blind, and presumably can’t rely on knocking down any walls or doors.”

      The demons formed up in formation next to both of the walkways that led down. Nobody saw anything farther down, but that didn’t mean anything. For all they knew, the wards also affected long-distance vision.

      “Taras, I need you and the Malakin to head down and search for any signs of enemies,” he ordered.

      The Malakin nodded in response. A pause. Rys glared at the devil, as if daring him to correct Rys’s pronunciation of his name.

      Without saying anything else, the Malakin vanished.

      Then the air whispered, “It’s Tarasu.”

      “That bastard,” Rys said. “Do I need to engrave his name on his head or something?”

      “I think that’d be cruel and unusual punishment,” Fara said. “It’s a vowel, Rys. Why does it matter?”

      He looked around. Nobody was paying attention to him.

      “It doesn’t. But it’s fun to mess with him,” he admitted.

      Fara stared at him for several long seconds. “You really need to get out of the castle more.”

      Nothing happened for the next few minutes. Taras didn’t communicate using mindspeak, so Rys assumed he spotted nothing too dangerous.

      But he found himself wishing he had some flying demons or devils. True succubi possessed a flying Gift, although the most use it usually got was for bedroom kinks. Most flying infernals were fairly weak, as the ability was a racial trait rather than a Gift for almost all races. And what kind of idiot asked a succubus for their flying Gift instead of one of their mental manipulation Gifts?

      Rys tried not to think about the fact he had a translation Gift from a powerful succubus. Infernals could only give one Gift to another person. If he’d thought ahead, Rys could have easily bullied Asa into giving him one of her mental manipulation Gifts.

      “Dwarves,” Taras reported back. “They only become visible when we got close, and they are lingering on the lower levels, but there are a lot of them.”

      “Define ‘a lot,’” Rys asked.

      “Hundreds. Heavily armored. Most are carrying a mixture of hammers, axes, and pickaxes. There is a large contingent of crossbowmen. Some runic weapons.” Taras frowned.

      “Anything else?” Rys asked. “Rune-knights? Bombardiers? Battlemages?”

      “They carried banners, my lord,” Taras said, before describing what was on them.

      Grigor and Rys looked at each other in grim surprise.

      “Turranem,” Grigor uttered. “But this place does not resemble any chamber within that citadel that I know of.”

      “I don’t think it’s supposed to,” Rys said. He bit his lip. “The Labyrinth distorts space and summons monsters. That’s been our belief so far. But we’ve been wrong.”

      Fara looked between the two of them in confusion. “What is a ‘Turranem?’”

      “The Turranem Mountains contains—contained, I guess—the largest dwarven citadel in northern Gauron,” Rys explained. “It took serious damage during the Cataclysm and its economy suffered. Furious with the Empire, the dwarves rebelled en masse and joined the angels.”

      “I had only just enlisted,” Grigor said. “The war against the angels was entering its final stretches. I saw countless veterans fall when we cleansed the rebels from the depths of the mountains.”

      “War against the angels? I thought this happened after the Cataclysm,” Fara asked.

      “The Cataclysm ended with the destruction of the continent of Pandemonium,” Rys said. “But the war between the Infernal Empire and the angels continued for another century. Ariel and Malusian didn’t forgive the angels for attacking them. The angels said it was an attempt to stop the war from worsening, but nobody cared.”

      “Many survivors from the Cataclysm met their end there. The recruiting age in Hell was drastically lowered.” Grigor crossed his arms and looked up at the ceiling. “As terrible as it was, without it, I would never have met Rys. I am thankful for that.”

      “Well, I rose to power for the same reason,” Rys said. “I was even the one who had to negotiate the final peace treaty, after we drove the angels back to their last fortress but couldn’t oust them.”

      Ancient history. For Grigor, they were describing events long past. Even for Rys they had happened long ago. At the start of the war, he was given his first independent command, separate from Lacrissa. At the end of it, Malusian gave him a fortress and treated Rys as one of his trusted generals.

      “As I said earlier, we’ve made the wrong assumption about the Labyrinth so far. It can create a lot more than bizarre monstrosities. These dwarves feel ripped from our memories,” Rys said.

      “Rys, what is this place?” Fara asked.

      He grimaced.

      Orthrus had said that this room was part of the defense mechanism for the power conduit. That meant the seal was actively defending itself.

      The most likely explanation was that the seal used its connection to Rys to summon the dwarves. There was no way that somebody set this chamber up in advance. What if somebody stumbled in here by accident?

      Maybe not by accident, Rys admitted. The vault door made for good security. But any decently talented group of mystic foxes could penetrate this deep. A bunch of dwarves couldn’t stop them, given what he’d seen of Fara. Rys knew there was a village of foxes in the northern regions of Kavolara. That was a strong possibility.

      “It’s the defense system for what I’m looking for,” he said after several long seconds of deliberation. “Grigor, you know how to handle this. I don’t think the dwarves will be too dangerous.”

      Grigor nodded and barked out orders. The demons hurried into formation and began their descent.

      “The Lilim will be necessary to heal any crossbow wounds, but this location favors us,” Grigor rumbled as they walked. “The walls are too far from each side for any crossbow to fire across. I suspect this place was intended to be defended by other means.”

      How fortunate for Rys.

      Horns sounded when they got deep enough. Their descent had been calm enough, with no ambushes.

      Dense formations of steel-clad dwarves met the demons on the walkways. Runic weapons met as the demons crashed into the front of the enemy formation.

      The demons scythed through the dwarves, but their injuries rapidly slowed them down. More and more dwarves thundered forth to meet them. While the equipment of the Turranem rebels had been excellent, they had been civilians.

      Angry rebels provided numbers but little skill. Many of their hammer and axe blows missed the veteran demons, whose own weapons cleaved the dwarves apart on the return blow.

      But as with the Labyrinth monsters, these dwarves knew no fear. Their eyes held no pupils and the only noises they made were guttural screeches of pain and fury. The demons hurled their corpses off the walkway. When they finally got close enough to the bottom, the corpse piles became visible.

      The noble demons rotated the weaker demons out under Grigor’s watchful eye. The Lilim took wounded demons into side-rooms and gave them a quickie to bring them up to fighting strength. Then the demons threw themselves back into the fray.

      Rys knew this came with a cost. Lilim healing magic favored longer sessions and the dwarves used runic weapons that countered regeneration. The rapid healing Gift used by the Lilim was closer to a burst of adrenaline and a bandage over the wound, rather than proper healing. Only once the battle was over could they take a break and let the Lilim truly bring the demons back up to fighting strength.

      “This feels like one of the silliest battles I’ve been in,” Fara said. Her tails shifted, and she knocked a squad of dwarves off the edge using a sweep of force. “I can hear the Lilim behind me.”

      “It’s working, isn’t it?” Rys grunted as he summoned a wall of flame to their side.

      A volley of crossbow bolts disintegrated before reaching them. A hundred dwarves stood around the circular platform at the bottom, rapidly reloading their crossbows.

      Rys considered himself fortunate that those weren’t repeater crossbows. His inferno vanished into prismatic light moments later.

      They had finally gotten close enough to the bottom that the dwarves could reach them with their crossbows. That was both good and bad.

      Bad, because every crossbow was loaded with a runic bolt. If a demon took a few of those, then he’d be down for the count. Maybe even banished.

      But it was good because if the dwarves could reach them, they could reach the dwarves.

      “Grigor, I’m heading down,” Rys said. “Fara, I’ll be relying on your force barriers to stop any more volleys.”

      He plucked his axe from his belt and pumped energy into his body. Heat seared his veins as his muscles strengthened due to his infernal sorcery.

      Rys leaped from the walkway. The crossbowmen didn’t react and instead continued reloading as he fell. Hellfire flickered around the edges of Rys’s axe, which glowed with an eerie black light.

      Axe raised, Rys landed in the midst of their formation. He brought the axe down on the ground as the dwarves scattered. A great inferno of hellfire exploded around him, centered on the axe. Scorching, blood red flames turned dozens of dwarves into prismatic light. The screams stopped within moments.

      Then the spell ceased, and Rys was surrounded by dozens of dwarves with loaded crossbows. They pointed them at him and fired as one.

      Seriously? Had dwarves always been this stupid?

      Rys leaped up into the air before the twang of the crossbows reached his ears. Screeches rose from the dwarf-like monsters summoned by the Labyrinth. After he landed, Rys began to cut through the surrounding dwarves. His Gift-enhanced axe carved them apart with ease.

      Ripples of hellfire rose up among the remaining dwarves, and Rys looked up. The Ashen stood on the edge of the walkway, hurling balls of hellfire into the fray. Margrim wasn’t present, as he was on the surface while Grigor was busy down here, but the Ashen deftly avoided hitting Rys.

      Within a few short minutes, the remaining dwarves were dealt with. Rys ordered the Lilim to take care of the injured while everybody else rested.

      “There it is. Our objective,” Orthrus uttered.

      An arched door stood at one end of the bottom story, recessed deeply into the wall. It hadn’t been built for humans, given it towered above even Grigor and could comfortably fit a dozen people through it at once. A huge golden rune gleamed on the front of the door, and more surrounded it on all sides. No handle was visible.

      Beyond that door lay one of the power conduits. Rys prepared to take his first step to break the seals that kept him here.
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      “So, how do we get this open?” Rys asked aloud.

      He approached the door that blocked the way to the power conduit. It remained steadfastly closed, looming over him.

      Fara followed closely behind him, her tails quivering as she scanned the door with magic. Both of them gasped at the same time.

      The magic lurking within the door was unlike anything Rys had ever sensed. Even inside this monolithic Labyrinth, which exuded magic from every crevice in its walls, the door screamed its uniqueness into the magical and astral planes.

      Rys looked closer at the runes on and around the door. The golden rune in the center of the door was in an unfamiliar language, and one different to those used elsewhere in the Labyrinth. Something about it bothered him.

      The other languages were more familiar. Angelic, several infernal languages—there were five written languages for infernals, and each was present here—and even pictographs and strange scratchings from races lost to the Cataclysm. Each line said the same thing, but with some minor differences due to the peculiarities of each language.

      “Somebody expected divine races to find this,” Rys said. “But not any of the mortal races. Not even dragons, apparently.”

      “I can translate if you wish,” Orthrus said. “But I imagine you recognize the infernal writings.”

      “‘Activate this sigil, they would seek power, and take but two others with you. No more,’” Rys read aloud. “These runes forge a contract on whoever walks through the door. Multiple contracts, given each set of runes is powered separately. I can’t imagine even trying to break these. Although a few appear defective.”

      Orthrus made a noise. “I suspected you knew much, but you are more knowledgeable than I expected.”

      Fara interrupted them, although Rys supposed she didn’t know that Orthrus was speaking, “That’s nice, but how do we activate the sigil? I’m guessing that’s the central rune. This thing is like a bulwark in the astral plane. Even if I had six tails and could teleport, I’d never be able to get through this.”

      Foxes could teleport with six tails? Rys made a careful note of that knowledge.

      He pressed his hand on the door. The golden rune shimmered with light, then split apart. Each half slid into a hidden recess within the wall, shaking dust free from the ceiling.

      Beyond the door was another door, exactly like this one.

      “It’s an airlock,” he said. “The inner door won’t open unless we meet the requirements.”

      “Do you regularly press your hand on runes that you know nothing about?” Fara asked, her eyes wide. “That could have killed you.”

      “The magic feels familiar,” Rys said. “And the rune was as well. There’s a ruin in central Gauron that predates the Emergence. I went spelunking there once. Whatever race built that ruin added this door.”

      A long silence.

      “Added?” Fara asked.

      “Yes. The door’s magic and runes are different to everything else in the Labyrinth,” Rys said. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “‘A bad feeling?’” Fara repeated, incredulous. “A bad feeling is what I get before we get ambushed. This looks like a door that seals away an ancient evil. What are we even doing here?”

      Unsealing that ancient evil, Rys thought.

      But he didn’t know what Orthrus was.

      “Grigor,” Rys called out. “Set up a defensive formation outside, then join us.”

      Orthrus had vanished somewhere. That made Rys nervous.

      “Be ready for anything when that door opens,” he said.

      “Rys, I really don’t think—” Fara said.

      “I won’t tell you to come with me, but there is nothing that will make me turn back,” Rys said, staring at the far door. “I’ve told you before to make decisions for yourself. That’s because I make decisions for myself.”

      “Don’t throw that in my face now, you ass,” Fara muttered. “I’ll come with you. I just think this is way too dangerous. But you know what’s in there, don’t you?”

      “I know what the reward is,” Rys said. “But not what’s protecting it.”

      Grigor stepped inside. A moment later, the outer door slid shut. The entire corridor shook and dust poured onto them. Fara cursed, shaking dust from her ears and tails.

      Finally, the inner door opened.

      Inside, a gargantuan chamber revealed itself. The room was shaped like a dome, split into two levels. The upper level ran in a ring around the lower level. A significant gap separated the two levels, taller than Grigor. No stairs led down to the lower level, but there were railings.

      Regularly spaced gaps in the railing indicated that there were planned entrances and exits to the lower level.

      “Are we expected to fly up and down?” Fara asked, leaning over the edge. “Or is this room unfinished?”

      “Maybe the race who built this room could fly,” Rys said. He pointed at an object in the center of the lower level. “That’s what I want.”

      A thirty-foot tall black obelisk stood where he pointed. Runes covered its surface. They appeared to be the same language as the golden rune on the door, and similar runes covered the walls of the lower level. The obelisk was formed from the same dark stone as the power slates.

      But getting to the obelisk wouldn’t be easy. A shimmering golden barrier cut it off from the outside world. Three obsidian pillars projected the barrier, while also holding the obelisk in place.

      “I doubt I have seen many more obvious traps,” Grigor said. He grunted and hefted his axe. “Is there a way to capture our prize from here? The trap has not sprung yet.”

      Fara shook her head. “That barrier is as strong as the one on the doors. If I couldn’t see anything inside of it, I’d say that it’s empty. I can’t imagine what ungodly power you’d need to break that barrier.”

      “Enough power to break the seal itself,” Orthrus said, showing himself by floating up from the ground. “That is why we are destroying each power conduit one by one.”

      That sounded ridiculous to Rys. If the barrier was unbreakable right now, how could he possibly destroy the conduit within it?

      Orthrus continued, “Once you step into the lower level, the final defenses will activate. A powerful foe with magic intended to counter the three of you will be summoned. Defeating them should lower the barrier.”

      “Why?” Rys asked, bewildered.

      Fara and Grigor looked at him, but he waved them off.

      “No barrier can be truly impenetrable,” Orthrus said, his voice as smooth as it could be, given how artificial and hollow it sounded. “The greatest mountain can be eroded away to nothing. Cliffs sink into the sea. No security system can be impervious, so the ones for the seals choose the most efficient methods to repel invaders.”

      Somehow, the explanation sounded off. It made sense to Rys on one level, but not on another.

      The strongest safe would eventually be cracked. No matter how talented the creators of the safe, they couldn’t anticipate what happened in the future or who would try to break it open. At some point, someone would find a way to break into it. Passive defenses, such as barriers, could never be perfect unless time itself stood still.

      But the Labyrinth held power beyond comprehension. This barrier wasn’t a wall of energy. It felt like a wall between time and space. Even the protective barriers of the angels had weaknesses that Rys knew how to exploit. Whoever constructed this barrier didn’t want it broken by force.

      That meant that the defense mechanism for the seal formed its weakest point. That was deeply illogical.

      For now, Rys didn’t look the gift horse in the mouth. But he knew that he would need to eventually.

      “Let’s head down,” he said. “Whatever appears, its magic will try to counter us. That likely means astral power, assuming the Labyrinth can manage it. Otherwise, I’d expect something capable of powerful anti-magic that can interfere with Gifts.”

      They dropped down to the lower level. Moments later, every rune on the walls lit up. Rys couldn’t see a barrier, but he felt one lock into place within the exterior walls of the dome. They were trapped within this chamber.

      Three shadows formed beneath the pillars, despite the omnipresent soft lighting of the chamber. Those shadows wiggled, before creeping across the floor and slipping through the barrier around the obelisk. Rys felt them appear in his senses. It was as if the shadows had teleported into Harrium the moment they crossed the threshold of the barrier.

      After a few moments, the shadows pooled together. Fara tentatively threw a ball of her blue fire at it, but it fizzled out on the floor.

      The joint shadow rose from the ground and formed a male figure. Blue, hawk-like wings emerged from its back, formed from pure energy. The figure remained clothed in shadow but wielded a long staff.

      “Is that… an angel?” Fara asked, her ears drooping.

      “A mockery of one,” Rys said. “I can feel its power, but real angels look like humans, not beings formed of shadow.”

      It looked different to the shadowbeasts that Darus had shown him, so he assumed they weren’t connected. But the potential connection was concerning.

      The angel shot into the air, proving that its wings worked. Lances formed from golden light around it.

      “Don’t block them,” Rys snapped.

      Rys, Fara, and Grigor scattered. A moment later, the lances shot forth. They exploded against the ground, gouging out craters large enough to fit a coffin into.

      A grim thought, Rys realized. If he got hit by one of those astral lances, nobody would need to dig a grave for him.

      Grigor shouted and hurled his axe at the angel. Its wings flared with light and it deflected the axe using its staff. The axe flew end over end into the distance.

      Fara’s tails had been busy, and Rys felt her unleash a powerful force blast.

      The angel’s entire body snapped to face Fara, moving so fast that Rys nearly missed its motion. To Fara, the angel would look like a badly controlled puppet that moved between poses instantly.

      A barrier of white light appeared in front of the angel and the force blast exploded futilely on it. The angel dismissed the barrier, then pointed its staff at Fara. Right before it did anything, the angel stopped and looked down.

      A glowing red circle appeared beneath it. Rys prepared his next spell even as he summoned hellfire into his ritual circle. The angel’s wings snapped shut around it, forming a protective cocoon.

      Hellfire consumed the angel, but Rys knew it remained unharmed. Angelic wings were formed of pure astral energy, which the angels used for their astral power as necessary. In many ways, an angel’s wings were very similar to a fox’s tails. They could even become fluffy, if the angel wished it.

      “Fara, I want you to prepare your spiritual flames,” Rys snapped. They only had a few more seconds before his ritual ran out.

      She stared at him. “They won’t hurt an astral being.”

      “Just do it,” Rys said. “It’s not a real angel.”

      Nodding, Fara leaped backward. Her tails weaved patterns behind her and began to conjure her blue flames in huge quantities around her.

      “Grigor, I need you to distract it,” Rys said.

      Any second now.

      “Understood, General,” Grigor said.

      Never a word of doubt from ol’ Grigor.

      The hellfire vanished, revealing a floating ball of blue light where the angel had been. Nothing happened for several long seconds.

      It was playing dead. Or guarding against any surprise attacks for when the hellfire vanished. Rys had never worked out why angels remained balled up for longer than necessary, but either explanation worked.

      He used the time to prepare his next spells, pumping infernal sorcery into his axe.

      Finally, the angel uncoiled its wings. A dozen astral lances formed around it, but Grigor was ready for them.

      The demon prince let out a war cry. He leaped upward at the angel.

      The lances blew Grigor’s chest apart, sending chunks of armor and flesh flying everywhere. Grigor’s eyes blazed and he kept his arms tense, one fist cocked back for a punch. The angel’s wings punctured Grigor’s arm before it hit him.

      Fara let out a strangled scream. Grigor dangled from the angel’s wings.

      Rys remained where he was and continued to summon as much of his magic as necessary.

      Power surged within Grigor. His entire body shimmered, and afterimages appeared in his wounds. The angel summoned more lances, blowing additional holes in Grigor.

      But every wound, no matter how severe or where it was, simply produced an afterimage of Grigor’s original self. Rys started to make his own move at this point.

      Grigor’s revival Gift finally peaked, and the afterimages became flesh and blood.

      Angry flesh and blood.

      Grigor roared. His free arm grappled the angel, crushing its arm. When it tried to pull its wings free from his other arm, the prince grabbed them with the hand that the angel had punctured.

      More astral lances appeared around the angel, but they were slow to appear. The angel struggled in Grigor’s grip, unsure if it could harm the demon prince yet. Until the revival Gift ran its course, Grigor was effectively invulnerable.

      The angel clearly felt it had enough time to wait out Grigor’s Gift. It held the lances in the air, waiting for some sign of permanent injury from Grigor.

      Rys didn’t let it wait Grigor out. He leaped up at the angel, his axe raised.

      The angel tried to turn, but its wings were held tight. Maybe it could have teleported, but Grigor also prevented that from happening. The lances hovered in the air, unable to do anything. They had already been brought into the world, and the angel couldn’t alter a spell he had already cast.

      Rys’s axe slammed into the angel’s back. Rys dug deep, cutting through the shadowy exterior of the angel. He had strengthened his physical muscles, which combined with his strength Gift to make the blow strong.

      Then Rys released his hellfire spell into the wound. As blood red flames gushed out of the angel, Rys kicked off its back.

      “Grigor!” he yelled.

      The demon prince grunted and let go of the angel. Instantly, he dropped to the ground like a lead weight as the angel retracted its wings. An unearthly screech rose from the fake angel. Rys’s axe remained lodged in its back.

      “Fara, hit it in the back with your flames,” Rys called out.

      Despite the direction, it turned out not to matter. The spiritual flames swallowed the angel whole, as they ate up the burning embers of Rys’s hellfire. Every inch of the angel’s body was covered by the blue flames.

      Normally, Fara’s spiritual flames only consumed beings based on sorcery. Demons, ordinary monsters, and anything summoned or cast using sorcery. They harmed people, because most life sustained itself on magical energy.

      But an angel was a purely astral-based being. It didn’t have a magical essence. In many ways, it was the opposite of an infernal. Presumably, that was why it had appeared to oppose Rys and Grigor. Its immunity to many of Fara’s anti-sorcery techniques made it well suited to fight her as well.

      Despite all of that, the angel screeched and fell to the ground. The blue flames ate at it and Fara piled more on, her tails spinning fast enough that Rys wondered if she was about to take off.

      When she finally stopped, the angel had vanished. Not a trace of the shadow remained.

      Behind them, the barrier crackled for a second. Then it vanished.

      Silence reigned.

      “How did that work?” Fara asked. “And what was that about, Grigor? Do you love getting yourself nearly killed?”

      “My revival Gift gives me regeneration abilities superior even to a greater replacement Gift while it is active. So long as I do not die before activating it, there is very little that can kill me,” Grigor said.

      “Replacement? That’s the infernal regeneration method, isn’t it?” Fara bit her lip. “I’ve heard about it, but that’s my first time seeing it in action. It was… it was reversing time, wasn’t it?”

      “Not quite,” Rys said. He sat down on the ground and stared at the obelisk. “Replacement Gifts are the infernals’ answer to the powerful anti-regeneration methods that angels and other divine races have. The sword of an angel can sever the concept of your arm ever being attached to your body, making regeneration impossible.”

      Fara blinked. “You mean if that thing hit us, the wounds were unhealable?”

      “The Lilim can heal them, but it’s a long process. Only Mary has the necessary talent,” Rys said. “But replacement Gifts get around this. They’re causality-based—that is, they make it as if the cause of the damage never happened. This breaks reality for a moment, which is why we see afterimages. It’s the world ‘replacing’ the damage that shouldn’t have happened.”

      “So, reversing time?” Fara repeated.

      “Nobody can truly alter time. You’d destroy yourself before you managed it. But this is the closest thing. Angels do it all the time. They can reform their bodies, change their genders, take on different shapes—the list goes on. Nothing short of direct damage to their soul or the connection between it and their body slows them down,” Rys explained.

      “Right. That wasn’t a real angel.” Fara nodded.

      “It was close enough. You could feel a soul, somehow. It used astral power.” Rys shrugged when Fara looked at him. “Look, we were in the middle of a battle. The reason you can hurt it is because I covered it in hellfire that had already started burning up its body. Hellfire tries to convert physical things into magical energy. Your flames consume magical energy. The two mixed and supercharged the process. It’s like how some fires get worse when you throw water on them.”

      “But a real angel would survive it.”

      “Yes. It would have rebuilt its body, just like Grigor did with his Gift.” Rys scowled. “They’re hardy bastards. But this one was created from that shadow thing, so I guess it couldn’t do that. Or something. I don’t know. I just guessed it wouldn’t have the same level of regeneration as a real angel, because that would mean the Labyrinth could create one.”

      And the idea that the Labyrinth could replicate a genuine angel terrified Rys.

      “They’re all this powerful?” Fara asked.

      “No. This was roughly the level of a Primum, who are the elite warriors of the angels,” Rys explained. “A Primum was somewhere between a demon prince and a demon lord in strength. The Chief Primum was a threat even to me, although the one I remember was rather green. Her predecessor picked a losing fight with Ariel.”

      Turning the Devil Queen’s palace into glass had been a great intimidation tactic. Unfortunately, Ariel survived, then turned every angel responsible into a living, screaming decoration in her next palace. She wheeled them out for every major event, to remind people of her power. The former Chief Primum had been kept alive in that awful state for centuries.

      Rys wondered what happened to those angels when the Infernal Empire collapsed and all the infernals vanished. Probably nothing good.

      After his break, Rys stood up and approached the obelisk. It didn’t react to him even when he touched it.

      “Truly a mighty battle,” Orthrus uttered, reappearing next to Rys. “Destroy the conduit. That is the only way to weaken the seal.”

      Feeling as though he was a lamb being led to the slaughter, but having no better options, Rys hefted his axe.

      After a brief pause, he slammed it into the obelisk. Chunks of dark stone flew everywhere.

      The runes along the obelisk lit up and light filled Rys’s vision.
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      Rys’s vision cleared and he found himself standing in the cavernous cylinder outside the chamber.

      Except this wasn’t the same dwarven citadel that he, Fara, and the others had fought their way through.

      Thousands of infernals occupied the walkways. Hulking demons patrolled alongside stout dwarves, wearing the uniforms of the Infernal Empire. All the doors stood open and countless knowledge devils scribbled away at paperwork. Imps and human messengers ducked along the walkways.

      The knowledge of what this place was struck Rys all at once, as if his memories had been restored.

      This was the central support column of the dwarven city-fortress of Marnn. It was built into the Marnn mountain range, which sat less than fifty miles from the eastern coastline of southern Gauron. The dwarves had hewn this fifty-story cylinder from the rock centuries ago.

      The Infernal Empire used it to project power over the region. Rys had commanded a battle front during the Cataclysm from here alongside a demon lord known as Ironspike.

      Oddly, Rys found himself standing at the very bottom of this fortress. Five noble devils stood in front of him on the raised platform. They glared down at him. Sneers decorated their faces.

      Rys wore full armor and a general’s uniform in the Infernal Empire. His runic axe hung from his belt.

      This was the past, he realized. He was seeing events from the Cataclysm, when he had defended Gauron on behalf of the Infernal Empire.

      Why had he forgotten this memory until now?

      A noble devil opened his too-pretty face to speak. Fury rose within Rys, unbidden.

      “The reapers are retreating. The battle is won and our armies are depleted. Our duty to the Empire is done and all is safe. Nobody is sending our armies to attack the offshore Reaper fleets or attacking the angels,” the devil said.

      The reapers. That was a name that Rys hadn’t heard for some time. The other divine race that had been destroyed in the Cataclysm.

      “We have our orders, General Talarys,” a hooded noble devil added coldly. “And you will follow them. Are we understood?”

      Blinding rage threatened to overcome Rys. It took every effort he had not to reach out and cave the closest devil’s skull in. He gritted his teeth, but his glare intensified.

      The war council returned his fury with disdainful looks, although one of them looked nervously at the nearby guards. A pair of Arcas devils stood nearby. Their faces expressed gleeful optimism that Rys would step out of line and let them fight him.

      This anger was an old foe of Rys’s, he recalled. Lacrissa used it to control him. Bind him to her will. His emotions were shackled to her desires. Whatever she wanted, Rys would be pushed to achieve. Anger had proved the most effective motivator. Rys’s temper had been deeply amusing to her.

      Lacrissa loved the story about how he killed his first love, because her family defrauded him.

      “I have my orders,” Rys ground out.

      The five devils shifted uncomfortably under his gaze, as if suddenly aware that Rys served a greater master than them.

      “My duty is to protect the coast and the Empire,” Rys continued. “I’m not here to preserve your pets or fulfill your dreams. The reapers will return, as they have every time. Archangel Samael destroyed two legions yesterday. This war will not end with handshakes and infernal contracts, but millions of dead. I’m trying to make sure we have a smaller share of those millions.”

      “Know your place, mortal,” one of the devils snapped. He wore a suit with plenty of frills. “Her Majesty placed her faith in us to command. You are only here to assist General Ironspike. We command, you follow. Understand?”

      “No.”

      Rys clenched his fists and every knuckle in his fingers popped at once. The noises reverberated throughout the entire cavern, causing many infernals to stop. Some had already been subtly trying to eavesdrop, but now many more watched the proceedings.

      “My mistress gave me my orders. I follow them. No others,” Rys said. His vision wavered. If he didn’t suppress or unleash his fury soon, then Lacrissa might intervene directly. “Do you think you can stop me from commanding my own armies?”

      Every movement in the cavern stopped at once. Knowledge devils peeked through doorways, mouths agape. The guards gulped, wondering if they were expected to fight against a rogue general.

      A mere human “pet” threatened five noble devils appointed by the Devil Queen herself. To many infernals, what they witnessed was impossible.

      A minute passed. Moisture dripped onto one of the walkways, breaking the silence.

      Plip. Plip. Plip.

      Rys opened his mouth to give one final warning.

      Then the crack of magic filled the chamber, overwhelming all of Rys’s senses. A surge of red light eclipsed everything for a moment. Rys tried to use his magical senses to detect the intruder.

      Power slammed down on Rys when he found the intruder. Unyielding, absolute power hovered above him.

      A shiver of dread ran down Rys’s spine. He knew what this was—both in the past and the present.

      An archangel hovered in the air high above Rys and the council. Ethereal hawk-like wings formed of blood red energy spanned the width of the cavern on either side of the archangel. He wore golden armor and white robes over every inch of his body, and his face was shrouded in magical darkness. An eight-foot greatsword intricately crafted from silver, steel, and gold occupied their right hand. It glittered menacingly with red angelic runes.

      Azrael, the Archangel of Vengeance.

      Each archangel came color-coded for easy identification, was the joke.

      In truth, Rys suspected their different wing colors were so that he knew how badly to shit his pants when he saw the archangel. Raphael was white, so he might have survived. By contrast, Samael’s black promised death and little else.

      Azrael killed everyone he encountered—hence the blood red. He was the warrior of the archangels. One of the five most powerful beings in Harrium.

      And he had just teleported past every protection in the citadel, right into the safest chamber, where the region’s war council was currently meeting.

      “Infernals of Marnn, you have been judged for the disruption you create within Harrium. I, Azrael, shall carry out your sentence of destruction,” a deep, lyrical voice intoned directly into Rys’s head in an infernal language—Low Devil, to be precise. Whispers of the original voice echoed at the edge of Rys’s hearing.

      The Angelic Tongue. The special ability that angels possessed to speak in the native language of everybody listening. Words spoken in the Angelic Tongue translated themselves within the target’s head to whatever language was most familiar to them.

      Like a hammer striking in Rys’s head, something ushered him into action. Fury blanketed his mind, shoving any sense of terror away.

      Every infernal remained still, transfixed by Azrael.

      Who did that archangel think he was? The judge of the fucking world? Rys’s thoughts blazed as he forced himself into action.

      “Lock down the fortress!” he roared. “Guards, sound evacuation alarms. Everybody take shelter.”

      Azrael ceased his preening in the middle of the cavern upon hearing Rys’s words. The archangel looked down at him, as if confused that somebody is capable of fighting back.

      A moment later, Rys was in the archangel’s face. His muscles seared from the infernal energy rushing through them, and his legs ached from the leap he made to jump this high so fast.

      The runes of Rys’s axe glowed as he swung it at Azrael’s head.

      The air itself shuddered, then Azrael blinked a step backward. His sword snapped upward instantly, meeting the axe with a thunderous crash. Hellfire exploded from Rys’s axe and was met by red light from Azrael’s blade.

      The impact numbed Rys’s arm. He hovered in the air for a moment, his momentum keeping him next to Azrael.

      The runes on the sword lit up, and every alarm bell in Rys’s body went off at once.

      With a shout, he stretched his arm out and fired a blast of wind at Azrael. The force propelled Rys backward.

      Azrael’s blade flashed red and an explosion rippled out from behind Rys. He looked backward to see a scar in the wall across the entire wall where Azrael had sliced through the air. Walkways fell apart, sending people tumbling. Debris rained down on those below.

      The wind blast barely ruffled Azrael’s robe. In response, he pointed his spare hand at Rys, palm open. Without speaking, the angel cast a spell.

      Still in midair, Rys couldn’t react. A blast of force slammed into him. His ribs shattered and his arm snapped cleanly along his forearm, leaving the end dangling only by flesh and sinew. Every rune in Rys’s armor lit up in an attempt to protect him.

      He slammed into a wall, then tumbled down to the bottom floor. The remains of a walkway collapsed on top of him. Pain filled every inch of his body. The runes on his armor fizzled out, completely spent.

      Rolling over, Rys watched as Azrael returned to his earlier pose.

      “Vengeance Annihilation,” Azrael boomed.

      Thousands of red astral lances appeared around Azrael. They swiveled independently of one another and pointed in almost every direction. Each lance had the power to blow apart a noble demon.

      Azrael had summoned enough to kill every person in the chamber.

      Screams and explosions became Rys’s world a second later. Azrael filled almost every corner of the fifty-story citadel with death and destruction. He summoned more lances after the initial barrage, blowing open every room afterward.

      The councilors tried to flee, using their powerful Gifts to protect themselves. Dozens of lances vaporized them. The Arcas devils exploded into mist.

      Humans, infernals, elves, and dwarves alike were mown down like wheat. Rys watched, unharmed by the barrage for an unknown reason, as soldiers he commanded were slaughtered in front of him.

      Even the runic protections of the citadel failed. The external barriers collapsed, threatening the safety of the entire city.

      White hot fury filled Rys’s mind. Even the current Rys struggled to accept Azrael’s wholesale slaughter of every person in the same room as the council. What was the archangel avenging? The very sanctity of Harrium?

      What absolute bullshit.

      The angels sat on the sidelines for years as the Cataclysm built up to the global war it had become. The reapers and infernals fought each other bitterly, as they had many times before, but this time it escalated far beyond previous wars. Their entire continents turned into a massive war machine, each bent on the destruction of the other.

      Then the angels showed up and tried to put a stop to the war by killing everybody that was part of the fighting. What a great way to restore order and balance to the world.

      A roar of guttural fury ripped out of Rys’s throat. He drew on every Gift he had and pumped sorcery into his body. His arm repaired itself. His muscles rippled with raw magical power.

      Rys exploded upward at Azrael. The archangel only had a moment to react before Rys tackled him. Hellfire exploded around them upon impact, singeing the edges of Azrael’s robes.

      Their momentum carried them onto one of the few intact walkways. They crashed into the stone, flames licking at everything within reach.

      Azrael hurled Rys away with his massive strength the moment they hit ground, then stood up.

      Rys rolled, then charged straight back at Azrael. He slammed his fist into Azrael’s face with every ounce of magical energy he had. The impact knocked his hood off.

      Azrael stood dead still, not reacting in the slightest to the punch. Long blonde hair fluttered behind the handsome face of a middle-aged man. A pair of piercing red eyes glared at Rys, holding a depth of utter rage and fury that froze him in his tracks.

      The anger in Azrael’s eyes felt bottomless. As if Rys was looking into the fury of Harrium itself.

      Then the plaintive cries and screams of the wounded reached Rys’s ears. His previous anger returned, and he cocked his fist back for another strike. But it felt weak.

      If Rys were stronger, he could have stopped this. He wouldn’t have his future controlled by some self-righteous ass of an archangel.

      None of Rys’s remaining punches harmed Azrael. Eventually, the archangel responded by knocking Rys down with a single blow. Azrael then snapped his fingers.

      Bindings of red energy burst from the ground, holding Rys against the floor. He fought back furiously, trying to break free.

      “A piteous fellow you are, more so than any other I’ve seen, perhaps,” Azrael said, speaking in Low Devil instead of the Angelic Tongue. “Your soul is a ragged mess. Your power so far beyond a human’s that I question your very mortality. And your mind… Lacrissa truly deserves her reputation. Death would be a release for you. Freedom from this cage of rage that she has trapped you in.”

      The archangel kneeled down next to him and met Rys’s eyes.

      Rys looked away. Rage threatened to shatter his mind. Lacrissa herself might come. He desperately tried to calm himself down, chanting to himself over and over.

      “Ah, I see. You have not truly lost yourself. I question whether I or any of my brothers possess a force of will so great as yours,” Azrael said. He almost sounded happy. “To let you go to waste would be the greatest of all failures. It may only be a small victory, but those are precious few now.”

      A long pause. Rys continued to meditate within his mind, eyes closed. If the archangel killed him, so be it.

      “With just a slight nudge, I can take you beyond her grasp. Weaken her control over your emotions,” Azrael said. “We shall see if you awaken to Vengeance, or ignore the influence I awaken within you.”

      A hand pressed down against Rys’s forehead. A moment later, he felt Azrael’s power reach deep within him.

      Right to his soul.

      Then, as though Azrael flicked a switch, the anger in Rys’s mind almost vanished. It felt muted, like trying to listen to a loud noise through a thick wall. Or feeling heat over a long distance.

      Azrael stood up. Shouts filled the air as more infernals charged into the chamber.

      But rather than destroy them, Azrael glowed for a moment. An instant later, Rys felt his connection to the magical plane be cut off. He couldn’t even feel his Gifts. The infernals screamed in panic and fled.

      Azrael looked down at him. “Farewell, Talarys of Ruathym. Our paths will not cross again. At least, not as I am now. May you find fulfillment.”

      Blood red wings closed over the archangel’s body. Power surged around him and he teleported away, leaving behind a ruin and Rys.

      A Rys that had been freed from Lacrissa’s mental control for the first time in decades.

      The vision faded and became a mere memory in Rys’s head.

      He didn’t know why he had forgotten about this, or about Azrael. The seal had stolen this from him. Denied him the truth of how he escaped Lacrissa’s influence.

      It left him with many questions. Deeply troubling ones.

      But Rys knew one thing for certain.

      He sincerely hoped he could replicate some of Azrael’s abilities using infernal sorcery when he regained his power. The balls it took for that archangel to say the name of his attack seconds before using it.

      Then Rys blinked and he returned to the present day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      “Rys, defend yourself!” Grigor roared.

      Vision returned to Rys, and he found himself back in the Labyrinth. The ruins of the obelisk stood beside him, his axe embedded in them.

      Rys cursed and pulled it free, looking to his side for the attacker.

      He only saw Orthrus, floating in the air next to him.

      On closer inspection, there were some differences. Two golden glowing eyes stared out from within his wispy form, and the shape of a beak and a skull could also be made out.

      “How unexpected. I did not expect to undergo physical changes,” Orthrus said. The gasps from Grigor and Fara made it clear that they could hear him now.

      Rys lowered his axe and gestured for the others to calm down. Confused, they dropped their aggressive stances. Fara’s face made it clear she wanted an explanation. Grigor seemed satisfied with a simple order.

      “This is Orthrus, my adviser,” Rys said.

      Fara’s eyes shot up. “And he became visible after you destroyed whatever this thing was? You do realize how dangerous he must be?”

      Given the power flowing through Rys’s body, he didn’t care. Orthrus hadn’t lied. Destroying the power conduit had been the secret to restoring his memories and power. Knowledge of infernal summoning techniques flooded Rys’s mind. His strength Gift exuded more power than it had before. Skills he had forgotten returned to him.

      No, not forgotten. The seal had stolen what Rys had earned in his life. He regained knowledge that he should always have had.

      Most importantly, Rys regained a substantial amount of his old magical power. Although his Gifts were important, his personal strength mattered even more. He felt stronger than he had since awakening, even if he still had a long way to go.

      “That is not all that changed,” Grigor said. “I see now, Rys.”

      Fara looked between Grigor and Rys, annoyed that she appeared to be out the loop.

      Rys waved a hand in the general direction of Orthrus. “He might be dangerous, but so am I. I don’t need you to trust him, only to trust me. Orthrus’s knowledge is invaluable, and we would never have made it this far without him.”

      “This place was built to seal away something immensely dangerous, Rys,” Fara said. “Whatever created this place might be trapped here.”

      “He is not,” Orthrus said confidently.

      Rys stared at the wisp. How did he know that? Assuming he wasn’t lying.

      “That makes me feel so much better,” Fara muttered. Her ears twitched a moment later and she gave Rys an odd look. “Rys, why were you so interested in shattering something clearly intended to seal away a great power? The vault doors, the defense systems, even summoning an angel to stop us—a lot was thrown at us to make us turn back.”

      Or die, but she left that part unsaid.

      Grigor remained silent, but his soulsight meant that he already knew what had happened. His eyes saw the visible increase in power that Rys gained from destroying the obelisk.

      Could Rys trust Fara?

      No, the question was whether revealing this information helped Rys. Her trust seemed guaranteed. She had followed him into this chamber despite her worries. Whatever her misgivings toward him, her hostility was long gone.

      “I’ll level with both of you,” Rys said. He folded his arms and inclined his head toward the obelisk ruins. “You already know that I was far more powerful before. The reason is that my powers and memories are sealed within this Labyrinth. By destroying these obelisks—Orthrus calls them power conduits—I can regain my freedom.”

      Silence. Fara froze. Not even her tails moved.

      “I’m helping an ancient infernal superpower return to the world,” Fara said. She shook her head. “I said that the vault doors sealed away an ancient evil, but I guess the real evil was beside me the whole time?”

      “And?” Rys asked.

      Grigor didn’t move, but his eyes bore down on Fara.

      “Why are you sealed?” Fara asked. “It would help to know.”

      “Dunno.”

      Fara glared at him, an exasperated sigh escaping her. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “I wish I was.” Rys shrugged. “Many of my memories are sealed away. Some of those contain my skills and knowledge. Others relate to… important moments of my past.” He wasn’t sure how to feel about what happened with Azrael yet. “The rest relate to the time shortly before I disappeared.”

      “Ah, that explains much,” Grigor said. “I had wondered why you didn’t ask about—”

      Rys’s mind went blank. The world blurred, preventing him from reading Grigor’s lips or even the reactions of those nearby. Rys felt off-balance and tried to grip his head with his hand.

      “Is something wrong, Rys?” Fara asked, her tails and ears bolt upright.

      “That was more severe than usual,” Rys muttered. “For future reference, don’t try to tell me about things I clearly don’t remember.”

      “I see,” Grigor said. A grim—almost sad—expression crossed his face. “It is deeply troubling to see that you have forgotten some of the most important things in your life, Rys.”

      What the Hell had he forgotten that made Grigor so sentimental?

      “It’s been 1500 years. Anything I’ve forgotten about can wait a few more years,” Rys said. “It’s going to have to. I’m not sure I want to find out what happens if something I can’t remember shows up in front of my face. Does my head explode?”

      “That is a good question,” Orthrus said, allaying Rys’s fears with his certainty and willingness to explain everything about the seal and everything in the Labyrinth.

      “Do not waste the effort glaring at me like that. I truly do not know what the result would be,” Orthrus said.

      Sighing, Rys waved the wisp off.

      The two of them needed to have words about what happened here—especially Orthrus’s changed appearance—but now wasn’t the time. Rys needed time to dwell on what happened, and to formulate his suspicions into coherent questions.

      Explanations doled out, they all left the chamber. The exterior doors had opened and lost all power, but the other infernals only stared from the outside. Their orders had been absolute. Rys hadn’t wanted any of them learning things they didn’t need to.

      Fara trailed behind them, and Rys waved Grigor ahead.

      “Get everybody organized. I want to depart as soon as possible,” Rys said.

      Then he turned to Fara, whose ears flattened against her head due to his attention. He felt a strong urge to ruffle them. The white fluff inside her black ears looked especially tantalizing.

      “You didn’t ask me if I still supported you,” Fara muttered.

      “Actions speak louder than words,” Rys said.

      “That’s… nice to hear from you.” Fara shot him a smile, her eyes shimmering. “That you think I’ve done enough to earn your trust.”

      Huh. So Fara worried about whether he trusted her. Truly the world was a strange place.

      Sighing, he gave in and ruffled her ears. She let out a small squeal when he first touched them, then only sullenly glared up at him.

      “Well?” Rys asked. “What’s your answer?”

      Fara tried to roll her eyes, but he brushed the white fluff in her ears. She jumped instead, her pupils shrinking in shock.

      “That part is sensitive,” she said, batting away his hands. She covered her ears with her hands. “You do realize those are my ears, right? Don’t stick your fingers in them!”

      Sensitive ears, huh? Rys added that to his growing list of mystic fox knowledge.

      After she calmed down, Fara said, “You’ve done nothing to make me walk away from you. Evil is a relative thing, and while I don’t understand some of the things you let happen, it’s hard to say that you’ve made my life worse. Or the lives of those I care about.”

      She appeared to have more to say, so Rys waited.

      “My life has changed more in the past month than it has in decades,” Fara said. She grabbed one of Rys’s hands. “Maybe I will regret this, but right now I’m happier than I remember ever being.” She grimaced. “That’s cold, isn’t it? But it’s been so long since I remember being truly happy that until you came along, I couldn’t even remember what it felt like. Or what it was like to make decisions for myself. Everything has been about others for so long.”

      A deep, shuddering sigh escaped her lips. Then Fara smiled up at Rys.

      “Well, I suppose words can be important,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes and hit him with her tails. “Asshole. I empty my heart and you say something pithy.” She giggled. “But I guess that’s part of what I love about you.”

      Fara bounced away and deliberately kept her distance from him once outside. Her smirk made it clear she knew what she was doing.

      “Grigor, are we ready to leave?” Rys asked.

      “Yes. We found a power slate beneath the platform here. I am unsure why we missed it earlier,” Grigor said.

      Orthrus said nothing, but Rys suspected the power slate had some connection to the power conduit and likely the defenses here. He still didn’t know what Orthrus had done while missing.

      The room they exited into was completely different to the vault room that led here. When they walked back through the vault door, the conduit’s antechamber had vanished.

      They found another power slate in this room, as it formed a large crossroads. Orthrus led them back to the castle afterward, only he was visible to others this time.

      Once safely back home, Fara vanished before Rys could catch her. He assumed she was intentionally playing hard to get, but he left her alone for the time being.

      She’d come to him when she wanted to do more than flirt and tease.

      Instead, he took both power slates to the control room. There were plenty of empty spaces for these slates to go, but only two available.

      First, Rys slid one into the module that granted him access to the castle’s power. The first slate had proven invaluable, but Rys was loath to draw on it more than he currently was. By slotting a second slate in, he gave himself options.

      The second slate was harder to decide on. He wanted to finish building his castle, which meant using it in the construction module—although perhaps it should be called the castle size module, given it maintained the castle after it was built.

      But if Rys wanted to extend the borders of the castle, or see whether the control room had more available to it, he needed to put another power slate in one of the three remaining hollows near the dais.

      The Labyrinth module still didn’t make sense to him, so he ignored it. The conduit’s defense systems proved that Rys had only scratched the surface of what the Labyrinth could do. He refused to interfere with something that powerful until he knew what he was doing.

      Eventually, he decided to focus on finishing what he had started. Maria had talked about moving in, and he was about to create a nation here. His little mansion needed some expanding. As such, he slotted the second slate into the castle size module.

      That left Rys with a slate in the dais, which powered the castle itself; two slates providing him with power from the castle for use in summoning; and one slate to help him build and maintain the castle. Four in total.

      And another in close reach within the Labyrinth, when he felt strong enough to find and defeat that massive undead dragon.

      Power slates didn’t reappear after they had been taken, and Rys had found them roughly every five levels, or powering the Labyrinth’s defense systems. When they had ascended from the power conduit, he had counted the number of staircases, only to learn that they rose one more than he expected. That meant the power slate they found in the crossroads had been on the tenth floor.

      They had entered the antechamber of the power conduit—the cylindrical hall that resembled the Marnn citadel—from the ninth floor. When they exited, it had been on the tenth floor. The Labyrinth could even mess with the level they were on while they moved around.

      That meant that power slates were special. Irreplaceable, even. The fact they were created from the same material as the obelisks that powered the seals raised questions.

      That meant that the seals were powered by the Labyrinth. That helped explain why he could move freely within it, but not outside of it. Given the appearance of the door leading to the power conduit, the seals drew on the Labyrinth’s power in a similar way to the castle.

      But it still left too many questions unanswered. Rys pondered the problem, before deciding that only speaking to Orthrus could help.

      Unfortunately, he had gone into hiding. After some time, Rys located the wisp within a small chamber in the middle sub-level.

      Orthrus hovered over a book. For several seconds, Rys watched as Orthrus glared at the book, as if willing it to open itself and unveil its secrets.

      Rys half-expected Orthrus to start threatening the book, but nothing of the sort happened. Only silence, and the almost tangible disappointment of Orthrus.

      “You still can’t interact with anything,” Rys said.

      Silence.

      “That power conduit we broke…” Rys began to say.

      “When you shattered it, you saw something, didn’t you?” Orthrus asked. “I felt you change. It was an experience unlike any in my memories.”

      Rys narrowed his eyes. “If your memories are sealed like mine, then shouldn’t you have seen the same thing?”

      Orthrus sighed, then turned to Rys. The sight disconcerted Rys somewhat. The beak combined with the unblinking, glowing golden eyes gave Orthrus an almost deific appearance.

      “My seal is different to yours,” Orthrus said. “I regained knowledge. And apparently some measure of my old strength. But apparently nothing as substantial as what you gained.”

      “Different,” Rys repeated. “So the two seals are separate, and one is for each of us.” Orthrus had left that part out. “If that’s the case, then why did we both regain power?”

      “It is a curiosity, isn’t it?” Orthrus said. “My seal has been active longer than yours. I wonder if the two intertwined when you were sealed away. It is highly likely that your captors hardly understood what they were meddling with.”

      That was almost too good of an explanation, as Rys had nothing to counter it with. He knew that the Labyrinth powered at least one seal—presumably, both. What if somebody used the power of Orthrus’s seal to keep Rys here?

      “Then why not tell me the truth to begin with?” Rys asked.

      “Ah, yes, because a human who served as one of Malusian’s most trusted generals is exactly who I should place my faith in.” Orthrus’s face shifted, and Rys felt that he was trying to sneer. “You have proven a better ally than I ever dared hope, so I do apologize in retrospect, but I cannot trust you. Freedom is something too great to risk. If you knew that we had two separate seals, you might go out of your way to keep me trapped here.”

      “But now I know that our seals are intertwined. Or at least, mine is with yours,” Rys said. “A cynical man would say you planned this.”

      Orthrus said nothing, but Rys felt the smugness in his gaze.

      “Fine. I won’t hold it against you, given what’s at stake. But I’ve proven that I’m a winning hand of cards. I’ve had enough of your complete refusal to provide basic information and help,” Rys said. “I doubt we can ever trust each other, but we need one another right now.”

      “True,” Orthrus replied. “Very true. I am glad that we agree, then. We are each the keys to one another’s freedom.”

      Rys frowned.

      When he had first awakened, Orthrus had said that to him.

      Now, it made a lot more sense. Orthrus required Rys’s help to ever break free, as he couldn’t do anything. That had always been obvious to Rys.

      But Rys had originally thought that he needed Orthrus’s guidance and knowledge to free himself. That remained a possible interpretation.

      Or perhaps, the real truth was that they were now deeply connected by the seals, regardless of whether they chose to help each other. By freeing himself, Rys would free Orthrus. Perhaps the opposite was true as well.

      “I have something else I want to talk to you about,” Rys said. “But I need more time to digest it.”

      “Something that you saw?” Orthrus asked. “I am curious that you even thought to tell me it.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re already aware of it, even if I don’t tell you,” Rys said, fishing.

      Orthrus remained silent. He had a great poker face.

      “Like I said, I’ll sleep on it,” Rys said after several seconds. “For now, I need to practice my rediscovered skills.”

      With those words, Rys left.

      He hadn’t lied about practicing. Immediately afterward, he set to work on confirming his power.

      The most obvious change was that he had more magical power at his disposal. His balls of hellfire lasted longer and were noticeably larger. He suspected they would burn his targets faster as well, converting matter into energy rapidly.

      Rys also had access to more of his strength Gift. It felt closer to what Krisanem had originally given him now—the ability to match the physical strength of any opponent, even if they used magic to enhance themselves.

      Another technique rose to the front of his mind. Hefting his axe, he channeled raw infernal energy into its blade. Red light shimmered into existence over the black surface of the axe.

      Rys let the spell fade, and the energy burst into prismatic light. That was a technique known as an infernal blow, and was a specialty of Arcas devils. The unstable infernal energy imbued into a weapon allowed for a singular explosive attack, punching through defenses and blowing apart armor and flesh alike. A useful technique.

      But the greatest change was that he now knew dozens more summoning rituals than he had before. Including ways to stretch his limited pool of power much further, as well as how to bind more dangerous beings.

      He still felt too weak to summon many of the people he wanted to. His summoning ability right now relied more heavily on binding his targets to his will. But stronger infernals could never be bent like that—they always served willingly.

      If Rys summoned Asa and tried to bind her, she’d probably shatter the ritual circle with a punch and then try to rip his head off.

      No, that would require too much effort for her. She’d probably just flip him off until he got bored and unsummoned her. He lacked the power to forcibly bind her. For now.

      But the potential lingered. He had some ideas, including how to use the castle’s power, but left them at ideas for now.

      He slept. Tomorrow, he began his plan to defeat Barul. This new power would serve its purpose.
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      Now that Rys had returned and was ready to face Barul, he needed to make the final preparations. Maria had mentioned she knew a Kinadain who might help them, so he asked her to summon that Kinadain to his manor.

      A few days passed before an older Kinadain woman rode up to his estate. The Lilim led her to the rear courtyard, where Rys sat at a table with recording crystals and a thick pile of paperwork. He’d assigned the Lilim to manage hospitality in the manor, given they appeared human.

      It also got the Lilim out of those leotards and doing something other than fucking around the sub-levels. He hadn’t organized a uniform for them, which meant they wore whatever they felt like. Everything they wore was skimpy, though. Succubi abhorred covered cleavage and thighs.

      “I had expected a stronger military presence, Lord Talarys,” the Kinadain woman said as she was led to the table. “You’ve left a trail of bodies across the region as you tear apart Compagnon’s schemes. Where are your fortifications and elite guards at every corner? Or do you believe yourself beyond the reach of your foes?”

      “Have a seat, Sage Hanna,” Rys said. He placed the report he was reading on the table.

      A Lilim whisked away everything on the table a moment later, then laid out coffee and pastries.

      Hanna was not what Rys expected. Supposedly ostracized by the elders of the local dains, Hanna was a matronly woman with curled ivory horns. Her clothes were conservative and consisted of an enchanted blue robe that covered almost all of her skin. Magical energy clung to her faintly.

      Rys had expected a young firebrand. A rebel who opposed the elders and commanded respect because of her principles. Instead, he got a traveling monk.

      “I’m better protected than I appear,” Rys said. “I don’t need walls and a hundred belligerent thugs to keep my estate safe.”

      “That places you a step above every other would-be-lord who has come here,” Hanna said. She ignored the pastries and drank her coffee black. Without sugar, of course.

      “There’s no ‘will be’ about it,” Rys said. “I’m already working closely with Maria. I believe she told you as much?”

      “We spoke briefly about you. I speak with and support the demihumans in Anceston and the low-lying areas, so we are familiar with one another.” Hanna gestured to the drinks. “Aren’t you going to drink?”

      He poured a coffee and demonstrated that he hadn’t poisoned it. Technically, he could have, given he was immune to poison, but she didn’t know that.

      “Lady Maria has been very busy lately. Gathering village chiefs and town mayors together, sending out supplies to free villages, and attempting to keep the flames of rebellion from being stoked too hard.” Hanna raised an eyebrow at him. “The fact you haven’t used the anger of the people speaks well of you. But it makes me wonder why you need me.”

      Rys decided to skip the buildup. “You’re ostracized from the dains. Why?”

      “Ah. So that’s why.” Hanna smiled bitterly. “Maria spoke of Kinadain and demihuman relations, so I had my suspicions. You don’t really think I’ll help you bring my people to heel, do you?”

      “That’s not why I’m asking. I have proof that another Sage is helping Compagnon—one of the liaisons from the dains. The Kinadain have been working with Compagnon for years. That’s an untenable relationship for me to have with the Kinadain. Especially given the power they have over Maria and Anceston.”

      Hanna’s eyes bore into Rys. She drained her coffee, then poured another one.

      Wind rustled through the courtyard. The two nearby Lilim made no effort to keep their skirts in place as they pretended to stand guard.

      “I had wondered if things had deteriorated to this extent,” Hanna muttered. She sighed. “I left the dains after the incident with Maria. It represented the latest in a long string of power grabs by the elders. They’ve become corrupted by greed. So much of our culture has been. But how can I trust you to truly help us?”

      “Corrupted?” Rys asked. “I thought trading in artifacts was normal for the Kinadain.”

      Hanna laughed. “Oh, no. In fact, it was considered a grave felony to ransack the Labyrinth until your people came. But reality is cruel. Once, we traded food from the Ariadain in exchange our protection and blacksmithing skills. A highly beneficial relationship for each of us.”

      Symbiotic, even. Rys didn’t tell her that, because she likely didn’t know the word. To say nothing of how dehumanizing it might sound.

      “Foreigners changed everything. Your tools and metals are superior. Your warriors could match all but our very greatest. And you knew evocation—for every Slayer we had, you could muster an army of mages,” Hanna explained. “We had nothing to trade and no ability to grow food. Many left the mountains. Maria is a descendant of one such Kinadain.”

      Something clicked in Rys’s mind. “Do the Kinadain view those who left as traitors? Is that why the topic of demihumans and Kinadain is so sensitive?”

      

      Hanna nodded grimly. “Our world was shattered by your ships. It’s foolish to say that we can live how we did before, given even then we relied on neighbors to support us. We’ve changed. Even the isolated island of Kinaria has changed, although I feel that’s due to political interference by the remaining Kinadain. Many do not like being reminded of a place that has resisted the change that was forced on them.”

      “I won’t pretend to understand,” Rys said. “But nothing I’m hearing sounds healthy. How does Kinaria resist the continents? Surely, trade vessels from Gauron would forcibly open the ports, given the difference in power?”

      “Because Kinaria is protected by Tenno Morai, the Death Saint,” Hanna said.

      Rys stared at her.

      Death Saint? He felt the influence of angels once more. Even the name “Tenno” was from Pharos and was the word for emperor.

      “The Slayers, Sages, and Saints are part of a system that operates across the whole archipelago,” Hanna said. “Once, it involved meeting at the standing stones in Kinaria once every few years. Now it operates more centrally from Dalyros. Slayers are our greatest warriors; Sages our spiritual guides; and the Saints a combination of both. Or at least, that’s the idea.”

      “I take it that power corrupted?” Rys asked drily.

      “I do not believe so. I remain a Sage, after all.” Hanna frowned, thinking over her next words. “But something happened with Morai. She remains a Saint because there aren’t any other Death Saints, but the circle that governs us despises her. Not that it matters. She can destroy armies single-handedly.”

      Tenno Morai shot up into the top ten of people that Rys didn’t want to piss off. Any mortal capable of destroying an army was far beyond his ability to fight. For now. He’d handle her once he had most of his power back.

      “Where do elders sit in this system?” Rys asked.

      “They don’t. Not officially.” Hanna smirked. “But elders must hold at least one position, according to the customs of most dains. Most elders are Sages. There are also very few Sages nearby to replace the existing elders, for some mysterious reason.”

      Ah, yes, a mysterious reason that involved preventing political opponents from being eligible to become elders. A tried-and-true tactic of corrupt leaders everywhere.

      “I feel like we should be on the same side,” Rys said. “So why the misgivings?”

      “Because the cause of this was your people,” Hanna said, although her tone was soft. “We broke our laws and traded in artifacts to maintain our way of life. But then we needed to protect the mountains from intruders, or else we’d lose our only source of income. After that, we cooperated with friendly rulers to protect ourselves from retribution. Every step had a justifiable reason, but increased the greed and power of the elders.”

      “The current situation is untenable,” Rys said.

      “It is. But removing the elders might allow you to sweep us from the mountains entirely,” Hanna countered. “You’re already involved in the artifact trade.”

      “I… really don’t care whether the Kinadain live in the mountains or not,” Rys said bluntly. He rubbed his temples. “The artifact trade was a means to raise funds, before Maria approached me. If I’m a king, it won’t matter. I’ll just tax the businesses involved.”

      “Then promise me that my people will retain their land and be ruled by their own people?” Hanna asked.

      Magic flared up within her.

      “Do not try to bind me to a spiritual contract,” Rys growled.

      Hanna glared at him.

      “But that’s a promise I can easily make and keep, so long as I have the support of the Kinadain,” Rys said. “Is that enough?”

      “It will have to be.” Hanna chewed on her lip. “Maria hinted that this related to Barul. Are you intending on breaking up their engagement?”

      “Correct. The elders can override Maria’s spiritual contract. If I prove that I am a better fighter than Barul, then they’ll have no choice but to support me. If they don’t, their refusal will destroy their credibility, especially combined with evidence that they’re supporting Compagnon.”

      “Devious. Evil, perhaps. But I was naïve to try to change minds through normal means,” Hanna said. “As a Sage, I can referee a sanctified duel under our customs. But I guarantee that the elders will ignore the result, even if they will attend out of morbid curiosity and pride.”

      “Even better,” Rys said. “I just confirmed that you can create spiritual contracts, so that means my alternative plan is possible.”

      He briefly explained to her the details of how he wanted to hold the duel. Now that he knew what Hanna was capable of, he was able to make some adjustments to improve the chance of success.

      Hanna’s eyes were wide. She brushed her silvered hair back. “Yes, very devious. But I see one fundamental problem: Barul will refuse any spiritual contract to adhere to my rulings. He is a Slayer and therefore sees himself as right in everything.”

      “I’m not one to speak, but that’s a little arrogant.”

      “No, you’re really not one to speak,” Hanna said with an upturned look. “Each of you will need to offer collateral. He will ask something from you which will cripple your attempt to rule this region, if you lose. But you will be able to ask for something of immense value in return.”

      After they discussed a few minor details, Hanna stood and gave him a grim smile. “I do not believe you are a good person, Lord Talarys. But you are the right person for this problem. I give you my word that I will not betray you or speak ill of you regarding this duel, no matter what comes of it.”

      She didn’t cast any contract on herself, but the gravity of her words weighed as heavily as if she had. Hanna was reliable, Rys felt.

      Several days passed. Grigor left to handle military affairs in the region, leaving Rys to manage the duel by himself. Just in case, he sent Vallis away.

      When dawn came four days after he met Hanna, a horse and three ponies approached the manor. Barul led three Kinadain elders up the road. Supposedly, these three represented the largest dains in the region. Hanna claimed they were the worst of a bad lot.

      Maria wasn’t present, of course. She had helped organize the duel, but attending was a faux pas. The Kinadain didn’t want an outsider present, as laughable as that description was when it came to Maria.

      Instead, Rys greeted Barul and the elders with only Hanna and Fara next to him. He kept his infernals inside. For all Rys knew, Barul or the elders might detect what they were.

      “Sage Hanna, it is good to see you again,” Barul said in his native tongue, his dark eyes flashing between everybody. He hid his hatred of Rys behind a stony expression. “I was not aware you would be present.”

      Hanna translated Barul’s words for Rys’s benefit—or at least, that’s what she thought—before she answered.

      “This is a sanctified duel conducted under the eyes of the Circle of Brethren,” Hanna intoned. “An independent referee is vital, and I am the only Sage available.”

      The elders scowled at her. All of them had horns—short ones, which Rys believed meant something—and were well advanced in age. If they were human, Rys would pin them as in their sixties at the youngest. But they were Sages, and it was possible they had extended their lives using magic.

      “Even if an elder cannot adjudicate, I could have brought a sage from my dain,” one elder said, with a surprisingly strong tone given his frail appearance.

      “No, you couldn’t have,” Rys said. “Lady Maria arrested him for conspiring with Compagnon last night.”

      The elders gasped. The other two stared at the one who spoke earlier.

      “That is—” the elder stuttered out.

      “Entirely right and true,” Barul said. “Lady Maria showed me the proof herself. But that is not why we are here.”

      Barul glared at Rys. Maybe the Kinadain warrior disliked the elders. But his refusal to accept Rys mattered more, it seemed.

      “Indeed,” Hanna said. “That leaves me as the only Sage qualified to be the referee. I trust there are no problems with this?”

      “None,” Barul said, speaking over the elders. “We shall settle this today, under the eyes of the Circle of Brethren.”

      Rys raised an eyebrow. “Is that a metaphorical thing or…?”

      Barul’s expression turned thunderous, but Hanna spoke first.

      “The Circle of Brethren represents the greatest Saints of the Kinadain. We may only act with their authority in specific circumstances, or else we will be found wanting,” Hanna said.

      The way her eyes ran over the elders made it clear that she felt the elders should be found wanting.

      Rys wasn’t a member of this circle, but he’d be happy to deal with the elders on its behalf.

      The elders grumbled, but after several long minutes of arguing, they relented to Hanna’s presence. One of them continued to mutter beneath his breath, but stopped when the others glared at him.

      “Lord Talarys, we understand that Maria wishes for us to recognize you as a suitable candidate,” the elders said. “As such, we approve of this duel. It is important that we witness the potential of any foreigner trying to claim power over Anceston.”

      Rys noted that they refused to say what he was going to be a suitable candidate for. The contract they had bound Maria with wasn’t public knowledge, after all.

      “Then let us speak of rules,” Hanna said. “This is a matter between Kinadain and a foreigner. As such, we cannot rely only on the word of those involved. A spiritual contract is required.”

      “I will not agree to any such thing,” Barul spat.

      Hanna paused, then nodded, eyes closed. “I expected as much. Then collateral must be offered by each combatant to ensure the integrity of the duel. However”—Hanna looked at the elders, and they glared back—“a contract will still be required for non-combatants.”

      “Why?” the elders asked in unison. One stroked his beard, eyes narrowed.

      “Because the reputation of the Kinadain toward foreigners is well known,” Rys said. “And the opposite also applies. I want the result of this duel to be certain. No lies. No whispers. You must accept the referee’s rulings and the result of the duel, or else remain quiet about everything related to it.”

      “And to ensure that any collateral is delivered on,” Barul added. “This is a duel. Lives are at risk.”

      Barul’s glare made it clear whose life he felt was at risk, but he was covering his bases. Maybe he wasn’t an idiot, even if he had appeared reckless.

      Once again, the elders argued vehemently. Once again, they lost. Barul didn’t care what they thought. If they wanted to be part of the duel, they needed to agree.

      Ironically, if they walked away, then they would keep Maria’s contract in place by refusing to accept Rys. Only their pride kept them here.

      “Then, let us agree on the collateral, should either participant break the rules of the duel,” Hanna said, once the arguments were settled and the spiritual contract in place over herself, Fara, and the elders.

      Somehow, the elders hadn’t noticed that Rys was excluded from it. Barul’s raised eyebrow indicated that he had, but he remained silent.

      “Mine is simple. Talarys will never again have anything to do with Lady Maria,” Barul said.

      The elders spluttered.

      “How dare you, boy! This is about the Kinadain more than it is you. This collateral must speak for all of us,” one elder shouted.

      Barul ignored them.

      Did Barul think that Rys intended to marry Maria? The thought amused Rys, but also made Barul’s anger clear. The fact that Maria had tasted Rys’s cock and not Barul’s would drive the Kinadain into a berserker fury, should he ever find out.

      “That is a steep request, Sir Barul,” Hanna said. Her brow furrowed, and for the first time it was genuine. Neither Rys nor Hanna had expected something as simple as this.

      “It is the only thing he has to offer,” Barul said coldly.

      Rys needed to use his immense willpower not to laugh in Barul’s face at that.

      “I can think of little you have that is of equal value,” Hanna said. She appeared deeply troubled. “Lord Talarys, would you ask the same of Barul?”

      “He’s protected Maria for years. If he wants to stay as her bodyguard, that’s his choice,” Rys said.

      Barul gritted his teeth, but remained resolute.

      “Then as a life must be offered for a life, the only viable collateral is your sister, Sir Barul,” Hanna said, her expression dark.

      Barul’s eyes widened ever so slightly.

      A second later, he sighed. He looked at Fara, and his gaze was distant. Then he looked at Rys.

      For the first time that Rys remembered, Barul’s gaze wasn’t full of hatred. Instead, it seemed calculating. The Kinadain warrior sized Rys up.

      “So be it,” Barul said.

      Barul’s gaze was that of a man with nothing to return to.

      Whatever the rules might say, Barul intended to kill Rys or die trying. No wonder he had bullied the elders into accepting the contract earlier and added his own term. He came here, willing to die, because he hated Rys that much.

      Just like old times, Rys thought with an internal smirk. He loved enemies like this. So straightforward. A refreshing change from all the schemes and bullshit of others.

      Hanna looked at both of them. Her expression turned grim, but she ushered the non-combatants to one side. Then she focused her magic, casting a spiritual technique.

      A circular barrier of blue flame burst into existence around Rys and Barul.

      “Remember the rules,” Hanna said. “No leaving the circle. No interference from others. Obey any rulings I make. You fight until one combatant surrenders, is incapacitated, or I declare the duel over. Otherwise, do as you see fit to achieve victory.”

      Ominous words, but intentional ones apparently. Hanna had explained that Kinadain duels didn’t bar trickery or deception, as the Saints considered those valued tactics in warfare. Real enemies used traps and all manner of magic, after all.

      Barul drew his sword, holding it in his right hand. It shimmered in the morning sun. Rys recognized that type of sword very well. He’d killed a lot of people who wielded similar ones.

      “A black steel core alloyed with angelic silver,” Rys said, describing the sword. “A valuable tool for channeling the Arts.”

      Barul’s expression darkened. “I have been right to mistrust you.”

      Rys unhooked his axe and gave it a twirl. The surface of the axe immediately turned pitch-black as infernal energy filled it. “History will judge you on that. Harshly, I suspect.”

      Barul sneered. An instant later, his body flickered toward Rys. Magic poured off Barul. Only long experience and inhuman reflexes allowed Rys to react.

      The slash aimed to take out Rys’s legs in a single sweep.

      Foolish, Rys felt. Barul would have had better luck if he’d used a draw-slash. That would have prevented Rys from easily judging the length of the blade and counterattacking.

      Infernal energy poured into Rys’s axe, giving it a red glow as he prepared an infernal blow. He swung his axe directly at Barul’s sword, intending to shatter it into pieces.

      Before the blades connected, Barul’s blade blinked out of existence. Rys didn’t have time to blink, let alone react.

      His axe slammed into Barul’s arm. The infernal blow discharged, turning Barul’s right forearm into a bloody mess of sinew and shattered bone.

      At the same time, Barul’s sword appeared in his undamaged left arm. Rys grunted as pain flared in his body.

      Barul’s sword had appeared inside of Rys’s chest.
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      Rys roared with pain and took another swing at Barul.

      Barul let go of his sword. Then he ducked to the side, rolling through the grass. The axe swung over his body, slashing his red coat apart.

      Power surged through Rys as his body instinctively realized how close to death he was. His strength Gift poured power into his muscles. They burned so intensely that Rys expected them to start glowing.

      The blade burned within his chest. Barul’s blade was enchanted with Angelic Arts and ate at the magical energy within Rys’s body.

      Given the elders were Sages, Rys avoided using hellfire. It was too recognizable, even if the Ashen had gotten away with using it so far.

      But that left him without too many counters.

      Barul straightened. His right arm barely held together and he held nothing in his left. If he felt any pain, he didn’t show it.

      Rys grabbed the sword in his chest while he had the chance to remove it.

      Barul flickered again.

      Cursing, Rys let go of the sword. He felt energy in the surrounding air, right as Barul appeared on top of him.

      Rys’s axe swung upward. Barul grabbed his sword with his remaining arm, trying to pull it free by pushing with his legs on Rys’s chest.

      Gravity threatened to knock Rys down, and his swing was thrown off by his lack of balance. The backside of his axe slammed into Barul’s side, likely shattering ribs. The Kinadain continued to pull out his sword.

      Fortunately, Rys had a hidden advantage.

      His strength Gift ensured he was always physically strong enough to do whatever he wanted. Right now, that ensured he remained standing despite the fully grown man standing on top of him.

      It also meant that Rys was stronger than Barul.

      Rys grabbed Barul’s arm and yanked the Kinadain down. They fought against each other for an instant. Then Barul screamed, before blasting Rys with magic.

      The two of them separated, rolling across the field. Hanna had made the circle large enough, but Rys came too close to the flames for comfort.

      Barul’s attack had felt like a force blast. Rys nursed a few broken ribs. The blade had shredded his insides a little, but it was held in place by his plate armor.

      But Barul was far worse for wear. Blackened burn marks covered his left forearm. His fingers twitched and the Kinadain struggled to form a fist. His eyes burned with anger.

      He recognized Rys’s hellfire, but nobody else had seen it. To everybody else, it looked like a smart use of fire magic.

      Rys ripped the sword out of his chest. Sparks flew as it rubbed against Rys’s armor, followed by blood and flakes of metal flying everywhere. Blood poured out of the wound as it refused to close. Rys pumped magic into his chest and ignored the pain. It felt like he was pouring lava into his own wound, but that meant his healing was working.

      With a grunt, Rys hurled the sword out of the arena. It flew through the barrier of flames without any trouble. The clatter it made on the gravel of the distant drive signaled the end.

      “This duel is over!” Hanna declared. “Both of you, stop right now. Lord Talarys is the victor.”

      Barul’s expression turned grim. He stood up straight, but magic continued to pour off him. His Arts remained active, and he intended to keep fighting.

      “Are we sure it isn’t a draw?” an elder question. “Our supposed winner has a hole in his chest.”

      “Lord Talarys has never loosened his grip on his axe. He’s made no apparent use of magic to keep himself standing. His ability to continue the duel is apparent,” Hanna said. She turned to face Barul. “Sir Barul, you have lost. Such is my ruling.”

      “I accept your ruling. This duel is my loss,” Barul said.

      Rys blinked. What?

      Then it occurred to him.

      Was Barul so stupid that he thought if he said that he accepted the result, then it meant that everybody would smile and nod? That Hanna would say, “Oh, yes, I remember him saying he accepted the result. He might have immediately tried to kill Lord Talarys after, but that doesn’t matter.”

      Apparently, yes, judging from the hateful gaze he threw at Rys. It took a special kind of arrogance to believe a trick as dumb as that one could work.

      Rys focused himself, drawing on as much magical power as he could before Barul attacked.

      “Barul, stop!” Hanna shouted, signaling the start of the true battle.

      Several astral lances appeared around Barul. Rys blinked, then cursed.

      Forget caution, Rys realized. He countered the astral lances with hellfire, only an instant before they would have blown him apart.

      Barul rushed through the flames, his clothes lighting on fire as he did so. His injuries didn’t slow him down in the least. He might be called a Sword-Slayer, but he knew how to fight without a weapon.

      Rys swung. Barul leaped over the swing. His body flickered, then appeared closer to Rys.

      Rys didn’t fall for the same trick twice.

      Dropping to the ground, Rys let Barul’s kick fly overhead. An astral lance exploded from the Kinadain’s foot and created a small crater.

      Rys snapped upward, swinging his axe right at Barul.

      Impossibly, the Kinadain’s body twisted in the air. Barul dodged the attack, but at great cost. The muscles in Barul’s body rippled and contorted as he used magic to displace his body. Bones snapped and crunched. Blood poured out of dozens of tears in his skin.

      A foot flew toward Rys’s head. Remembering what happened earlier, Rys caught it with his hand and tried to shift out of the way. An astral lance exploded through Rys’s arm, sending blood and gore everywhere.

      Then the blunt side of his axe crashed into Barul’s head and sent the Kinadain flying across the arena.

      Immediately, the barrier outside the arena fell. Magic erupted within the arena. Rys tensed, expecting an attack.

      He looked over to see Barul glaring at him while wrapped in glowing, magical chains. Hanna’s brow furrowed in concentration as she maintained her technique.

      Fara rushed to Rys’s side, her tails tensed. Rys felt a spell around Fara and realized she had empowered her body in order to intervene.

      “I’m fine, Fara,” Rys said.

      Then he placed his good arm around her shoulder and leaned as heavily on her as he could, without being too obvious.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Yes. Fine. I can see that from the way you’re trying to crush me. How much muscle do you pack in there to weigh this much?”

      He ignored her, watching the panic around Barul.

      Hanna and the elders clustered around Barul’s unconscious body. They cast spiritual techniques to heal him, but they amounted to nothing in the end.

      If he wanted to, Rys could save him. But what was there to gain?

      Instead, he watched as Barul’s life slowly slipped away in the hands of his healers. Not every wound could be healed fast enough to save a life, especially if inflicted with the help of infernal sorcery.

      “Do you need healing?” Fara asked.

      “We’ll talk later,” Rys ground out. His chest still burned. While he had stopped the bleeding, healing the entire wound was another matter. The wound in his arm looked worse, but was less severe, as it didn’t appear to have anti-regenerative properties.

      “If I’d known he could teleport—” Fara began to say.

      “It wouldn’t have made a difference. I won,” Rys said. “And it wasn’t teleportation. He used spatial manipulation. I can count on one hand the number of humans that can use it among the spiritualists I’ve fought.”

      “Out of how many?”

      “Hundreds. Maybe thousands. I didn’t keep track,” Rys said.

      Fara didn’t respond to that. Her tails rubbed against his back, for what little he felt of them.

      Eventually, Hanna stood over Barul’s corpse, her face like stone. “It is done. The duel is finally over. Barul Sword-Slayer has passed, and he broke multiple rules while getting himself killed. Lord Talarys will receive Barul’s collateral—Alsia will serve Lord Talarys for as long as both are alive.”

      The elders snarled in anger and shock.

      “This is ridiculous! The duel was over before this happened,” one elder shouted. “Barul accepted your ruling.”

      Well, apparently that stupid idea worked on somebody. Even if it was in extremely bad faith.

      “It doesn’t matter what Barul said. What matters is what he did,” Hanna said. “My rulings are final, elders.”

      Rys saw the bands of the spiritual contract tighten around the elders. They had agreed to accept her rulings and ensure the delivery of the collateral. If they refused, then they couldn’t speak of the duel at all.

      Except, of course, Rys had no obligations whatsoever.

      “I don’t think—” the elder cut himself off before he broke the spiritual contract. “To clarify, are we certain that Barul knew that was the case? If he acted out of ignorance, then I question the fairness of your ruling.”

      The old man looked so proud that he had found a way to question Hanna’s decision without breaking the contract.

      Spiritual contracts sucked. The elders knew their way around them, and their spirits were so corrupt that they didn’t even think this was against the spirit of accepting Hanna’s rulings. They would say they agreed with Hanna’s decision, then raise a thousand arguments that poked holes in it. But because they were only questions, they didn’t count, even if their efforts were in bad faith.

      Rys needed to intervene.

      “Let me get this straight,” he said, injecting arrogance and swagger into his voice. He even smirked at them for effect. “You want to be certain about what a dead man knew? There’s a reason a referee’s rulings are final.”

      “Stay out of this, foreigner. This is a Kinadain matter,” an elder said.

      “No, it’s my matter. Barul tried to kill me. The rules of the duel were to not do that,” Rys said. “If I can’t trust something that simple, how can I trust a damn thing else from you?”

      The eyes of the elders practically popped out of their skulls.

      Hanna nodded. “Lord Talarys is right. It doesn’t matter whether Barul attempted to deceive me or deluded himself that the duel really was over. His behavior impugned my honor and that of the Circle of Brethren. Allowing it to pass unpunished will invite retribution.”

      Given the Circle of Brethren consisted of Saints, Rys wondered if Hanna meant divine retribution or the sort delivered by people. He didn’t know much about religion among the Kinadain.

      “You do not get to decide that!” an elder shouted. “You are an upstart Sage claiming the authority of the Circle as your own. We are the elders of the dains, and we dictate the future of the Kinadain.”

      One down. Rys felt the astral bindings of the contract snap into place around the elder.

      A second elder sighed. “The contract, of course. No matter. Barul’s death and our refusal to speak on the matter will ensure that you cannot do anything against us. Let us consider this a draw.”

      Two down.

      “I will never allow somebody who tries to control us to have any power over the Kinadain,” the third said. “This duel is a mockery of everything the Kinadain stand for. I refuse to accept it.”

      That made three.

      Rys clapped his hands. “Right. Then you’re all going to stand down as elders.”

      The elders stared at him in shock. For the first time since Barul’s death, Hanna allowed herself to smile.

      “Are you a fool? We just said—”

      “I don’t give a shit what you say,” Rys said. He chuckled. It hurt, but the sound made the elders flinch. “I thought you were supposed to be the scheming elders taking control of the Kinadain, but I got a trio of arrogant fools. Maria supports me. Hanna’s word as referee and Sage isn’t restrained. And, of course, I can say whatever I feel like. I didn’t agree to any contract.”

      The last few words turned out to be the magic ones, as the elders realized they had been played from the start.

      “This was planned,” one said.

      Hanna smiled brightly at them. “Yes. It wasn’t intended to end like this, but we’ve known all along that the three of you are working with Compagnon. This is the end for all of your schemes.”

      All along? Hanna was embellishing a little bit, as she had only agreed to help Rys recently. But she clearly enjoyed tormenting the elders.

      “You can either leave now, and quietly accept your retirement and inability to speak of this,” Rys said. “Or, you can fight it. Like a certain someone did.”

      All eyes turned to Barul’s corpse.

      “You will regret this,” an elder said.

      Then they left on their ponies.

      “I wish people had to pay me every time they say that tired cliché,” Rys said. “I could at least buy some nice wine with their bitter tears that way.”

      “I’m surprised you let so many people live to say that,” Fara muttered.

      Hanna approached both of them. She sighed. “Well, it’s over. Truly over. I’ll need to work with Maria to ensure the next steps go smoothly. Other elders will try to oppose us, so we’ll need to use the evidence you gathered to destroy the reputation of those three.”

      “That will scare the others into compliance,” Rys said. “Do you plan to become elder now? Of at least one of the dains?”

      “No, that would be impossible. Elders are elected by the dain. That’s how we will oust these three,” Hanna explained. “Alsia will need to take their place. As Barul’s younger sister, she has the political backing to unite three leaderless dains. Once she is elected elder, she can handle Maria’s contract. She isn’t a Sage yet, but I will contact the Circle and have them promote her using my recommendation.”

      Rys stared. “You can do that?”

      “It’s how most elders become Sages,” Hanna said. “They train to become Sages and are often promoted upon request by other elders when their village elects them. But sometimes the Circle refuses, forcing a dain to merge with another or elect an elder without the Circle’s blessing. The latter almost never happens.”

      “And you’re confident Alsia will be elected elder of three separate dains?” Rys tried not to sound insulting, as he knew nothing about the specifics of the situation.

      “She’s a future Saint candidate,” Hanna said flatly. “Hence my wariness about using her as collateral. But Barul chose this path, despite many chances to back down.”

      “I take it you don’t like this result?” Rys asked.

      “Barul is dead. Alsia is being forced into a position of enormous responsibility, while being sent into your service. Your influence increased by an order of magnitude today,” Hanna said. “Even if you keep your word, I know that the future will be different. I can only hope that it’s a better future. Your actions so far have been positive. Maybe I made the right decision.”

      Hanna left, taking Barul’s body with her.

      Once she was gone, Rys nearly collapsed on top of Fara. “Fuck, this hurts a lot.”

      “Rys!” she shouted.

      The Lilim burst out of the mansion, their eyes practically glowing with lust.

      Fara whirled on them as she carried Rys inside. “Don’t touch him!”

      As his consciousness faded, Rys focused on the soft fluffiness of Fara’s tails. They wrapped around him as she pulled him inside.
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      Fluffy black tails covered Rys’s vision when he awoke hours later. Instinctively, he reached for them.

      Fara squeaked. A cute noise, several octaves above her usual cool tone. Her tails retracted and brought her into view. She pouted at Rys.

      “You could have warned me first,” Fara muttered as her tails curled up behind her. She combed the section that he had touched. “They’re sensitive.”

      “Given you wave them around everywhere, they can’t be that sensitive,” Rys protested.

      He was lying on a pile of blankets in one of the receiving rooms close to the entrance. Fruit, water, and coffee sat on one of the nearby tables. A bowl of apple slices sat next to Fara. Their peels were nowhere to be seen.

      A half-peeled apple sat next to Fara, which she picked back up and resumed peeling with a decorative paring knife.

      “The outside is fine. The outer tips of our fur are bristly and protective,” Fara explained. “But you plunged your fingers right inside. Is that how you treat your women in bed?”

      Somebody was feeling frisky.

      “I take it you prefer some foreplay.”

      Fara rolled her eyes. “What woman doesn’t? There’s also a psychological factor. Nobody has touched my tails except my sisters, and my mother a long, long time ago. It’s like you kissed me. So warn me next time, okay?”

      “Got it. I’ll wake you up with some tail combing,” Rys said. He tried to sit up and felt his chest light on fire.

      Immediately, he resumed resting. Fara gave him an annoyed look.

      “It’ll take me a little longer to finish up here,” she said. “And you’ll need a lot more healing than this if you ever wake me up by shoving your hands in my tails.”

      “Shouldn’t the Lilim help?” Rys asked.

      “I can heal you. Those hussies can stay away.” Fara let out a huff.

      “Feeling jealous, are we?”

      “Do you want me to leave you here or finish healing you?”

      Rys smirked and nearly made a joke about how she clearly wouldn’t have made a good nurse. It died in his throat as he remembered her confidence issues, and how she was forced to become an enforcer. With healing skills like these, he wondered if she couldn’t have become a healer of some sort for the foxes.

      “Go ahead. Make the pithy comment,” Fara said, her eyes narrowing. “I know you have one.”

      Hoping he didn’t regret this, he said, “I can tell why you didn’t become a nurse. Threatening your patient like this.”

      Fara rolled her eyes. “If that’s the worst you’re saying, then it’s fine. I’m not made of glass, Rys.” She prodded his chest, causing a small spark of pain to flare in him. “But you are, right now. I thought you were dead when Barul stabbed you.”

      “He missed my heart. Not that it would have mattered if he had struck it,” Rys said.

      “Of course, you don’t need a heart. It shriveled up a couple thousand years ago,” Fara remarked, but a smile floated on her lips. “But honestly, try a little harder not to die. Unless you’re hiding a revival Gift like Grigor’s.”

      “I wish. No infernal would give me one of those. I’d have become unstoppable,” Rys said.

      They fell into a comfortable silence. Fara continued to pump magic into his body through her tails, slowly repairing the damage in his body. He nibbled on the slices of apple she cut up.

      They occasionally made small talk, but it ended after a few sentences.

      At no point did Fara ever bring up the obvious topic. It seemed she really was playing hard to get.

      “I take it I need to bring up what you said in the Labyrinth,” Rys said.

      “Oh?”

      “You said you love me.”

      Fara grimaced. “Not quite. I said I loved the way you make pithy comments.”

      Rys stared at her. She refused to meet his eyes.

      Eventually, she sighed. Her fingers traced his jawline. He caught them with his hand.

      “Is it wrong if I want to take this slow?” Fara asked, her voice barely even a whisper.

      “You seem to have made up your mind.” Rys held her hand, tickling her palm.

      She giggled and pulled her hand away, then held her hands together. “Maybe. But I’ve known you for weeks, Rys. If this was going to be a casual fling, I’d have fucked you weeks ago. Then I could find out if you’re really this ‘Incubus King’ that the Lilim are giggling about.”

      Oh, no. They still called him that after all this time?

      “That face suggests you know exactly why they’re calling you that.” Fara raised an eyebrow at him.

      He grimaced, but decided to be honest. “I was trained by the Succubus Queen. Sex is another form of power. The succubi are proof of that. They control lust, desire, and love. I made use of what I had been taught, and the succubi adored that side of me. It allowed me to oppose Lacrissa’s attempts to bring me to heel.”

      “So the former pet of the Succubus Queen became the Incubus King.” Fara shook her head. “This is exactly why I want to take it slow. You say things like this and I wonder what I’m getting myself into. A little emotional preparation isn’t a mistake, is it?”

      “Maybe.” Rys suppressed his desire for Fara and let her choose.

      He could take her, and he doubted she’d complain much, but at what cost? Having power meant knowing when to use it. Fara was a willing ally. Rys had no reason to abuse her trust.

      “Don’t look at me like that.” Fara laughed and her tails brushed against his side.

      He raised a hand, and she nodded. He brushed them and she sighed, her eyes glazing with lust as his fingers ran through her fluffy bundles.

      “You’re going to be genuinely dangerous with practice,” she moaned. “See? We can still do fun things, but… This is a big decision. Neither of us are going anywhere. I’m not going to blink and find that you’ve turned into a decrepit old man, and the Rys that I loved only exists in my memories.”

      Fara’s fingers brushed his cheeks, and she smiled at him. Sadness tinged that smile. It was a smile that spoke of difficult memories from her past.

      “We both have centuries ahead of us. I think we can take a few months before I learn what an ‘Incubus King’ can do in bed.” Fara paused, then tilted her head. “And it’s not like you’re not fucking Maria on the side.”

      Rys tried to defend himself, and said, “That hasn’t happened. Maria is—”

      “Totally under your thrall,” Fara said. “Even if you aren’t screwing her now, I’m not stupid enough to believe that you’re going to leave her alone. A man who plans to take over the world will only have one woman? The whole ‘Incubus King’ thing?”

      Fara crossed her arms and gave him a look that dared him to doubt her.

      “And you’re fine with that?” he asked. “Because you seem interested in more than what Maria is.”

      “I can define my own relationship with you,” Fara said. “And Maria’s a big girl. Very big. But mystic foxes are polyamorous, even if I’m only interested in you.”

      “Is that a cultural or racial thing?” Rys asked, curious.

      “Hmm. Hard to say. I suspect both. Younger and weaker foxes tend to flock to older, stronger foxes. And it’s a one-way street. A man has multiple women, or a woman has multiple men.” Fara smirked. “The nine-tailed fox who united the clans and formed the Six-Star Alliance that unites us was infamous for how many men she went through. The Imperial Court had a government agency dedicated to raising men for her, because she went through so many when she stayed at the court.”

      “She was in charge for that long?” Rys asked.

      “Centuries. She left over a marriage dispute. We’re still monogamous, just with men or women on the side.” Fara shrugged at the questioning look she received. “Taira—that’s the name of the old alliance chief—was supposed to marry Ren, who was a clan head. But she wanted to marry a younger fox that she brought back from Gauron. Instead of marrying either, she vanished.”

      “I’m getting some serious Lacrissa vibes from her.”

      “Taira was mostly lazy, self-serving, and capricious. Not very devious. I met her when I was young, before she left.”

      So an Asa then.

      Rys imagined Asa in charge of an entire race and shuddered. Horrific.

      “In any case, you don’t need to worry that I’ll chase away any women thirsty for Incubus King cock,” Fara teased.

      “Please stop calling me that,” Rys said. The name made him cringe.

      Fara laughed. She made no promises.

      By the next day, Rys had bounced back. Between his own healing and Fara’s he felt good as new.

      Which meant it was time to handle the aftermath.

      “Glad everything worked out,” Vallis said when they met in Rys’s study. “I met with traders at Port Mayfield. A representative from one of Tarmouth’s merchant guilds was there. The evidence about Compagnon rigging the artifact trade was pretty damning.”

      “Any reaction from Tarmouth?” Rys asked.

      “Time will tell, but the representative was pretty angry.” Vallis shrugged. “I didn’t think Tarmouth got involved in local disputes, though. Compagnon must be upsetting some major players. Maybe this traces back to Gauron?”

      “Maybe.” Rys drummed his fingers on the table, then checked his knowledge Gift. “Compagnon aren’t big. This might be simpler. Tarmouth control all trade out of the archipelago, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What if they’re worried that Compagnon will try to break their monopoly?” Rys asked.

      Vallis groaned. “Great. So should we be helping Tarmouth? I don’t know if we should be getting involved with a trade dispute between major players like this.”

      “Like I said before, I’m not refusing an ally.”

      “Fair point,” Vallis said. “Maria’s busy with the Kinadain situation. Grigor ended up escorting her and Hanna to the dains, just in case. We can expect a visit from Alsia within a week or so. Until then, I’ll try to hold the fort with Margrim’s help.”

      “Keep an eye on the Malus League,” Rys reminded her. “Now that Compagnon is weaker, we might find our neighbor growing more interested.”

      Vallis frowned, as if something occurred to her. Then she nodded and left Rys to his personal business.

      The week passed uneventfully. Rys began designing his final castle design now that he had inserted an additional slate into the castle size module. He didn’t let construction begin yet, as it would be noticed.

      Rys hadn’t shown his full power to people yet. He needed to bide his time. Once Compagnon was dealt with, he could cut loose. But openly reconstructing his manor in a huge display of magic was too much for now.

      The sun began to set when the new Kinadain elder finally arrived. Hanna and Alsia arrived with a small retinue of Kinadain hangers-on.

      Uninterested in dealing with a bunch of minor issues, Rys left Vallis to greet the group.

      In the meantime, Rys waited in a room in the detached building behind the manor. Once ready, Alsia would meet him here. The Lilim had prepared some simple finger foods and wine. Slices of steak, fried pastry puffs, cheeses, and similar foods. Rys busied himself with a report on Compagnon’s gathering military strength.

      When Alsia arrived, it was alone. Not even a single bodyguard accompanied her.

      The elders had worn expensive silks and jewelry. Hanna dressed like a traveling monk. Barul had been a warrior. No two Kinadain had looked alike. The same went for Alsia.

      She dressed like a young spellblade. A dark breastplate over a white shirt, a short pleated skirt, and a thick red robe without a hood. Rys sensed magic within the robe, but otherwise she appeared like any other demihuman. Alsia’s mid-length blonde hair framed her face well, and two draconic horns protruded through it.

      Her horns were some of the largest that Rys had seen. Once again, he found himself curious if horn size meant something to demihumans.

      Out of all of the people Rys had met since waking up, Alsia was easily the most conventionally beautiful. She could motivate an army to charge a castle without a word.

      The real question was, could she motivate an army to charge a castle with words? Leaders needed more than a pretty face.

      Alsia bowed as she entered, even bending one knee slightly in the process. Every movement she made was taken with grace and precision. Precious little energy was wasted as she took a seat opposite Rys and poured herself a cup of milk tea.

      “Lord Talarys, it is an honor to finally meet you,” Alsia said. Her eyes stared into his.

      Rys had seen few people with eyes like hers. And nobody as young as her. She couldn’t be older than twenty, but her eyes were dark with resignation. The weight of the world sat on her shoulders, at least in her mind.

      Losing her brother and taking over three dains had been a lot for her. Being forced to serve a strange lord could only be a truly miserable cherry on top.

      “Your eyes suggest otherwise,” Rys said. “And Hanna has as well, unless you’re suggesting she’s been lying.”

      “She has not,” Alsia said, her tone steady. She sipped her tea, then added sugar. “But I have been, at least to her. I know why my brother died. He confided in me many of his thoughts, including those regarding this estate.”

      Rys waited silently. He kept his wits about him, however.

      For all he knew, like brother, like sister.

      “Most Kinadain believe Castle Aion is a holy place. My brother suggested otherwise. Sages are not taught much of what Slayers are, given we lead the Kinadain, instead of protect them. But he was certain that you were pure evil for occupying this place,” Alsia said.

      “Do you agree with him?” Rys asked.

      A spark of determination lit within Alsia’s eyes.

      “It doesn’t matter,” she said. “I believe few things in life truly matter. What people see and feel is the most important. The elders remained in power because of this. So many terrible secrets are kept from the Kinadain by the Saints. The end result matters, not how it is brought about.”

      Dangerous words for a new ruler.

      Painful words to hear from somebody so young.

      “And what result do you think I’ll bring to your people?” Rys asked. Until she gave him a straight answer, he’d keep asking her more questions.

      “I don’t know.”

      Rys blinked at the answer he had been given.

      “You don’t expect me to accept that, do you?” He smirked at her.

      Alsia shrugged. Her expression remained stony. “Maybe. I don’t know you.” She sipped her tea. “But I think that is the problem. Fear of the unknown has guided us for so long. Hanna says we are changing no matter what happens. I agree. If there is one thing I know, it is that we will get the result we believe in.”

      “That’s a different tone than everything else you’ve said.” Rys frowned. “You’ve gone from deeply cynical to idealistic suddenly.”

      “Because I believe that you’ll treat us however we treat you,” Alsia said. “If we fear you, and act on that fear, then the result will be as bad as many expect. But if I push my people to embrace your ambitions, maybe the change you bring will be less painful than what has been forced on us.”

      Rys drummed his fingers on the table as Alsia fell silent.

      He’d expected something different to a young girl showing up and saying “I’ll do whatever you want because you’ll probably destroy my people if I don’t.”

      Then again, how much of this was because Alsia felt she was required to serve Talarys due to the contract?

      “Be truthful,” Rys said. “How much of what you just said is an attempt to satisfy me? Your brother is the reason you’re here.”

      “None.” Alsia met Rys’s eyes again, and finally broke her stony face with a small, sharp smile. “I’ve listened to everything that others tell me about you. My brother; Hanna; Lady Maria; even your Captain Grigor. You are so many different things to different people.”

      Obviously not all good things, if Barul was part of it.

      “To my brother, you were a corrupting evil. To Hanna, you are an improvement on the elders but a dangerous one. To Lady Maria, you are…” Alsia’s smile twisted. “Dominating? I am not sure. And Captain Grigor’s respect for you exudes from his every muscle.”

      “And what does that mean to you?” Rys asked. “Or at all?”

      “That I don’t know a thing about you. Few do. And if you can be something different for each person, perhaps you can be something special for me.” Alsia sighed. “In the end, I kept everything a secret. The duel; why the elders stepped down; and you.”

      “I assume you have a good cover story if that’s the case. A lot of people know that the elders have been working with Compagnon.”

      “Yes. That is why it was so easy,” Alsia said, voice cold. “My brother died because he confronted the elders over their betrayal. Even more proof of their complicity with Compagnon was discovered in their homes. The dains collectively judged them for their crimes.”

      Rys hadn’t heard a word of this. “And what happens to them now?”

      “Initially, we intended to exile them. But one attempted to escape and was killed. Then other elders were implicated.” Alsia frowned. “Slayers from Dalyros operating with the authority of the Circle of Brethren will remove the elders for judgment. Additional Sages have been appointed in the remaining dains to replace the corrupt elders.”

      “So, a complete overthrow of power took place this week,” Rys said.

      It finally seemed like a suitable time to pour the wine, so he did so. Alsia stared at the glass he poured for her, but he nudged it closer to her.

      “It was the only way forward,” Alsia said, voice still steady as rock. “The old elders have no place in the future. And the truth would only hurt more.”

      Her eyes bore into Rys’s. “That is why I am here to serve you, Lord Talarys. Not because of a contract. But because my actions only hold meaning so long as you uphold my lie and I maintain your support. I suggest that we negotiate what my service under you will look like.”
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      “Given I hold all the cards, I don’t see why I should renegotiate,” Rys said. “But I’ll humor you.”

      Alsia seized the opportunity to taste her wine. It was a lighter red, and the grapes were supposedly grown locally.

      Her nose screwed up as she gave the drink a sniff, and she nearly lowered the glass. Then she saw Rys out of the corner of her eye. Her expression smoothed out, and she forced herself to try the wine. Her reaction to tasting it wasn’t much better.

      “I take it you’re not a drinker,” Rys said.

      Alsia washed down the wine with some tea, before making herself another cup with extra sugar. Her frazzled expression made for a nice change from earlier.

      “I’ve been told that alcohol is an acquired taste,” she muttered. “Until now, I’ve avoided it in order to maintain a clear mind.”

      Oh, the things this little demihuman might do when she got plastered for the first time. Rys felt that somebody had handed him an early birthday present. Alsia was going to be a bundle of fun.

      “Well?” Rys pressed.

      Her lips thinned into a line. “I will act as your regent and servant in almost all matters. I have only two caveats.”

      “I’m assuming they’re important ones.” They’d have to be, as what Alsia was offering was arguably worse than the original deal.

      “First, I won’t help you harm my people. My intentions for serving you are clear, and I will not betray those,” Alsia said. “Second, while I am happy to serve you in…” Her face turned red enough that it could have passed for a tomato, and she licked her lips nervously. “Martial matters or similarly intimate conduct, I will not surrender myself to others.”

      “I don’t have any plans to sell you off to the highest bidder, so that works out for both of us,” Rys said drily. “I take it there’s a reason you’re concerned about that?”

      Alsia stared at him. “I am one of few draconic Kinadain on the island, a Sage, the sister of Barul Sword-Slayer, and the most powerful elder of the region’s dains. Discussions have already taken place regarding…” She looked down, embarrassment preventing her from continuing.

      Rys drained his wine and poured another glass. Afterward, he stood and gestured for her to follow him. The night wasn’t exactly cool, but some fresh air might do Alsia some good.

      A small, fenced garden sat just outside the room, with only a few plants. Fara took care of them to pass the time and liked to meditate out here. The weather was pleasant, given it was only mid-spring, and Rys led Alsia to the edge of the garden.

      Amusingly, Alsia brought the teapot with her. She used magic to levitate everything she needed to make additional cups of tea and carefully balanced them on the fence posts.

      “So, you’re being pressed about marriage,” Rys said.

      Alsia nodded. “As a start.”

      “Ah. Then it’s safe to say that I’ll be having the last word in that,” he said. “I don’t know if it’s normal to try to marry you off and make you produce children the moment you become elder, but I only got my hands on you. I’d like to see what you can do as elder before anybody thinks they can hide you away in their bedroom.”

      “And what of your interests, Lord Talarys?” Alsia asked. Despite her cherry-like appearance, she managed to look him in the eyes. “I know Maria desires you. What of this Fara I heard about?”

      “I’d spend less time worrying about other women,” Rys said gently. “I certainly don’t have any plans to marry, if that’s what you’re asking about.”

      Alsia frowned. “But you aren’t interested in me or my bloodline?”

      “We just met. And you’ll have to explain why your bloodline is so special. I don’t even know what a draconic Kinadain is.” Rys tried not to laugh, as she seemed genuinely confused that he wasn’t claiming her as his own.

      Well, he actually was. But unlike the Kinadain, he already had her in the palm of his hand. He could afford to leave her to her own devices. Alsia felt like a blooming flower—beautiful to look at now, but she had room to grow.

      “You don’t know?” Alsia tilted her head to one side. “Of the three common varieties of demihumans, draconic are the rarest. Outside of Gorgria, there are only a handful of families as we often become common horned demihuman. We pride ourselves on our powerful magical abilities, both spiritual and sorcerous.”

      Common horned, huh?

      Alsia continued, sensing his interest, “The horned are common on Kavolara and Gorgria, but less common elsewhere. They have the highest physical abilities of all demihumans, but poor magical aptitudes. By contrast, the wolfkin dominate demihuman populations elsewhere in the archipelago. They make the best sorcerers and have superior speed and strength.”

      “So, the draconic make the best spellblades, spiritualists, and good mages. Horned are soldiers and workers. Wolfkin are mages and knights,” Rys summarized. “To generalize.”

      “That’s largely correct. The Slayers and Saints are more unique, of course,” Alsia said, then paused.

      Rys sensed that Alsia had something more to say, but she chose not to voice it.

      For now, he let her keep it to herself. He’d learned enough as it was and had little reason to interfere with the Kinadain.

      “That makes you a potentially powerful mage. Hanna mentioned you were a Saint candidate,” Rys said.

      “I… was,” Alsia said. “It is hard to say whether that is still the case given my current situation.”

      “Not the question I’m asking. You can fight?” Rys asked, being more direct this time.

      “Oh. Yes.” Alsia nodded enthusiastically. Beneath her coat, Rys saw something move.

      As if spotting where his attention was, Alsia poked a long scaly tail from beneath her coat. A moment later, it ducked away again.

      “I was trained as a warrior until I was twelve,” Alsia said, pretending that showing Rys her tail was as natural as breathing. “Once my talent for evocation was discovered, I trained as a spellblade. My parents hoped that I would become a Slayer, like my brother.”

      “Your parents,” Rys repeated slowly.

      “They passed a few years ago,” Alsia said. “They were both hunters, and there was an incident in the Labyrinth.”

      Rys nodded and gestured for Alsia to continue. She looked at him oddly, but did so.

      “During a visit by the Fire Saint, my talent for evocation was recognized, and I was directed to train as a Sage.” Alsia looked up at the starry sky, as if searching for something. “For a brief time, I trained under Sage Hanna, as she knows a lot about magical theory. Then the elders drove her out and began training me personally.”

      “Were they any good at it?” Rys asked, amused at the idea of those old men trying to train a mage.

      “No. In fact, I already knew more than they did about sorcery. But they taught me a lot about leadership.” Alsia’s expression darkened. “They believed that I could be their tool. I let them believe that and kept up my training through occasional visits to Dalyros.”

      A flicker of movement. Rys knocked a tiny throwing knife out of the air, then grabbed Alsia’s arm. Without much effort, he dispelled the magical energy she had gathered.

      She winced, but didn’t resist as he held her against him.

      “I know you were only demonstrating, but assassination attempts are in poor taste,” Rys said. He let her go, and she rubbed her wrist. “You don’t have the talent for it, either. Why choose a physical method when your strength is magic? Blow a hole in your target’s chest with a magical lance.”

      “I didn’t think that would be very wise,” Alsia said drily. “You might not overlook something that might actually kill you.”

      “You’re assuming you can kill me.” Rys smirked at her. “Let’s head back inside.”

      A small pile of papers sat on the table now. Rys sat in front of them and pointedly ignored them, despite Alsia’s questioning gaze. She twisted her head, trying to read the words from her side of the table.

      “Is that some sort of contract?” she asked, her eyes racing back and forth.

      Rys’s eyebrows shot up. “Good eyes. It is. But before that, I have a question for you. Did you notice anything interesting in the mansion?”

      Alsia looked at him, her head still turned on its side. After several long seconds, she straightened up. “Such as?”

      “It’s an open question for a reason, Alsia.”

      A slow nod. “Your servants dress strangely. I had expected them to wear a uniform.”

      “Is that all you noticed in the mansion?” Rys asked, pressing for an answer.

      Alsia remained silent and instead sipped her tea. One of her fingers traced the lip of her full wine glass. Her gaze appeared to be considering it, but Rys suspected she was trying to avoid looking at him.

      “The servants are Lilim, a type of devil,” Rys said, watching carefully for a response.

      Just in case.

      Alsia kept her composure and finally met his eyes. Something flashed inside them—approval, he thought.

      Probably a good thing he hadn’t mentioned that Lilim were a type of succubi. As amusing as Alsia’s flustered reaction would have been, this was better.

      “So my brother was right. You are a monster,” Alsia said.

      “Not the words I expected to hear given the look in your eyes.” Rys smirked.

      “Maria hinted you were something more, hence her desire for you. And I already knew,” Alsia said. “I’ve been trained in how to detect infernals. My brother taught me. I’m surprised he didn’t realize.”

      “The only infernal he met was under a very powerful illusion. You’ve met him yourself,” Rys pointed out.

      Alsia blinked. “Captain Grigor?” she sounded genuinely surprised. “I guess his large stature appeared inhumanly large.”

      “He’s far larger as a demon,” Rys said. “But you want to work with me in spite of this?”

      “How you gathered your power doesn’t change. It does… raise complications in one particular area, but we can discuss that should it matter,” Alsia said, her face reddening.

      He had a feeling that “particular area” was a sexual one.

      “And above all else, your honesty is refreshing,” Alsia said.

      Rys tapped the contract in front of him. She stared at it, her expression making it clear that she didn’t understand what it meant.

      Sighing, Rys decided on a different tack.

      “Tell me, will you give me your word that you will never speak of anything related to infernals or your service to me?” Rys asked.

      “Of course, Lord Talarys,” Alsia said instantly, bowing her head.

      He snapped his fingers in the air. Her eyes locked onto them, body tensing for a moment. She appeared confused.

      “If I’d wanted to, I could have bound you to an infernal contract. I didn’t specify a penalty, so breaching your word would mean death,” he explained. Then he tapped on the paper again. “This is a written version of an infernal contract. I want you to read it and decide if you want to sign it.”

      “I don’t need to read it,” Alsia said, reaching for the pen beside the contract.

      Rys rolled his eyes and forced the contract into her hands. “Don’t be stupid. There’s a line between being loyal to gain an advantage and appearing like a fool. I’d prefer if you don’t cross it, given you’re going to rule the Kinadain for me.”

      Alsia nodded. “I understand.”

      As she dutifully read every line of the contract, sometimes mumbling to herself, Rys stared at her.

      He felt he was staring at a younger version of himself, only female and bearing strange draconic horns. Alsia actively played to his whims—or what she thought his whims were. Until she got what she wanted, she intended to do whatever necessary to keep him happy.

      How many times had he played to Lacrissa’s whims? How many times had she tested him with questions she already knew the answer to? How many times had her contracts contained obvious loopholes, just to see what he would do?

      “I feel there is a mistake here,” Alsia said. “This contract contains nothing regarding my service to you.”

      “That’s not a mistake. Think of whatever reason for its absence that you prefer,” Rys said. “The contract prevents you from betraying me, leaking secrets, or acting against any of my agents such as Maria. I also added in the part you wanted regarding marriage approval.”

      Alsia flicked through the contract. It was still over ten pages, due to all the extra details regarding contract variations and children.

      “What if I refuse your orders?” Alsia said.

      “I’m pretty sure I can punish you myself.” He stared at her.

      She gulped. “I see. Then I have two requests.”

      How daring of her.

      He gestured for her to continue.

      “First, the section on… marriage is too slim compared to the rest. I’d prefer if you had full approval of all related matters. It would make it easier if I could tell interested suitors to speak to you,” Alsia said.

      Rys contacted Tyrisa using mindspeak, then gestured for Alsia to continue.

      “Second, I want our agreement to say that you won’t order me to harm my people,” Alsia said. “I am honored that you trust me enough to give me freedom to act for you, Lord Talarys, but if I am to be bound like this, I don’t want this loophole in place.”

      “Sharp,” he said. “That’s good. You’ll need to be like that when dealing with devils and other leaders. I made that fairly obvious, but many political traps are more nuanced.”

      Alsia blinked. “This was a test?”

      “That depends on how you define a test. A test is something where, if you fail, somebody raps you on the knuckles and tells you what you got wrong. I wouldn’t have told you that you made a mistake,” Rys said.

      “Ah.”

      Their conversation was interrupted by a knock, then Tyrisa stepped inside. She shot Alsia a sharp look, then sat next to Talarys.

      “How can I help you, Rys?” Tyrisa chirped, focused on Alsia.

      Rys resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Alsia has two changes to make to the contract.”

      Tyrisa blinked several times, then turned fully to face Alsia and fixed a stiff smile on her face. “How can I help you?”

      “Allow me to explain,” Alsia began, a smug smile touching her lips.

      After they finished, and Tyrisa had pilfered Alsia’s share of the wine, Rys signed the contract with Alsia. The Lilim brought some replacement food, given the original plates were stone cold.

      “This is another devil?” Alsia asked, pointing at Tyrisa.

      “I’m a knowledge devil,” Tyrisa snapped. “You might be one of Lord Talarys’s regents, but I’ll be running things here.”

      Alsia raised an eyebrow. “He’s not ‘Rys’ anymore?”

      Tyrisa glared at Alsia.

      “Correction, Vallis runs things. Tyrisa just makes sure the mechanisms are oiled and will ensure I’m kept in the loop,” Rys said. “The full details are still a work-in-progress, while Maria and Vallis make sure I have a nation to rule.”

      “I’m going to be the Chief of Staff,” Tyrisa muttered. “That means I run everything.”

      “Chief of Staff?” Alsia asked.

      “It’s much more modern than all those stuffy court positions. It’s very popular in Hell to have secretarial positions within the court,” Tyrisa said.

      “Not now, Tyrisa,” Rys said. “We’re not explaining court bureaucracy to Alsia. Or to anyone. I thought it was bad during the Infernal Empire, but I’m impressed at how much more complicated it is now.”

      “Is that a thing infernals normally do?” Alsia asked.

      “Yes,” both Tyrisa and Rys said.

      Tyrisa deferred to Rys, her eyes twinkling as she waited for him to say something.

      “Devils love hierarchy and bureaucracy,” Rys said. “Nested layers of nobility. Webs of bureaucracy that can only be navigated by ancient devils or by being important enough to know the right people. Pointless conferences with hundreds or even thousands of infernals, where nothing is decided during the actual conference despite an eye-watering catering bill.”

      “You are trying to replicate that?”

      “No,” both Tyrisa and Rys said again. But this time, Tyrisa sounded disappointed.

      “I spent my life fighting this nonsense. Centuries of working with Araunth and Duar to hold things together despite all the idiots trying to burn everything down.” Rys shook his head.

      Alsia nodded sagely. Then said, “I appreciate that. Also, you just said ‘centuries,’ did you not?”

      Rys smirked. “I did. Now that you’ve signed that contract, perhaps it’s time I told you a little about myself.”

      The reactions of these mortals never grew old.
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      Alsia left in the morning but promised to return shortly. Her retinue left with her.

      “That went better than expected,” Vallis said as they watched the Kinadain ride toward the mountains. “I couldn’t believe it when I heard that they overthrew all the elders.”

      “It’s efficient,” Rys said.

      “I’d call it ruthless. Something you’d do.” She stared at him. “You didn’t put her up to it, did you?”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with her until last night.” Rys turned and entered the mansion. “Don’t take too many lessons from her.”

      Vallis jogged to keep up with him. The Lilim closed the doors after they entered, their eyes tracking Rys closely. Nobody else was present.

      Now that Maria wasn’t in danger, Grigor took back command of the war front. Fara assisted him. There were movements from Compagnon that suggested something major was on the horizon. Rys wanted to be ready to crush their counterattack, then deal with his enemy once and for all.

      “I would have thought you wanted me to be more like her,” Vallis said. “Cold, respected, willing to do whatever it takes.”

      Rys gave her an amused look. She scratched her cheek.

      “I’m interested in results, not how you act around me,” Rys said. “Speaking of which, how are the preparations coming along?”

      “For making you eternal emperor of everything?” Vallis asked.

      “If this tiny stretch of land is everything, then I don’t want to know what they taught you at the mage tower.”

      Vallis rolled her eyes. “Well, it’s everything to you right now, isn’t it, Mister ‘I can’t leave the mansion?’”

      Rys refused to deign that with a response.

      After a cough to clear the air, Vallis answered Rys’s original question, “It should go faster now the Barul thing is dealt with and Alsia has approved of you as elder. I don’t need to worry if Maria will drop dead if she signs the wrong document.”

      “I’d ask why she needs to sign documents, but…” Rys trailed off.

      They both nodded at one another.

      “Tyrisa,” they said in unison.

      “I didn’t know record keeping could be done so well,” Vallis said. “But she insists on having everything in writing. I guess it’ll be useful when we become larger. I’ve heard of lots of merchant companies practically collapsing when they grow too large, because their record keeping couldn’t keep up with their growing size.”

      “As ridiculous as the Empire’s bureaucracy was, it needed to exist because of its obscene size.” Rys frowned at the thought of controlling anything that large. “Too many devils who felt they were owed power. Wealth coming out of their ears. People like Tyrisa keep everything running smoothly, and smarter infernals treated them well.”

      “Is that why you let her act like the spoiled bitch she is?” Vallis asked drily.

      “I let her act like that because she’s not spoiled. It’s called posturing. She’s trying to impress me, the same way that a powerful demon flexes his raw strength.” Rys stepped into his study. “I know her background. She worked relentlessly in Hell to get where she was.”

      An imp looked up from where it was cleaning the desk, then continued with its duties.

      “Doesn’t make her less annoying. And isn’t keeping so much paperwork dangerous? We’re doing some questionable things here.” Vallis grimaced. “The elders got caught out that way.”

      “You’re forgetting that we’re about to create a nation. Those ‘questionable things’ will become the daily running of an empire soon enough,” Rys pointed out. “We’re going to be powerful enough to not care. Once you’re in charge, you’ll be glad you have things in writing. Saves you the effort of arguing with others over what people remember.”

      Vallis scratched her cheek again. “Can’t say I thought of it that way. Anyway, Maria’s coming here now that she’s finished with the Kinadain. Should be here tomorrow. We can work out the rest of the details then.”

      She ducked out of the room, leaving Rys to his thoughts.

      He had many. Primarily, whether he needed to keep his power as secret as he thought.

      Alsia knew he controlled infernals. So did Maria and Vallis.

      His words about being powerful enough not to care rung in his ears. Soon enough, hiding his infernals would be more harmful than revealing them.

      Once he ruled a kingdom, how many people would care enough to oppose the infernals if they didn’t cause trouble? In his experience, very few. People had complained bitterly about the Infernal Empire, but it had been everyday life for almost everybody. They adapted.

      Even so, he needed to be careful. Rys trusted Grigor to keep the demons in check. No reports of rampaging demons had come in, and he planned to keep it that way. The same applied to the Lilim’s desires.

      People’s willingness to overlook things they disliked vanished very quickly when they felt threatened. Pillaging demons or wandering succubi could ruin Rys’s plans practically overnight.

      His mind turned to his manor. Earlier, he had held off on finishing the design. That felt like a mistake now.

      He wandered downstairs, entering the sub-levels. With only a few messages to the Lilim, he cleared out the detached building and marked it as off limits.

      As planned, his final design consisted of a hollow square design with a central courtyard. Each side of the square was a separate wing, consisting of a long corridor with rooms off the side. He ensured there was a throne room and a ballroom as well.

      The central courtyard was the main attraction, so he filled it with hedges and a fountain. The hedges provided a privacy wall around the central fountain if he or anybody else needed privacy. His bedroom would be next to the courtyard, so that he could easily access the rest of the mansion.

      Everything else would be designed as necessary. He suspected a lot of it would become office or residential space. Vallis, Maria, and Alsia would all require their own staff. Then there’d be guards and servants, once he started recruiting people who weren’t infernals.

      Somehow, Rys felt that he’d done this a few times before.

      During the war against the angels, Malusian had given him a fortress near Marnn. That had remained Rys’s fortress for most of his life. He had stayed in palaces elsewhere, given how often he had been deployed to fix problems in the Empire. But he struggled to recall another time he built a mansion or castle from scratch.

      Damn seals and his altered memories.

      Vallis intruded on him the next day, while he concentrated in his study. Rys sat at his desk, a ball of flame hovering steadily over one hand.

      “You’re getting the hang of it,” she said, after she entered without knocking.

      “Slowly. It will be months before I can use it in combat. I can’t even use sendings,” Rys said.

      “Those are harder than they seem. I hear that part of officer selection in most militaries is based on how much training is needed.” Vallis took a seat on the edge of his desk. “Like I said, I spent years learning. These days I mostly use magic to organize my paperwork.”

      “You have Tyrisa for that now.”

      “Please. She gets on my case whenever I let my outbox get out of order.” Vallis rolled her eyes.

      The two of them sat in silence for some time. Vallis kicked her legs in the air, watching Rys closely.

      Eventually, he looked up at her. “Maria isn’t here yet?”

      “Nope.”

      He stared at her. She smiled back at him.

      “You’re bored, aren’t you?”

      “Extremely,” Vallis chirped. She ducked her head when he glared at her. “I’m used to constant activity, not waiting for things to happen. I don’t know how you just… wait. Same with Fara. If I put both of you in glass boxes for a week, I doubt you’d care.”

      “I’d care a lot,” Rys said drily. “Things are going to happen this week.”

      “Okay, then what if I did it last week, after Barul? Don’t play dumb with me.”

      He shrugged. “It’s something you learn. I’m as bad as you are with nothing to do, which is why you always see me doing things. Learning evocation, reading, drinking with Grigor or Fara. The trick is to find things to do.”

      “Right. And the thing I’m doing right now is annoying you,” Vallis said. She smirked when he glared at her.

      Sighing, Rys snuffed out his little flame. “Fine. I’ll entertain you.”

      The two of them sat in silence for the next thirty seconds.

      “I don’t feel entertained,” Vallis said.

      “You said you were going to annoy me.”

      “Ah.” Vallis nodded. She stroked her chin. After a few moments, her eyes lit up. “Have you and Fara fucked yet?”

      Rys felt glad that he wasn’t drinking anything.

      “I’m sorry?” he asked, certain he’d misheard.

      “She’s been mothering me a lot less lately. More approving smiles, fewer attempts to lock me in my room after several hours of lecturing,” Vallis said. “And unlike you, she doesn’t turn on her soundproofing most nights. I hear things.”

      The lewd grin on Vallis’s face spoke volumes about what she heard from the neighboring bedroom.

      “I think you already have an answer to that,” Rys said.

      “She could just be really horny.”

      “Are you sure you’re not projecting?” Rys raised an eyebrow.

      Vallis’s face blew up, turning completely red. She looked away. Words tried to escape her mouth, but came out as incomprehensible stutters.

      That was a yes, then.

      “Okay, so teasing you was a bad idea,” Vallis said, face in her hands.

      “You have heard the Lilim talk about me, right?” Rys asked.

      “Nope. Other than when they bring food and drink, I stay away from them. Can’t say I like the idea of being near succubi much. I spent my life controlled by debt. Being controlled by other urges, especially if magic is involved, is something I’d prefer to avoid,” Vallis explained.

      Rys frowned. His fingers drummed on the desk. This was a side of Vallis that he hadn’t noticed, and he had only himself to blame.

      “The Lilim won’t touch you without your express permission,” Rys said, voice cold. “Has anything happened?”

      Vallis blinked. Her eyes widened. “Oh. Oh no, absolutely not. I just don’t like the idea. It’s a, uh, hang-up, I guess.” She flushed and scratched her cheek. “It’s embarrassing to talk about.”

      “You organized the loans with Tarmouth, though,” Rys said.

      “That was… harder than I said it was,” Vallis muttered. “I give Tyrisa a hard time, but she helped a lot there. Hours of poring over the contracts and making sure that nothing could be traced back to me if something went wrong.”

      “I see.”

      Silence fell.

      Vallis played with her skirt. She’d been favoring frilly collared shirts and pleated skirts as the weather warmed, ditching her heavier and finer clothes. Even her thigh-high stockings were thinner, such that Rys could see her skin through the black fabric. He’d be lying if he said he didn’t imagine what was beneath them, given how attractive she was.

      “A simple question, then. If you’re so worried about being tied down, why are you still here?” Rys asked, his tone neutral.

      Vallis’s eyes widened and she looked at him in shock. “Because I…” She paused and steadied herself. “You aren’t tying me down, that’s why. Maybe I’m in a bit too deep to easily walk away, but you always gave me a choice. My situation is different to Maria’s and Alsia’s.”

      “And you don’t feel it could change?”

      “Don’t you say that you care about results, not how I act?” Vallis tried to smirk. “It’s a little rich for me to run away from you, after everything you’ve done to help me. Maybe you do things I don’t understand, but you’re the best thing that’s happened to me.”

      Her hand crept across the table and touched his. She smiled at him. When he didn’t push her away, she let out an explosive sigh.

      “Hell, Rys, you scared the shit out of me,” she said, holding a hand against her chest. “The way you just switch off your emotions sometimes is fucking terrifying, you know? Can you promise to only do that to other people? And Tyrisa?”

      “Sure,” he said.

      They basked in the silence for almost a minute. Vallis’s fingers drummed against his hand while she caught her breath.

      A knock echoed through the room.

      “Come in, Maria,” Rys called out.

      Vallis pouted but schooled her expression before Maria entered.

      Maria entered wearing her usual black dress. She curtsied upon entering, then pulled up a chair next to Rys.

      Blinking, Vallis looked between Maria and Rys. Maria had sat between the two of them, despite how close Vallis already was to Rys.

      “Am I interrupting something?” Vallis joked, a frazzled smile on her face.

      “I don’t know, are you?” Maria asked.

      “Please don’t copy Tyrisa,” Rys requested, rapping Maria gently on the shoulder.

      “That’s fair,” Maria admitted. “My apologies, Vallis.”

      “It’s fine. I just wondered if you were up to something a little different.” Vallis smirked.

      Maria’s eyes glittered and one of her hands trailed up Rys’s thigh. Vallis stared.

      “Business, ladies,” Rys reminded them. He peeled Maria’s hand away from his crotch. “I’m here all day, but right now I want to know what remains to be done before we announce our new empire officially.”

      Maria pouted, but looked to Vallis, who shrugged in response.

      “I mostly needed to confirm that you wanted Alsia to rule the Kinadain herself,” Vallis asked.

      “That’s what we agreed,” Rys said. “I’d be reneging on my agreements with both Alsia and Hanna if I did anything else.”

      “Then I’d say that settles one thing: governance. You proposed that we have smaller governors for each region. Maria rules Anceston and its surroundings. Alsia rules the Kinadain and the mountains.” Vallis pointed her fingers at Rys. “But you boss both of them around as the big boss of the island.”

      “And you?” Rys asked.

      “I boss them around on your behalf,” Vallis said.

      Maria pouted, but remained silent.

      “So a federated model of governance,” Rys said. “Independent regional governments controlled by Maria, Alsia, and others that I then oversee with your help. That’s fairly sensible.”

      “Yeah, that. Although what I read about federalism sounded a bit different,” Vallis said.

      “Indeed,” Maria added. “I thought you would want to retain more direct control over your subjects, given your approach to Alsia and me.”

      Her hand touched his thigh again.

      “I said a federated model, not an actual federation.” Rys sighed. “In a federation, the smaller governments have genuine power, independence, and choice. I’m only providing the illusion of that.”

      “Right, because you control Maria and Alsia,” Vallis said, ignoring the fact that Maria was sitting next to her.

      Not that Maria cared. If anything, she liked what Vallis said. Her cheeks flushed and she leaned against Rys. Vallis pretended not to notice Maria’s affection.

      “Correct,” Rys said. “I want the benefits of local rule. Maria and Alsia know more about the region than I do, and the people want leaders they know and trust. But if the masses become upset, I don’t want them to be able to take their toys and leave. I’ll rule everything and only offer local power because I trust Maria and Alsia.”

      “What if people actually want to leave? Or if they find out and get really mad?” Vallis asked.

      “They can leave,” Rys said. “When I said they can’t leave, I meant at a regional level. A village can’t secede, but the villagers can all hop on a boat and go to Dalyros.”

      “Oh. That makes me feel a lot better.” Vallis laughed. “Not that I imagine many people will do that. But basically, nobody can dodge our laws and taxes by simply saying ‘I disagree’ and pretending that they’re not part of our empire.”

      “It is only right,” Maria said.

      Vallis smirked. “You’re real torn up over Barul, Maria. I can tell.”

      Wincing, Maria looked away. “It’s unfortunate that he died. But I saw it coming given his reaction to the duel request. What matters is that I’m free from my father’s schemes. Siding with Rys is my decision.”

      “Uh huh,” Vallis said. “I can tell by the fact your hand is slipping inside his pants right now. Should I leave, or…?”

      Despite her words, Vallis remained stationary as Maria undid Rys’s pants. His cock popped out, nearly erect, and Maria let out a breathy sigh. Vallis’s eyes widened, staring at his massive prick. She swallowed noisily.

      Rys backed up in his chair and pulled Maria onto the ground in front of him. She yelped, but let him pull her around. His hands yanked the front of her dress down. Her massive tits bounced out. A black bra held them in place, but Maria quickly undid it, freeing them.

      Her hot breath blew over his cock. It hardened within seconds, rising to its full height.

      “Holy shit,” Vallis breathed out.

      Her eyes glued themselves to his shaft. She licked her lips as his throbbing hot cock sat there, waiting for attention from her or Maria.

      Rys met Vallis’s eyes. She flushed, but refused to move. Instead, her hands drifted under her skirt. He watched as she parted her black panties and began to pleasure herself. Her eyes locked onto his length as she moaned his name.

      “No fair,” Maria said. “I’m the one in front of you.”

      The demihuman pressed her lips against his tip. Her tongue ran rings around it, greedily suckling on him.

      He grabbed her horns. She yelped again as he lifted her body until her gargantuan breasts pressed against his cock. After several long seconds, she got the message.

      But he didn’t let go of her horns.

      “Of course, Rys,” Maria breathed, voice laden with pleasure. Her hands pressed against the fleshy sides of her chest. She enveloped his length with her tits, until only the tip poked out.

      Her face stared down at his cock as it poked up at her.

      “So big,” she gasped.

      “Less talking,” he grunted.

      He rammed her face against his cock. Her lips closed around his tip as her eyes widened. Tits bouncing, she found her own face pressed into her own lewd body.

      Soon enough, Maria got the message and began moving. Her hands rubbed her tits back and forth along his length. She ran her tongue around the rim of his glans, bobbing her head up and down as saliva dribbled down his shaft.

      On the desk, Vallis’s moans increased in intensity. Her masturbation became more violent as she rammed her fingers inside herself. She’d unbuttoned her shirt and was rubbing her chest with her other hand. Her thighs were slick with her pleasure and the air filled with the sound of her ecstasy.

      “Rys! Rys!” Vallis moaned.

      She threw her head back and kicked up her legs. Juices sprayed out of her bright pink sex. Dark splash marks appeared on the carpet in front of her. Vallis kept moving, her eyes locked onto Rys, glazed with pleasure.

      Rys spotted Vallis’s orgasm. The sight nearly pushed him to climax, and he gripped Maria’s horns tightly.

      Below him, Maria looked up at him. Her eyes curved in pleasure and signaled that she was ready.

      He rammed her head down his cock. Her tits dropped as her face pushed them out of the way. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as he felt his length bulge her throat.

      He reached his peak. Thick rope after rope of his seed poured into her stomach. Maria gasped and moaned against his crotch as she deepthroated him during his climax. Her fingers pressed deeply into her own crotch, and she drizzled juices all over the carpet.

      Steaming gobs of white plopped onto her face after he pulled out of her. Maria gasped each time one struck her face. Her fingers greedily swept her face clean, and her tongue tasted each drop.

      “Seems you enjoyed that,” Rys told Maria, but he also looked at Vallis.

      “Always,” Maria gasped out. “I’m here for your use, Rys.” She shuddered in pleasure as he pressed his cock against her face. The tip rubbed against her silver curls.

      “Wow. She’s totally yours,” Vallis said, pulling her fingers clear of her crotch. She blushed when Rys raised an eyebrow at her. “Uh, can we pretend this didn’t happen?”

      “No.”

      Vallis blinked. “Um, what?”

      “We’re adults, Vallis. None of us are drunk. We deal with our desires like people. If you want some time to think, that’s fine, but I’m not pretending you didn’t cover my office floor in your juices while watching me slam my cock down Maria’s throat.”

      Vallis’s face practically exploded from embarrassment at the blunt way that Rys put her actions. She looked down at her crotch, which was a sticky mess.

      “Fuck,” she muttered. “Yeah, that was pretty hot.” She gulped. “Some time to think would be nice.”

      Then Maria slipped Rys’s cock into her mouth again, and Vallis forgot what she just said. Instead, her fingers slipped into her crotch while her brown eyes locked onto Rys’s massive length. She lost herself in pleasure.

      Rys would deal with Vallis’s feelings another day. For now, he indulged. A storm was coming.
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      “Compagnon are finally making their move,” Fara told the assembled cabinet. “And it’s a big one.”

      “Indeed. We’ve rooted out almost all of their agents and allies near Anceston and Port Mayfield. They have no choice but a full offensive,” Grigor said.

      Grim faces met the pronouncement. Taras had spotted Compagnon’s movements a few days ago, causing Rys to immediately recall his cabinet to discuss actions.

      Grigor and Fara represented his military and they assembled figures on top of the map inside the war room. Vallis, Alsia, and Maria watched nervously. Walking between everybody, Tyrisa handed out recording crystals with images of Compagnon’s forces as well as important reports.

      Breakfast sat untouched to one side. Everybody nursed tea or coffee. Rys was on his third coffee, as he had been talking through developments with Vallis since dawn.

      Given the situation, almost everybody had traveled during the night. The Malakin and Ashen had ensured their security.

      “They can’t be planning to attack Port Mayfield and Anceston at the same time,” Maria said. “Every advance they’ve tried to make has failed. Why would they try the same thing, but with more forces?”

      “Because that’s not what they’re doing,” Rys said. He pointed at a mass of figures between Compagnon’s capital, Aretiers, and Anceston—they were massed at a town known as Harpiscon. “The soldiers at Harpiscon are a distraction. They didn’t expect us to spot the attack on Port Mayfield.”

      “If they attack Port Mayfield, won’t that anger Tarmouth?” Alsia asked.

      “That doesn’t matter anymore.” Vallis scowled. “We finally found out why Tarmouth is so angry with Compagnon. The Malus League are involved. Even though we cut off the supply of artifacts to Compagnon, they somehow were still selling a ton to Tarmouth. There’s only one other source they can have.”

      Alsia’s eyes widened. “The elders were cooperating with the Malus League all along? That’s… that’s an even greater betrayal than I imagined.”

      “I doubt they knew,” Vallis said. “Your artifacts were a cover for the Malus League.”

      “Why?” Rys asked.

      Everybody looked at him.

      “Right, you wouldn’t know.” Vallis nodded. “The Malus League tried to invade Tarmouth once before. They’ve been cut off ever since and forced to rely on smugglers and land trade.”

      “Yes, that explains a lot,” Rys said. He sighed. “So now Compagnon’s cover is blown and Tarmouth is cutting them off?”

      “Yep. My contact even forgave a huge amount of the loan they gave us. Called it ‘war relief,’ although it’s only if we shut down Compagnon.”

      That was some genuine bad blood between the Malus League and Tarmouth. Then again, Tarmouth were funding the enemy of their enemy. To the merchants ruling the city, the money they gave Rys was nothing compared to destroying a competitor.

      No, destroying a threat. Tarmouth saw the Malus League as an existential danger. Something to remember in the future, when Rys needed to deal with his southern neighbor.

      “That’s nice, Vallis, but we have a problem now,” Fara said. “Compagnon have given up playing nice. They’re going for the throat and trying to take Port Mayfield in the hopes that they’ll cut us off from the world. They have nothing to lose now.”

      “Why not send Captain Grigor to destroy their army in the west? Then return and deal with the army at Harpiscon?” Maria suggested.

      On the surface, it appeared possible. The army approaching Port Mayfield would take another couple of days to reach it, given how poor the roads were. Grigor moved fast by contrast.

      “They will attack Anceston the moment we are out of position,” Grigor said, his eyes dimming behind his helmet. “They could reach the city in a day. Perhaps less if the officers cracked the whip. I have maintained a strong vigil to prevent this.”

      “Why haven’t you taken Harpiscon yet?” Alsia asked.

      “It’s a day’s march from Aretiers and full of mages.” Rys shrugged. “The moment we take it, Compagnon will throw everything at us. Capturing it will allow us to take Aretiers at any moment. It was the next move, once things solidified.”

      Rys stroked his chin. He’d hoped to have announced himself as king before now and summoned more infernals. The situation with Barul and Alsia had absorbed more time than he’d anticipated.

      His cabinet debated with each other what the best action to take was. But there weren’t many infernals to deploy, and neither Maria nor Alsia had a large army. Alsia hadn’t even finished taking up her position of elder over her dains. If she tried to raise an army from the Kinadain, she might find herself staring down a rebellion instead.

      Rys couldn’t help but feel that if he’d had a spymaster, then this situation would never have happened. The Malakin were talented, but Taras wasn’t a proper spymaster. Neither was Grigor nor Fara. Compagnon’s actions were spotted after they took them, not before.

      A good spymaster would have agents inside Compagnon, capable of spotting and sabotaging an attack like this in advance.

      Something to talk about later. He still lacked the power to summon Asa safely.

      For now, the solution to this problem was straightforward, but unfortunate.

      Defend Port Mayfield with Grigor and the infernals. When Compagnon attacked Anceston, hold them off with a militia until Grigor returned. The cost would be great, however.

      If Rys could leave the castle himself…

      “Grigor, how many infernals would you need to defend Port Mayfield?” Rys said. “Without worrying about Anceston.”

      A hush fell over the room.

      Grigor eyed Rys for a long moment. “If I do not need to return to Anceston quickly, then not too many. The foe consists of elite knights and spellblades from Gauron. I would only take elites. My best noble demons, half of the Ashen, several Lilim, and some Malakin for scouting.”

      That left the fodder to defend Anceston.

      By itself, it wasn’t enough. The reason Rys had been wary of taking Harpiscon was because it contained several mages, and it had been reinforced with a company of mercenary knights. Compagnon had spent big—or were relying on Malus League soldiers pretending to be mercenaries. He had wanted Compagnon to split their forces first, like they had now.

      “Do it. Take them,” Rys said. “Send everybody else south of Anceston.”

      “Rys—” Fara began to say, her eyes widening in alarm.

      “I have something I want to try. If that fails, then I’ll summon additional infernals to win the battle,” he said.

      Grigor nodded. “Understood. I will leave it to you.”

      The demon prince stalked out of the room, leaving the others to wait in silence.

      Turning to Maria, Rys said, “I’ll need you to prepare everybody for a major battle near Anceston. If I succeed, it won’t come to that. You should also prepare for my infernals to be spotted.”

      “You believe it will be that bad?” Maria asked.

      “A battle of this size near Anceston will attract attention. Compagnon will try to spread fear as well.” Rys clicked his tongue. “In fact, everybody should prepare for this. Vallis, Tarmouth might get cold feet. Same with the Kinadain, Alsia.”

      His three administrators nodded, but their expressions were grim.

      After he dismissed them, Rys immediately headed to the sub-levels. Orthrus lurked down here somewhere. Time was of the essence, as Rys didn’t know how long it would take to do what he wanted to do.

      “Rys, wait!” Fara shouted. Her shoes clicked on the stonework as she ran after him. “What is this about?”

      He didn’t slow down for her, but she caught up to him anyway as he started poking his head into every room. Her tails hung low behind her.

      “Rys?” she asked.

      “I’m looking for Orthrus,” he said.

      “Not going to tell me what you’re doing?” she asked. “I might be able to help.”

      “I doubt it.” He paused. “No, there’s the slimmest of chances that you might be able to help. You said foxes can teleport?”

      “I’m two tails short of that, Rys.”

      “But you have the potential. That means something about your magic allows you to. I might be able to use that,” he said.

      Despite his lack of an explanation, Fara dutifully followed him through the sub-levels. Eventually, they found Orthrus in a small room close to the kitchens.

      The wisp hovered over a book, but this time an imp stood beneath him.

      “Next page,” Orthrus said.

      The imp grumbled but turned the page.

      “Since when have you been abusing my imps?” Rys asked.

      “If this is abuse, I wish to hear your word for some of the things your demons do,” Orthrus said. The wisp stared at Rys for several moments, then sighed. “I take it you are not here to talk.”

      “Oh, we need to talk. But I need you to come with me.”

      Rys dragged Orthrus to the control room. Fara looked around at the strange room in confusion.

      “So, what exactly are you trying to do in here? This is where you control the castle from, isn’t it?” Fara said. “Don’t tell me you’re going to move the castle to Anceston or something?”

      Rys paused, then looked at Orthrus. “Can I do that?”

      “Perhaps eventually. Castle Aion’s location is not fixed, although that is a complex situation,” Orthrus said after a moment’s thought. “But I doubt you have the power to maintain a mobile connection to the Labyrinth.”

      “Power, huh.” Rys nodded. “Sounds like a lot of what the castle can do comes down to power. And that power comes from the Labyrinth, doesn’t it?”

      Orthrus looked at Fara, then back at Rys. “In a matter of speaking.”

      Rys waved at the power slates. “The slates are made of the same material as the power conduits. Those conduits power the seal, which is what keeps me trapped here. But you said yourself that somebody could take them outside the Labyrinth.”

      “Not very far. But yes, they could. I do not follow.”

      “Why can’t I use the power of the castle to leave here? Or, more accurately, the power of the Labyrinth? Given they’re the same,” Rys asked. “Because I did that earlier when I put a slate in here. I couldn’t leave the keep, and then I could. If I surrounded myself in a bubble of magical energy drawn from here, why would the seal trap me here?”

      Orthrus remained silent, but Rys knew that the spirit was thinking.

      Meanwhile, Fara looked lost. She only knew the very basics of what the slates and castle did.

      “Yes, that might work. But the cost would be extortionate,” Orthrus said. “I do not recommend trying to go far. Or leave for very long. The damage that could be done to you if you ran out of power outside of the castle could be enormous. Ideally, someone could teleport you. Or you’d have a failsafe that teleports you back here.”

      Fara shook her head. “I can move fast, Rys. But I can’t teleport. Are you sure this is worth the risk?”

      “You’re the one who told me I needed to get out of the castle more,” he joked. When her expression didn’t budge, he shrugged. “I’ll test it out before I try it. But I’m the only person other than Grigor with the power to fight armies. If this works, it will also lower the suspicion as to why I don’t ever leave the manor.”

      Fara didn’t agree, but she didn’t disagree. Rys took that as a win.

      With Orthrus’s help, he was able to channel the castle’s power around his entire existence with a day’s practice. Rys was using magic drawn through the power slate. Originally, he’d reserved it for summoning, but this was far more useful right now.

      The hardest part was protecting his soul, as even that needed to be protected.

      “A little more,” Fara said, using her tails to detect Rys’s magic in the astral plane.

      Rys was a sorcerer. While it was possible to affect the astral plane with sorcery with sheer brute force, his ability to sense the effects was minimal.

      “I didn’t know you could do something like this,” Fara said.

      “If you couldn’t, angels and other astral beings would be immortal. It just takes obscene amounts of power to affect the astral plane,” Rys said. “It’s also what makes archangels effectively immortal. They exist as concepts in the greater astral plane. The amount of power necessary to truly kill one would vaporize Harrium.”

      “Really? Then what happened to the ones who are missing? I thought several died in the Cataclysm?” Fara asked.

      “They did die, but they come back. My old mentor called it ‘ether-touching’ as a new archangel inherits the power and memories of the old one through the astral plane,” Rys said. He ticked off fingers. “Azrael died first, when Hades was destroyed.”

      “Hades?”

      “One of the two continents. Home of the reapers. Don’t worry much about it, but it is the source of the death wind that makes sailing so dangerous,” he explained. “Next was Samael, I think. He went down at some point after Pandemonium—that’s the other continent that was destroyed—declared all out war against everybody. Raphael just vanished when the archangels leveled Pandemonium. Popular theory is that he was used as fuel to nuke the continent.”

      “Fuel,” Fara said flatly. “They used an archangel for fuel?”

      “To wipe out a continent and all traces of its inhabitants. You don’t know the angels. They’re not cuddly, friendly do-gooders. Rather, they’re frightening automatons of death and destruction that obliterate everything that gets in their way. There’s a reason it took a century for the entire Infernal Empire to push them back, even though the angels were weakened,” Rys said.

      Fara frowned and looked away. Her tails curled around herself protectively.

      After a few moments, she tried to say something. But then she stopped.

      “Can we talk after this?” she said. “The battle, I mean.”

      “We can talk anytime, Fara,” Rys said. “But I get what you mean. Let’s deal with this first.”

      They had an army to destroy.
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      Orthrus advised Rys not to take very long. That turned out to be very ambitious.

      “I have literally hours,” Rys said.

      “Can you use magic like that?” Fara asked, alarmed.

      “So long as I only use my own power.” He frowned. “I might be able to stretch this out to half a night at best, but I need to get back, or find a Labyrinth entrance. The latter is technically faster. I’ll have a Malakin find one for me, just in case.”

      “I take it we’re going to run very fast,” Fara said.

      “Who said anything about running?” Rys said.

      He grabbed her by the waist and yanked her against him. She squealed and hit him in the chest instinctively.

      Fortunately, she hadn’t used her magic to strengthen her muscles yet. But he still felt his ribs shake from the impact. Fara hit like a battering ram.

      “Don’t do that, please,” Rys said.

      “That’s my line,” Fara snapped. She glared at him from within his arms. “A little warning, next time?”

      “Would you have snapped my neck if I tried to princess carry you?” he asked.

      “Why don’t you find out?” she growled.

      Ignoring her threats, Rys focused. The spell he was casting was a tricky one. He suspected he knew better versions of it, but that knowledge was hidden within the seal on his power.

      A glowing red circle of power appeared around their feet. Fara’s tails curled around them as she made sure she kept every part of her body inside the circle. He hadn’t told her what he was doing, but it seemed she had some idea.

      Rys finished his ritual. Shadow erupted around them, followed by a flash of red light.

      An instant later, they stood on a hillside. The mansion had vanished. A village was visible in the distance, a few torches burning as dusk approached.

      Fara ripped herself from Rys’s arms, her face turning pale. She collapsed to the ground. Her hands rose to her chest as she gasped for air, then held her bulging throat.

      “Oof, sorry about that. Teleportation with infernal sorcery is rough,” Rys said. He looked away in case she threw up. “We’ll need to do it once or twice more, too. I can’t go very far with this spell.”

      Groaning, Fara lay on the ground. “Why?”

      “Because it’s a shit spell and teleporting mortals is hard.” Rys shrugged. “It operates like a portal, and your body isn’t used to changing its physical position relative to Harrium like that.”

      “I don’t get it,” Fara moaned. “How come you’re fine?”

      “I’m a tough guy.”

      “Fuck you.”

      After a few minutes, Fara pulled herself back up. She rubbed her temples and looked around.

      “Where are we?” she asked.

      “Dunno. It’s not Castle Aion, though,” Rys chirped.

      He rolled his arms and breathed in the air. This wasn’t true freedom, but he had escaped his prison for a few short hours. His surroundings were something other than an endless Labyrinth and his mansion.

      Returning was going to be painful, he realized. Especially as journeys like this were too risky to do often.

      Rys felt the power of the castle draining away with every second. How long would it take to rebuild the reserve of power he was drawing upon? A day? A week? Months?

      A problem to address later. For now, he needed to deal with Compagnon.

      He cast a brief spell and a glowing red needle hovered above his hand. It pointed almost due south-west.

      “Is that a compass?” Fara asked.

      “It’s a navigation spell. I tuned it so that it would guide me to our troops,” Rys said. He dismissed the needle. “Distance is done by feel, though. It might be one jump and then a jog.”

      “That’s a damn useful spell. How come you haven’t used it… Oh.” Fara grimaced.

      “Yeah. I actually know a lot of spells that would be useful if I wasn’t trapped inside a mansion and an unmappable Labyrinth that blocks teleportation,” Rys said.

      “Given the choice, I’d block your teleportation, too,” Fara mumbled.

      Rys frowned. “We’ll go the rest of the way on foot after the next jump, then.”

      That proved to be a wise decision, given Fara’s dinner ended up decorating the forest floor.

      Grimacing, Rys waited for her to recover. The second teleport had placed them within a few miles of their destination. Twilight descended around them, and purple rays from the sun scattered against the forest canopy.

      “This place really is in the middle of nowhere,” Rys said. “These trees look as old as I am.”

      “Older, even,” Fara croaked out.

      He looked over as she straightened up. Her tails shifted, and a trickle of water ran over her face. She washed her face clean with water conjured from the air, then cursed.

      “I am not going back with you,” she muttered. “I’ll crawl back if I have to.”

      “That won’t be necessary. I’ll win the battle, but you’ll have to do the cleanup,” Rys said. “Since when have you been able to summon water like that?”

      “It’s part of the same branch of techniques that my flames come from,” Fara explained.

      She remained wobbly, so Rys gestured for her to continue while she got her strength back.

      “Foxes have three primary disciplines of magic. Five, technically, but the clans argue over two of them.” Fara smirked and shook her head. “We’ve been united for centuries, but we still can’t agree on something that simple.”

      “I want to guess, but if you’re arguing over two of them, I suspect I’ll get them very wrong,” Rys said.

      “I’ll save you the trouble. The primary three are force manipulation, elementalism, and detection. The Pride and Garrote clans also have the physical discipline. Finally, only Pride actually teaches disruption, because everybody else hates my kind,” Fara said. She scowled at the reminder that her tail color separated from other foxes.

      “How many clans are there again? Six?” Rys said, remembering something about a “Six-Star Alliance.”

      “Five. Garrote are the spies and assassins. Pride, the warriors. Lotus, the merchants and diplomats. Gold are pompous pricks. And Seven-Leaf are the bitter remnants of the clans that Chief Taira destroyed while uniting our people,” Fara said.

      “That doesn’t sound very united.”

      “Things were better when she was around to manage things and crack heads. That’s why three of the clans are specialized. They stopped fighting her centuries before I was born.” Fara ran a hand through her hair. “Anyway, I can use elementalism. But enforcers like me don’t use it much, other than the spiritual flames. I’d rather punch someone than douse them with water.”

      Color returned to Fara’s face and she looked steady again.

      Rys cast his navigation spell, bringing up the glowing arrow. “This way.”

      They jogged at first, then ran once Fara got annoyed at Rys’s slow pace. She sprinted ahead of him and forced him to catch up.

      The forest was overgrown. Dense undergrowth obscured the ground, and thick roots protruded at random from beneath piles of leaves and small plants. Nocturnal wildlife began to creep out as darkness fell, their glowing eyes watching Rys and Fara.

      Only long experience and magic allowed Rys to move as fast as he could. No wonder the Compagnon army moved so slowly on its way to Port Mayfield. An army could move twenty to thirty miles a day on good roads, but this was closer to trekking through a jungle.

      More roads would be vital in the future, Rys decided. The forest helped him now, but he imagined a future where it prevented his armies from responding to a threat.

      “Do you ever turn your mind off?” Fara asked when they stopped for a brief break.

      Rys surveyed the surroundings while checking his spell and what he remembered of the map. They were close, but not close enough to detect his infernals yet.

      “I’ve never been one for meditation,” he said. “You’ve been awfully snippy today.”

      Fara winced. “Your teleportation didn’t help with that.”

      “It started before that. You nearly caved my chest in when I grabbed you at the mansion.”

      “Oh. That’s different.” Fara’s tails lowered to the ground, and she had the decency to look embarrassed. “You surprised me.”

      “So you punched me?” Rys asked. “I figured we were close enough that a little physical contact wouldn’t lead to that.”

      Fara rolled her eyes. “You’re the first person to sweep me into their arms in… forever, I think. My training and a century of experience tells me that being suddenly grabbed is bad. I haven’t had any reason to unlearn it until now.”

      “You’re not great with men, are you?” Rys mused.

      “Men aren’t the problem,” Fara said. “Like I said, I’d have been happy to roll around in your bed if this was a fling. But this might be something more and that’s… new to me.” She shifted uncomfortably. “Sorry. I’ll try not to hit you next time.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’m no stranger to women enforcing personal boundaries however they want. It comes with the territory of dealing with succubi.” He smirked. “They’re very used to doing what they want and react very extremely if taken out of their comfort zones.”

      “Please don’t compare me to a succubus.”

      “They’re very attractive women,” Rys said.

      “Rys.”

      He laughed and Fara giggled in response, her stony facade collapsing.

      Shortly after, they found the infernals. A few Ashen smoked cigarettes in front of an abandoned village, just off the main road to Anceston. Rys sensed the rest of the infernals hiding within the village itself.

      “Shit, boss, is that you?” Margrim shouted when he saw them. His cigarette fell from his hand, causing the albino dwarf to curse.

      He crushed the sizzling stick into the ground, only to jump as Rys clicked his fingers and reduced it to motes of prismatic light with hellfire. The Ashen gulped and stared at their summoner.

      “Yeah, definitely you,” Margrim said with a grin. “Grigor said you were up to something. Nice to have you with us in person, boss.”

      Ignoring a cigarette offered by the Ashen, Rys stood with them. He looked around the village. The demons lurked within the buildings or their shadows. None of the buildings were lit up, but moonlight remained an issue. An enemy scout could spot them if they wandered around.

      “Any signs of activity?” Rys asked.

      Fara refused a cigarette as well, her ears pricking up as Rys spoke.

      “Nothing,” Margrim said. “The Prince-General let me know he was attacking tonight. Caught the enemy troops marching late. Poor bastards won’t stand a chance.”

      The Ashen laughed and made a few crude jokes at Compagnon’s expense. Rys ignored Fara’s questioning gaze.

      “Is everybody here?” Rys wanted to be sure of his situation.

      “Yeah, the last few demons trooped in this afternoon.” Margrim left his death stick in his mouth and ticked off his fingers using both hands. “Let’s see: there’s five of us Ashen; three Malakin; four Lilim; three noble demons; and just shy of thirty lesser and greater demons.”

      That sounded like a lot, but Rys knew there were over two hundred soldiers at Harpiscon, including a lot of mages and knights.

      While the Ashen made small talk, Rys checked on his reserve of power in the castle. He still had plenty left, but not enough to wait for Compagnon to make a move.

      “We need to assume Compagnon will attack tonight,” Rys said. “They know we move fast. When they realize we’ve attacked their other group, they’ll march on Anceston.”

      “So, defensive positions?” Margrim asked.

      “No. We’re going to Harpiscon,” Rys ordered. “We’ll take the fight to them.”
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      They took an hour to reach Harpiscon. Rys felt the clock tick down, as the reserve of power in the castle dwindled.

      Dozens of mercenaries rushed around the outside of the town. They dragged loaded wagons onto the road while the officers woke up everybody trying to get some sleep. Torches blazed from the keep overlooking the town.

      Harpiscon was a small town, but it had a major difference that separated it from most other towns in the region. Defenses.

      A small stone wall ran around the town and up the hill to the keep. That keep was also made of stone and overlooked the valley the town sat in. Most of the town was surrounded by farmland, and several villages dotted the outskirts. Only the road to Anceston was forested.

      Supposedly, Harpiscon was a relic of a past venture by a noble from Gauron. It was a frontier town, intended to be used as a staging post for a push into the mountains. Faded dirt paths ran south and south-east, into the distant foothills.

      The Kinadain no doubt put an end to that a long time ago. Rys wondered if Compagnon had thought to do the same thing, until they struck a deal with the former Kinadain elders. That might explain why the elders had betrayed Maria so easily, for what little it mattered.

      Harpiscon itself sat on top of the largest river in the region. Tributary rivers from Anceston and the nearby foothills joined together to the east and ran through the town. Despite the town’s relatively small size, a massive stone bridge split it in two. Watermills sat on both sides of the river, powering sawmills, grain-mills, textile production, and other hydraulically powered means of production.

      In short, Harpiscon was important to the region. An industrial powerhouse that supported the nearby farming villages. A strategically important military outpost given its walls and placement on the river. It was also the last major defensive outpost that Compagnon held other than its capital, Aretiers.

      “They look busy,” Fara said. She kneeled atop a tree, her blue eyes glowing as she monitored the enemy.

      “They must know that Grigor attacked the other strike force,” Rys replied.

      They’d received word from Grigor that his attack was underway. Given what they saw here, Rys had been right to anticipate an immediate counterattack by Compagnon.

      Fara jumped down and approached him. The other infernals were moving into position nearby, preparing to launch an ambush or deal with any scouts. Less than half-a-mile lay between them and the outer wall of the town.

      “What would you have done if you were still trapped inside the mansion?” Fara asked.

      “Summoned more infernals. I told you,” he said. “The power I’m using right now could have been used for that.”

      “Would it have been enough?” she asked.

      He stroked his chin. “It depends on how many infernals I would be willing to risk. Most likely, I would have summoned another demon prince like Grigor.”

      Fara stared at him. “Another one?”

      “I know a few.” One, really. But he was big enough to count as several demon princes, in Rys’s mind. “Not as strong as Grigor, but he would have gotten the job done.”

      “Why wait, then?” Fara laughed. “Or did you want to leave the castle that badly?”

      “That was on my mind. But the longer I put this off, the harder it might become. There’ll be a problem that only I can solve, and I won’t be able to mess around for a day to find out how to leave the mansion,” he explained.

      “Fair. It’s nice to know this wasn’t some crazy plan of yours. It felt a little desperate,” she said.

      Compagnon’s mercenaries continued running around in front of the town. They didn’t appear ready to move anytime soon.

      Rys assessed the situation with a critical eye.

      Most of the civilians remained in the town, but the people loading the wagons looked like innocents. Hurting too many of them or burning down the town would hurt his image of a “savior” who was driving Compagnon out of the region.

      If he went in hard, he’d be doing Compagnon’s work for them. They’d scream about his infernals and turn public opinion against him.

      Archers and mages stood on the walls, along with what appeared to be town guards. Although the guards were complicit with Compagnon, Rys assumed they’d surrender. Otherwise, they’d be collateral damage. Someone who took up a weapon wasn’t an innocent.

      The keep appeared to be occupied solely by mercenaries. Several heavily armored knights controlled access through the external gatehouse, and his Malakin reported that the commander was giving orders from the courtyard.

      Most of Compagnon’s soldiers gathered outside, however. Dozens clustered in front of the wagons, wearing plate armor as they sharpened their weapons. They appeared to be veteran soldiers.

      “If Compagnon can buy soldiers this good, why haven’t they conquered the region sooner?” Fara asked.

      “The same reason I’m not sending Grigor around to tell everybody that I’m in charge,” Rys said drily. “Taking land by force creates rebellion. Killing soldiers leaves behind children that want revenge. Stealing the land from nobles means you have influential and intelligent enemies who can escape to other nations.”

      “You don’t seem worried about that,” Fara pointed out.

      “There’s a reason I’m asking you and Grigor to kill or capture everybody that opposes me.” Rys looked at her.

      Fara grimaced and looked away. “Right. We… need to have a conversation about that later.”

      “I expected a more vitriolic reaction from you.”

      “I’ve had more time to think about what I’m doing. And about you.” She sighed. “Anyway, if we kill every mercenary here, they’ll still have children who oppose us, won’t they? You can’t stop that.”

      “No, I can’t. But you can’t make an omelet without breaking some eggs, and you can’t conquer someone or something without making enemies. That’s life,” Rys said.

      “Only you’d compare violent conquest to cooking.” Fara raised an eyebrow as she watched more soldiers mass in front of the wagons. “Do you cook, by the way?”

      “I can make an omelet.” He smiled when she looked at him.

      “Please don’t tell me that was some sort of violent joke…” Fara trailed off. “It was, wasn’t it?”

      He winked at her, then raised a hand. “I have some cooking to do here.”

      “You’re the worst.” But Fara smiled as she shook her head. “A frontal assault?”

      “No, there are too many mages on the walls. And I want to minimize damage to the town. I think we can lure them out if we bombard them from afar. We’ll have the range advantage if we lob hellfire at them from here, and you can summon barriers, can’t you?” Rys asked.

      “I can. I’ll let Margrim know and move everybody into position,” Fara said.

      Within a few short minutes, everything was ready.

      Rys stepped out of the forest. The mercenaries didn’t notice him.

      Then he began casting an infernal ritual. A circle of red light lit up the night, and every eye in the clearing turned to him.

      “The demons!” a mage called from the walls. “Now!”

      That response gave the impression that they were prepared for Rys to attack. When arrows and spells rained down on him within seconds, disappointment welled up within him.

      He’d hoped for a trap or some sort of impressive ritual. Instead, they just threw all of their firepower at him.

      Behind him, Fara cast a barrier. An invisible wall of force blocked every arrow and spell flying toward him.

      Rys continued to cast. As a dramatic flourish, he yawned.

      More arrows rained down on him. The workers near the wagons ran for the walls as the soldiers formed ranks. A shimmering barrier of light appeared in front of them.

      How cute. They thought he was going to throw hellfire at them.

      When his ritual finished, Rys raised an arm into the air. He clenched his fist and flames burst around it.

      A moment later, a pillar of flame incinerated every soldier that had formed up in front of the wagons. When the spell cleared, all that remained were a few motes of light.

      Plus a few limbs and some equipment that had been on the edge of the flames. Rys made a note to tweak the spell for the future, as he hadn’t provided enough power. He was still adjusting to his current restrictions under the seal.

      The rain of arrows and spells ceased. A lull fell over the clearing.

      “If Harpiscon surrenders and hands over everybody working for Compagnon, I won’t need to do that again,” Rys called out.

      The ritual lit up beneath him again for effect.

      Screams erupted from the workers. They banged on the doors of the front gate, which was closed. Mages and archers flew into a panic, many running away. Some shouted after those that fled.

      A roar came from the keep. It was joined by more shouting, and soon dozens of knights charged down the hill. More soldiers joined them, including a few of the town guards.

      Rys didn’t stick around. He stepped back into the forest. Balls of hellfire exploded behind him, as Margrim and the Ashen bombarded the mercenaries.

      The knights were sturdier than the other mercenaries, however. They barged into the forest, battle cries escaping their lungs. Their enchanted armor glowed as they walked through the Ashen’s flames.

      More soldiers followed them, although their screams of pain made it clear that their protection was far weaker.

      The moment the knights got close enough, the demons burst out from the shadows. Some leaped from trees, others from behind shrubs. The result was the same.

      A mass of demons met a company of knights.

      Rys led them. His axe glowed red with infernal energies. The commander of the knights led the charge. His dark blue armor looked especially thick, and his halberd glowed with runes. Rys recognized the runes from his knowledge Gift. They were commonly used by humans in rune-crafting, and amongst the least powerful runic languages.

      The commander’s halberd exploded into shards upon contact with Rys’s axe. Rys refused to let the commander regain his footing and blasted him with hellfire at point blank range. His armor ceased glowing within an instant as Rys’s raw power overwhelmed the enchantments. Not even a scream escaped the commander as his body disintegrated inside his armor.

      Around Rys, the demons cleaved apart the other knights. Some demons went down, as these were dangerous foes. Fara crushed helmets with force blasts and twisted arms at impossible angles. The Lilim whisked away what demons they could from the rear, but were careful to avoid danger.

      Within a few short minutes, the battle ceased.

      Flames crackled nearby before the Ashen put them out. Bodies littered the clearing, some groaning in pain. The demons efficiently checked the wounded and finished off any that were too hurt to be easily healed by the Lilim. The rest were tied up to become prisoners.

      Fara had already left and stood at the edge of the forest. Margrim stood next to her, hurling balls of hellfire at a few fleeing stragglers.

      Not every mercenary had fallen, it seemed.

      That meant the time for subtlety had passed. Compagnon knew he used demons. They’d called Rys one the moment he appeared. What they wanted was proof.

      Odds were high that many of the mercenaries carried recording crystals. If even one of them escaped, they’d spread the recordings. Even without them, there’d be a huge growth in propaganda from survivors. Compagnon faced destruction now that both of their attacks had failed.

      Rys stepped out from the forest, gesturing for Fara to follow him.

      The gate stood open, allowing a few remaining workers to flee inside. The moment Rys appeared, it slammed shut. A man banged on the door, screaming to be let in.

      Rys raised an arm, and it glowed bright red. He held it high for several long seconds. The mages and archers on the walls scattered, ducking out of sight.

      The man banging on the door didn’t turn. He cried out for help.

      “Oh for…” Rys cursed. “Fara, knock him out of the way or something.”

      Fara batted the man to the side with a blast of force. A moment later, Rys blew the gate apart. Burning chunks of wood slowly turned into prismatic light while the guards watched on in terror.

      Rys strode through the wreckage of the gate. Several town guards leveled spears at him, shaking as they did so.

      He glanced at them, then raised an eyebrow. “Really?”

      The noble demons assembled behind Rys and cracked their knuckles. Margrim lit up a cigarette. Fara tried not to look out of place.

      Dropping their spears, the guards surrendered.

      Rys twisted his head and addressed the noble demons, “Gather up all the mercenaries. Every mage and soldier that isn’t wearing a guard uniform.”

      “What if they change clothes? Try to blend in?” one of the demons asked.

      “A few will get away,” Rys said. “The guards will know better than to let them stay.”

      The noble demons grinned and laughed, then barked orders at their weaker brethren. Soon they were wrangling the archers and mages outside of the town, and some were heading into the town itself.

      “You,” Rys said, pointing at the closest guard. “You know where to find the town leaders? The mayor, any important merchants—you know, the people who think they run the place.”

      “I do,” the guard stuttered. “Why?”

      “You’re going to find them all, wake them up, and tell them to meet me in the keep as soon as possible.”

      “I am?” the guard asked, eyes wide. The other guards looked at him and stepped away.

      Rys gestured. One of the Malakin stepped out from the shadow of a nearby building and stood next to the guard.

      “Oh,” the guard said. He stared in terror at the black-clothed form of the Malakin.

      “Let’s go,” Rys said, ignoring the guards.

      The keep was tiny. An entrance hall, meeting room, and rooms for a lord and his lover to stay. Rys sat on the far side of a cheap wooden table and kicked his feet up.

      Margrim smoked near the entrance, staring out of the holes in the wall that someone might generously describe as windows. Although Rys couldn’t see her, he knew that Fara was meditating behind him.

      The town’s leaders arrived in less than forty-five minutes. Rys had enough time to deal with them, but he needed to teleport away shortly.

      While he could push himself for another hour or two, this was his first journey outside of Castle Aion. Risking his life was foolish.

      Only three people came with the guard. The guard stood at the entrance and appeared less terrified. Margrim offered him a cigarette, which he took.

      Rys guessed the three representatives to be the mayor, the guard captain, and an important merchant of some sort.

      “I’ll make this brief,” Rys said, keeping his feet up. “I’m your new ruler. Compagnon are gone, and they won’t be on Kavolara for much longer.”

      “So, we replace one group of thugs with another, except he has demons,” the town mayor said, an elderly woman with a stern face. “I assume you want control of the watermills as well?”

      “You misunderstand,” Rys said. “I don’t care about your mills. The three of you are going to Anceston tomorrow to speak with Lady Maria. After that, you’re going to help her bring Harpiscon and the surrounding villages into her plans to unify the region.”

      None of them responded. They looked at each other, initially confused. Then comprehension dawned on them. They licked their lips and stared at Rys with a mixture of terror and hope.

      “You’re Lady Maria’s backer,” the mayor said.

      “I am. You’ll learn more about me in the coming weeks.” Rys smiled.

      The three of them took deep breaths.

      “What if we refuse?” one asked. The head of the guards, judging from his uniform.

      “You can either work with me or stand down,” Rys said.

      They blinked at his answer.

      He continued before they regained their bearings, “What I want from you right now is simple. You’re going to tell me about any Compagnon agents in the town and nearby villages. You’ll work with Maria and keep the town running happily. I imagine you’ll fix the gate at some point. Sorry about that.”

      “They’ll come back,” the guard captain said. “You’ve won today, but tomorrow—”

      “No, they won’t,” Rys said quietly.

      Silence.

      Rys frowned. “Sorry, they will, actually. But they’ll die when they do. Just ask your guards what happened to Compagnon’s army here. And, as I said, soon Compagnon won’t be here at all.”

      Nods. They seemed to understand now.

      “Which leaves me with one last problem,” Rys said. He lowered his feet and leaned forward, resting his head on his hands. “Some of you might have financial connections to Compagnon. Maybe some of the townspeople do. I understand. But you won’t have any when the sun rises.”

      The merchant of the trio looked uncertain, but refused to say anything.

      Rys looked at the merchant. “Maybe you think I can’t find out. That might be true. For now. Maybe you’ll keep it secret today. And tomorrow. And for the next few months. But one day, I’ll find out. When I do, you’ll regret not listening to me. Understand?”

      “Yes, your lordship,” the three echoed.

      With a wave of his hand, Rys sent them away into the night. They might end up being trouble, but that’s why he had Maria. Adversity was a good teacher, and some disobedient political leaders might be an easy way for Maria to learn some important lessons.

      Fara slipped onto the table next to Rys. “How do you do that?”

      “Do what?” he asked, genuinely uncertain what she wanted to know about.

      “Make them obey you so easily. Until the very end, you didn’t even threaten anybody directly. I expected more ‘Do what I say or die,’” she said.

      He shrugged. “The threats are implicit. I invaded the town with a bunch of demons. By ordering them around after such a huge show of force, I don’t need to hold a sword to anybody’s throat. They get it.”

      “Shouldn’t they have resisted? They asked one time and then backed down instantly.” Fara scowled. “I shouldn’t be saying this, but I’m disappointed they just let you roll over them.”

      “I did that intentionally,” Rys said. “When they asked what I’d do if they refused to help me, I could have threatened them. Told them I’d chop their heads off or feed them to my demons. Maybe it would have worked. But it might have sparked resistance in them.”

      “Why did they give up, then?”

      Rys chuckled. “You know what a false dichotomy is?”

      “When somebody pretends that there are only two options, when there more or both options are possible at the same time,” Fara said. “You’re not going to tell me you won them over with the mystical power of a logical fallacy?” She glared at him.

      “No. But people focus on the options presented to them, rather than those they have to imagine themselves. I offered them the choice to work with me or walk away. Naturally, they could choose a third option and try to resist me. But I’d just offered them an easy way out and their minds were focused on the simple, effortless options in front of them,” Rys explained.

      “That sounds far too simple,” Fara said. “Aren’t these people who run the town?”

      “They’re still ordinary people. Specifically, ordinary people with power they don’t want to lose, and lives they want to keep. If I’d threatened them, things might have deteriorated, but appearing avoiding confrontation has an almost magical effect on people,” Rys said.

      “You still threatened them at the end, though.”

      “I did, but only after they’d already made up their minds to work with me, and after offering them an easy way out.” Rys shrugged. “A lot of this is basic psychological manipulation. Stronger-willed people ignore it, as they have principles and act on them, but most people go with the flow. That applies even to people who think they’re important.”

      Fara clicked her tongue. “Watching you deal with Maria and Alsia made me think you were soft. What would have happened if they had still refused you?”

      “I would have killed one of them. Making threats and not following through on them would only make them think I’m weak.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “And that wouldn’t have made things worse?”

      “Not especially. I’d say some nonsense about how I don’t deal in threats, that this is what I do to my enemies, I did the same to Compagnon, etcetera.” Rys waved a hand in the air. “This is theater, Fara. All of it. The goal never changes. I’m just trying to minimize the amount of wasted effort in conquering people that I don’t have to.”

      “Sometimes I wonder how much of what you’re saying is genuinely evil, or if it only sounds evil because you’re so blunt about it. You don’t hide behind pretexts.” Fara scowled. “Everything you say and do messes with how I see things.”

      “Does it matter?” Rys asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “In the sense that I’m committed to you: no, it doesn’t. But it does because I want to understand you. At some point I might wake up from my selfishness and want to feel justified.”

      His hands wandered to her tails, which swiftly batted him upside the head. He chuckled.

      “Well, when you feel like talking more, I’ll be at Castle Aion. Grigor will be here later tomorrow, I imagine. Maybe the day after if he has to chase many stragglers.” Rys stood up. “We’ll have to have some celebratory drinks, just like last time. Except this time, I got to be part of the fun.”

      “You did, didn’t you?” Fara smiled. “I feel like I should reward you, given I did tell you to get out of the castle more.”

      Her tails waved in front of his face, tantalizingly close yet so far away.

      “Don’t tempt me,” he growled.

      “It’s nice to know that I can tempt you.” She giggled.

      With a flash of shadow and red light, he left her behind and teleported back to the mansion.

      He had escaped the seal temporarily. Compagnon was collapsing. His new empire rose around him, and his grip over the women around him tightened with each day.

      While he felt he deserved a rest, Rys had questions. Questions that only a certain golden wisp could answer.
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      Almost nobody remained in the castle. Silence ruled the mansion, and the sub-levels were similarly deserted.

      Most of the infernals had been deployed to stop Compagnon’s offensive. Only Terry and a few demons remained behind, just in case a surprise attack was launched against the mansion. Magic surged across the grounds as the control room reconstructed the mansion according to Rys’s earlier plans.

      To Rys, it felt like a very muted celebration of a massive moment for him.

      He had escaped the seal, however briefly. Compagnon’s offensive had failed. His plans to build his own nation proceeded unimpeded, as Maria, Alsia, and Vallis were now immune to Compagnon’s influence.

      What remained to be done was even greater, of course. He still needed to announce himself king, or emperor, or whatever he planned to call himself. Propaganda was about to spread about his infernals, which would test Maria’s and Alsia’s growing political influence.

      And the Malus League lurked to the south. Their hand had been uncovered when Rys had dealt with the corrupt Kinadain elders, but he doubted that was the end of their involvement.

      Everything that Rys heard about the Malus League boded poorly for their relationship. Maria had mentioned that they enslaved demihumans. Given Rys had now aligned himself with a positive reformation of the Kinadain, he was now on a collision course with the Malus League.

      A great war for Kavolara lay just over the horizon. The question was how long Rys could put it off, because he didn’t have the resources to fight it yet. The Malus League were one of the four great nations of the archipelago.

      For the time being, Rys put the question off. He knew that the League would make a play sooner rather than later. Likely once they knew Compagnon had failed. But he couldn’t change the future by thinking about it.

      Despite how quiet everything was, one resident remained.

      Orthrus lurked in the same room as before. He hovered over a book, an imp turning a page every minute or so.

      “It is rare for you to seek me out,” Orthrus said, not looking up. “Even rarer for you to do so twice.”

      The imp ducked out of the room through a false wall, leaving the two of them alone. Rys sat on a stool. That left a table between himself and Orthrus.

      “There’s nobody else I can think to ask about this,” Rys said. “I’m not even sure if you’ll have an answer, but you know a lot of strange things.”

      Orthrus chuckled. “I am not sure if I should be pleased that is how you view me, but you leave me curious. What is this topic you wish to speak of?”

      “When I broke the power conduit, I saw something from my past. An event involving an angel,” Rys explained, searching for the right words. “How much do you know about souls?”

      “Given I freed you, you may assume that I know enough,” Orthrus said.

      Not much of an answer, but Rys had expected that.

      “If an angel altered someone’s soul, what do you think the result would be? Because I didn’t think that was possible,” Rys asked. “Everything I know about souls suggests that meddling with them ends poorly.”

      “Poorly is a gentle way to put it,” Orthrus said with a laugh. “You are referring to your own predicament, are you not? I was unaware that an angel was responsible.”

      Rys felt a chill run down his spine. “You knew?”

      “That your soul is out of alignment? It is a difficult thing to miss. At least, for someone who feels the astral plane as deeply as I do,” Orthrus explained. “But I had no way to know how it happened, or what effects it had on you. In truth, you are far more stable than I ever expected.”

      “I take it an unstable personality is the normal result if someone’s soul has been modified?” Rys scowled.

      Damn Azrael.

      “No. Death is,” Orthrus said flatly.

      Rys blinked.

      “Almost every instance of soul alteration I am aware of ends in death,” Orthrus continued. “In descending order of likelihood, the following results also occurred: brain death; complete loss of magical ability; physical disablement such as blindness or deafness; visual and auditory hallucinations; loss of emotions; rapid physical degradation of—”

      “Loss of emotions?” Rys asked, automatically latching onto the symptom he suspected matched his own.

      Tyrisa had observed something was off with his soul, given devils could see emotions with their soulsight. Azrael had intentionally altered his soul in order to mitigate Lacrissa’s emotional manipulation.

      In a vague effort to cover up his response, Rys added, “That doesn’t really match everything else you’re saying. Death, complete disablement, going insane, or becoming boring. I think I know which I’d pick.”

      Orthrus’s stare made it clear that the attempt hadn’t worked. “If only it was so easy to choose. Then again, the angels are different to others. Like the infernals, they are a special race. They lack a key component of life, that every other known race has.”

      “A magical essence. It makes them automatons. They’re huge balls of soul, yes,” Rys said.

      “Indeed. That makes them experts on the matter, even if they refuse to share any of their many secrets,” Orthrus said. “And the loss of emotions is a typical ailment from soul alteration. The cause is simple enough. By altering the soul, the astral energy fed to the subject is changed. Your existence was constructed to accept a very specific amount and type of astral energy. Awful things happen when that changes.”

      “Like becoming boring?”

      “Is that how you think of yourself?” Orthrus laughed. “Although I doubt you are suffering from an ailment. Your soul is undamaged. But it is still odd. Even minor changes to a soul are problematic. Too much energy overwhelms the body, resulting in physical damage or death. The wrong type of energy overwhelms the mind, resulting in mental problems. Altering a soul is a truly dangerous action.”

      Orthrus’s eyes bore into Rys. “I truly wonder how it is that your soul can be out of alignment, but you suffer no apparent ill effects. Vengeance is a terrifying, furious element. Your soul dwells deep within it. You should be an avatar of destruction. Someone who obliterates anyone who so much as looks at you the wrong way.”

      “If Azrael was like that, he would have wiped out the Infernal Empire a long time ago,” Rys said drily. “I doubt he had that in mind when he messed with me.”

      “Ah, so it was an archangel.” Orthrus fell silent for several long moments. “Your story grows so very complex. A general for the Infernal Empire, but one who is a potential puppet of Heaven?”

      “I am no puppet,” Rys growled.

      “And you are clearly still capable of feeling emotion.” Orthrus appeared to shake his head, but it was hard to make out given his appearance.

      Feeling that this was getting nowhere, Rys decided to explain the story in full to Orthrus. It took only a few minutes. The wisp listened intently without interruption.

      “That is troubling,” Orthrus said afterward. “Very troubling.”

      “Which part? His apparent invulnerability, his casual destruction of an entire fortress, or when he played with my soul?” Rys asked.

      “None of them. He knew he was going to die.”

      Rys opened his mouth to deny that, then stopped.

      Fuck. Orthrus was right.

      “I was pretty sure angels aren’t supposed to mess with time,” Rys said.

      “They aren’t,” Orthrus said. “While astral power allows for many things, actual alteration of time is not one of them.” The wisp sighed. “This topic needs considerable thought. More important is that, yes, he intentionally altered your soul. Although I am curious that you were as weak as you appeared.”

      “I was pretty young.” Rys leaned backward, careful not to tip over in his chair. “Not even a century old. You seem surprised.”

      “I suppose I am.” Orthrus hovered. “You’ve spoken little of your past.”

      “That goes for both of us,” Rys said. He drummed his fingers on the desk. “My life’s pretty simple, to be honest. I was born in Ruathym, then started my own forge. Lacrissa became interested in me because of my rune-crafting abilities. When I started getting old, she turned me into this.”

      Rys gestured to his artificially crafted body, which Lacrissa had created for him.

      “Eventually, she started sending me out to deal with threats. I think my growing strength amused her,” Rys said.

      “Then the Cataclysm happened, and she sent you to defend the Empire.” Orthrus nodded, feeling that he understood.

      “No, Duar did.”

      “Duar… Malusian’s body man and right hand,” Orthrus uttered.

      “You seem to know him personally.”

      “Duar and Malusian fought in the Emergence. Unlike the younger infernals, I don’t need to learn about them from others.” Orthrus paused. “So, you became a general through external intervention.”

      “Pretty much. I rose to power after that, but Duar gave me my first real opportunity at command.”

      “Yes, I see what you mean by a simple life,” Orthrus said.

      “And you?” Rys asked.

      Orthrus remained silent. The torches on the walls flickered.

      Rys wasn’t leaving things like this.

      “You were a researcher, weren’t you? Or close enough,” Rys asked, taking a calculated stab in the dark.

      The way Orthrus had spoken of soul alteration and its side-effects was telling. Like a scientist recalling experimental results.

      “I was,” Orthrus answered. “Once.”

      His eyes turned downward and stared at the book.

      Rys felt Orthrus’s desire for that knowledge. The pain of not being able to turn the pages himself and understand what has happened while he was sealed away. How many libraries of knowledge did Orthrus need to devour to catch up on what he had missed?

      Although Rys prevented himself from feeling too sympathetic. Orthrus could fill just as many libraries with his secrets and somehow knew about events that had transpired while he had been sealed away.

      But he had been more open with Rys since the first power conduit had been broken. That was a positive change. For what it was worth, Rys would try to work with Orthrus, so long as he received something in return.

      “As you may have guessed, I know much of this archipelago,” Orthrus said, surprising Rys.

      “You seem to know a lot about the seals. Did you research them?” Rys asked.

      “Hmm, the seals. Indeed, we did. There was an amusing pair that used to come ashore near the castle each year when it was located in Kinaria. We decided to see what the results would be if we ripped the soul from one, for science, of course—” Orthrus began to say.

      “Wrong seals, Orthrus,” Rys said flatly. “Although the story is macabre enough that I almost want to hear the end.”

      “Ah, then allow me to finish the joke.” Orthrus chuckled, but Rys wasn’t certain it was a joke. “The soulless seal eventually had a child, but said child only had an incomplete soul. It was a wraith of a seal, so to speak. Kin, really. Sadly, it lacked the ability to consume the souls of other beings in order to sustain itself and eventually perished. Such is life—or unlife, in this case.”

      “You sound far too attached to a soulless seal, Orthrus,” Rys said.

      “It was a valuable test subject. Much was learned.”

      Perhaps Orthrus wasn’t that attached, if the seal remained an “it.”

      “As for the seals we care about, they are vastly more complex and ancient. I have recalled more about them since the conduit was destroyed,” Orthrus said. “Your seal was created first. It originally contained the Creator himself. A godlike being that could only be contained by his own power. Ironic, no?”

      “Godlike? I didn’t expect to hear you use that word.” Rys frowned. He was always wary of that sort of description.

      Many beings thought of themselves as gods, but none deserved it. Even the archangels died, although they came back to life.

      “The more you explore the Labyrinth, the better you will understand the Creator’s power,” Orthrus said. “He may not be a god, but he manifested the closest thing to one that might ever exist. He and his two brothers used astral power in a way even the angels cannot.”

      “What about your seal?” Rys asked, preferring to talk about something other than supposed gods.

      “I do not fully understand it,” Orthrus admitted. “My knowledge tells me that it was supposed to break, but instead it has survived for thousands of years. Yours suppresses power. Mine removes it. Both interact with the power behind the Labyrinth itself, but in different ways.”

      “You’re talking about the thing lurking beyond the Labyrinth. Whatever it is that the power conduits draw from,” Rys said.

      Orthrus appeared to freeze. His eyes snapped toward Rys, and every motion of the wisp stopped.

      “You feel it,” Orthrus said.

      “It’s a little hard not to. The castle is connected to it,” Rys said. “I’ve been ignoring it, because what kind of idiot messes with something that obscenely massive? The power I’m sensing is as great as an archangel. Maybe greater.”

      Orthrus looked away.

      Rys wondered if he’d just called someone out.

      “The Labyrinth’s power source is immense,” Orthrus admitted, proving Rys’s suspicion correct. “But it is constrained.”

      By what, Rys wondered? With that much magical power, Rys could build his own magical wonderland.

      He supposed that’s what the Labyrinth was. The Creator’s magical wonderland.

      Orthrus clammed up, and Rys left.

      But questions remained.

      If one of the seals removed things, then those things had to go somewhere. Nothing could be created from nothing. Rys regained his memories. They had been kept somewhere.

      Was there a place within the Labyrinth that kept them?

      Was there a thing inside that Labyrinth that held Rys’s memories? That might be learning from them, using them to make the place more dangerous?

      While it sounded absurd, the Labyrinth learned from its invaders. Something or someone controlled the place.

      Power came with a cost, Rys realized. The castle and Labyrinth might be able to help him, even after he broke his seals, but what price might he pay?
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      Not long afterward, Grigor and Fara returned. Rys drank with them late into the night.

      Probably not the greatest idea, in retrospect. The Kinadain had gifted them bottles of whiskey. Local stuff. Strong, unfiltered, sometimes with added herbs or honey, and with vastly varying flavors and quality.

      Rys knew this, because the three of them had plowed through far too many of the bottles. Fara had watched with a mixture of terror and fascination as Rys and Grigor drowned themselves in strong spirits.

      The resulting hangover was intense. Rys groaned while he lay on the sofa in his office.

      A knock sounded at the door. Rys felt that the room exploded, taking his head with it. He refused to respond to somebody who ignored the sign ordering them to leave him alone.

      The door opened with a soft click.

      “I suppose this answers the question of whether you and Grigor get hangovers,” Fara said.

      “Why did you knock?” he groaned.

      Fara paused. “Wow. You really are done for. How much did you drink?”

      “I lost count after the third bottle. Weren’t you keeping count?”

      A snort. “In case you didn’t notice, I fell asleep. I had to stop drinking or I’d pass out, but it still got to me eventually. Vallis carried me back to bed.”

      “How nice,” Rys drawled. “I woke up in a pile of sticky liquid.”

      Silence.

      Fara began to giggle, then burst out laughing.

      “Not that sort of sticky liquid.” Rys rolled his eyes. Or tried to. The movement physically hurt, forcing him to shut his eyelids as tight as he could.

      “The whiskey, I know,” Fara gasped out. “But just imagining you and Grigor…” She broke down in a fit of giggles again.

      Rys did his best to let her laughter wash over him.

      Eventually, she stopped laughing at her own imagination. She padded up to him and he felt her hand on his forehead.

      “You seem fine,” she declared.

      “I am never relying on your healing skills again,” he responded, glaring at her.

      She rolled her eyes, taunting him with her ability to do so. Her hands gestured for him to move over. He did not do so. Her eyes rolled again.

      Gently—and Fara was actually gentle—she lifted his head and upper body and sat on one end of the sofa. Then she sat his head on her lap. Her tails curled over his lower body and she stared down at him.

      The warmth of her body crept into him, seeping through his head and clothes, until it reached his very core. Rys sighed. Her fingers brushed the hair from his fringe. They feathered over the side of his head, tracing a curve around his ears. Every sensation was amplified by his closed eyes.

      Rys was left alone to the sounds and sensations that Fara gave him. The rustling of her tails and clothes. The rhythmic accompaniment of her breathing. The feel of her fingers on his skin. The brushing of air against his body as her tails moved.

      A soft sensation tickled his lower body, and he automatically reached for the cause. Fara gasped as his hands sank into a soft, fluffy object. Her fingers froze.

      “I’ll let you off with a warning today,” Fara murmured. She resumed playing with his hair.

      Rys gently ran his fingers through her tail. Soft gasps, full of heat and longing, joined the chorus of sounds he heard.

      His explorations taught him many things about her tails. That the bristly tips of her fur only went half an inch deep. Those bristles grew in density toward the tip of the tail, where her tail transitioned from black to white fur. Running his hands along the bristles produced softer moans and sometimes giggles.

      So Fara’s tail was ticklish, if he brushed it the right way.

      His hands sank deeper, and he got a smack for his trouble. A strong core of something ran through the very center of the tail.

      “Don’t touch that,” Fara said. “You can really hurt me if you mess up my tail.”

      “That’s not a bone, is it?” Rys asked.

      He knew that ordinary foxes had bones in their tails. As did many other animals.

      “No, but we need something to connect our tails to our bodies,” Fara answered, speaking softly. “We control our tails using magic within our bodies, rather than muscles. Casting intricate arrays would be impossible otherwise.”

      Rys suspected there might be other reasons. Almost the entirety of Fara’s tail was fur, with only a small core running through the center. If the fur itself held astral energy, then maximizing the amount of it was ideal for a designer.

      That fact made Rys pause. Fara was a divine being, which meant she came from another world.

      No, mystic foxes were originally a race of divine beings. Fara was definitely native to Harrium. She had parents here, grew up here, and had mentioned thoughts of becoming a mother. Her race had lived here for at least a thousand years.

      Most divine races couldn’t reproduce on Harrium. Infernals had failed every time to use their mating ritual here, due to the incompatibility between the local magical energy and the infernal energy required to sustain infant life. Even when it succeeded, the results were horrific.

      By the time Rys had been born, Ariel had long since banned any attempts to create infernals in Harrium. The heartlessness required to experiment on their own children had been too much even for the infernals.

      Which made mystic foxes even stranger. Fara was a divine being that felt like a native of Harrium. Her race didn’t feel like an accident, either. Infernals varied immensely, with countless strains and species within the broad categories of demons and devils. Mystic foxes felt too perfect, by comparison.

      Rys was reminded of the angels, who were a created race. Angels didn’t reproduce—although Rys had heard that archangels supposedly could. Instead, angels were crafted in Heaven as footsoldiers and sent to Harrium. Vastly greater beings supposedly lived in Harrium. The angels were only the army of Heaven. Messengers, essentially.

      If mystic foxes were created by something or someone, it would explain a lot about them. But it also left many questions open. Questions that Rys was in no position to answer.

      Rys and Fara remained together for longer than Rys tracked. His headache dulled. Fara meditated, but her fingers continued to weave through his hair. The gentle sensation running along his face lulled him, and he dozed.

      Humming filled the room when he came to. He opened his eyes and looked up at Fara. Her eyes were closed.

      The room was peaceful.

      Eventually, Fara noticed he was alert.

      “Feeling better?” she asked.

      “Much.”

      She continued to hum, and they remained together in this blissful state for several minutes.

      Eventually, her fingers prodded at his ears.

      “Fara,” Rys said aloud.

      “Back home, it was fairly common to clean ears like this,” Fara said. “I cleaned my sisters’ ears occasionally. When I was really little, some of the village elders cleaned mine.”

      Ear cleaning. What.

      “Please don’t put anything smaller than your elbow inside my ears,” Rys said.

      Fara laughed. “Yes, that is the reaction I expected. It’s odd how normal it is back in Pharos, but everybody from Gauron recoils in horror.”

      “Hearing damage is no joke.”

      “Could I even permanently hurt your ears?” she asked. “But it’s different for foxes, anyway. We have to regularly clean out the fur and bristles around our ears. And while that fur protects our ear canals, if we want to maintain our excellent hearing, it is important to clean them out occasionally.”

      “Fara—” Rys began to warn her.

      “I won’t touch your precious little ears.” She wiggled one of them and he resisted the urge to grab her arm.

      A question rose up within Rys. “Why didn’t your parents clean your ears?” he asked.

      Fara grimaced. “Foxes are raised communally in most clans. I knew my parents, but I never had much of a relationship with them. They grouped together all the foxes born within several years of each other, then assigned several older foxes to take care of us. When we got older, we then split into clan groups based on age and undertook training outside of our village.”

      She sighed and looked up. “That’s part of why my sister is here. She wanted to be a mother—a real mother. So when I came here, she followed and raised her daughters for as long as she could before they needed to start doing the clan training.”

      Once again, the problem of the mystic fox clan requiring the individuals to sacrifice for the good of the clan had arisen. Rys let the topic drop for now, and instead relaxed on Fara’s lap.

      She traced his Adam’s apple with her fingertips.

      “I told you in Harpiscon that we needed to have a talk, but it can wait,” Fara said. “This is nice.”

      “It is.” He waited for a few seconds. “But unless you want to talk about something really big, I don’t think you should put it off.”

      The feeling of her fingers on his neck felt odd, as he felt a slight pressure while he spoke.

      “It is big, but… smaller than I thought it would be.” Fara sighed. “I thought this would end up being an argument, but now I feel that I can just voice my thoughts.”

      “I take it they won’t be positive ones,” Rys said.

      “Most will be. But a few will be on things that I disagree with you about.” Fara smiled sadly. “Maybe I should turn this into an argument over them, but I know you well enough that it would be pointless. Everything you do has so much thought and experience behind it. I might not be able to change how I feel about something, but I want to at least understand.”

      Rys sighed and closed his eyes.

      “So, are you starting with the worst topic or…?” Rys asked.

      “Let’s rip the bandage off,” Fara agreed. “I’ve been helping you slaughter your way through Compagnon’s mercenaries. While I’m trained to kill—that’s what an enforcer does—this has been much different. Since I gained my fourth tail, I’ve slain monsters to protect Pharos or killed those who threatened Vallis’s family. This is…”

      She frowned and looked at the wall. Even after several long seconds, she didn’t finish her sentence.

      “More proactive,” Rys said, saying what she wouldn’t but in a friendlier way. “Hence why you want to talk it through.”

      “Yes. I feel that I’m stepping over an invisible line,” Fara said.

      “If you had been asked to do this as an enforcer back in Pharos, would it be different?”

      “I… I don’t know.” Fara’s lips thinned. “Things came close to civil war when Taira vanished and the new alliance chief was… not who everybody expected. The idea of killing so many of my kin kept me up at night. I left Pharos not long after.”

      Rys saw the unbidden tears in Fara’s eyes and sat up. She tugged at his arm, preventing him from standing. Her head slipped into the crook of his neck while her tails tickled his side.

      “Does this feel the same?” he asked quietly.

      “No. But I feel that it should. I’ve lived here for decades. Killing and capturing so many people should make me feel worse. But it’s so easy to justify it, because of what Compagnon did, or because I’m helping Vallis, or because I care about you,” Fara mumbled. “Does that make it right?”

      “You realize I’m not going to give you an answer you’ll like?” he told her.

      “You’ve never given me an answer I’ve liked. But you have given me answers that I need to hear. I’m trying to pull my head out of the sand I’ve kept it in for most of my life, and I need you to help me, Rys.” Her hands pulled at his clothes.

      “The simple answer is that it doesn’t matter if anything is right. All that matters is that you feel good about what you’re achieving,” he said.

      She looked at him in shock and disbelief.

      He continued, “That’s why the demons don’t care. To them, there is no right or wrong, only what they can and can’t do. Except Grigor, but he’s an exception.”

      “I could tell,” Fara said. “He’s so unlike every other infernal.”

      Rys smiled at that, but he quickly stopped. “Personal justification is what you need to get through life. You’re doing that right now. Compagnon is evil, therefore you can kill the mercenaries who fight for them. Or maybe it’s just about love. The mercenaries do the same thing. They’re just taking a job, and everybody in their way is only business.”

      “That’s cold. Do you view everybody like that?” Fara asked, her eyes narrowing.

      Chewing on his lip, Rys considered his next words. He had wanted to place himself away from Fara, so this discussion could be better controlled. She frowned at him when he tried to move away, her lips twinging downward as if she didn’t understand why he was trying to stand up.

      So he remained seated next to her.

      “There’s a gap between my personal approach to people, and how I run an empire. I care about you, but the people in Anceston are a faceless mass. When you’re ruling an empire, people are a resource,” Rys said. “Peaceful, loyal subjects have high value. They become the craftsmen, engineers, bankers, mages, and officers that lead the empire. The value of enemies varies based on whether they can become loyal subjects in the future.”

      “I’m surprised you put people into buckets like that,” Fara said.

      “I use those buckets to keep the infernals under control. Useless enemies are fodder and can be killed or imprisoned without issue. Few people miss them, although I’ll need to be careful with the soldiers.” Rys frowned. “There’s only so far that ‘he took up a sword’ goes to excuse things. Slaughtering an army of conscripts is brutal.”

      “Most soldiers are ordinary people, yes,” Fara said. “So is almost anybody.”

      “The difference is that soldiers are loyal subjects, except they’re fighting for the other side. They haven’t done anything wrong, except be born in the wrong country,” Rys explained. “Once I conquer that country, they stop being ‘the enemy’ and become peaceful, loyal subjects. For the most part. There are always units of soldiers who do awful things.”

      “So, you consider this to be some sort of karmic system? Retribution for the sins that people do?” Fara asked, her voice uncertain.

      Rys opened his mouth to deny that, then froze.

      Retribution? That sounded an awful lot like vengeance.

      Had Azrael subtly affected the way he approached life? Simply by existing, Rys’s soul invisibly affected his decisions. That was what souls did.

      The possibility bothered him, but he brushed his concerns away.

      “That was never the intention, but it helps justify it,” Rys said. “It’s mostly about balancing competing needs. The infernals enjoy wanton violence, and I want a peaceful empire where people don’t worry about being murdered at random. That’s why there’s a huge bucket called ‘peaceful loyal subjects.’ They’re off limits.”

      “What happens when the infernals get bored? Or if a massacre happens despite this?” Fara asked.

      “Then Grigor or I remind the infernals—or whoever is responsible—who sets the rules and sends some stupid infernals back to Hell,” Rys said flatly. “Sometimes they don’t make it back to Hell.”

      Fara gulped. “You just kill them?”

      “I told you before. You can’t set rules or make threats, then not follow through,” Rys said. “People will only obey if they’re reminded that there are consequences for disobeying.”

      “I can’t help but feel that this is self-justifying. If you’re powerful enough, can’t you do things a different way? Is violence the only option?” Fara asked.

      “If a dictator orders his people to survive on a grain of rice a day, can he ensure that happens? Of course. But only by killing everybody who disobeys, and watching everybody else starve to death,” Rys said. “Power isn’t absolute. I have my limits.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” Fara muttered. “It still feels wrong that I’m okay with slaughter because I dislike who I’m killing, or that I care more about you than them. Do you think there’ll ever be a time when we can stop? That warriors won’t be needed?”

      Rys shook his head, expression grim. “No. That will never happen.”

      “Why not?” Fara ran a hand through her hair. “Even if you ruled the entire world with an iron fist, it wouldn’t be enough?”

      Rys stared at the far wall. He took a deep breath as he remembered long repressed sensations and feelings.

      “Do you know what the death of an entire race feels like?”

      Fara blinked and stared at Rys. Her tails fell around her, then her ears flattened against her head.

      “I… That’s not a threat, is it?” she asked. “You’re referring to the Cataclysm.”

      “Yes.” Rys’s expression remained stony. “When the reapers were wiped out, it unleashed a magical shock wave across Harrium. The interference knocked out every active magical spell that wasn’t sufficiently shielded. Bridges and buildings fell down. Mages collapsed. And everybody sensitive to magic felt the death of an entire race.”

      Fara didn’t say anything.

      “A few months later, it repeated. Only different. Hades still existed on Harrium, but it became uninhabitable due to whatever killed the reapers. But the archangels erased Pandemonium from existence.” Rys shuddered. “The shock wave knocked out almost every person on the planet. Kill a lot of them, too. People drowned, or fell from high places, or cracked their heads open from a bad fall.”

      “Every person on the planet?” Fara repeated.

      “Almost everybody can use magic, even if they’re bad at it,” Rys explained. “Only nulls—people who literally cannot use magic—didn’t feel the destruction of Pandemonium.”

      He remembered where he was. Everybody did.

      Or at least, everybody still alive today. Rys reminded himself that he was almost unique these days. He probably couldn’t fill a bar with the number of people who remembered the Cataclysm personally.

      “That’s why there can’t ever be a time when there’s enough,” Rys said, continuing his original train of thought. “Because maybe a Cataclysm will happen. Or another Emergence. Or an army of shadowbeasts wipes out half of a continent. Idealistic decisions work in idealistic times. I don’t think those times actually exist, other than in people’s minds.”

      Fara wrapped an arm around him and leaned against him. “I’d make a comment about the road to Hell being paved with good intentions, but I think you’re well past that point, Rys.”

      He shrugged, causing her body to shift along with the movement. “You wanted to understand.”

      “I do. It’s hard to really get it. You’re talking from a past of pain and suffering that makes my own problems feel so… trivial,” Fara said. “Maybe that’s why talking to you helps me. When I think about what I should do, I get caught up in my problems. Here, with you, I feel free. Like whatever my issues are, they don’t matter.”

      They remained silent for several long minutes. The atmosphere from earlier couldn’t return, but Fara’s fingers curled around his.

      “I’m assuming that’s because you’ve come to a decision about what to do next,” Rys said.

      Fara laughed. “Do I need to pull you into my lap to keep you focused? You’re like a child, Rys.”

      “Is that a no?”

      Her tails batted him in the side. “I didn’t answer you. But you’re right.” She smiled at him. “Being with you has taught me what it’s like to be free from all the anxiety and worries I had before. I used to worry about my clan, Vallis, my sisters, and every decision I needed to make.”

      “And now?” he asked.

      “Like you said, I need to do things for myself.” She pressed her head into his neck, and her ears tickled him. “The only time I ever felt this at peace was when I was an enforcer in the mountains. After the first few years, I got used to such a simple duty. That’s what I want. Only with you.” Her hands fully closed over his.

      “Sounds like you’re decided,” he said. “Can we get back to sleeping?”

      She rolled her eyes, then pulled herself into his lap. The warmth of her body did things to his crotch. She grinned as she felt his erection press into her.

      “Before that, I wanted to tell you my plans,” Fara said. “Once Compagnon are dealt with, I want to visit my family near Avolar. I mentioned the village, didn’t I?”

      “You did,” he said. He placed his hands on her hips. She held them in place, preventing him from doing anything.

      For now.

      “My sisters are up there. Ariko is my lazy twin sister who came with me to the archipelago after she got knocked up on the job. Nia’s my younger sister, but I don’t know if she’ll be there. She’s a spy, after all,” Fara said.

      “Don’t bring her back,” Rys said.

      She rolled her eyes. “I doubt that will be a problem. She follows orders, and Pharos won’t have even heard of you. Nobody will tell her to investigate you. It won’t matter. I’m going there to tell them my decision.”

      “To support me?”

      “To leave the clan,” Fara said.

      Rys blinked. When had that become what she had decided?

      “You do realize that it’s impossible for me to serve you and my clan at the same time?” Fara asked. “They gave me permission to leave with Gregory, but working for a foreign ruler is a bridge too far. But I don’t care. I’ve spent my life under the shadow of my clan’s wishes, without ever getting anything in return. I finally know what I want.”

      Fara leaned in and pressed her lips against Rys. This time, she let him return it properly. She moaned against him as his tongue slipped into her mouth. They tousled inside her, and he suckled on the underside of her tongue.

      Her tails curled around him. He wrapped his hands around her, bending her backward in his lap as he took control of the kiss.

      They came up for air eventually. Fara pressed her nose against his and licked his lips with a giggle.

      “Once I’m back, I want to continue this,” she breathed out.

      “Oh, made up your mind?” he asked her. He rocked her back and forth in his lap. She definitely felt him pressing against her.

      She gulped.

      “I…” She closed her eyes. “I don’t know if there’s much reason to wait any longer, given I’m turning my back on my clan for you. But I want it to be something special. And… I might want that something special to return to.”

      She gave him an uncertain, and slightly sad, smile. The difficulty of arguing with her sisters and clan over this weighed on her.

      “I’ll be here,” he said

      “Not like you can be anywhere else,” Fara said. Her tails batted him in the sides. She giggled and hugged him.

      She refused to move from his lap for over an hour. He indulged in his cute little fox as much as he could. She moaned sweetly into his mouth from the kissing and tail combing.

      Soon, Fara would come to him. But he could wait.

      Good things came to those who waited, after all.

      Like an empire. A few days later, his cabinet assembled at his mansion. The time had finally come for him to create his new nation and to rule over it.
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      “Big day, huh?” Vallis chirped.

      Rys looked sidelong at her. He said nothing.

      “You’ve done a great job hiding it, but I know you’re excited about this,” she continued.

      “Not much is changing. If anything, today is more important for you, Maria, and Alsia,” Rys replied.

      Vallis smirked and said nothing.

      The two of them stood in a small chamber behind the throne room. Other than a small table along the side of the room, it was empty. The purpose of the room was to allow Rys and others access to and from the rear of the throne room.

      Noises echoed through the door. The soundproofing here worked differently. Noise reached Rys in this room, but nobody in the throne room could hear him. The same applied for the other antechambers around the throne room.

      The reasoning was so that guests and staff could listen in and react to events without intruding, if necessary.

      Right now, the design choice allowed Rys to listen to Tyrisa and the others bustle about in the throne room.

      Vallis was right. Today was a big day, and he was excited.

      Today was the day that Rys created his own nation.

      He wouldn’t be running an empire on behalf of Ariel or Malusian. Or putting together the pieces of a collapsed continent.

      No, this nation was entirely his own. He had shaped its creation from the ground up. The women who helped him create it were his, and he controlled the infernals who had conquered the territory it occupied.

      But it was a bad look to appear gleeful, so he had remained his stoic self. The fact Vallis and the others knew meant somebody had leaked his thoughts. Rys had his suspicions as to who.

      There was only one massive demon who knew Rys well enough, after all.

      Eventually, Tyrisa poked her head through the door. “I think everybody’s here, Rys.”

      “What, no formal announcement that he’s entering? No trumpets?” Vallis joked.

      Tyrisa rolled her eyes and vanished back into the throne room.

      “No sense of humor,” Vallis muttered.

      The two of them entered the throne room.

      Dark granite columns lined the length of the room, all trimmed with brass. A long black carpet stretched from the far entrance of the room to the throne itself. Shields bearing the nation’s new emblem hung on the wall.

      The decorations were deliberately understated. Rys wanted people to focus on the people in the room, not the wealth he swung around. Even the throne was a simple steel and wood construction with an upholstered facade.

      Grigor wasn’t present, as he was busy fortifying Harpiscon. But everybody else was.

      Fara stood next to the throne, her tails fanned out as low to the ground as possible. She bowed her upper body to Rys as he entered, a smile on her face. Her ears flattened as well for a moment, before perking back up.

      Terry led the demons in a salute. A dozen of them stood in front of the pillars, and they slammed their fists against their chests. Lilim lurked in the corner of the room, as well as some Ashen and Malakin. None of the Ashen smoked in here.

      Maria and Alsia stood halfway between the throne and the far entrance, but several feet apart. They both curtsied as Rys sat on the throne, although Alsia’s curtsy was noticeably clumsy. Only a sharp glare from Maria prevented her Kinadain counterpart from bowing.

      “Right, formalities over,” Rys declared and waved a hand in the air. “Let’s move onto business. I have some decisions to make so that you three can finalize everything, don’t I?”

      He glanced between Vallis, Maria, and Alsia. They smiled in return.

      “For someone who is being crowned grand king of the world, you don’t seem too interested,” Vallis said.

      “First decision: title,” Rys said, ignoring Vallis’s jibe. “Let’s go with simple. I’m King Talarys. Any objections?”

      “A little plain, but I get the feeling that’s what you want,” Maria said, looking at the others. “May I ask why?”

      “Because the more attention people pay to the infernal summoner ruling over them from the mansion in the mountains, the warier they’ll become,” Rys explained. “You and Alsia are the faces of the nation. I’m the shadow ruler, so I hold the true power, but people don’t need to think about me. They can go about their everyday lives and never know that I exist.”

      “I’m pretty sure they’ll know you exist. You’ll be king. There’ll be demons wandering around,” Vallis said drily.

      “He was being hyperbolic,” Fara said. She frowned. “This is like what you did in Harpiscon, isn’t it? You’re trying to minimize rebellion and anger by drawing people’s attention elsewhere.”

      “Yes. It’s how the Empire ran for the most part. The Devil Queen and Malusian were forces of nature, and most people worried about the local rulers, who were typically mortals. I don’t need anything that complicated, but the separation will help,” Rys said.

      “People will want to know about you,” Maria said.

      “Longer-term, I’ll need to build my own reputation. If things get bad, I can become a tyrant, while Maria and Alsia shield their people from me. Or maybe I’m a distant ruler who only cares about the grander scheme.” He shrugged. “We’ll tackle that when it matters. Right now, tell people whatever you like. We can use people’s reactions to shape our strategy in the future.”

      Alsia nodded, her eyes glittering. “That is sensible. The Kinadain do not know what to make of you, so gathering more information based on what they hear of you is a good short-term plan.”

      Tyrisa tilted her head and looked up from her notes. After a few seconds, Rys looked at her.

      She blushed. “Um, if you’re a king, then we’re ruling a kingdom of some sort? We should name our country, Rys.”

      “King Talarys,” Vallis corrected.

      Tyrisa ignored her superior, which drew a glare from Vallis. At some point, the two of them would learn to get along. But today was not that day.

      “Again, simple is best,” Rys said.

      “Perhaps not too simple,” Maria added quickly. “Something aspirational, so that people know what you want to achieve, Your Majesty?” Maria’s face flushed as she called Rys by his new honorific and she fiddled with the front of her dress.

      “Hmm. How about the Kingdom of Kavolara? We’ll control the whole island eventually,” Rys said.

      Everybody nodded in agreement, and the demons tested the name out.

      Only Tyrisa frowned. She wrote something down, then tilted her head. A strange smile crossed her face. The Lilim grinned shortly after as well, suggesting they were in on whatever Tyrisa knew.

      “Um, I don’t think you thought that through…” she said, trailing off.

      “What is it, Tyrisa?” Rys asked, worried about what he had missed.

      “The acronym. You just named your new nation the cock. K—O—K,” she said, spelling out the acronym.

      Rys would love to say there was silence. There was not.

      “That acronym is banned by royal decree,” he said flatly, ignoring the giggles and juvenile gestures made by the demons. The Lilim continued to giggle for almost a minute.

      “Living up to your title of Incubus King,” Fara muttered.

      “Can we use that title?” one of the Lilim called out.

      Rys rubbed his temples. “You already do. Quiet down, children. We still have things to do.”

      After another minute, the giggling died down enough that they returned to business as usual. Rys decided to stick to his current name, figuring that it would amuse the citizens. Eventually, his nation would just be Kavolara, once he controlled the island.

      Then, one day, he would control the archipelago, and he could change the name entirely. He’d change his approach entirely once that day came.

      They discussed some minor matters relating to names, the military, and hierarchy. Grigor was promoted to general. Separate branches for the military were created to separate the infernals from the mortal army that Rys planned to raise, all commanded by Grigor.

      Importantly, Rys maintained overall command of the military. Many countries relied on private armies from nobles. The king went to war and asked his nobles to bring soldiers. This reduced expenditure by the king, but minimized his control.

      Rys refused to relinquish that power.

      “It will be expensive,” Maria said.

      “Professional militaries always win out over levies,” Rys said.

      “If we don’t control the army, what do we do?” Alsia asked. “Many of the questions from other elders have been regarding how we support you. And my relationship with you.”

      Vallis stepped forward and coughed. “We already discussed that.”

      “Maybe, but I feel we need to clarify it,” Alsia pressed.

      Scowling, Vallis continued, “You rule the Kinadain as the chief elder. Maria controls the rest of our territory. I manage the central government on Rys’s behalf, as he is king and rules everything.”

      “Titles,” Tyrisa reminded everybody. “We need titles for everybody.”

      “Duchesses,” Rys said without hesitation. “If I’m a king, then we’ll stick with nobility. That way nobody gets any ideas that this is an actual federation. Maria and Alsia will become duchesses.”

      Vallis blinked and turned to him. “What about me?”

      Chewing on the inside of his mouth, Rys considered a good title. It needed to be something that conveyed power and authority, but only on behalf of the king.

      “Viceroy,” Rys said. “That should make it clear to everybody that you have my absolute authority when it comes to running the kingdom. It also supports my approach as a ‘shadow king’ as I’ve appointed you to govern on my behalf.”

      Vallis blinked, then a huge grin spread on her face. “Viceroy Vallis Tornnes. Wow.”

      The final system fell into place, although largely based on the work done by the others.

      Rys ruled as king of the Kingdom of Kavolara. He didn’t bother with a crown—everybody knew he was in charge. Below him, he separated the kingdom into duchies which were ruled independently by duchesses. A viceroy managed the day-to-day activities on his behalf, because Rys had things to do.

      Also, he knew far too well how much paperwork the ruler of a nation needed to handle. Disputes, expenditure, taxation decisions, immigration, security, punishment decisions—a lot of things worked their way up the chain.

      Alsia in particular was new to this. Rys suspected that Maria could manage a lot of things by herself, but Alsia would be leaning on him and Vallis hard.

      For now, he split the kingdom into two duchies. Alsia governed a Kinadain duchy, with no set territory other than the nearby mountains. Maria was responsible for everything else. Eventually, Rys would appoint more dukes or duchesses, but he didn’t need more for now.

      “And I’m the Chief of Staff,” Tyrisa said, puffing her chest out.

      “Yes, we all know that,” Vallis said. “You’re the queen of paperwork.”

      Before Tyrisa and Vallis started a fight, Rys moved onto more important matters.

      “Maria, is this enough to get the ball rolling? I understand you’ve brought all the mayors, village chiefs, and major merchants on board,” he said.

      “It is, and it isn’t.” Maria bit her lip. “I wanted to talk about taxes. It’s a very sensitive topic with everybody.”

      “Did the three of you decide on anything related to taxation?” Rys asked, looking between his new duchesses and Vallis.

      “Err, kind of?” Vallis winced. “I mean, I know about taxes, but developing them is very different. Everybody hates them, but they also want to spend money we won’t have unless we tax people.”

      “Yes, that’s the nature of taxation,” Rys said drily. “Let’s start with the basics. We have three taxes we can reliably work with right now. Income taxes, property taxes, and trade taxes. Although income taxes are basically just crop taxes, as trying to track income on anybody else is a massive waste of effort.”

      Maria raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think I’ve heard of anybody doing that. Was it normal in the Infernal Empire?”

      “Very normal, at least for businesses. Anybody who ran a business or made enough working for somebody else needed to keep a ledger of activity, and they were taxed on profit.” Rys shrugged. “We have no way to easily tell if people are lying, and it would drive migrants away.”

      He raised a finger. “And that is the crux of taxation. We’re trying to raise the most money as efficiently as possible, without causing people to leave, or harming the kingdom. Easy to say, hard to do.”

      “Hence why there are only three taxes,” Vallis said. “So we tax the farmers based on their crops; tax the wealthy based on their property; and tax the merchants based on what they sell?”

      Alsia and Maria stared at Vallis in surprise. Then they looked back at Rys, as if wondering if she was right.

      He smirked. “That’s mostly accurate. But only in the long run. Most farmers are recovering from Compagnon’s actions. If we start taking a third of their crop every year, they’ll think that we’re as bad as Compagnon. So we need to let most of them recover first.”

      “That leaves a large hole in our finances,” Maria said.

      “It does. Property taxes are more reliable, but we just killed most of the wealthy people in the kingdom when we conquered it. We’ll need to target the few that were unharmed, or who benefited from Compagnon,” Rys said.

      “Finally,” he continued, “we have trade taxes. This is where we’ll make most of our money. Compagnon’s gone, so merchants will thrive again. We’ll let other merchants take over the artifact trade. Then we tax everything leaving our borders, and any imports of luxury goods from the continents.”

      “The merchants will be furious,” Vallis said. “They suffered from Compagnon as well. If you exempt the farmers but not them…”

      “It isn’t very fair, I’ll admit,” Maria said.

      “Taxes aren’t about being fair, they’re about being efficient,” Rys said. “If we design for fairness, we’ll create problems that somebody needs to fix later. Given I intend to hang around for a few centuries, that somebody will be me. And I hate fixing my own mistakes.”

      A round of laughs rose from the room.

      Rys continued, “We need to tax where it does the least harm. The artifact trade is basically impervious to harm from taxes. Only an idiot wouldn’t take a cut from it. So long as there’s a profit, people will exploit it, so we tax those people.”

      Alsia stared at a wall, completely ignoring the argument.

      Noticing this, Vallis brought her into it, “What about the Kinadain? They don’t grow crops, they don’t own anything, and they don’t directly sell anything other than the artifacts. Are they exempt from tax?”

      Alsia jumped, and stared at Vallis, eyes wide.

      “They supply the artifact trade,” Rys said. “Without them, we wouldn’t have a major source of tax revenue. But otherwise, taxing them is pointless. Especially as I want Kinadain to move here.”

      “You do?” Alsia and Vallis asked in unison.

      “I do. To be blunt, we can bring a competitive advantage to the table with you.” Rys pointed at Alsia. “A Kinadain who rules her own territory, according to the customs of her people. You aren’t Tenno Morai, who is hated. If things go well—which they will—then Kinadain and demihumans will want to move here. That means a larger country, a bigger economy, more taxes, and stronger soldiers.”

      Rys was especially interested in the last part. The Kinadain were far more powerful than most mortal races.

      If he could raise companies of demihuman knights capable of matching his demons, then he’d have no regrets that he had thrown away any chance of peace or negotiation with the Malus League.

      Discussion turned away from taxes and efficient methods to control people, and back to the details of managing the new kingdom.

      Maria needed to appoint nobles and replace village chiefs. There were shortages of food in places. Roads needed repairing. Bandits had begun operating in the north, now that Grigor had refocused his efforts on the south.

      Little matters, but important ones, given the kingdom needed a strong start.

      For the Kinadain, the issues were far simpler. Renewing their trade links, as their liaisons had been exposed as corrupt. Maria and Alsia discussed meetings in Anceston between the new elders and important merchants and nobles.

      “What about offices?” Vallis asked. “I know you’re expanding the mansion, but—”

      “He is?” Maria asked, brightening up. “If so, then that seems like an opportunity to move in.”

      “You still need to maintain a presence in Anceston,” Rys warned. Maria pouted and crossed her arms beneath her chest, intentionally emphasizing her considerable cleavage. “While having you here is the reason I’m expanding the mansion, questions will be raised if the duchess doesn’t spend time in her home.”

      “True.” Maria did a twirl, but nearly fell over due to how unbalanced she was. Alsia darted over and grabbed her fellow duchess by the arm.

      “And me?” Alsia asked, as she straightened back up. “I intended to move in here permanently, but—”

      “You know the Kinadain better than I do. If you think they’ll accept their chief elder living away from the dains, that’s fine,” Rys said. “But that’s my point. You don’t want to upset them without good reason.”

      Alsia nodded slowly. “Then I shall bring many Kinadain with me when I move here. The duchy will be a confusing thing to my people. If I base it in your mansion, it will cause less conflict. I can rule independently of any individual dain.”

      Rys’s eyebrows shot up. “Good thinking.”

      He sincerely meant that. The tension between the dains when they had to share a chief elder had escaped him. Let alone the fact they would be dealing with an entirely new system of governance.

      But that was why he had people like Maria and Alsia. Nobody could think of everything, even if Rys tried very hard to do so.

      The discussion continued. Foreign diplomats came up briefly, but Rys dismissed them just as fast.

      “We’re already dealing with Tarmouth,” he said. “Worrying about anybody outside of the island is a waste of effort. Maybe once Compagnon are dealt with, we can spare the time.”

      “Avolar will be interested in us,” Alsia said. “They have a strong Kinadain presence, but we don’t know how they will feel about your infernals.”

      Speaking of which, Rys asked, “How has the reception been? Vallis mentioned that Compagnon have expended almost every intelligence asset they have spreading propaganda.”

      “Concerned,” Maria said, “but not alarmed. People believed the sightings, and especially the images, but the only people who have burned villages and raped their inhabitants worked with Compagnon.”

      “Really?” Rys asked.

      Maria shrugged. “Things are harsh. And infernals aren’t as rare as you think. Between infernalists from Gauron and the Malus League, many people have seen demons before. If anything, the fact your demons are so well behaved has increased your reputation.”

      “You’ve driven Compagnon to the brink within months, after coming out of nowhere,” Alsia said. “The Kinadain are warier of you, but Sage Hanna’s support has alleviated a lot of concern. The warriors want to see your demons in combat themselves, and judge Compagnon’s rumors.”

      Rys leaned back in his throne. Perhaps he’d overestimated the terror infernals would introduce.

      Or maybe he’d underestimated how much people hated Compagnon. He was in the middle of nowhere, so people did horrible things all the time. Compagnon had gone too far.

      That created an opportunity for Rys to appear less horrible. At least, for now. Other nations might feel differently.

      And once Compagnon were gone, the true test would arrive. People might not overlook demons in their fields when there wasn’t an imminent threat.

      All the more reason for Rys to keep his infernals on a tight leash.

      “They’ll likely get that chance soon,” Rys said. “Grigor is preparing for the final attack against Compagnon. But we’re going to need more than just my infernals.”

      “You can’t take Aretiers alone?” Maria asked, surprised.

      “It’s not Aretiers I’m worried about.” Rys looked around, wishing that he had the map. If only they’d been in the war room instead of this silly throne room.

      But he’d wanted the chance to play at being a king for the first time. Such was life.

      “When Compagnon is about to fall, the Malus League will make their move,” Rys said. “They’ve increased the size of the garrison at Gravuskeep, which is the fortress along the northern border. At that time, we’ll need a large army at Fort Foret to stop them.”

      “The Kinadain,” Alsia said.

      “Ideally. It will be a joint operation,” Rys explained. “Grigor will take Aretiers, and a separate army will capture Fort Foret along the southern border. If the League attacks, we’ll fend them off. There’s no guarantee that Grigor can make it in time, so we’ll need every soldier we can muster.”

      “The Malus League have a professional army,” Maria said nervously. “Their sorcerers are some of the most dangerous in the archipelago.”

      “Then I will need to be convincing,” Alsia declared.

      All eyes turned to Alsia, who reddened. She refused to back down and stared at Rys.

      “We have a plan for Compagnon, then,” Rys said. “I think that’s everything.”

      He looked to Vallis, who nodded. Tyrisa scowled and nodded as well, irritated that she hadn’t been conferred with.

      “I have the agenda,” she muttered.

      “Tyrisa, have we covered everything on the agenda?” Rys asked aloud.

      Tyrisa’s face blew up, turning her into a tomato. She covered her face with her notes, leaving her candy-cane horns to poke over the top of them.

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” she mumbled.

      “Then we’re adjourned,” Rys said. “The first royal court session of the Kingdom of Kavolara is over.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty!” the room bellowed in reply.

      As everybody filed out, one person actively caught his eye. Maria curtsied to Rys and waited for him to rise from the throne. It appeared she had business with him.
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      “Care to join me for a break, Rys?” Maria asked, once everybody left the throne room.

      She stepped next to him and slipped her arms around his right arm. Her amber eyes looked up at his and curved as she smiled.

      “I take it you have something in mind,” Rys said. Her perfume wafted into his nose. It was a sensual smell, and it made Rys think of silk sheets.

      Presumably, sheets with Maria under them, given the way she pressed her body against his. She wore a more elegant dress than usual. It was black silk, with lacy gold frills to accent her cleavage. Unlike her usual dress, this one was sleeveless, and showed more leg than usual. A thin gap of pink flesh showed between Maria’s long stockings and her dress.

      “I do. It’s been a busy, exciting day so far. Why don’t we take a long, refreshing bath?” Maria whispered to him. She stood on her tiptoes so that she could reach his ear.

      Her breath tickled his ear as she spoke. When she sank back to her normal pose, her expression turned impish.

      Rys ran a finger down one of her curly horns. Maria shuddered. A moan escaped her as his finger ran along her cheek, then to her jaw. Then he pressed his finger against her lips.

      Her tongue lapped against his fingertip, her eyes crossing as they tried to focus on his hand. She bobbed her head forward, closing her lips over his finger. Suckling noises rose from her as she swallowed his finger. When she pulled back, faint traces of lipstick remained along his digit.

      “Well?” she asked with a broad smile. Her eyes glimmered and made it clear that she had every intention to leave those lipstick marks on a much larger, longer part of his body.

      Rys found no difficulty agreeing to her proposal to join her for a bath.

      They slipped away to Maria’s room. She hadn’t formally claimed it, so it was technically a guest room that she stayed in regularly. An empty clothes hamper sat in the corner. A large traveling case full of clothes rested beside the bed. Many clothes had been neatly removed and piled on the bed or in the closet.

      Several items of clothing hung on a changing rack, including some very naughty items of lingerie.

      Maria giggled when she saw Rys staring at them.

      “I’ve been planning ahead,” she said. “But we won’t need those just yet.”

      “Ah. I’m glad to hear that those are for the future,” Rys said. “I worried that I had missed some cues. I can see some use for those in the office.”

      Maria’s face reddened, and she ducked away from him. Maybe she wasn’t quite ready to talk about using that underwear, although the holes in it suggested some fun in the future.

      Pulling Maria into his lap in his office could be quite exciting. One day, he might find he didn’t need to undress her in order to enjoy her.

      Maria opened the door to the bathroom and peeked inside. “Already clean. I feel bad for making it dirty but…”

      “It’s a bathroom. That’s its purpose,” Rys said. He gently nudged her forward, and she squealed, jumping into the bathroom in shock.

      Maria stood in the doorway for several moments, as if what she had asked Rys to do hadn’t yet dawned on her. Then she swallowed and stepped backward. He followed her inside.

      The bathrooms were suitably palatial. While Rys might be understating the décor of the mansion, he wasn’t skimping on function. Large bathrooms had a utility all of their own.

      Each bathroom was tiled from floor to ceiling in marble. Dark tiles on the floor, and soft gray on the walls. While he’d first used mechanical plumbing systems, Vallis had purchased magitech systems from Tarmouth. They were in high demand among nobles in the archipelago, so there were always plenty.

      Rys had to admit that instant hot water without using his own magic or a huge central hot water system was impressive. Although he hadn’t gotten used to standing baths—they called them showers, apparently.

      This bathroom had a huge square bathtub which blended into the wall tiles. The selection of hair products, soaps, oils, and other cleaning and beauty products along the wall suggested that it saw a lot of use.

      “I take it you like the bath,” Rys said as Maria began to fill the tub.

      “It’s massive, and the Lilim have a huge selection of skin oils and soaps to try,” Maria said. “I’m surprised you put such large baths in each room. They’re quite extravagant, and you already have such large showers.”

      “I spent a lot of time in baths,” Rys said. “Vast complexes—both public and private—were common in the Infernal Empire. Lots of unique designs. Sometimes there’d be a massive chamber with a hundred different tubs, with different tiles, textures, or minerals in the water.”

      “That seems amazingly extravagant.”

      “It was.” He smiled. “I’ll probably replicate one of the designs eventually. There’s a natural spring nearby, so if I tap that, I can fill a bath complex with a good source of water that I can then keep heated and purified.”

      Maria’s eyes widened. “You’re not doing a good job of convincing me to stay in Anceston.”

      Rys reached out and ran his hands along her sides. “Oh?”

      “Palatial baths. A massive mansion. My own offices. You.” Maria smiled and she gripped Rys’s hands, pulling them toward her chest.

      As his hands comfortably rested on her massive breasts, Rys wondered if they’d make it into the bath at this rate. Maria licked her lips.

      Then she looked at the door. Her eyes widened.

      “Maybe I’ll close that. Then we’ll undress,” she said. She darted over and slammed the bathroom door.

      Her confidence dimmed considerably afterward. Rys peeled her dress off and neatly folded it in a corner of the room. Her black underwear followed, leaving Maria completely naked in his presence for the first time.

      She stared at him with wide eyes. “Do you want me to help you?”

      He waited for her to take the next step herself. Slowly, she stepped over to him and removed his jacket and shirt. She unbuckled his belt, then removed his pants. His erection stood out against his underwear. Maria gulped as she gripped it through the fabric.

      “Rys,” she breathed, kneeling down. Her hot breath washed over his crotch.

      “Bath first,” he said.

      She blinked, then blushed and removed his underwear. Afterward, she tested the temperature of the water, and fiddled with it for a few minutes until she deemed it ready.

      Before she could slip inside the bath, Rys picked her up. Maria yelped. Arms closed around his neck, which pressed her tits against his body. They flattened against his chest, and he felt her warmth seep into him.

      Rys slipped into the bath with her in his arms. The moment they were in, Maria pulled away, a pout on her face.

      “That was mean,” she said. Her tits practically floated on the water.

      While he relaxed in the corner, she added soaps and mineral oils to the water. He nudged her occasionally, earning himself increasingly dirty looks. The bathtub could easily hold four or five people, and he wanted her closer to him.

      “You’re like a child,” she said, when she rejoined him.

      They lay in a corner of the bathtub, her back against his chest. His hands wandered across the front of her body, tickling her belly and chest. She did the same, but her fingers focused on his crotch.

      “This is nice,” she said.

      “Are you talking about the bath or the fondling?” he asked.

      “Both. I could get used to being fondled by you more often,” she said. “And fondling this massive thing more often.”

      She let out a heated, shuddering sigh as she pumped his length several times. He hooked a finger against her lips and tilted her head backward. Her tongue lapped at his finger as she stared at up him, her hands flailing behind her as she tried to give him a blind handjob.

      Rys flipped her around. He pressed her body against his, which created waves in the water. Foam bubbled against their bodies, covering her nipples. Her belly pressed against his cock as he gripped her ass.

      It didn’t take long for Maria to find his length again. She grinned at him.

      “I have a question for you,” Rys asked Maria suddenly.

      “Does it involve asking me to ride you?” she breathed out. He felt her wetness against his balls and she ground against him.

      “Why are you so keen to be mine?” he asked her.

      She blinked at him, her glazed eyes turning clearer.

      “You came to me to escape the control of others. But now I own you,” he said.

      “I have autonomy under you,” she said, but even her own tone was uncertain.

      “Because I give it to you.” He paused. “You haven’t been with a man, have you?”

      She shook her head.

      “Despite that, if I wanted to, I could pick you up right now and take your first time,” he said. “I could bend you over the edge of the bathtub and turn you into a quivering, sopping mess. And you’d love me to do that, wouldn’t you?”

      He ran a finger along her jaw line, then brushed her lips with it.

      She shuddered. “Please. Rys. I want it. Want you.”

      He pulled her against himself and crushed her lips against his in a kiss. His tongue dominated hers as she moaned against him. Her hardened nipples rubbed against his chest.

      When he pulled away, he kept one hand on her jaw. She didn’t resist him. “You enjoy this. Being controlled. Although it’s hard to say I’m controlling you, when you’re letting me do it. You’ve asked for this, explicitly, every step of the way. Why?”

      “Does it matter?” Maria gasped out. “Rys, I’m aching for you.”

      “It does,” he said dispassionately as she started giving him a rough handjob beneath the water. “I need to know that I can trust you. That you won’t regret this. What makes this different to the contract that I freed you from?”

      Maria stopped trying to fuck him. She laid against him, her hands wrapped around his length.

      “Only you saw me as a person. A woman,” she said. “You asked if the future I wanted was to be viewed as a pair of horns, or a mere womb? That was the problem. It always was. Nobody saw me as Maria. What they saw was part of me.”

      “And I was different?” he asked. Not exactly where he had expected this to go.

      “You were. The town only saw my horns. My father only saw my potential to save his position. Barul only saw me as a noble above his station, never as a woman or his wife. The elders saw me as a baby maker that would secure them control of Anceston.” Maria smiled bitterly at Rys. “But you saw me as Maria. You used me, as a person. Turned me from some silly little mayor into your little pet duchess.”

      “Even though it means I have as much control over you, if not more, than everybody else did?” he confirmed.

      “I asked for this. When you grab my horns and slam your cock down my throat, the feeling is indescribable,” she said, ecstasy filling her voice. “And now you’re going to make me yours. You’re going to paint the most important part of me your color, and I’ll be your duchess forever.”

      There was no love in Maria’s eyes. Only pure dedication and lust. She knew what she wanted.

      What kind of ruler would Rys be if he didn’t reward a loyal subordinate?

      He grabbed Maria and lifted her up. She squealed, her legs splashing water everywhere as she pretended to panic. Juices dripped from her crotch as he held her above the water, as she waited in anticipation for her prize.

      Rys turned her around.

      “Wait, what are you—” she tried to say.

      He pressed her against the wall and stood behind her. Her massive tits were crushed against the tiles, spilling out their excess flesh around Maria as Rys held her in place. Gently, he held her face against the wall. Her tongue lolled out of her mouth.

      Juices poured down her legs in anticipation of what came next. Maria gasped and moaned, her voice echoing off the bathroom walls.

      Rys gripped his cock with his spare hand, then guided himself inside her. The moment he touched her pussy lips, Maria gushed over his length. Her amber eyes locked with his.

      “Take me,” she moaned.

      His cock slammed into her. He hilted himself inside her without another moment of foreplay. She screamed, but her body was honest. He felt liquid pour over his balls. It dripped into the bath.

      “How does it feel to be mine?” he asked as he pressed his whole body against her, crushing her against the wall.

      “A-amazing,” she gasped out. “I’ve never felt this full in my life.”

      “Wait until I finish,” he whispered into her ear.

      She shuddered, then squealed when he began to thrust in and out of her. Her insides clung to him with each pump of his cock. What little resistance he felt from her body vanished within minutes, and he glided in and out of her smoothly.

      Maria melted on his cock. He rewarded her with a load of his seed. As he shot it inside of her, he continued slapping his crotch against her ass. Lewd noises filled the bathroom. Their crotches grew sticky from their combined juices.

      “You came inside,” she moaned.

      “And there’s plenty more to come,” he said. Her eyes widened and grinned ecstatically.

      By the time they finished in the bath, he had made good on his word.

      Maria was a quivering, sopping mess. And she loved every second of it.

      A shame there was a war to plan for. But he enjoyed his first day as king, by enjoying his “pet duchess” as Maria called herself earlier.
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      The coming weeks proved busy ones for Rys’s new kingdom.

      Compagnon launched attacks as they tried to break free from the stranglehold they were in. Grigor pulverized them each time and noted to Rys how few experienced mercenaries remained. The blockade by Tarmouth prevented new ships from arriving at Aretiers.

      The time approached for a final assault.

      Maria and Vallis focused their efforts on establishing legitimacy. They distributed aid, uniforms, and education on taxes. Despite Maria’s wish to move into Castle Aion, she found herself in a carriage almost the entire time after her adventure with Rys in the bath.

      Vallis herself prepared for a trip to Tarmouth. Now that the kingdom had been formally established, Tarmouth had processes they needed to go through. Registration with the port authorities, allocation of domestic dock space, meetings with the council members who ruled the island port, and countless other bureaucratic necessities.

      But Tarmouth cared a lot more about Compagnon’s imminent fall and keeping the Malus League at bay. They sent Rys a few brief communiques via sendings after he announced that he was king. The message in them was clear, once he read past the diplomatic niceties.

      Tarmouth would work with him, so long as he worked with them. They didn’t want another Compagnon or Malus League, but an allied nation.

      That worked for Rys. He didn’t want to attract attention from the continents. If keeping Tarmouth happy minimized attention on him, then he’d let the port maintain its monopoly over intercontinental trade.

      One day, that would change. But that day was many years in the future.

      Unlike the others, Alsia spent a lot of her time in the mansion.

      Palace, Rys reminded himself. Castle Aion was now the palace of the kingdom. It wasn’t the manor of Lord Talarys, but the palace of King Talarys.

      The thought still brought a stupid smirk to his face. He’d controlled a far more impressive fortress during his time in the Infernal Empire, but that had been different.

      Alsia had begun the process of moving in within days. Her closest retinue had come with her. She brought several guards and advisers, as well as a number of younger demihumans who were intended to help her with administrative work.

      The problem was that the Kinadain didn’t have offices or administration in the dains. One’s contribution to the dain was assessed by physical labor. Hunting, toolmaking, carving, construction—skills that required physical skill and produced physical goods. Only the Sages, elders, and a handful of trusted merchants dealt in softer skills.

      Alsia needed to remedy this, she felt. But she also needed these skills to help her as duchess.

      The young Kinadain were to be trained in the palace as administrative staff. Tyrisa would help them with their day-to-day duties—although Vallis would temper the devil’s overbearing enthusiasm for paperwork. While here they’d also learn more about the wider world, including how things worked outside the dains.

      “It’s not an easy thing to balance,” Alsia told Rys as they walked down the steps to the Labyrinth antechamber. “I want everybody to learn the wonders of the outside world, like Sages and Slayers do. But I want us to remain Kinadain.”

      “You’re going to need to be very clear what being Kinadain means then,” Rys said. “Nobody else can define your people and culture. That’s what culture is. The reason the Kinadain have been so isolationist is that it’s the easiest way to avoid changing.”

      “We need to change,” Alsia said. “Everybody else has. What I don’t know is how we should change. But the first step is to learn.”

      “It’s a good first step. Just be careful of outside influences,” Rys warned.

      The Labyrinth gate stood closed. A couple of demons sat near it, playing checkers with polished stones. Otherwise, the antechamber was empty.

      Perfect for what Rys wanted to do. He needed space, and this room was the largest one in the castle.

      “Outside influences like you?” Alsia asked, her voice laced with amusement.

      “Yes, but also no.” He chuckled. “I mean the other Kinadain in the archipelago. They’ve all chosen their own way to cope with change. They’ll want validation of that, and that means convincing you to do what they did. If you reject their idea, and succeed, they’ll hate you. It’s the way of the world.”

      “You sound so certain of that,” Alsia said sadly.

      “Tribalism is an ugly thing,” he said. He looked at her and frowned. “Don’t worry too much about it. You have your own path in mind. I’m only warning you that it will make enemies. But that’s why I’m here. If you stick to what you told me when we first spoke, then we both have good reason to support each other.”

      Alsia nodded. She watched silently as he began to draw two summoning circles on the ground.

      His power to summon more infernals was limited. The power he had exhausted when he left the castle had regenerated relatively quickly, and he had since practiced using it. That gave him confidence to summon more infernals, but not too many.

      Once Compagnon were dealt with, he needed to visit the Labyrinth again. His desire for more power slates and to destroy more power conduits never abated.

      Rys also relied on some summoning tricks he had learned when he broke the last power conduit. His original summonings remained active and were tied to the demons and devils he brought to Harrium.

      With his new knowledge, he could summon infernals more efficiently. That meant maintaining more infernals at once with less power. But he needed to fix the existing summonings in the process, so that infernals such as Terry and Margrim used less power.

      These two summoning circles did exactly that. One altered his demon summons, then converted the excess power into a new summon. The other did the same for his Ashen. The result should be several dozen new infernals.

      “These are different runic syllabaries, aren’t they?” Alsia asked suddenly. “They both look very similar, but there are differences when I look closely.”

      “Different languages, actually,” Rys said. “And they’re not magical runes—although the demonic languages are runic in nature.”

      He pointed at the demon summoning circle. “That one is written in Compositional Demonic. There are three demonic languages. Common Demonic, which is basically a street tongue. Superior Demonic, which is the only ‘true’ demonic language. And Compositional Demonic, which is a written-only version and a bastardization of the two because most demons are illiterate.”

      Alsia tilted her head. “Why so many languages? Shouldn’t a race only have one?”

      Rys laughed. “That’s not really how language works. The Infernal Empire introduced Compositional at some point because demons needed to write.”

      “Does the same apply to devils?” she asked. “I’m assuming that’s for devils.” She pointed at the other summoning circle.

      “It does, and it is,” he said. “There is Low Devil, High Devil, and Royal Devil. In this case, the language differences are completely artificial and they’re all fairly similar.”

      “And you speak and write all of them?”

      “I do, plus a lot of other languages,” Rys said. “Although many of them are dead languages now. I rely on magic for translation. My native languages are actually infernal ones. I spoke a lot of Low Devil on the streets. Demonic languages are murder on the throat.”

      “What about dwarvish? Elvish? Draconic?” Alsia sounded excited.

      He stood up and looked over the circles. They looked right, and he didn’t see any problems.

      Unlike most of his summoning circles, he couldn’t afford to be sloppy here. These were attached to infernals he had already summoned. Making a mistake here could harm his existing forces and possibly banish them back to Hell.

      Rys looked at Alsia. “Two of those are based on infernal languages, so yes. Dwarvish is based on demonic. Elvish on the devil tongues.”

      “And draconic?” she pressed, her tail swishing behind her and shifting her red coat.

      “I’m not sure.” He stroked his chin. “There are a lot of theories, and the dragons claim they invented their own language independently, but nobody knows. Up until the collapse of the Infernal Empire, Harrium had been ruled by divine races. There were at least two more from before the Emergence.”

      “Two?” Alsia blinked. “I thought the Emergence was the beginning of intelligent life?”

      “That’s a bedtime story for children.” He waved an arm around him to gesture at the Labyrinth. “This place is proof that life existed before the Emergence. Extremely powerful life at that. I’ve seen evidence of two separate entities here.”

      The Creator and whatever created the vault that contained the power conduit. There had been significant differences between everything else in the Labyrinth and those rooms.

      Based on what Orthrus said, another pre-Emergence race sealed the Creator away in his own creation.

      “What happened to them?” Alsia asked.

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “There’s a pre-Emergence ruin in central Gauron. That’s the most physical evidence I remember finding.” Something twigged in his memory, but he couldn’t remember what. “Otherwise, I have heard that there was a pre-Emergence race that was destroyed during the Emergence by the angels and infernals. But I only know that because I know someone who fought in the Emergence.”

      “And everything about them has been lost to time? Even their very existence?” Alsia looked around herself, then wrapped her arms around her body. “That is… sad.”

      He looked at her. What she was feeling couldn’t be empathy for the beings who created this place.

      “Time doesn’t respect memory,” Rys said.

      “I know. It bothers me that so much is so easily forgotten.” She bit her lip. “Is that the fate for the Kinadain? That our past is forgotten, like everything here? So few remember anything before the arrival of…” Alsia frowned, uncertain what to call the foreigners from Gauron and Pharos.

      “Hanna told me,” Rys said. “It is possible to preserve history, but only so well. The Infernal Empire built massive libraries to store knowledge.”

      “Lost to its destruction,” Alsia muttered.

      “Ariel blew one up, actually. She suspected the archdevil Kauros used the knowledge in it to rise to power,” Rys said offhand. “I think the other was burned down when the Empire fell. It was a symbol of tyranny. Tens of thousands of people flocked to it, and the dragons blew it to pieces. Ironic, given they still haven’t relearned some of the magical theory contained in that library.”

      “That is… ironic, yes.” Alsia stared. “And sad. Is so much of your knowledge of magic lost because of anger and fury toward the Infernal Empire? Don’t you worry about your legacy?”

      “My legacy is not dying,” Rys said with a laugh. “But, realistically, that is why I am careful. The Infernal Empire fell because it created too many enemies. When the final portal to Hell was destroyed by a rebellion of dragons, it happened because of millennia of compounding mistakes.”

      With a snap of his fingers, he cast one of the summoning rituals. A flash of red light filled the room and shadow welled up from the circle. Rys quickly finished the other ritual in the same manner.

      Alsia watched, transfixed, as the shadows cleared and dozens of figures stood where none had only moments before. Unlike when Fara had witnessed this, Alsia showed no fear.

      In one circle, nearly twenty demons of assorted strains and species grumbled and flexed. They pushed at the barrier at the edge of the circle. Several tried to break through it with force. Two noble demons stared each other down, before one floored the other with a bone-shattering punch.

      Confident in his superior strength, the victorious noble demon walked up to the edge of the circle and glared down at Rys.

      “Who the fuck are you?” the demon growled.

      “Your summoner,” Rys said. “When I bind you, you’ll be reporting to Grigor. Or whoever he feels fit to assign you to.”

      “Feels fit? Who do you think you are, human?” the demon stretched out to his full height, revealing he was only a couple of feet shy of Grigor in size.

      Rys didn’t waste any more words. With a pulse of power, the entire circle flared blood red. The light filled the room. The noble demon’s face screwed up and his gargantuan muscles tensed. He tried to reach for Rys, but his arm spasmed.

      “As I said, I’m your summoner,” Rys said, staring up at the demon. “Now take these demons to meet Prince-General Grigor before I need to remind them of how weak you are.”

      The noble demon clenched his fists but muttered, “Yes, boss.”

      Then he turned to the other demons and let out ear-shattering roars in demonic. The demons fell into line and trooped out and up the stairs.

      Before they left, the noble demon who had been knocked down stopped next to Rys. He was noticeably smaller than the brute from earlier.

      “So, boss, where is this Grigor guy?” the smaller noble demon asked with a smirk. “Because some directions might be useful.”

      Rys smiled. “They would be, wouldn’t they? I’ll let Grigor know about you.”

      He gave the noble demon the directions and location of Grigor, as well as the knowledge of the Malakin who would assist them on the way. Then the demons finally left.

      Truthfully, the demons couldn’t get lost. The Malakin would have intervened. But it helped to know which noble demons were thugs, and which knew how to command. Rys passed on the information to Grigor via the Malakin, knowing his general would use the information to organize the command structure.

      “Nice trick there, boss,” an Ashen in the other circle said.

      There were eight of them standing in small clusters, each of them smoking a cigarette. They’d fit right in.

      “Any of you know Margrim?” Rys asked.

      Two of them raised their hands.

      “You’re the veterans then. Margrim’s your boss, and I tell Margrim what to do. Don’t do anything as stupid as the demons and everything goes well between us,” Rys said.

      “How long’s the job?”

      “Permanent.”

      “Lotta folks say that.”

      “Lotta folks can’t summon demon princes,” Rys parroted back. “Give me the shit talk after you talk to Margrim. If you still want to go back to Hell, I’ll be happy to oblige you then.”

      The Ashen who spoke raised his hands. The others glared at him and puffed hard on their cigarettes.

      Rys bound them, then sent them topside.

      Afterward, he did some busywork. Summoned a few more Lilim, then some additional demons and imps. Rys stopped after that, as he needed the rest of his power for the fight to come.

      But he did an internal check on the infernals he had summoned. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done that.

      On top of Grigor and Tyrisa, he had nearly a dozen noble demons, a dozen Lilim, over seventy weaker demons, twenty Ashen, and ten Malakin. Plus enough imps to keep everybody happy.

      And the imps happy. They got unhappy if there weren’t enough imps to match the infernals. While the imps certainly didn’t have a union—and there definitely weren’t any delegates in the castle—they might have certain ways to express their displeasure. Rys preferred to keep them happy, given how easy it was to summon more of them.

      “That was an enlightening experience,” Alsia said, reminding him that she was still here. “But why didn’t you use any sorcery to remind them of your strength?”

      “Because I refuse to lower myself to their level,” Rys said. “I’m not a demon. I don’t beat the shit out of people to show them that I’m the big boss man around here. In the end, they’ll obey me for a lot of reasons. The easiest is to magically control them and remind them of the gap between us.”

      “But you could beat them,” Alsia said.

      “Easily. But I learned a long time ago with the succubi that there can be unintended consequences.”

      “Ah. Your Incubus King title.” She blushed and her tail made itself known again with some noticeable swishing motions behind her back.

      “Yes. If I start beating up the demons to show my strength, they’ll start fighting me. They do that to Grigor. He uses that to train them, but I’m not here to train the noble demons.” Rys frowned.

      “What if Grigor wanted to fight you?” Alsia asked.

      That would be problematic right now.

      “He wouldn’t now. The demons know he’s stronger than me, but they also know that he’s obeying me.” Rys ran a hand through his hair. “But I’m a summoner, so that’s normal for them. Eventually, however, Grigor will fight me. The moment he knows I’m strong enough, he’ll pick a fight with me.”

      Just like old times.

      Rys grinned from ear to ear.

      Swallowing, Alsia looked away. “I can see why you and Grigor get along.”

      Rys coughed and schooled his expression. “It’s been a long time. But I do enjoy a good fight. Speaking of which, we need to prepare for one.”

      “The Malus League.”

      “That’s right.” He nodded. “Get your warriors ready, Alsia. Because I want as many of them as possible in one place when I show myself on the battlefield.”

      Her eyes widened. “You’re going to be there?”

      “Of course. I’m the king,” Rys said. “And a king needs to remind his subjects of why he’s in charge from time to time. In my case, that involves turning a few hundred soldiers into ash.”
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      The city of Aretiers glowed in the distance. Fara lay prone on a nearby hill, blades of grass brushing against her exposed skin. Her tails waved in the air above her body. Their black fur blended in with the moonless night sky.

      She finished casting her array and an influx of energy rushed through her body. The spell enhanced her senses. Her vision drastically sharpened, allowing her to see every detail in the city as if she were only a few hundred feet away, instead of several miles.

      Despite the time, the city bustled. Torches lit the length of the main street. Carts and people rushed along the road and ducked into storefronts and warehouses.

      Fara didn’t know if this level of activity was normal, or if Compagnon had extended trading hours due to the pressure they were under. They might be trying to move goods elsewhere, if they knew they were about to be attacked.

      Her eyes turned to the harbor. When she had last visited Aretiers, there had only been a few large ships here. Now there were triple that number, plus countless smaller ships. Fara suspected that the blockade had forced Compagnon to recall every ship in their fleet here, but there might also be Malus League vessels present.

      The center of the city was dominated by a tall block of stone. Compagnon’s headquarters. It appeared as if it had been hewn from a mountain, rather than constructed, and was surprisingly intimidating for the headquarters of a merchant organization. The building lacked exterior torches, giving the appearance of a huge shadow blocking out the stars.

      A massive courtyard surrounded the headquarters and included a covered trading forum. Soldiers protected dozens of merchants and traders inside the forum. There didn’t appear to be much money trading hands, so Fara suspected the forum was being used as a loading dock.

      Fara knew that the purpose of such an expensive headquarters was to intimidate and impress others. Merchants saw a great monolithic foreign entity capable of outspending anyone in Kavolara and gave up.

      As Rys had shown, Compagnon weren’t invulnerable. In fact, their coffers were nowhere near as deep as they appeared. The moment that a competitor had appeared, Tarmouth had cut Compagnon off. The truth had come out that Compagnon were working with corrupt Kinadain and the Malus League.

      How much of Compagnon’s supposedly infinite wealth had been a fabrication? Fara wondered how much of their lies could be uncovered from the headquarters, and how much would remain unknown even after tonight.

      She hungered for vengeance. People she cared for had died due to Compagnon. Tonight was the end of an era for her, and a chance for her to move on to a new future.

      A future with Rys.

      But she needed to end this chapter with her own hands.

      “Lots of soldiers,” Margrim muttered from next to her. He held a spyglass up to one eye.

      “Their armor is cheap, though. They’ve burned through most of their mercenaries. I suspect these are actually locals being paid by Compagnon to defend the city,” Fara said. “That explains why the attacks have become weaker recently.”

      “Maybe, but that’s still a hefty military. Can’t believe people say these are merchants.” Margrim paused, then groaned. “Aren’t those paladins?”

      “Where?” Fara asked, alarmed.

      “Over there, by the entrance to the gigantic stone dick,” Margrim said.

      “You mean the headquarters.”

      “I know what I said.”

      Fara smirked and looked where he had pointed out.

      Three heavily armored knights stood by the entrance to the headquarters. Their armor was emblazoned with an unfamiliar sigil, and they carried war hammers and tower shields.

      “Are you certain?” Fara asked. “They could just be mercenary knights. While the armor is impressive, we dealt with similar at Harpiscon. Compagnon can afford some good mercenaries.”

      “I’ve seen that sigil before. It belongs to angel worshippers. I forget the name of the dumb cult,” Margrim said. “Figures we’d find them out here. All sorts of crazies seem to love this place, based on what I hear.”

      “Are you calling Rys crazy?” Fara asked.

      “No, but I’ve never been somewhere where I blend in,” Margrim said. “This place is a goddamn melting pot of all the magical craziness of Harrium. The boss swims through it like a dolphin, but it’s nights like this I wonder how I ended up here.”

      “Do you regret it?” She’d never talked at length with any of the infernals before, other than Grigor.

      “Never.” Margrim lit a cigarette. “I have a life in Harrium. Potentially forever, if nothing fucks it up. I lucked into it, and it doesn’t feel real, but this is a future that knowledge devils write trashy fiction books about back in Hell.”

      The two of them returned to Grigor with their scouting report. Normally, the Malakin would undertake the scouting, but the risk of being spotted by mages was too high to risk sending them in close.

      The encampment was a busy one. A mass of demons mixed with devils in a small clearing in a forest. They gulped down mead and mulled wine, while chattering in their various languages. Some lewd happenings took place as well, as the Lilim took the edge off. Fara did her best not to look at those.

      Grigor was in the center, debating with one of his noble demons what to do next. When Fara and Margrim approached, the demon prince dismissed the noble demon with a wave of his hand.

      “Fara, Margrim, report,” Grigor said.

      They did so, and Grigor drummed his fingers against his axe handle.

      “A frontal assault seems unwise,” Grigor said. “Our forces may have a significant advantage in quality, but we will be tied down with butchery and take significant losses. We do not know how many mages and knights they have in their headquarters, after all.”

      “What about the paladins?” Margrim asked.

      Fara drew the sigil in the dirt, and Grigor grunted.

      “You are correct. They are angel worshippers. The Disciples of Theros.” Grigor looked up at the sky. “Given the abilities of that Barul, I cannot help but wonder what it is about this archipelago that is related to the angels. This is an unexpectedly foul place.”

      Fara didn’t comment on the irony of a demon calling somewhere foul because of a connection to angels. She’d heard too much about the Cataclysm from Rys to hold on to her rosy opinion of the angels.

      “And?” Fara asked.

      “I will deal with them,” Grigor said. “You can help me, Fara.”

      She licked her lips. That made sense.

      Paladins were spiritualists, like Barul and mystic foxes. Knights capable of using spiritual techniques. They were probably weak, but the nature of their abilities made them dangerous to infernals. The possibility of permanent death for infernals rose drastically.

      “The docks were unusually full of ships,” Fara said. “Maybe we should use them as a distraction, if a frontal assault is a bad idea?”

      Grigor stared at her. “You say you are not one for command, but that is a sound idea.”

      “Sound? It’s a damn great idea,” Margrim said. “Me and the boys can burn the ships nice and easy. With the help of the Malakin, we can be in and out fast. That makes for a great ambush as the soldiers rush over. Then we can take down the headquarters.”

      “We will need to adjust our movements on the fly, but it is the framework of a plan,” Grigor said.

      That framework quickly became a whole plan. Soon, they were inside Aretiers.

      Margrim was supposed to use mindspeak to let Grigor know when he had pulled off the first step of the plan. He didn’t need to, because everybody knew he had succeeded.

      The port exploded in a fiery blaze of blood red glory. Hellfire rippled across the ships, leaping from mast to mast on the galleons. The smaller ships lit up in the following seconds.

      Fara felt the Malakin’s magic, which meant that Margrim was being pulled out of the port. Shouts tore across the city. She stood on a rooftop several blocks away from the headquarters.

      Within minutes, the entire city was in an uproar. Hundreds of people streamed out into the streets. Soldiers ran toward the port. As expected, the mages showed themselves as they sensed infernal sorcery at work.

      Grigor directed everybody along the rooftops or alleyways. Some were spotted by civilians, but the city was in complete chaos. Nobody responded to the screams.

      The soldiers kept the civilians away from the port with their bodies. Mages tried desperately to save the ships while a bunch of men and women in Compagnon uniforms ran about on the ground.

      When the demons charged out, nobody from Compagnon seemed to know what to do.

      “Kill the soldiers. Capture the mages,” Grigor bellowed. “Leave the civilians.”

      “Demons!” people shouted, as they finally woke up to what was happening.

      The civilians scattered. Many of the soldiers joined them. Those that didn’t were cut down by the runic weapons of the demons. Mages hurled spells, but the Malakin swept in to take them down.

      As the civilians cleared the streets, more demons came from behind. Ashen crowded the rooftops.

      More reinforcements arrived from elsewhere as Compagnon’s city guard arrived. Soon, the paladins showed themselves.

      Time for Fara to make an appearance. Her tails swirled behind her and magic pumped through her body. She snapped a three-tail array into her body to enhance her physical abilities, so that she could fight with inhuman strength and speed.

      Then she leaped from the rooftop. Grigor glanced at her as she landed beside him and grunted in greeting. The nearby demons scattered when he barked an order at them.

      The paladins charged forward. Demons parted for them like the sea, but the armored warriors didn’t notice. Soldiers packed in behind the paladins. Cheers rose from the Compagnon lines as they saw their massive allies in the middle of enemy lines. Clearly, the paladins were gaining the upper hand.

      At least, they were if the observer struggled to see out of his oversized dome helmet.

      A spiritual aura spilled out from the paladins. Their armor and weapons were enchanted, but lacked runes. The sigils were cosmetic, Fara realized. So far as she could tell, the only spiritual techniques they used were the auras.

      To most people, the auras felt deeply disconcerting. People began to call spiritual knights “paladins” because of the seemingly holy feeling of the auras. A chill in the bone, or an uplifting feeling. Paladins healed, slowed, or weakened simply by standing near people.

      Reality was far simpler. While Rys would have some detailed explanation of the magical theory and flows of energy involved, Fara only knew what she sensed with her tails.

      The paladins were incompetent, but they had weaponized that incompetence. Instead of trying to control the astral energy with their spiritual techniques, they let it pour forth into their surroundings. Like a bunch of thugs with gigantic buckets of water or sand, they were dangerous in an odd way.

      A dense cloud of magic tried to slow Fara’s movement. It was enough to affect humans, given they were non-magical beings. The demons were similarly weakened, as spiritual techniques had a natural advantage over them.

      But to Fara, the cloud had an effect similar to somebody blowing smoke in her face and calling it a smokescreen. She glared at the paladins, annoyed that people considered these fools anything close to spiritual warriors.

      “Brethren, with me!” one of the paladins bellowed as he raised his war hammer in the middle of the demonic line. “We shall make these demons regret the day they—”

      Grigor’s axe ended his attempt to renew morale. The paladin exploded in a shower of twisted metal and gore as the axe split him in two, and the raw force crushed a lot of the rest of his body.

      To their credit, the other paladins reacted quickly. They leaped backward and raised their shields. Their auras strengthened, for what little effect they had on a demon as powerful as Grigor.

      With a few flicks of her tails, Fara cast a four-tail array. The auras vanished as she disrupted them. Prismatic light shimmered in the air around the paladins, and they looked around themselves in utter confusion.

      “What foul devilry is this?” one of them said.

      The next moment, Grigor obliterated his upper half. The soldiers began to scream and flee en masse. Demons captured as many of them as they could, focusing their efforts on the officers and mages.

      The remaining paladin let out a shout and slammed his hammer into Grigor’s side. Surprisingly, the demon prince let out a grunt of pain before knocking the paladin aside. Steam rose from Grigor’s flesh. The hammer glowed in the paladin’s hand as he rose, and Fara realized her error.

      While the paladins might be incompetent, whoever made their equipment wasn’t. The armor glowed, and the paladin rose, apparently unharmed from Grigor’s blow. Was the hammer enchanted with some sort of anti-demon or anti-sorcery enchantment?

      “Evil never wins, demon,” the paladin said. He looked back at Fara, then pointed at her. “Our goddesses, the angels, always provide for their flock. Your downfall has come.”

      Fara stared at the paladin. Had he only just noticed her? Did he think that she was on his side?

      After exchanging glances with Grigor, Fara cast an array and caved the paladin’s helmet in. The last defender of the city collapsed to the ground, blood streaming down his gleaming armor.

      “Are they always this stupid?” Fara asked.

      “No,” Grigor said. He leaned on his axe and watched as the demons mopped up the few remaining defenders who hadn’t fled or surrendered.

      A barrier flickered around the headquarters. The Ashen pelted it with hellfire in an attempt to breach it, while Margrim and a couple of Lilim poked around at its base. Fara knew she’d need to join them in a moment to analyze the barrier. Only she had disruption magic, after all.

      “The angels stopped backing mortals centuries ago,” Grigor said. “But their prior experiments were far more grounded, and more dangerous. The Adepts were far more capable, given they were directly trained by the angels. It is disconcerting that they have somehow survived in this archipelago, after being wiped out in my youth.”

      Fara remembered Rys explaining about the Adepts, and the war between the infernals and the angels. “You’re talking about Barul, and how he uses spiritual techniques.”

      “Indeed. Rys and I both agree those must have been taught by angels once.” Grigor let out a sigh. “These deluded worshippers are meaningless by comparison, other than their presence being part of a larger mystery. I do wonder if we have stumbled upon the resting place of some of the missing archangels. If I weren’t concerned about the consequences, I’d ask her, but…”

      Missing archangels… Fara frowned. Four of the five archangels were missing in action right now, but Rys hadn’t brought them up at all. Did he not think that was a serious possibility? Or was there a difference in knowledge?

      Then Fara blinked. “Her?”

      Grigor turned to face Fara slowly. His four burning eyes bore into her.

      After several long seconds, he said, “Something that you are best not to think about. Rys has forgotten someone. Until we know who is responsible for sealing him away, it is not safe to contact her. Her connections are too dangerous.”

      Forgotten someone. Fara remembered Grigor making a vague reference to a woman when they helped Rys recover the first of his power in the Labyrinth.

      “She’s important to him,” Fara said, eyes narrowed.

      “Deeply.”

      “There must be a reason he forgot her,” Fara pressed.

      “Perhaps. And that is why I am wary about contacting her, or bringing her up with others,” Grigor said. “If she learns that Rys has returned, she will find him.”

      That sounded ominous.

      “I get the impression that Rys deals with beings of a level of power I can’t really comprehend,” Fara said.

      Grigor chuckled. “We all have time to grow. And Rys is with us. I thought the same thing. My future as a Kashlovian noble demon was dim. Very few of us ever rise to a position of command. We are hunters. Warriors. Respected for our combat abilities and denigrated for the same reason. I am who I am because I became Rys’s sword and shield in the Eternal Game. You can achieve great things with him.”

      The Eternal Game?

      “That’s what infernals call the contest between Ariel and Malusian, isn’t it?” Fara asked.

      Grigor looked down at Fara. “It is that, and much more. The Eternal Game has more than two players, after all. And the pieces are not always infernals.”

      Did he mean what Fara thought he meant?

      “Come, let us finish this,” Grigor said as he hefted his axe. “Your skills are required for cracking this building’s barrier. Then we can rest and join Rys farther south, comfortable in the knowledge that we have won a great victory.”

      The barrier fell quickly. While it was large, and had a massive power source, nothing about it had been constructed with a mystic fox in mind. Fara prided herself on her disruption abilities. She tore a hole in the barrier, and a strike force slipped inside.

      She and Grigor entered as well. Armored soldiers shook when Grigor entered, their pikes quivering.

      Fara’s tails flicked to one side, and she knocked the guards to the ground like so many toy soldiers. The demons looked at her.

      “Take as many alive as you can. We’re not imprisoning them in the castle,” she ordered. “Most of the soldiers are locals of Kavolara. They’re fighting to protect their homes. Once this is over, they’ll be fighting alongside you and paying taxes to King Talarys. Treat them well.”

      The demons muttered in annoyance, but nodded. Grigor watched silently.

      “What if they’re not locals?” a noble demon asked.

      Fara grimaced. She wanted to say that they should be treated the same but…

      Rys’s words from the other day echoed in her mind.

      And memories of sleepless nights, as she worried about Vallis and her family, struck her. She remembered receiving a sending from Vallis on that fateful day, when Rys awoke. Fara might not have a daughter, but Vallis was the closest thing she had to one. When she went missing that day, only to tell Fara she had nearly been raped and killed…

      “You already know how to handle the mercenaries,” Fara said coldly.

      The demon grinned. “Got it, chief.”

      As the demons fanned out across the headquarters, Fara hugged herself. She had waited for the others to leave, but Grigor watched her.

      “It is difficult, but sometimes difficult things are necessary,” Grigor said. “I suggest speaking with Rys later.”

      What would Rys think of her? Despite his words the other day, she still couldn’t help but feel her actions were too self-justified and hypocritical. Had she only wanted an excuse to do awful things to people she despised? Was that all she was, a woman who held herself together with a thin veneer over her true desires?

      Later, she told herself. She’d worry about this later.

      Below them were Compagnon’s guild officers. Harpiscon’s mayor had told them about the secret meeting room in the basement.

      Fara and Grigor descended. Her magical senses allowed her to find the false wall, and Grigor pulverized it.

      Shrieks of fear told them they had found the right place.

      Six elegantly and expensively dressed men and women stood inside the well-apportioned room. Blood pooled at the entrance, where several corpses lay. Fara grimaced. The guards had been at the door, likely listening for intruders.

      “You won’t take me alive, demons!” one of the guild officers screamed.

      He pulled an ornate saber from his waist and charged them. Fara slapped him aside with a sickening crunch. He collapsed to the ground, groaning.

      Fara looked at the remaining officers coldly. “All of you are prisoners of the Kingdom of Kavolara. You are subject to the mercies—or lack thereof—of King Talarys. He will do whatever he wishes to you.”

      One of the guild officers, a young woman only a few years older than Vallis, stepped forward. “I wish to meet with His Majesty directly. I can—”

      “King Talarys won’t waste his time on people as useless as you. Your cooperation may make your ultimate fate more comfortable, but it is not required. Any lies will be uncovered. Any failure to cooperate will be dealt with as adeptly as we have crushed your entire operation,” Fara said, dismissing the guild officer’s attempt to get into Rys’s pants.

      The look of despair on their faces was sickeningly sweet to Fara.

      Genuinely sickening, in fact. Fara felt awful for enjoying this.

      They had made her suffer for years. The men and women were the leaders of Compagnon, and had killed and terrorized countless people. They had supported some of the worst people on the island. Vallis’s father had died because of them, and Vallis had suffered immensely. Her future as a mage had been sacrificed due to these awful people.

      To Fara, nobody deserved imprisonment, execution, or worse more than these human monsters in front of her. But she still felt awful, knowing that she was consigning them to this.

      Footsteps sounded behind her. A few Ashen and Lilim entered the room. The barrier must have come down.

      “We can take it from here, chief,” the Ashen said. They restrained the officers while Fara watched.

      After several long seconds, she left the room.

      From a window, Fara surveyed the city. The chaos had died down somewhat. The ships had collapsed into the sea. The headquarters was under their control, and the soldiers and guards defending the city had scattered. The residents of the city watched the infernals from a distance. Realization dawned on the populace that they wouldn’t be harmed if they didn’t fight.

      The night dragged on. Compagnon had been crushed. The Kingdom of Kavolara controlled the entire region.

      Fara found the largest, plushest bed in the building, then collapsed on it. When morning arrived, she would help Grigor prepare the city for Maria and the rest of the handover. Then they would need to march south.

      If Rys was right, the Malus League would soon invade. The true battle had yet to come.
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      Rys lounged on the sofa in his war room, a glass of red wine in one hand and a book in the other. The wine was an imported variety from southern Gauron. It was cool-climate, like the local grapes from Kavolara, but from much older vineyards. The difference in quality exuded from every facet of the liquid, and Rys savored the drop.

      It had cost him a pretty penny, and Vallis had frowned at the expenditure. That suggested that drinking pricey wines from Gauron might need to go on the “special occasions” list of activities.

      Speaking of Vallis, she paced back and forth on the other side of the war room. Tyrisa sat by the map table, scribbling in a large tome. Nobody had said anything all morning.

      “Is it always like this?” Vallis blurted out. She threw her hands up and groaned.

      “We have news from both Fort Foret and Aretiers,” Tyrisa said, not even looking up from her book. “It might be days before the Malus League reaches Fort Foret. Especially as their mages hinder our scouting.”

      “When did you become a tactical genius?” Vallis muttered.

      Tyrisa smirked. “I’ve picked up a thing or two. Maybe you should read the meeting minutes I write.”

      The two women glared at each other for several minutes.

      Rys ignored them. Tyrisa was right, but the waiting was difficult. For Rys, it verged on insufferable.

      He wanted to be out there, not waiting until the Malus League was close enough to Fort Foret that he could safely travel there and be part of the battle. This seal frustrated him.

      On the bright side, everything had gone according to plan. Grigor and Fara had captured Aretiers in a night raid. The leaders of Compagnon were being sent to the dungeons in Castle Aion, and Maria was seizing control of Aretiers. The future of the city was uncertain, given it competed with Anceston and Port Mayfield, but that was Maria’s problem to solve.

      Farther south, Alsia had taken Fort Foret. Compagnon had all but abandoned the place. Presumably, they had no reason to defend a border with the Malus League now that their alliance was public knowledge.

      They now waited for the response from the Malus League. Tarmouth had sent word that thousands of soldiers had vanished from the garrison at Gravuskeep the morning after Aretiers was taken. Days had passed without word now.

      The cause of the problem was the state of the pass between the Malus League and Fort Foret. The mountains ran just shy of the coastline, creating massive bluffs. Below those was a dense swamp. According to Vallis, a decrepit road ran through the swamp.

      For an army, a swamp was possibly the worst possible terrain to traverse. Even if the road had been repaired by Compagnon—highly likely, given the secret alliance between the two powers—it would still be slow going for the enemy.

      The swamp also made scouting difficult. Enemy mages might detect the Malakin, and Rys didn’t know the capability of the Malus League’s spellcasters. Until the enemy emerged from the swamp, they were practically invisible. It was a rough border to defend, but that ran both ways. Rys could use this swamp to his advantage in the distant future.

      “What are you even writing in?” Vallis asked Tyrisa, drawing Rys from his thoughts.

      “Why do you care? You always say I write down too much,” Tyrisa snapped back.

      “Because you’re not recording meeting minutes, or doing paperwork. It’s strange to see you doing something different,” Vallis said.

      Tyrisa glared at Vallis. The implication that Tyrisa did nothing other than paperwork did not go down well.

      “She’s preparing her knowledge Gift,” Rys said, turning his eyes away from book. He snapped it shut.

      Tyrisa’s eyes widened, and she covered her tome with her arms. “How do you know that?” Then she blushed. “Oh, right. You’re you.”

      Vallis rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you’re better off asking about the things Rys doesn’t know. But I thought knowledge Gifts were some mental thing. Like devils sharing their brains with other people?”

      “It is, but that’s exactly the problem,” Rys explained. “An unrestricted knowledge Gift gives the user complete access to everything the knowledge devil knows. You could rifle through their memories and learn what they’ve been doing. It’s a very dangerous thing for a knowledge devil to hand out. By writing knowledge into a magic tome, they can control what is accessible through the Gift.”

      Rys could do exactly that to Darus with her knowledge Gift, but she’d quickly realize he was responsible. She’d explicitly told him that nobody else had her unrestricted knowledge Gift, after all.

      He grimaced at the reminder of the Twins. He’d been ignoring them recently, save for brief visits to learn minor things. The longer he put them off, the worse his next visit would be, he felt.

      Tyrisa nodded enthusiastically at Rys’s words. “Exactly right. Only really stupid knowledge devils give out unrestricted knowledge Gifts.”

      Somehow, Rys felt Tyrisa had marked herself for death. Those were not words to be spoken lightly, given whose knowledge Gift Rys had.

      Rys politely coughed, and both women turned to face him. “Just so you know, I have an unrestricted knowledge Gift from the Darus Twins. I recommend you be careful making such broad statements.”

      Tyrisa’s eyes nearly popped as they tried to escape her skull. She shot up out of her chair and sent it flying backward. Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly.

      “Who?” Vallis asked.

      “The most powerful knowledge devils still alive!” Tyrisa screamed. She turned to face Rys. “You have their knowledge Gift? You know them? How? Why? When?”

      “Still alive?” Rys asked. “What happened to Kauros?”

      Tyrisa frowned. “He went missing during the Golden Age. I’ve heard some of the older infernals joke about how he went on a ‘shopping trip to Ahm’ and never came back.”

      Rys stared at her blankly.

      One of the three archdevils was missing. How the everloving fuck had he missed that?

      Rubbing his temples, Rys asked, “Did any other major players go missing or drop dead recently? Argran choke on a turkey bone? No, Grigor’s Gift from him is still active. And I know Lacrissa is still alive.”

      “Err, I think Kauros was the most significant change among the infernals since Kushan.” Tyrisa licked her lips. “I didn’t really think you wouldn’t know. Or would pay much attention to knowledge devils. I can’t believe you know the Darus Twins. What are they like?”

      To shatter her dreams or not?

      “They’d be as likely to kill you as talk to you,” Rys settled on. That was probably a lie. He suspected Darus would kill any woman within several miles of him, given how they’d behaved last time he brought one up.

      “Wow,” Tyrisa said, a stupid grin on her face. “Maybe I can pull off what they did and become like them. A knowledge devil capable of terrorizing others, just like a real devil.”

      Vallis grimaced. “Not sure I want that.”

      “Nobody asked you,” Tyrisa snapped. “Once I have enough valuable knowledge, I can start trading my knowledge Gift to other infernals. That could change everything for me.”

      “Is that what this is all about? Power?” Vallis asked, scratching her cheek. “Huh. I guess I read you wrong. Took you for an office girl. My bad.”

      “Is there something wrong—” Tyrisa instinctively snapped, before pausing. “Oh, you, uh, don’t think that’s a mistake.”

      “Nah, it’s a good idea. I mean, look at king shit of everything over there.” Vallis pointed at Rys. “Kind of living proof that it’s a pretty smart approach to life. Although, I do wonder what he thinks about your plans to leave him.”

      Tyrisa blushed. “I didn’t mean to hide it. And I don’t plan to leave you, Rys. I…” she trailed off.

      “I’m not stupid,” Rys said. “Knowledge devils gain a lot from being in Harrium. And I know more about infernal sorcery than literally everybody other than maybe Kauros.” He stressed the “maybe” in that sentence. “So leaving me might not be a good idea, given I can teach you a thing or two in the future.”

      Previously, he had considered Kauros to be a fluke. The idea that knowledge devils could become supremely powerful had never seriously occurred to him.

      But now Darus had repeated the process. Could Rys create his own Darus, except less crazy and utterly obsessed with him?

      Something to worry about in the distant future, but Tyrisa showed promise.

      Hours passed. Eventually, Tyrisa received word from Alsia.

      “You’re heading out?” Vallis asked. “Leaving us poor women behind to cling to our dresses and pray?”

      “You’re not wearing a dress,” Rys pointed out. “Neither is Tyrisa.”

      “Our skirts, then.” Vallis grinned.

      “Who are you going to pray to?”

      “Dunno. You? I didn’t really think that far ahead. Do you really need to question this? Kind of ruining my sarcastic jibe.” Vallis shooed him out of the room. “Go on, leave. I have an annoying devil to spank once you leave.”

      “The hell you do,” Tyrisa snapped, her eyes flashing. “There’s only one person who is ever going to—” she cut herself off, then buried her face behind her tome.

      Vallis winked at Rys.

      He rolled his eyes and left them in the palace. It took four teleports to reach Fort Foret, which was enough to upset even Rys’s stomach. He sat down for a few minutes at the far end and stared at the fortress from a nearby plain.

      Blue flags flew over the small stone fort. The design on it was simple: a black silhouette of the island of Kavolara, with a white wand from Maria’s family coat-of-arms and a jagged scimitar that represented Alsia’s original dain. They were Rys’s flags. The flags of the Kingdom of Kavolara.

      The fort was a simple one, but an effective design. A central keep and two layers of concentric walls. Rys reached out with his magical senses. The outer wall lacked any enchantments, but the inner wall was protected by barriers. Neither could stand up to even light magical bombardment for any length of time.

      Not for the first time, Rys wondered about how far magical development had fallen. He had laid siege to some of the greatest fortresses in existence and defended others from immense threats. The Infernal Empire had trained companies of dragons, each of which could launch spells capable of vaporizing this little fortress and everything around it.

      At the peak of his power, Rys knew he could defeat those dragons. It had taken an army of rebel dragons to destroy the Infernal Empire in a surprise assault on Ruathym, when most of the defenders were away.

      This battle was the most important one that Rys was going to fight since waking up. It was also going to be one of the most insignificant battles he had ever fought.

      Nothing he could do about it, Rys decided. He stood up and brushed himself off.

      An Ashen greeted him at one of the exterior gates, a cigarette in his mouth. Rys wandered inside.

      Hundreds of soldiers had encamped inside the outer wall. Rys saw a clear separation between the Kinadain soldiers and the infernals. Although a quick scan suggested that at least a few of them had been lured by the charms of the Lilim.

      Almost every Kinadain had a pair of horns on their head, but none of them had the same draconic decoration that Alsia’s had. A handful had wolf ears and a long, fluffy tail, but they were comparatively few. Alsia had been truthful when she explained the racial spread within the demihumans of Kavolara.

      The Kinadain soldiers were predominantly male, Rys noted. At first, he found that curious. Magic was a great equalizer. But then he remembered that the horned Kinadain didn’t use much magic.

      Notably, the couple dozen wolfkin appeared to have a much more even split between the genders.

      The demons kept to themselves, playing games and talking loud enough for every village within thirty miles to hear them.

      Once Rys passed the inner gates, he found the Ashen and the noble demons. Alsia, Grigor, and Fara were inside the small keep.

      A bulky wolfkin stood near them, wearing a worn breastplate with faded runes and some leather armor beneath it. His eyes focused on Rys, but the wolfkin remained silent.

      “Rys,” Alsia said, smiling as he entered. “You arrived sooner than I expected.”

      “It’s early afternoon. There’s a good chance the Malus League will attack right away,” Rys said. “A smart general would wait, but they might be counting on the element of surprise. Or maybe they prepared some spells in the swamp.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s likely what they’re doing,” Fara said. “Their mages came out with the main army, then walked right back into the tree line. Taras tried to get a look at them, but they have mage-knights protecting them.”

      “Mage-knights?” Rys asked. The term was unfamiliar to him.

      “It’s what folks from Gauron call soldiers that rely on physical-enhancing armor, instead of their own magical talent,” the wolfkin said. The unspoken words, “And why didn’t you know that?” stung Rys a little.

      Alsia coughed, then introduced the wolfkin, “This is Elder Jaime. He has assisted me greatly in organizing the dains and gathering warriors to repel the Malus League.”

      Jaime bowed his head to Rys. “Duchess Alsia’s been good for my dain. The old elder worked with those stupid fools that Barul rid us of—may his soul find rest—and we finally have a chance to fix a lot of problems.” He held a hand out to Rys. “I look forward to seeing your performance in battle, King Talarys.”

      Rys took the hand. Jaime’s grip was crushing, but compared to Grigor’s it was like shaking hands with a small child.

      With a smile, Rys let the elder withdraw his reddening hand. Rys didn’t usually bother with stupid handshake games, but he gave as good as he got.

      “Hah, if you fight as well as you shake hands, I don’t think we’ll have any problems,” Jaime said with a grin, refusing to hide his hand or his defeat.

      “I’m glad that Alsia has people to support her in the dains,” Rys said.

      Jaime grunted, but the look in his eyes suggested that there might be a need for a later conversation.

      There was, after all, only one elder here. Jaime seemed to be an honest one, but that left open underlying issues within the dains.

      “What are we dealing with?” Rys asked, turning to Alsia and Grigor.

      They laid out the numbers. They were bad.

      Nearly 1500 enemy soldiers, including fifty enemy mages and a full company of mage-knights.

      “We have the fortress, and they brought less than a ten-to-one advantage,” Grigor said. “But we lack the magical capability to counter any tricks they might try.”

      “And if we sortie, they’ll make us pay for it,” Rys said. “Our only advantage is that they can’t exactly just walk by us. We’d turn half of them into ash, and they know it.”

      “Can they encircle us?” Fara asked.

      “That would be a mistake,” Rys said. “We have nearly three hundred, and they’re almost all elites, given the Kinadain have experience in the Labyrinth. If they brought 3000 soldiers, it would be a different story. But if they encircle us with their current numbers, we’d simply launch raids and cut their numbers down to size.”

      Grigor nodded. “They must use their numerical advantage as a great hammer and strike us with great force. Anything less will end poorly for them. But it means they cannot starve us out.”

      “What if they summon infernals? Or undead?” Alsia asked. “The Malus League are infamous for their… forbidden magic.” She grimaced as she realized she was saying that Rys used that same forbidden magic.

      “Let them summon infernals. More soldiers for me,” Rys said drily. Grigor chuckled. “As for necromancy, they need material for that. Did they bring wagons full of corpses?”

      “If they did, they were very well hidden,” Fara said.

      “That was a rhetorical question,” Rys said.

      “Then you’ll be delighted to know that they’ve done that before, when they besieged Tarmouth.” Fara grimaced.

      Rys blinked. Holy shit. No wonder people hated the Malus League. Even in the Infernal Empire, working with fresh bodies had disturbed people.

      “Well, it’s good to know they’re not very good necromancers,” Rys said. “The better ones can work with spirits, often creating summons using the remains of souls in the local astral plane.”

      They quickly forged a plan to deal with the Malus League.

      The Ashen and Grigor would launch night raids against the enemy encampment, with the assistance of the Malakin. The enemy needed to sleep, but the infernals didn’t. When the League finally came, they’d be weakened and tired from days of raids.

      The remaining problem was that Rys was burning power simply by being here. There was no guarantee that the League would attack any time soon, but he needed to be close.

      Fortunately, there was an easy solution. Fort Foret was next to the mountains. That meant nearby Labyrinth entrances. The Malakin found one, and Rys retreated there. The Kinadain might wonder where he went, but he was a king. Plus, he’d teleported here by himself and had a reputation as some sort of infernal-summoning sorcerer lord. They’d invent some story to explain why they didn’t see him.

      Rys passed the time sitting in the entrance of the Labyrinth and testing what memories he could and couldn’t remember. It proved fruitless, as he simply couldn’t trigger the mental block unless something external made him think of a related topic. Or if he already knew he had forgotten something.

      Only two days pass before Taras appeared in the cave entrance. “Lord Talarys, the enemy army has begun to move.”

      “Thank you, Taras. Let Alsia know I’ll be there shortly,” Rys said, intentionally using the Malakin leader’s name.

      The two men stared at each other for several long seconds.

      Then Taras vanished without saying or doing anything.

      Rys waited. And waited.

      Nothing.

      How disappointing.

      Rys prepared himself to leave the Labyrinth again. Then he stepped over the boundary and prepared to teleport away. The drain on the castle’s power began.

      Right before he cast the teleportation spell, he saw something on the ground.

      A small slip of paper.

      He picked it up.

      In neat handwritten letters, using the local language, the word, “Tarasu,” was spelled out.

      Rys stared at it. He balled the paper up.

      “That’s not your name. It’s not even written in your language,” he whispered to himself.

      Shaking his head, Rys teleported to Fort Foret. He had a kingdom to defend. His kingdom.
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      Columns of armored soldiers rushed the walls as Rys teleported in. They maintained a solid line, shields raised. Hellfire and arrows rained down on them. Dozens of soldiers vanished in the flames, and more fell as arrows punched holes in their limbs.

      All the defenders had pulled back to the inner wall, given how few there were. The outer wall lacked the enchantments to withstand a magical assault, so holding it with only several hundred soldiers would be extremely hard.

      Instead, the Ashen and Kinadain archers provided fire support from the battlements of the inner wall. Most of the demons and other soldiers remained in the inner courtyard. There were two gatehouses to defend.

      Grigor defended one. Alsia defended the other along with a small unit of elite swordsmen.

      “Rys, you’re here,” Fara said when Rys teleported into the keep.

      “No ladders or catapults,” he noted, looking out a window. “They’re up to something. Any sign of the mages?”

      “None. Taras and the Malakin didn’t find them in the swamp, either.” Fara scowled. “The mage-knights are here, but the mages have vanished. Maybe they fled after they cast their spells, but I doubt it.”

      “Of course, they didn’t. They’re hiding somewhere,” Rys said.

      The Malus League soldiers broke into a charge. Roars rose up from their ranks as they rushed the gates.

      Within seconds, the enemy vanished behind the cover of the outer wall. The Kinadain stopped firing, as the arc was too severe. But the Ashen didn’t stop.

      Plumes of blood red flames exploded from beneath the enemy soldiers as the Ashen switched to indirect ritual casting, instead of lobbing balls of hellfire. If they worked together, they could cast hellfire rituals similar to the one that Rys used when he attacked Harpiscon.

      The screams of fear and pain from the Malus League soldiers made it clear they hadn’t expected this. But they didn’t flee.

      They were up to something.

      Rys continued to watch from the top of the keep, his eyes fixed on the gate. Something was happening there. Something magical.

      Several snaps of magic reverberated through the magical plane. A moment later, the gate exploded into splinters. A dozen soldiers stood in the opening, their arms outstretched. Magical energy whirled about them.

      Mages. They had hidden themselves as ordinary soldiers. A cheap trick, but an effective one. They could be anywhere, and there was no easy way to spot them.

      Well, no easy way for ordinary people.

      Rys and Fara ran down to join Grigor in the inner courtyard.

      “Rys,” Grigor greeted. His four glowing eyes fixing on Rys.

      “The mages are dressed as ordinary soldiers. Send some demons onto the walls and tell them to spot for the Ashen and Kinadain,” Rys ordered.

      Grigor nodded. “Our soulsight. Of course.”

      Grigor bellowed orders, and a dozen demons leaped on top of the walls. They didn’t need stairs, given the relatively small height of this fortress. Rys made a note to build bigger walls in the future.

      “Soulsight?” Fara asked.

      “Demons can sense magical power with their soulsight, if you remember,” Rys explained. “They’ll be able to separate the mages from the ordinary soldiers at a glance.”

      “Damn. We should have thought of that earlier,” Fara said.

      He shrugged. “It’s not a huge loss.”

      Rumbling and crashing filled the air. The enemy advanced into the outer courtyard and were met with the traps that had been laid.

      But Rys heard precious few screams. Instead, he heard other noises. Smaller explosions. A sound like a sawmill. Shouted orders.

      Margrim let him know what had happened using mindspeak, and he frowned.

      Most of the traps had failed. The magical traps were deftly avoided by the enemy mages, which proved that the Malus League had capable ones in their army. They weren’t buffoons casting cantrips and calling themselves mages.

      The physical traps, like the log traps, had some success, but the raw power of the enemy had blown them away. The mage-knights fired magical bolts from their weapons and turned the logs into splinters. Or their enchanted armor allowed them to shrug off pit traps.

      Elder Jaime had spoken poorly of the mage-knights, but their armor seemed powerful.

      This was the power of magitech. Mass-production of magical equipment was changing the world, and Rys witnessed it here. Those mage-knights were elite warriors, simply because they had a magical suit of armor.

      Did that mean the Malus League had some sort of magitech production capability? Rys nearly drooled at the thought of taking that.

      Hellfire quickly began to rain down on the enemy, however. The enemy losses mounted up. The outer courtyard was a kill zone. Stuck between two walls and with their enemy behind a magical barrier, the Malus League soldiers were sitting ducks.

      Like before, the enemy prioritized the gates. Grigor called his noble demons to his side.

      Rys moved to Alsia’s side. The enemy had split their force. Grigor didn’t need help, and Rys needed to show the Kinadain how powerful he was.

      If anything, he felt thankful that the Malus League was powerful enough to break through both walls. It gave Rys the chance to show off.

      A pulse of magic blasted across the entire battlefield. The source was from the swamp, but from farther away from the road.

      Rys let the Malakin know about the spell’s source, as there must be mages there.

      As he returned to reality, inhuman screeches split the air. They came from the other side of the gate. More magical pulses—weaker this time—echoed from where the Malus League soldiers must be.

      A chill ran down Rys’s spine. He recognized the feel of this magic.

      “Prepare yourselves,” Rys snapped, unhooking his axe.

      The Kinadain warriors didn’t need urging. They stood in a semi-circle on the inside of the gate, weapons raised.

      Alsia stood in the center, close to Rys and Fara. The Kinadain duchess held a single longsword and wore the same spellblade uniform she had met Rys in. Her face was gritted with determination.

      The gate exploded. Rys ignored the shower of splinters and instead looked past the cloud of smoke and sawdust.

      Just as before, several mages stood on the other side.

      But this time, black energy and liquid oozed from their skin and orifices. Some had burn marks or were missing chunks of their bodies. But all of them moved like normal humans and were still capable of casting spells.

      Magical energy poured out of them. Where any of them were wounded, a constant stream of prismatic light glittered in the air.

      The mages balled up more energy, preparing to cast more spells.

      Then the mage-knights charged, their screeches filling the air. Black shadows spilled out from every gap in their armor.

      Necromancy, and surprisingly good stuff at that. Rys regretted talking shit about the Malus League earlier. As foul as this magic was, it showed genuine talent.

      The mage-knights crashed into the front line of the Kinadain. To their credit, the Kinadain didn’t flinch. They saw worse during every journey into the Labyrinth.

      Mass-produced magical equipment met the hand-forged weapons of the Kinadain elites. Sparks flew. Blood pooled. More and more of the foul necromantic energy filled the air as the undead bodies of the mage-knights tried to keep fighting.

      Rys vaporized the mages with a hellfire ritual, which filled the gate with a massive plume of blood red flame. Once it passed, more undead soldiers charged through. Screeching filled the air.

      Soon, Rys heard other noises. That of the living Malus League soldiers screaming for help and terror, only to be torn apart by the undead. Magic poured across the castle, bringing back every corpse as another undead warrior, even stronger than they were when alive.

      The necromancers were converting their army into the undead, even if they hadn’t died yet. Rys doubted the Malus League soldiers knew what the mages had planned for them when they’d attacked the fort.

      The Kinadain roared with anger as they fought. Whenever one fell, another Kinadain pulled him clear. Rys heard the terror behind them, as the warriors begged not to be turned into monsters. At least one asked an Ashen to finish him, so that there wouldn’t be enough to bring him back.

      Rys tuned it out and focused on the surrounding battle.

      Alsia cut through the enemy with practiced, almost elegant motions. Her sword sliced through flesh and she blew holes in enemies with magical lances with flicks of her wrist. Fara covered her back, flinging spiritual flames that consumed the undead foes utterly.

      For his part, Rys cut the undead warriors apart while also disintegrating them with hellfire. But his thoughts were elsewhere. He needed to end this. A meat grinder against thousands of undead was a horrific battle, even if he had the technical advantage.

      “Fara, try to disrupt the necromancy around the most powerful undead!” he shouted. “Try the mages, then the mage-knights.”

      She snapped off an affirmative, then leaped away from the battle so she could focus exclusively on disruption magic.

      The necromancers must be supplying magic to their minions. All summoning requires a power source, just like normal magic. Without it, the world would destroy the summon. That’s why infernals need a summoner—without one, they are a magical being in a non-magical world.

      The next step was to build a proper kill zone. The Kinadain fought well, but every casualty they suffered fed the necromancers.

      But the undead were weak to hellfire. Extremely weak. Hellfire converted physical matter to magical energy, so it could then be removed from the world. But undead were already mostly magical. So burning them up with hellfire was trivial.

      Rys used Margrim as an intermediary, and conferred with Grigor using mindspeak. They quickly agreed to push the undead out of the inner courtyard. Then Margrim and the Ashen would nuke as many undead at once with huge hellfire blasts.

      The constant barrage of hellfire ceased immediately as Margrim bellowed orders at his Ashen. Grigor pushed forward on the other side of the keep.

      “Alsia, we need to drive them out of the courtyard,” Rys roared. “This is the last push.”

      Despite their exhaustion and pain, the Kinadain roared in approval. Their weapons cleaved through the undead and they surged forward.

      Once the undead had been pushed outside of the gate, Rys checked with Grigor. Then he gave Margrim the okay.

      At the same time, Rys added his own hellfire to the mix.

      The outer courtyard became an inferno. The black energy of the undead vanished in a whirlwind of blood red flames as plumes of flame burst from the ground. For several long seconds, Rys heard nothing except the roar of fire and the unearthly screams of the undead.

      When the spells ended, many undead still remained. But there were few enough that they could be mopped up.

      Rys turned his attention to the necromancers.

      “Taras, did you find them?” he asked.

      “We did, Lord Talarys. There are fifty of them in a clearing south of the road. We will need support,” Taras responded. “They are responding with force to any approach.”

      Rys checked his connection and confirmed that at least one Malakin had been banished already. No wonder Taras was so serious.

      “I’ll be there.”

      The Kinadain joined him, along with Alsia.

      The necromancers tried to flee, but the Kinadain proved why they were known for their hunting skills. Not a single one escaped.

      By the time everyone was captured and the battle finally over, the sun had set. Red rays cast a fitting color over the fortress, which had been turned into a butchery.

      Rys had defended his kingdom. In doing so, he had seen a glimpse of the power that humanity now wielded.

      It left him hungry for more. But for now, he was victorious. He had constructed his new kingdom and defended it from an invader.

      Now, he needed to mop up before the castle’s power drained away completely.
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      “This is all of them?” Rys asked as he looked at the robe-wearing figures kneeling outside the fortress.

      Forty-two mages kneeled before him, bound and gagged.

      “Eight were killed during pursuit. Either in self-defense, or because of an accident,” Alsia confirmed. “Every survivor of the Malus League army is here.”

      A sobering fact. Of the 1500 soldiers who had marched on Fort Foret, only forty-two survived.

      The majority of the 1450 had been killed by the necromancers in front of Rys. The soldiers had no chance to surrender, flee, or be captured alive. Even by Rys’s standards, this was extreme.

      Philosophical discussions about whether it was ever appropriate to consider people as resources stopped well short of killing his own soldiers and turning them into undead monsters.

      Presumably, those soldiers had voluntarily fought for their country. They had been used as literal fodder instead.

      The deeply ironic part was that this made everything easier for Rys. Whatever his reputation was for being an infernal summoner, the Kinadain had seen how much worse the Malus League was.

      Now Rys only had to be better than the monsters in front of him. For now, at least.

      Fara and Jaime joined him. The anger exuding from the Kinadain elder’s face was palpable.

      “What were your losses, Alsia?” Rys asked.

      She closed her eyes. The Kinadain mourned their dead until they were buried. The warriors were taking it in turns to keep the deceased company inside the keep, until they could be taken back home in carts.

      Unfortunately, many would never make it back.

      “Thirty-one will return to the dains for proper burial,” Alsia said. “Another eighteen will be mourned here. Four more will be… brought back to Castle Aion for further consideration.”

      “This is a painful day,” Jaime ground out. “But we knew this when we came to battle the foul sorcerers from the south. Their magic taints us.”

      “And the Ashen’s magic?” Rys asked.

      Jaime looked away.

      “Those who were cremated by the Ashen during the battle will be discussed,” Alsia said, her tone heavy. “Infernal sorcery is not well regarded by the Kinadain. Normally, we would bury them where they fell, but given the circumstances, I feel that is deeply disrespectful.”

      “This is a new era,” Jaime said. “They deserve better.”

      The elder cursed in his native tongue, which Rys’s translation gift didn’t understand.

      The infernals had fared a lot better. Other than one of the Malakin, only a handful of demons had been banished. One had fallen permanently, to Rys’s surprise. A spell from an undead mage killed one of the lesser demons.

      True death was nothing new to infernals. They lived in Hell, where dying was normal.

      And, in true demon fashion, they celebrated death. Those demons closest to the dead demon slugged down as much of the strongest, harshest alcohol they got their hands on. Grigor and the noble demons joined in, and soon the demons were having what sounded like a party.

      But anyone who understood demonic heard the undercurrent of sadness to it. Demons had perfect memories. They spent most of their lives talking with each other, playing games, and passing the time.

      In this party, most of their stories were about the dead demon. They’d repeat every story a hundred times and embellish them to the point of absurdity. In death, this random demon would be better known than he ever had been in life.

      That left the fate of the necromancers.

      Rys stepped up to a mage who bore the most elaborate sigil on his robes. The others followed him.

      Alsia placed her sword under the man’s neck and tilted his face upward.

      “Speak, mage,” Rys said. “I’m assuming you can.”

      The mage licked his lips. Recognition lit up his eyes as he stared at Rys.

      Curious. He already knew what Rys looked like. Who had been talking about him?

      “I am Archmagister Tolin Forai of the Tower of Silver Bone,” the mage said defiantly. “Archwarlock Maliah of New Ahm created my tower personally, and he placed me and my disciples under his protection. Harm us and—”

      “Your archwarlock isn’t here and I am,” Rys said. He crouched down in front of Forai. “You know who I am. Don’t waste your breath invoking other authorities here.”

      Forai stared at Rys for several long seconds. “I can connect you with the archwarlock himself, King Talarys. Surely, you wish to speak with him, ruler to ruler?”

      “If I ever want to speak with another ruler, I can do so. But right now, I want to know why you attacked us,” Rys asked.

      “This land belongs to Compagnon,” Forai said, although fear sparked in his eyes as he spoke. “Until the Malus League recognizes your nation, King Talarys, I technically had the right to be here.”

      Rys almost laughed.

      “Insolent dog!” Jaime snapped. “This land has always belonged to the Kinadain and Ariadain. Those foul merchants stole it. King Talarys rules with our permission, and we do not need your approval to own this land.”

      Ignoring the idea that Rys ruled “by permission,” he stood and looked down at Forai. “Compagnon doesn’t exist anymore, Forai. I arrested their guild officers days ago. The Kingdom of Kavolara stretches from Port Mayfield to right here, and from coast to coast. We don’t need anyone’s permission to exist.”

      Forai’s eyes widened. It appeared that he was unaware that Aretiers had actually fallen. “Wait, wait, wait! We… We can come to an arrangement. I was promised a mage tower in Aretiers if I seized it for Maliah. I’m more than happy to serve you, instead, Your Majesty. My disciples are highly capable mages. I’ve been teaching them for years, and I’ve learned under Maliah himself. Surely, you recognize our immense power?”

      Rys did. As did everybody else, which was the problem. Forai attempted to claim that murdering his own army was an achievement. What a guy.

      Jaime cursed. Even Alsia scowled, and she glared daggers at Forai. Rys knew that if he wasn’t here, then Forai would be a headless corpse right now.

      “As you can see, you’re not a popular man, Forai,” Rys said.

      The mage looked around himself in terror, then back at Rys. “You use infernal sorcery, Your Majesty. You are like us! A true mage!”

      For a moment, Rys worried that Forai’s attempt to tar him with the same brush as the Malus League would hurt him. But the Kinadain’s expressions remained unchanged.

      “And… and, I can teach far greater things,” Forai continued. “I can reverse undeath. If I had won, then I would surely have restored the soldiers to life. Previous applications of my necromancy have successfully seen the subject’s undeath cured.”

      That stirred interest in the others. They looked at Rys in surprise, but appeared doubtful. Fara’s expression turned thunderous.

      “I’ve never heard of curing death itself,” Fara said.

      “It is possible to remove undeath,” Rys said.

      “What?” Fara asked, betrayal leaking into her voice.

      “I’ve worked with powerful necromancers before. It’s not that uncommon of a skill among devils,” Rys said. “But the true devil is in the detail, pardon the pun. Necromancy can stop death, but it cannot undo death. At least, not permanently. Most cures to undeath involved cutting off the affected parts.”

      Forai’s face paled.

      Rys raised an eyebrow. Had the mage really tried to slip that past him.

      “That is how I have done it in the past,” Forai mumbled. “Cut off affected limbs and regenerate them with magic. But it does work.”

      “Your soldiers were dead, you monster!” Fara snapped. She scowled. “You slaughtered them all. There was no way for them to ever come back.”

      Forai turned to Rys, perhaps feeling that he was the best chance of survival. “You are extraordinarily knowledgeable about necromancy, Your Majesty. I sense I could learn much from you.”

      Resisting the urge to roll his eyes, Rys made up his mind. This discussion had long since ceased to be useful.

      Although Rys had confirmed that the leader of the Malus League, the Archwarlock Maliah Jyarvic, had personally tried to conquer Compagnon. A predictable move, but it meant that Rys hadn’t lost his touch when it came to predicting others.

      “Fara, there are some allied mages in Anceston, correct?” Rys asked.

      “Maria has a few helping her keep the peace, but they aren’t combatants,” Fara said, unsure where he was going with this.

      “Ask them to go through Forai’s disciples to see if there are any that they might want as apprentices. Take everybody else—including Forai—to Castle Aion. Ensure that none come to any harm, for any reason. I want them safe and sound,” Rys said, tone steady and face expressionless.

      “Thank you graciously for your mercy and wisdom, Your Majesty,” Forai said, bowing his head and scraping it on the ground.

      Then Rys stepped away with the others.

      “That was a very neutral order,” Alsia said. Both she and Jaime watched Rys closely.

      “That’s because he’s a dangerous mage. He’ll be less trouble if he thinks I’m helping him,” Rys said. “I want you and Maria to publicly try and execute Forai and his disciples. I don’t care how you do it, or how you split the executions between the dains and Anceston. But they’ll be a reminder not to attack us, and a warning not to butcher innocents.”

      “The Malus League will be furious,” Fara warned.

      “And everybody else will know where we stand regarding them,” Rys replied.

      “As you will, Your Majesty,” Alsia said, excitement bleeding into her voice.

      Forai’s necromancy had rattled her. She had shown more emotion here than she had for weeks.

      With that settled, Rys left. He was pushing the limits of his ability to remain outside of the castle as it was.

      The following week flew past.

      Grigor cleared out the remaining pockets of resistance in Compagnon’s holdings. Recruitment for a proper military began, as well as guards for the kingdom. To avoid localized corruption, Maria took control of the guards and funded them herself using tax revenue. That allowed her to start rooting out the growing bandit problem.

      The demons concentrated on the borders and in Castle Aion. Most of them were happy to rest after so much excitement. Especially now that humans and demihumans were moving into the palace.

      Maria and Alsia executed Forai in Anceston after a very brief public trial. The rest of his disciples would undergo a more laborious process that would sate the Kinadain, as well as those angry at Compagnon. With the guild officers locked up in the palace dungeons, there hadn’t been any blood for those who had suffered at the hands of Compagnon.

      Forai made for a good substitute. Everybody knew about the connection between Compagnon and the League after Tarmouth intervened.

      Rys even made an appearance at the hanging, but kept to the shadows. This was an opportunity for Alsia and Maria to win over the public and strengthen their positions as duchesses.

      To him, it looked like the entire city turned out to watch Forai hang.

      While the death sated the people, it also served as a reminder to Rys not to get too comfortable. He felt uncomfortable callbacks to the fall of the Infernal Empire. How many of the wealthy had been slaughtered in the streets once the infernals vanished?

      The fury of the masses showed itself in Anceston. Rys satisfied it with Forai’s body, banishing it for the time being, but it would return.

      But, for now, Rys had achieved peace.

      Although he still had some matters to settle at home. The burial rites of the Kinadain had unearthed a troublesome matter, and Rys needed to speak to Alsia about them.

      Why did the Kinadain fear the taint of certain magic so much?
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      Sitting in his office, Rys realized his current challenges were over.

      He had crushed Compagnon, gathered loyal allies, built his own kingdom, regained some of his lost power, and repelled an invasion attempt by his southern neighbor. Some of the women around him were even interested in him, and one of them relished her chances to be pressed into the carpet of his office.

      A knock sounded at his door.

      “Come in,” he called out.

      Alsia entered. While in the palace, she wore simpler clothes now. Today, those consisted of a white lacy top, her red cloak, and a black pleated skirt with pantyhose. Her shoes were simple flats. Somebody had braided her blonde hair.

      “Do you like it?” she asked, patting her braids.

      He couldn’t recall her ever asking him about her appearance before.

      “The better question is: do you?” he asked.

      Alsia stared at him, then sighed.

      He chuckled. “It looks good on you, Alsia. But you don’t need to do up your hair unless you want to.”

      She gave him a small nod, then fell quiet.

      While Maria had yet to properly move in, due to how busy she was in her duchy, Alsia lived here now.

      That came with consequences, Rys had discovered.

      For one thing, the Kinadain made the palace livelier. If he entered their wing, there’d always be something happening. They didn’t know how to be quiet. Or perhaps they didn’t care.

      The warriors also spent a lot of time practicing outside, and they slowly began to accept the demons in their sparring after the battle at Fort Foret. Every morning was filled with the clatter of weapons and the grunting of dozens of soldiers.

      But the most interesting consequence had been the steady trail of applicants to work at the palace. Vallis had privately made some enquiries for administrative staff at Tarmouth and with some of the larger merchants in the region. But the palace also needed more mundane staff.

      Cooks, primarily. The Lilim were functional cooks at best, but they only knew how to copy things they already saw. And the imps intentionally burned Vallis’s porridge once and had been banned from every kitchen in the palace.

      That incident had irrevocably altered the hierarchy of the palace in the eyes of the imps. Vallis had become bossbossboss, because she was more important than everybody other than Rys so far as they were concerned. Even Grigor was merely bossboss, after Vallis’s tantrum.

      At some point, Vallis was going to find out about the non-existent imp union and the way it influenced the imps’ behavior. Rys really wanted to be a fly on the wall when that happened.

      So, the palace needed cooks. Somehow, word had gotten out.

      And the demihumans practically lined up at the palace’s door for work. Rys had been dumbfounded when he woke up one day to find a Lilim leading a dozen demihumans in maid uniforms through the palace’s corridors.

      For one thing, why maid outfits? Who approved those? Did somebody think he had a fetish for them?

      Initially, the demihumans came because of Alsia. Although more than one snuck into Rys’s bedroom and tried to get a promotion using their backdoor. Rys turfed her out.

      If she wanted sex, that was one thing. But he wasn’t giving her the expectation of special treatment because she spent some time polishing his cock. It would set a bad precedent.

      That, and Rys realized that he was going to be busy enough in the future. Maria didn’t take up much time now, but both Fara and Vallis had made their interest clear. He wasn’t sure if Tyrisa’s interest was genuine, given how she tended toward idol worship.

      And he planned to do something with Alsia, eventually. That was a fairly busy harem. His palace staff could remain palace staff—presumably to the relief of most of the demihumans who came to work here.

      An annoyed voice breaks intrudes into his thoughts, “I thought you weren’t thinking of marriage? When did that change?”

      Rys looked at Alsia. She was leafing through the dense stack of marriage proposals he’d shoved to one side of his desk.

      Sighing, Rys plucked the piece of paper from her hands. He batted her hands away from the pile when she tried to take another. This proposal was like all the rest.

      A young, pretty demihuman girl from the Tolaran Federation, which was the nation that controlled the central island of Dalyros. Emphasis on girl. Not a single invitation involved girls over the age of eighteen.

      “The Tolaran Federation switched targets after I told them how strict the requirements were to be considered for your hand in marriage were,” Rys said. “They’re all like this. I’m not sure if they genuinely want me to marry one of their nobles, or they’re trying to drown me in paper.”

      “She looked cute,” Alsia said.

      “I spend decades as the pet of the most beautiful woman in existence. Cute doesn’t quite cut it,” he said flatly. “They’re fishing. I wonder if I’ll get a hundred invitations from older women next week.”

      “Unlikely,” Alsia said. “The Federation marries early. It’s common to arrange marriages for political reasons. When I visited, almost everyone my age was married unless they were a Sage or in the military.”

      “Ah, that explains a lot.” Rys stroked his chin. “Can’t say they interest me. None of them are powerful mages, either. Do they marry as well?”

      “Especially the mages,” Alsia said. “Magical potential is deeply important to us.”

      That seemed like a great opportunity to ask her the real question.

      “I noticed that magic matters a lot to your people,” Rys said. “Especially the type of magic. Why does necromancy and infernal sorcery ‘taint’ people, in the eyes of the Kinadain?”

      Alsia winced and looked away. “That is… complicated.”

      “Is it another belief related to this castle and other matters?” Rys asked.

      “No, it is… much more deeply rooted. And terrifying. Especially for me, right now,” Alsia said, her eyes distant. “Can we sit? Together?”

      Although her request surprised him, he gestured for her to sit on the sofa. Before joining her, he poured tea for both of them.

      She thanked him and sipped her tea. He’d made sure to add extra sugar, given her preferences.

      Almost a minute passed before she felt comfortable talking again.

      “When I told you about the common types of demihumans, I left out an important one,” she said. “I am sorry.”

      “I suspected as much, but it seems that it’s a sensitive topic.”

      Alsia nodded. “It is one of the most sensitive. Most only speak of it in whispers. Even Hanna won’t speak of it properly. The older Kinadain are scarred by it. I only learned of it because I was being groomed to become a Saint. Most prefer to bury the problem, and instead instill terror about the cause.”

      While Rys felt frustrated that Alsia was beating around the bush, he let her speak at her own pace. He somehow knew this topic was going to be a heavy one.

      Jaime’s fury and pained face from Fort Foret came to mind. He had hated the fact that some of his kin were denied a chance at a proper burial. There was a deeply rooted issue here.

      “The final type of demihuman is known as otherkin,” Alsia said. “Nobody knows what power they wield or why they’re different. But they are. They have twisted horns and tails, or strange growths on them. Their magical presence is different. Some live far longer than normal demihumans.”

      Otherkin. Even the name itself made it clear they were ostracized by the Kinadain.

      Rys sat silently, letting Alsia explain things.

      “Tenno Morai is the most well known otherkin. The other Saints hate her because of this, but her power was too great to ignore her. Especially when the ships came from Gauron and Pharos. Supposedly, her power was the only thing that kept many at bay. She leveled keeps with a single arrow and cut down companies of soldiers with a single swing,” Alsia said.

      Rys had already heard that Morai was powerful, but this only emphasized her power. She had stopped Gauron from conquering the archipelago.

      So why didn’t she rule the place? Why did she hang around on a little island in the north-west?

      The dark expression on Alsia’s face made Rys realize there was a more pressing issue. Namely, the reason this topic had come up to begin with.

      “You mentioned the otherkin in relation to my question about the fear of ‘forbidden’ magic,” Rys said. “But you just told me that nobody knows why they’re different.”

      Alsia shifted uncomfortably. Her tail poked out from behind her cloak and twisted in the air. “Any demihuman can give birth to otherkin. And while nothing is certain, there are theories.”

      “Of course,” Rys said. “Why are otherkin hated?”

      “I don’t know,” Alsia whispered. “It’s simply taken for granted that they should be… dealt with.” Her body shuddered, and she closed her eyes for several moments.

      Rys rubbed her back, aware of exactly what she was implying happened but couldn’t bring herself to speak of.

      “The main theory is that otherkin are brought about due to exposure to certain magic,” Alsia said, refusing to look at Rys. “That covers physical taint, such as what occurred at Fort Foret, but also…” Alsia’s face blew up, turning bright red, and Rys knew what she was going to say.

      “You’re not supposed to have sex with me, is what you’re trying to say,” Rys said drily.

      Alsia looked up at him with wide golden eyes. “No, no, I can—” She stopped herself, and stared at her lap. Her tail twisted in the air behind her head.

      Rys grew increasingly tempted by how active her tail was, but he kept his hands at bay.

      “Technically, you aren’t the problem,” she mumbled. “My dain only forbids me from having… sexual relations with members of the Malus League.”

      “But the spirit of the laws is clear,” Rys said.

      “If I’m the chief elder and duchess, does that matter?” Alsia asked, a cheeky smile creeping onto her lips. It vanished a moment later. “But… the consequences might be immense. Any child could split the archipelago. I’ve always dreamed about having a daughter. Teaching her swordplay and how to use magic. Now…” Alsia’s eyes turned distant as she imagined a future she had likely visualized many times before.

      “Let’s worry about uniting Kavolara first,” Rys said, interrupting Alsia’s train of thought. “You need to focus on your objectives within the current dains you rule. We’ll need to speak with the dains up north, near Avolar. They’ve been extremely wary of us. I don’t think they like me.”

      Alsia nodded, her eyes refocusing and expression turning less severe. “Yes, they’ve been rather abrupt with me. While I doubt there was anything between the previous elders and the northern dains, I suspect they don’t like our rapid growth in power. They are a very small collection of dains by comparison. Most of the region is independent of them.”

      Her tail began to fall, as if reacting to the decreased excitement in the room.

      Realizing this was his last chance, Rys reached out and grabbed her tail.

      Alsia’s squeal nearly split his eardrums. Instinctively, Rys let go of her tail. The scales had been smooth, and warm to the touch.

      Alsia leaped up from the sofa and held her tail in front of her. The tip of it twitched back and forth excitedly. The woman attached to the tail simply stared at Rys in shock.

      “I take it that’s not something that’s normally done,” Rys said. He probably should apologize, but the moment he did, he knew he wasn’t touching that tail for a while.

      “Do you normally just grab people’s tails without warning?” Alsia squeaked out.

      “Fara’s told me off over it.”

      Alsia’s eyes narrowed at the mention of Fara. “So you are having… relations with her.”

      Rys leaned back and crossed his arms. “Does that bother you?”

      Alsia stared at him, her expression marred with confusion. She tried to say something, but nothing came out.

      “Do you want me to care?” she muttered, looking down.

      “No, Alsia, I want to know why it matters to you if I’m having sex with Fara. Or Maria. Or Vallis. Or any other woman,” Rys pressed. He stood up and towered over her. “Because I don’t think it matters for the reason you think it does.”

      Alsia’s eyes widened at the implication he was sleeping with multiple women, even if he actually wasn’t at the moment.

      Then, as if to prove his point, Rys reached out and grabbed her tail. She squeaked but let him take it.

      He ran his fingers along it and watched as her lips moved. She held in her gasps, but her body twitched with each of his movements.

      While he explored the length of her tail, Rys noted details about it. The scales varied in texture and roughness. One side was smooth, and the other was rough, based on which side faced the ground naturally.

      He received a stronger reaction by pressing against the scales, and especially by running a finger along the gaps between them. She began to pant and her legs shook. Her tail was alive. Pressing against it caused it to jerk and shift in his hands.

      Her body also jerked, notably around her ass where the tail was connected to.

      After several minutes of tail stroking, Alsia seized her tail back and collapsed on the floor. Traces of drool ran down her chin, which she wiped away.

      “Mean,” she mumbled.

      “You reacted a little more strongly than I expected,” Rys admitted. He didn’t mention the scent in the air.

      “But this means…” Alsia trailed off, a stupid smile on her lips. “Thank you, Rys. You’ve given me a lot to think about. For many reasons.”

      She stood and fled the room before he could do anything.

      A shame. If he’d grabbed her tail again, she would have been putty.

      Then again, there was an extreme consequence to doing anything with Alsia, and she would be back anyway. Her lack of sexual experience and embarrassment over it meant she needed time, but breaking down her barriers little by little was its own type of fun.

      As he returned to his desk, Rys’s thoughts turned to the topic that he’d interrupted Alsia over.

      A child.

      Rys had always avoided having children in the Infernal Empire. Allowing Lacrissa anywhere near his children was a terrifying prospect, and one he couldn’t have prevented while serving Malusian.

      With the fall of the Infernal Empire, everything changed. Rys could allow himself to have a child.

      Alsia clearly wanted one, and she had him in mind.

      But she was right. An otherkin child would bring war to the archipelago. They would change the path of Rys’s rise to power. The raw hatred that the Kinadain had toward Tenno Morai was proof of that. She had saved the Kinadain from destruction at the hands of invaders, and her own people hated her for it.

      Despite everything, something in Rys called to him that having a child was the right idea. He couldn’t quite put his finger on why, and his attempts to grasp onto the feeling failed. But it felt right, as if he somehow knew that he’d enjoy fatherhood.

      Quietly, Rys returned to his paperwork. But his mind ticked away, as it always did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 41

        

      

    

    
      “It feels strange to be leaving after so long,” Fara said.

      She stood at the palace entrance, a small leather bag by her feet. Rys and Vallis stood near her, seeing her off.

      “Aren’t you coming back in a few weeks?” Vallis asked, raising an eyebrow. “What are you being all dramatic for? You’ll visit your sisters, then come back once you’ve had your family bonding time.”

      Fara’s tails shifted and Vallis swore as something struck her in the head.

      “Rys is such a bad influence on you,” Vallis said as she rubbed the top of her head through her black hair. “Do the two of you do kinky stuff like that in bed?”

      Fara’s warning glare caused Vallis to raise her hands and take a step back.

      Rys shook his head at their antics. If anything, he’d miss this over the next few weeks.

      The morning sun streamed through the glass doors and windows. A few demihuman maids spied on them from nearby, not even pretending to do their morning chores at this point. Rys suspected they weren’t on duty yet, given how early it was.

      At some point, it had become sport for the various servants to spy on him and the various other cabinet members. They scrawled down notes.

      If Rys didn’t know that Tyrisa had put them up to this, he’d be suspicious.

      No, he still was suspicious. But whenever he wanted to, he knew he could bully his little Chief of Staff into spilling the beans. Until then, it served as something to pass the time as he tried to work out what his staff were doing.

      Fara stepped forward and enveloped Rys in a hug. “I’ll be back soon, Rys.”

      “I don’t get a hug? What kind of godmother are you?” Vallis asked.

      “The tough-love sort.” Fara beat Vallis upside the head with one of her tails. “Try not to keep Rys up at night.”

      “Pretty sure that’s what you’ve been doing,” Vallis said.

      The two women stared at each other. Slowly—very slowly—they both reddened. Then they coughed and looked away.

      “I feel that I need to automate the soundproofing,” Rys said.

      “Why do we need to turn it on in the first place?” Fara asked, her face still cherry red as she realized that her nightly activities in her bedroom had been overheard.

      “Because sometimes you want people to hear what’s going on in your bedroom,” he said, as if that was the most obvious thing in the world.

      Both women stared at him. Then they rolled their eyes.

      “How did we end up with you?” Fara asked.

      “Do you regret it?” he asked.

      “Now you’re just trying to bully us.” Vallis laughed. “Go on, Fara. I’ll keep our great and glorious Incubus King company.”

      “I thought I banned that title,” Rys said.

      “I’m the viceroy. I reinstated it.”

      Fara rolled her eyes and picked up her bag. She turned and opened the door, about to disappear from their lives for a few weeks.

      Given that Fara had been a constant figure in Rys’s life since he had awakened, the next few weeks would be emptier while she was away. It had only been a few months since they met.

      A lot was different now. Fara had changed, and continued to change.

      Rys stepped up behind her and sank a hand into one of her tails.

      Fara’s gasp caused Vallis to turn red. The viceroy looked at Rys with wide eyes.

      “Don’t take too long to get back,” Rys whispered into Fara’s ear as he leaned over her.

      He stroked her tail, causing her to moan in pleasure. His other hand crept along her thigh and teased the edge of her panties.

      “Not here,” Fara mumbled. She looked back at Vallis, whose hands were wandering along her own body. “The two of you are as bad as each other.”

      “I’m just reminding you of what you can expect when you return,” Rys said.

      He pulled Fara into a kiss. When they separated, her eyes glazed over.

      “You’re making this hard,” she said. “Just like every time I go near Maria after she’s been near you. She rubs your scent all over herself.”

      “Jealous?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Fara said. She gulped. “I’ll have to get my fill of your scent when I return, Rys. Don’t forget me.”

      She slipped away from him and left the palace.

      He stood there for several long seconds, watching her dart away using her empowered muscles. She planned to travel by foot and go through the mountains.

      “The two of you are acting like this is some long separation, when she’s going to be back in your bed before the end of the month,” Vallis said.

      Rys looked over his shoulder at her. Her skirt was noticeably rumpled. She flushed at his gaze.

      “What? That was hot,” she said. “And I’m right.”

      “Yes, but it’s more fun to play things up. You’ll understand when you’re older.” Rys patted her on the head as he passed her.

      Vallis blinked. “Older? I’m an adult, you know.”

      “I couldn’t tell,” Rys said drily.

      They wandered to the war room, which was mostly empty now. The map had been updated, but little else had changed. No figures sat on it, and there weren’t piles of notes and crystals everywhere.

      Grigor stood next to it. He used his human form, which had become a constant recently. While many knew that he was a demon, it hadn’t become common knowledge given his Gift allowed him to hide his nature.

      “Anything concerning you, Grigor?” Rys asked.

      “It is the lack of concerns that does.” Grigor let out a grunt. “The Malus League backed down too easily after their inglorious defeat at our hands. Based on what little we’ve learned of their military strength, we lack the power to truly fend them off. They concern me.”

      “I think they concern everybody,” Vallis said. “But they need to be wary of invading others. They have the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom just across the channel to the south. When they attacked Tarmouth a decade ago, Queen Faeris intervened. And they invaded Gorgria just a few years ago, which only makes tensions worse.”

      “I guess that’s the problem with being a pariah,” Rys noted. “If you take action, others will attack you while you’re focused elsewhere. Is Gorgria powerful?”

      “They’re the wealthiest and most powerful nation in the archipelago,” Vallis said. “Supposedly, Faeris is connected to powerful nobility in Gauron. She was a powerful adventurer before she came here and founded the kingdom along with her husband. They have a massive professional military, have dissolved all of the dains, and basically control their territory without opposition.”

      “Hence why they named their kingdom after the island,” Rys said. He frowned. “But she’s ruled for over a decade and still doesn’t control the whole island?”

      Vallis winced and scratched her cheek. “The king passed years ago. I haven’t heard good things since then. People say that Queen Faeris is an ageless beauty who is respected and loved by all, but she also has a reputation due to the sheer amount of nubile men she collects.” Vallis shrugged at that. “The RGK is a stagnating power.”

      RGK—an acronym for the Royal Gorgrian Kingdom, Rys realized.

      The situation was an interesting one for Rys and his new kingdom.

      He competed with two powers on his own island. To the north was Avolar, a small collection of dains. The south, the Malus League, who were the pariahs of the archipelago. Tarmouth were close by and controlled all intercontinental trade.

      But three other major powers dominated the archipelago. The RGK to the south, who represented immense power from Gauron. To the east were the Tolaran Federation, who controlled Dalyros and wanted to marry Rys and Alsia into their political fold.

      And, in the far north-east, was the island of Kinaria. Tenno Morai controlled it. She remained a mystery, but Rys knew he’d need to confront her eventually. Her power appeared to be the closest to that of the ancient angels and infernals of his era.

      A long path lay ahead of Rys. Longer still, given he needed to reclaim more of his power.

      “Making plans?” Vallis asked. “Proper ones, based on your expression. Maria will be disappointed. I think she wanted to make extensive use of her time here.”

      Rys raised an eyebrow. “You seem a lot more comfortable talking about this than you were last time. Have you made up your mind?”

      Vallis reddened and look away. “I’m still thinking. Last time was hot, but, uh, I’m pretty busy with all the viceroy stuff. But I’m happy for Maria. She’s been glowing lately. Makes me a little jealous.”

      There was an easy resolution to that jealousy, but Rys let it lie. The path he had in mind for Vallis didn’t involve bending her to his will because he felt like it.

      She needed to choose her path. While he didn’t intend to let her slip away, good things came to those who waited.

      And Rys had plenty of time to wait.

      He had power to regain. A military to recruit. Nations to learn about and rulers to understand. At the apex of all of that was his plans to control the archipelago, and return to his full strength.

      That was his long-term goal. Perhaps it would take years. Or decades, even.

      Then, and only then, would he turn his eyes to the continents.

      That left him plenty of time to relax. He was in no rush. Vallis, Fara, and the others could grow and stretch out around him. They had grown accustomed to him. More time could only improve things.

      But, as always, Rys’s mind ticked away. He focused on his next objectives. What he wanted sooner, rather than later.

      Orthrus had been eager to explore the Labyrinth again, and Rys agreed with his fellow prisoner. The key to Rys’s lost power lay within the twisting confines beneath the castle. There was also that undead dragon to defeat and power slates to claim.

      The sooner Rys dealt with that obstacle, the sooner Orthrus could locate the next power conduit. Despite the dangers of the Labyrinth, Rys wanted his strength back. He hated constantly worrying about attracting attention, when he should be more powerful than everybody else in this tiny archipelago.

      “Grigor, focus your training efforts on a Labyrinth dive,” Rys ordered. “Bring Alsia and her best Kinadain into it. Only her very, very best. You saw them fight and can judge them.”

      Grigor flexed his muscles and grunted. “You are taking back your power, Rys?”

      “Soon. Once Fara is back. A lot of things can wait,” Rys said, his eyes focused on a specific part of the map. “But whatever I want to do, I need to be stronger. I need to be able to remind people who I am. And I need to recover my memories.”

      He stabbed a finger at Gorgria. “If Orthrus is right, the Labyrinth can lead us here. There is another power conduit here. We’ll need to defeat that undead dragon to get there.”

      And then, after that, Rys would ensure the Kingdom of Kavolara really was the only kingdom on Kavolara.

      His eyes stared at Avolar. The village of foxes was there. As was a collection of dains.

      Rys’s conquests had ceased for now.

      But they never truly ended. His hunger for more power was never sated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 42

          Mave

        

      

    

    
      Deep within the Malus League, sparks flew inside a brightly lit chamber. The sound of hammering echoed off stone walls. Magic lamps glowed unwaveringly on stands, casting cool light over everything inside the room.

      A woman hunched over an anvil, a hammer and chisel in her grasp. Her strikes were rhythmic and practiced. She beat the chisel into a dark steel breastplate, slowly carving out a rune. Angry red runes flared on the chisel with every blow.

      Pots full of powdered magical catalysts sat beside her. Crystals, plants, metals, and even rare animals were contained within those powders. Every few strikes, she reached down and scooped one of the catalysts up, then sprinkled it over the rune she was working on.

      She was slim, and her rusty blonde hair was tied behind her head in a bun to keep it out of the way of her delicate work. Her face held an unearthly beauty, but her eyes were like ice crystals. She wore heavy plate armor. A black tabard hid most of her armor, although chain mail could be seen beneath. Almost every inch of her body was covered in either armor or cloth, save her head.

      A helmet sat on a nearby table. Countless tools, weapons, pieces of armor, and assorted magical artifacts covered the tables that lined one side of the room. The other side contained large bins. Ingots, ores, crystals, and even more strange powders and catalysts filled those bins.

      The far end held a forge, which was unlit. More tools hung near it. Char marks covered the floor and walls.

      A low noise came from the door. She paused mid-strike, then lowered her tools. She looked at the room’s entrance.

      A small crystal in the center of the door glowed red, as did a bar of glass above it. The woman clicked her tongue. She stood up and swiftly put her helmet on.

      “Enter,” she said, her entire body now completely obscured by their armor and clothes. Her voice had a strange lilting tone to it and sounded artificial and faintly masculine.

      It was also projected a good foot in front of her face. The woman wasn’t speaking. Rather, she was using magic to project words.

      Unless one already knew, an observer couldn’t know that the room’s occupant was a woman.

      The crystal in the door turned blue, then green right before it opened. The door split open and slid apart with a fwish.

      A young woman entered wearing a black robe. She wrung her hands in front of her, eyes wide as she stared at the room’s occupant.

      “Chief Enforcer Mave, it is an honor to be in your presence and—” the young mage began to say.

      “You’re new here. Dispense with the formalities. I defend the tower. You don’t need to treat me like the other magisters,” Mave said. She waved a gloved hand. “You have a message for me, I assume?”

      The mage nodded.

      Several moments passed in silence.

      “Well?” Mave asked.

      “Oh! Oh, I’m so sorry, I—” the mage cut herself off and steadied herself. “Grand Magister Harpersmith requests your presence in the atrium. He didn’t say why, but—”

      “Were you sent to fetch any other magisters?”

      “No, just you, Chief Enforcer.” The mage gulped and her eyes widened. Perhaps she thought she had said too much, given she was supposed to keep orders from the Grand Magister a secret.

      “If you were telling that to anybody else, that would be a mistake. But I am the Chief Enforcer. I am responsible for the tower’s security, even more so than the Grand Magister himself,” Mave said, attempting to quell the mage’s concerns. “If there is ever something you cannot tell me, think very carefully about what you are doing. Because it may be the last thing you ever do.”

      A pair of white eyes glowed within Mave’s visor. The mage nodded her head several times.

      “Good. Then return to your duties. I will see what Graem wants,” Mave said.

      She ushered the mage out of her forge, then locked it. The crystal in the center of the door turned red again. After a few minutes, she’d tidied everything up.

      Normally, keeping the grand magister of the tower waiting was foolish. Grand Magister Graem Harpersmith had ultimate authority over everything that took place in this mage tower. He was the most powerful, experienced, and trusted mage in the Tower of Black Cognition. Mave worked for him, but the two were far from equals.

      But that was why Mave kept him waiting. Graem was trustworthy, at least to her. Whatever needed her attention in the atrium could wait a few minutes. If it was that important, then Graem had alternate means to contact Mave. Sendings were blocked by magical wards within her forge, but the tower had emergency communication systems.

      Plus, Graem was a mage. He knew what it was like to be interrupted in the middle of research or work. If there was anything a mage hated, it was losing his train of thought. Mave might not be half the mage that the other magisters of the tower were, but she felt a sense of camaraderie.

      Once finished, she stepped out of her forge and locked it. This level of the tower was empty. A circular corridor ran around the central support pillar of the tower. Red lights glowed on the other doors on this level, although one was open and empty.

      The other magisters were either busy or absent.

      Mave approached the smaller of the two elevators built into the central pillar. A pair of crystals flashed blue when she approached, then green. Several seconds later, the door opened, allowing her to walk onto a circular platform.

      The express elevator was only for use by magisters. Naturally, it spent most of its time idling on one of the levels that contained their ateliers.

      “Ground,” Mave said upon entering.

      The doors closed. A moment later, a slight falling sensation struck her as the platform began to descend to the ground. Lights flickered past on the interior walls and she could see all the way to the very top of the forty-nine-story tower.

      Mages loved magic numbers. Seven was the number for the Tower of Black Cognition, for reasons that escaped Mave.

      Forty-nine stories. Forty-nine magisters. Seven magisters were part of the inner circle, including Mave and Graem. The number of rooms on each floor was also a multiple of seven, which caused problems sometimes. Even the number of mages that were officially part of the tower was a multiple of seven.

      Mave was certain that Graem was fudging that last number. Mages disappeared for all sorts of reasons and replacing them required intensive interviews or years of training. This tower didn’t accept apprentices, unlike many elsewhere in the Malus League.

      Maintaining a multiple of seven for total mages was impossible. Adepts were remarkably talented at getting themselves killed or maimed. Just last week, one forgot to include the protection inscription in their knowledge devil summoning ritual. Mave had been forced to battle an irritatingly powerful knowledge devil in the middle of a warded atelier. Four adepts had died.

      To the best of her knowledge, she hadn’t then executed three other mages for the sake of a magic number. The worst part was that she knew that happened in other towers.

      When she stepped out into the Atrium, Mave noted that nobody else was here. Not a single one of the other magisters was present, including the other members of the inner circle. Reception was empty—as always. A dozen steel giants loomed over the gargantuan atrium, pretending that they weren’t magical golems ready to defend the tower at a moment’s notice.

      “Ah, Mave, you’re here,” Graem greeted. He raised a hand.

      Mave returned the greeting as she approached.

      Graem looked as old and impressive as any young child probably thought amazing old mages should look. A thick mane of shaggy white hair, full beard and mustache, craggy face that showed the weight of his years, and an eyepatch over one eye. Scars ran across almost every inch of his face. His one visible eye glowed bright blue.

      Of course, mages didn’t normally look this impressive. A mage as talented as Graem learned to halt their aging sometime in their thirties or forties. Sometimes earlier. Graem was eighty, and he looked that old. Those scars ran deep along Graem’s body, and Mave knew there were countless more beneath his massive robe and gloved hands.

      Mave didn’t ask any questions, but her silence spoke volumes.

      “Maliah wants us. He’s called a bunch of grand magisters together,” Graem grunted out. His eye narrowed, and a grimace crossed his face. “Normally, I’d go alone, but…”

      “It’s Maliah. You took me in, Graem, after Torfunburg. I get it.” Mave’s voice was soft.

      Graem’s eyes turned distant. “Aye. I did. Bloody Elias. You would have liked him. None of us ever agreed to Maliah’s insane plan to invade Gorgria, but—”

      “Graem.” Mave’s voice switched tracks, and turned as stern as possible, given its artificial nature. “We don’t need to repeat this.”

      “Maybe. But I fear we’re stumbling back into the same mess as last time.” Graem grimaced, then gestured to the exit.

      The two gargantuan stone doors began to open. Each stood several stories tall, and the grinding they made as they opened filled the entire tower. Just outside, a single magitech carriage waited on the city streets. They were in the capital of the Malus League, and the streets outside bustled.

      Dozens of passersby tried to peek into the tower. A magical field kept them from getting too close, and most didn’t bother to slow down. The rest were disappointed, as illusions prevented them from seeing or hearing anything.

      “Not using the portal?” Mave asked.

      “Don’t joke about that.” Graem chuckled despite his words. “It’s too temperamental to risk us both. Plus, Maliah’s raised security across New Ahm. Front entrances only, with increased security checks.”

      “Shit,” she cursed. “He’s that terrified of this King Talarys?”

      The two of them stepped into the carriage. Behind them, the entrance to the tower ground shut.

      Carriages trundled past in the streets. People went about their day. Most were mages, the rest merchants or wealthy customers searching for expensive magical goods. They were in the center of New Ahm. Only two types of people came here.

      Mages, and those wealthy and heartless enough to benefit from them.

      “I don’t know if he’s terrified, but he’s definitely wary,” Graem said. “Forai was wiped out the moment he got close, and our entire operation with Compagnon erased within months. The stories we’re hearing from our agents suggest this Talarys uses infernals, but he has popular support from other nations and the Kinadain.”

      “I find that difficult to believe,” Mave replied.

      “And I couldn’t believe it when you joined us after Torfunburg.” The old man chuckled. “Life’s strange. But Maliah is spooked. Whatever this meeting is about, I’m certain it’s about war. That’s why I want you along.”

      “Because you don’t trust Maliah?”

      “That’s a different problem. Maliah is many things, but I know he won’t betray me.” Graem held a hand up to his eyepatch and the glow in his other eye dimmed momentarily. “No, I want you along because you’re the Chief Enforcer. And for another reason. If this means war, that potentially involves Gorgria.”

      Mave’s blood ran cold. She looked away. “I see. My apologies for not realizing sooner.”

      Graem chuckled again. “No, it’s fine. You’re new at this. A prodigy, for sure, but us old, wizened bastards have been doing this for far too long. You’ve never even seen Gauron, have you? The majesty of the real Ahm? If this ends up being too much, I want you to know that you can step away.”

      “Graem—”

      “Don’t say anything now,” Graem warned, his gentle tone giving way to a scolding one. “Promises quickly become regrets. Damned if I don’t know that.”

      They fell silent. The ride through the glorious streets of New Ahm pained Mave, even as she stared out the illusioned windows of the carriage.

      Only Graem knew her secrets. The other magisters in the tower knew nothing about her. That was the way it had to be, for many reasons.

      But knowing that she might be approaching a fork in the road during her time in the Tower of Black Cognition caused a pit to open up in her stomach. She felt sick.

      Knowing that she had work to do, she pushed it down.

      Instead, she focused on what was outside the carriage.

      New Ahm was one of the largest cities in the Tolaran Archipelago. The city center was a marvel of engineering, and dozens of massive spires reached for the clouds high above them. At night, Mave sometimes liked to watch them from a distance.

      To her, New Ahm was the greatest city ever. A blazing metropolis in a boring cesspit of nothingness. The towers burned with light during the night, like pillars sending messages to the rest of the world about the grandness of the mages within. Other mage towers existed within the archipelago, but only New Ahm boasted this many, and in such close proximity to one another.

      But Mave knew a deep, horrendous underbelly underpinned this glory. Mages and well-dressed individuals dragged demihumans around on chains. Scantily dressed wolfkin manned shop counters or tried to attract customers, but their rags and collars made their slavery clear to all.

      They passed a slave auction just around the corner from Maliah’s tower, known as the Tower of the Black Sun. Several female draconic demihumans stood on top of stands, wearing nothing more than tiny strips of cloth over their nether regions.

      Several dozen people competed with each other to take the demihumans home. Bids flew fast and furious, and Mave saw magic symbols flying above countless bidders as they paid insane prices for the demihuman slaves.

      “I thought they kept that to the slave pits,” Mave murmured.

      “Must be good stock,” Graem said. “Given the prices I glimpsed, I’m guessing there’s something special about their magical ability. Nobody pays that much for sex, despite how they were dressed.”

      Mave wasn’t so sure about that.

      Eventually, they arrived at Maliah’s tower. Several spellblades patrolled outside. One approached the two of them, before turning away once Graem cast a simple spell to confirm his magical signature.

      Many things could be faked with illusions, but no mage could perfectly duplicate another’s magical signature. In New Ahm, one’s magic was one’s identity.

      An expensively dressed mage waited in the gargantuan atrium of the tower. He smiled at Graem and Mave.

      “Ah, excellent, you’re here, Graem. And it is good to see you again, Chief Enforcer Mave,” the mage greeted them.

      “We’re the last, I assume, Nick?” Graem asked, looking around.

      A few mages shuffled around and two massive statues with glowing eyes loomed over them. But nobody else important appeared to be present.

      Nick—Grand Magister Nicholas Yale, to be specific—nodded. “Maliah didn’t want many to come, and they’re already up there. It’s chaos, I’m afraid. You won’t like it.”

      Nick was Maliah Jyarvic’s second-in-command and the mage who ran the tower in truth. As archwarlock, Maliah was too busy to run the tower at the same time as the entire Malus League.

      “I already didn’t like it. This doesn’t make it better.” Graem sighed. “Let’s go.”

      They had to use two separate lifts to reach the meeting chamber, as it was contained within the inner sanctum of the castle. More enforcers checked their identities at several checkpoints.

      Eventually, they reached a large circular room. Several grand magisters stood within. Only two chief enforcers were within, including Maliah’s. Shouting and heated voices escaped through the door the moment it entered.

      “What the bloody hell are you all shouting about?” Graem yelled. “Are we fucking discussing the future of the League, or debating over a goddamn research paper?”

      The room fell silent at Graem’s outburst.

      “Indeed. I believe we all know why we’re here,” a towering figure said in a deep baritone—Maliah Jyarvic, the archwarlock of the Malus League.

      Maliah had dark skin, which was rare in the archipelago. But that was the least of what made him stand out.

      His eyes glowed bright red, just like Graem’s, as did his ruby-crested scepter. His hair and beard was a similar white, but neatly trimmed and kept very short. Unlike Graem, Maliah’s body showed no signs of old age or heavy wear, but the similarities were apparent at a glance. The archwarlock wore a bulky robe covered in golden runes, and simple pants and a collared shirt beneath that.

      “War,” Graem said as he strode into the center of the room.

      Mave followed him, while Nick ducked across to Maliah’s side. The doors shut automatically behind them.

      “What happened to ‘discussing the future of the League,’ Graem?” Maliah asked.

      “This is the future of the League,” Graem said. “The last time you pulled something like this, you sent us against Gorgria. Elias died for that mistake.”

      “That is something that I regret,” Maliah said, a grimace crossing his face. “You know that as well as anyone. Elias was my friend. Without him, none of us would be able to live here. The Malus League wouldn’t exist. I won’t forgive Gorgria’s bitch-queen for what she did to him.”

      Graem held back a scowl. His face had begun to soften, but the moment Maliah swore revenge, it had hardened back into its craggy, fierce appearance.

      Elias had been the Grand Magister of the Tower of Black Cognition before Graem, but had died during the Malus League’s ill-fated assault on Gorgria. Afterward, Mave had joined the tower and befriended Graem. There was deep history between Graem and Maliah.

      “We’re not here to discuss Gorgria or its bitch-queen,” Maliah said. He waved his scepter, and a newcomer stepped out from the shadows of the room.

      Mave recognized her as a Calosceme knowledge devil. But she’d never seen a knowledge devil look so terrified. Mages commonly used knowledge devils as sources of information, sometimes summoning them for weeks or months at a time.

      “Then who are we invading?” Graem asked.

      “Nobody. Yet.” Maliah smiled, and it promised endless cruelty upon somebody. “But we all know that war must come.”

      The other mages murmured, and their voices soon began to rise.

      “Silence!” Maliah’s scepter glowed and a booming noise rung out across the room.

      Mave’s helmet glowed, and it automatically reduced the intensity of the noise. Most other mages winced. They held their hands to their ears and cursed. Graem was one of the few exceptions.

      “This King Talarys has created a problem for us,” Maliah explained. “He has crushed Compagnon and seized our smuggling operation. While we have some sources remaining, the reality is that we are cut off from the rest of the world. Our supplies of magical catalysts are dwindling. Difficult times will soon be upon us.”

      “Can’t we work with him?” Graem asked. “If he’s an infernalist, he might be amenable to a deal.”

      “Perhaps. But his allies despise us, and his actions have been anything but receptive to us.” Maliah frowned for a moment. “It is disappointing, I must admit. I had hoped that a powerful new mage on Kavolara would be a great ally.”

      “We don’t know that he’s an infernalist,” Graem said.

      “True.” Maliah stroked his chin for a few moments. “As I said, war must come. We need to gain the strength to provide for ourselves, and not be cowed by Gorgria or others. I have been working on a solution with another grand magister you all know very well. If you’ll follow me, I have somebody to introduce you to.”

      Somebody?

      Everybody followed Maliah through several chambers, until they were deep inside the inner sanctum of his tower.

      Right now, they were deep inside his workshops. This was where Maliah undertook his personal research. Mave had never been this deep.

      Maliah used magic to unlock a thick steel door that glowed with dozens of runes. The feeling of the magical wards deactivating rumbled through Mave’s body. A chill ran through her.

      What could possibly be inside this room that needed wards as powerful as an entire mage tower?

      Maliah stepped inside, but the knowledge devil refused to. The little devil’s body shook as she stood outside the door. Everybody else followed Maliah, but stopped the moment they entered, only to be shoved inside by the next mage.

      The reason became clear to Mave when it was her turn.

      The corpses of several Calosceme knowledge devils were strewn about the room. Mave recognized them due to their distinctive appearance. Their wrists and throats had been slashed open, and some were missing chunks of flesh.

      A truly massive figure, easily twelve feet or more in height, stood inside a glowing red circle. Mave recognized the circle as one used for infernal summoning, but its complexity was orders of magnitude greater than anything she’d seen before.

      The infernal inside it wore a strange set of armor swathed in cloth. Elven runes were woven into every inch of the cloth, and even more were engraved into the armor itself. The infernal’s head was that of a hawk, with a beak large enough to bite off a man’s head. Its talons were of a similar size, and likely capable of slicing through steel.

      “Gentlemen, I’d like you to meet our newest associate,” Maliah said, gesturing toward the infernal with his scepter, “the Demon Lord Grishaw.”
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        You can follow me on Facebook at:

        https://www.facebook.com/authorkdrobertson

      

        

      
        You can find updates from me on my website at:

        https://www.kdrobertsonbooks.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Afterword

        

      

    

    
      Many years ago, I wrote a story online. It was a lot of fun. Like most unplanned stories, it went off the rails and died without an ending in sight when real life got in the way. But I learned a lot about writing, found a fun niche, and people enjoyed it.

      Years later, I wrote a different story. This one still went off the rails, particularly as I was going through a very rough time in my professional career, but this one had a lot more promise. I wanted to come back to it.

      The book you just read (you did read it, right?) is the novelization of that second story that I wrote years ago. Or the beginning of it, anyway. There are more books to come in this series, but there is a planned ending, lots of interesting plot arcs, and a bunch of characters I really want to introduce.

      Converting a story that helped shaped my writing, and that was also what eventually led me to publish harem books, wasn’t an easy task. A lot of difficult decisions were made. Characters were cut. Other characters were altered. Plot lines were adjusted.

      The other weird thing was learning just how much this story influenced my other books. I explicitly borrowed certain aspects from this story’s world for the Empire Reforged series, but I didn’t do that for Heretic Spellblade.

      So it was fairly strange to see so many similarities. The magically built castle; the reliance on an external source of power; the mysterious guiding being that may or may not be an ally; and the power behind the Labyrinth has its own matching oddness in Heretic. Guess I’ll need to try harder to be original with my next series.

      Regardless, Demon’s Throne is something that I loved, and being able to revisit it and finish it is something I didn’t think I’d be able to do. There are major plot holes and problems I can fix, characters that vanished in the original that now get to be fleshed out properly, and the writing is of far higher quality.

      I loved writing this book, probably more than anything else I’ve written in a long time. I won’t say that I enjoyed editing it that much, but that’s nothing new. Demon’s Throne will be a great series to write more of, although it would certainly be a lot easier to write if people love it and buy a lot of copies.

      Thanks for reading, and I sincerely hope you enjoyed the book.

      Please leave a review if you enjoyed the book, as those are of incredible importance. If this is the first book of mine you’ve read, maybe check out my Heretic Spellblade series. You’ll love it, if you loved this book.

      
        
        K.D.
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